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ABSTRACT
The virtual game worlds of Massive Multiplayer On-Line Games (MMOGs)
have attracted much attention over the years, mainly due to their capacities for
supporting educational or business related activities. Active research on
organisational and Information Systems studies and Knowledge Management
strongly suggests the importance of communities in the processes of knowledge
sharing and organizational/collective memory constitution. However, the lack of
studies on massive non-organizational communities in the virtual is evident. More
specifically, little is known on the relation of virtuality to collective action, to
practices of knowledge sharing, and to collective memory constitution.
The starting point of this research is the argument that MMOGs are community
building arenas. These communities of players are virtual in nature but due to the
sandbox type and task accomplishment scenario of the game, they are in continuous
mobilization collectively negotiating the diverse meanings of virtuality and
renovating their habitualized practices of knowledge sharing. In this vein, the
research interest in this thesis is on how virtuality shapes knowledge sharing
practices. The research focuses especially on the constitution of collective memory in
virtual communities. As a result, the overall research aim in this dissertation is to
address the following: “how do virtual communities share their collective knowledge
and constitute their collective memory?”.
To this end, the objective of this thesis is to explore the dynamics of virtuality
in relation to the capacities of virtual communities in the virtual game worlds for
collective memory constitution. The research annotates the transformative character
of the virtual, as providing the capability for the renovation of habitualised practices.
The thesis of this research is that collective memory is the collective action of
remembering and forgetting, virtuality is the experience of the virtual, and hence
collective memory constitution in the virtual warrants a fresh conceptual foundation
as well as a reconsideration of design options for collective memory systems.
More specific, the research sets-off by critically reviewing the core literatures
on knowledge sharing and collective memory. It departs from organizational and
Information System studies on Knowledge Management, and then proceeds to the
importance of communities (such as Communities of Practice) in the cultivation of
collective knowledge. The review is then enriched by introducing studies on
collective memory constitution. The pluralism of interdisciplinary views of collective
memory highlights the distinction between memory as an object (‘images of the
past’) and memory as a process (of remembering and forgetting). The review
suggests that collective memory is framed by the concepts of history, identity, and
imagination, while the role of technology (such as Information and Communication
Technologies - ICT) is also addressed. Additionally, it conceives collective memory
as a social activity of negotiations of meaning, towards the sense of objectification of
collective knowledge.
Following this, conceptual affinities between collective memory as action and
the virtual are explored. To this end, the research espouses the theory of social action
as proposed by Alfred Schutz (1932), and adopts the descriptive framework of
existential phenomenology as proposed by Martin Heidegger (1962), in an ambitious
effort to understand the ‘intertwining’ (S. Sassen, 1991) of the virtual and action. The
review concludes on two critical points. First, it proposes an understanding of
virtuality as the very experience of interacting with a ‘technology of the virtual’
(such as virtual worlds). Second, it highlights the transformative character of
virtuality, which through the virtualisation of action stimulates the renovation of
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habitualised practices, the redescription of narrative identities, and the
reinterpretation of individuals’ lifeworld. These conceptual constructions frame the
theoretical thesis that virtuality implies three critical challenges for collective action:
the challenges of cultural heterogeneity, of ‘mediated’ experience, an of envisioning
Others.
In tandem with these two areas of conceptual work, the researcher ‘went out
into the filed’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Van Maanen, 1988; Weick, 1995)
and through intensive participant observation over a considerable period of time,
gathered rich data on the thematic of collaboration, decision making, and knowledge
sharing in virtual communities. The relevance and use of ethnographic research
methods, in general and in particular in the virtual has been addressed. The
ethnographic experience and field work in virtual communities in two MMOGs is
presented in (typical for ethnography) narrative form.
Following the empirical field work, narratives (tales) from the field have been
interpreted reflexively vis-à-vis the conceptual propositions already defined. This
concludes on addressing several critical conceptual propositions. These propositions
concern the collective memory construction in the virtual and depart from the
theoretical formulations regarding collective knowledge and memory, as well as the
relations between collective action and the virtual. These propositions underscore
that virtual game worlds are clusters of evolving narratives and the experience of
immersion in one of these settings prompts a play of imagination, which in turn
affords the ground for the emergence of new collective actions of knowledge sharing
and memory constitution. In this sense, the experience of a technology of virtuality
(such as a virtual game world) sustains a significant sense of freedom and playfulness
that can fuse a renovation of practices and a reinterpretation of the lifeworld, albeit in
a creative manner. In terms of collective memory constitution, this study suggests
that in virtual game worlds, virtual communities value four genres of collective
knowledge to be part of their collective memory: a) historical archives of past
events, b) personality checks, c) mental schemes, and d) repertories of ideas.
In sum, these propositions suggest that while the virtualization of collective
action (knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution), entails significant
challenges, agents in the virtual mitigate the lack of familiarity through the play of
imagination, by creatively exploiting the strangeness of the virtual, and by
renovating their habitualised practices, memories, and identities.
Subsequently, several design considerations on the construction of collective
memory systems are elaborated upon. These design considerations are in multiple
areas different from our current conception for Knowledge Management and
collective memory systems as these applied particularly to organizational concepts.
In this vein, these implications are consolidated and propose a concept (scenario) for
a collective memory system architecture supporting knowledge sharing in the
workplace. This architecture provocatively suggests a radical transformation of the
workplace and a renovation of the embedded habitualised practices, towards
virtualisation of collective memory and knowledge sharing in the workplace
environment.
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Περίληψη
Οι δυνητικοί κόσµοι παιγνίων τύπου Massive Multiplayer On-Line Games
(MMOGs) έχουν συγκεντρώσει τα τελευταία χρόνια την προσοχή των ερευνητών
διαφόρων κλάδων και ειδικοτήτων, κυρίως λόγω της ικανότητάς τους να
υποστηρίξουν εκπαιδευτικές ή/και επιχειρηµατικές δράσεις. Φτάνοντας τους 50
εκατοµµύρια παίχτες παγκοσµίως (εκ των οποίων µόνο το 25% είναι έφηβοι), οι
οποίοι ξοδεύουν κατά µέσω όρο 22 ώρες την εβδοµάδα παίζοντας το αγαπηµένο
τους παιχνίδι (Yee, 2006), οι δυνητικοί κόσµοι των MMOG κερδίζουν ολοένα και
περισσότερους οπαδούς. Σύµφωνα µε το MMORPG.org, αυτή τη στιγµή υπάρχουν
περίπου 330 εµπορικά κα ανοικτού κώδικα διαθέσιµα παιχνίδια στην παγκόσµια
αγορά. Η ολοένα αυξανόµενη ζήτηση για δυνητικούς κόσµους φαίνεται και σε µία
πρόβλεψη της Gartner ότι µέχρι το τέλος του 2011, το 80% των ενεργών χρηστών
του ∆ιαδικτύου αλλά και των 500 πλουσιότερων οργανισµών, θα διαθέτουν µια
εικονική απεικόνιση σε κάποιο δυνητικό κόσµο σαν το Second Life (Gartner Press
Release, April 2007). Ένα λόγος για την προτίµηση αυτών των κόσµων είναι η
ποικιλοµορφία των δραστηριοτήτων που µπορεί κάποιος χρήστης τους να εκτελέσει.
Οι δραστηριότητες αυτές περιλαµβάνουν δράσεις διασκέδασης και ψυχαγωγίας,
κοινωνικοποίησης,
εκπαίδευσης
και
επιχειρηµατικότητας.
Παράλληλα,
παρατηρούµε ότι η οργανωσιακή έρευνα καθώς και η έρευνα στα Πληροφοριακά
Συστήµατα σχετικά µε την ∆ιαχείριση Γνώσης υποδεικνύουν τη σηµαντικότητα των
κοινοτήτων στον διαµοιρασµό γνώσης και στην οικοδόµηση της συλλογικής µνήµης.
Λίγα όµως είναι γνωστά για τον τρόπο µε τον οποίο οι εξω-οργανωσιακές δυνητικές
κοινότητες διαµοιράζονται τη γνώση τους και οικοδοµούν τη συλλογική τους µνήµη.
Η παρούσα έρευνα ξεκινάει µε το επιχείρηµα ότι τα παίγνια τύπου MMOG
είναι χώροι δράσης όπου ευνοείται η δηµιουργία κοινοτήτων. Οι κοινότητες αυτές
παιχτών είναι δυνητικές (virtual), βρίσκονται σε διαρκή εξέλιξη και επιτρέπουν τη
διαπραγµάτευση ποικίλων νοηµάτων του δυνητικού σε συλλογικό επίπεδο,
εξετάζοντας τις καθιερωµένες πρακτικές διαµοιρασµού γνώσης προκειµένου να
δοµήσουν νέες καινοτόµες. Κατά συνέπεια, η παρούσα έρευνα εστιάζει στην
οικοδόµηση της συλλογικής µνήµης και έχει βασικό στόχο να προσδιορίσει «πώς οι
δυνητικές κοινότητες διαµοιράζονται την γνώση τους και οικοδοµούν τη συλλογική
µνήµη τους».
Οι σύγχρονες οργανωσιακές οπτικές αντιµετωπίζουν τους οργανισµούς ως
αποθήκες συσσωρευµένης γνώσης, η οποία δοµείται µε την µορφή των πρακτικών,
ταυτοτήτων, του περιβάλλοντος, τεχνικών και ιστοριών (Schön, 1991). Έχουν επίσης
αξιολογήσει την σηµασία των συλλογικοτήτων (π.χ. κοινοτήτων) µέσα στους
οργανισµούς ως τις πλέoν κατάλληλες και αποδοτικές οργανωσιακές δοµές
συνεργασίες και διαµοιρασµού γνώσης. Ένα παράδειγµα είναι η θεωρία των
Κοινοτήτων Πρακτικής (Wegner, 1986), η οποία δίνει έµφαση στην αµοιβαία
εµπλοκή, τη συλλογική γνώση και µάθηση. Μέσα στις κοινότητες αυτές ο
διαµοιρασµός γνώσης γίνεται µέσω της εθελοντικής ανταλλαγής αφηγήσεων (Brown
& Duguid, 1991). Ταυτόχρονα όµως, η κυρίαρχη θέση περί οργανωσιακής µνήµης
αντιµετωπίζει τη συλλογική (οργανωσιακή) µνήµη ως αποθηκευτικά δοχεία γνώσης
και µνήµης ενώ µία από τις πιο διαδεδοµένες θεωρίες οργανωσιακής µνήµης είναι η
Transactive Memory System που θέλει τη γνώση και τη µνήµη διαµοιρασµένη και
κατηγοριοποιηµένη ανάµεσα στα µέλη µιας οµάδας (Wegner, 1985).
Εξετάζοντας διεξοδικά και κριτικά την βιβλιογραφία περί συλλογικής µνήµης,
και πιο συγκεκριµένα διάφορες κοινωνικές, φιλοσοφικές ψυχολογικές, και
οργανωσιακές αναφορές, αναδεικνύεται η σηµασία την ιστορίας, της ταυτότητας,
και της φαντασίας ως τα βασικά θέµατα που καθορίζουν το φαινόµενο την
οικοδόµησης µιας συλλογικής µνήµης, ενώ ο ρόλος της τεχνολογίας (π.χ.
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Τεχνολογίες Πληροφόρησης και Επικοινωνίας) είναι επίσης καθοριστικός. Πιο
αναλυτικά, αναδεικνύεται πως η ιστορία διαφοροποιείται αλλά δοµεί την συλλογική
µνήµη (Ricoeur, 2004)), πως η φαντασία συνεπάγεται δηµιουργικές ανοικοδοµήσεις
νοήµατος (Polanyi & Prosch, 1975), και πως η συλλογική µνήµη µε την σειρά της
προϋποθέτει ένα λόγο/αιτία µέσω της οποίας προβάλλεται η (συλλογική) ταυτότητα
(Ricoeur, 1992; Goffman, 1959). Επίσης, φανερώνεται ο µεταµορφωτικός ρόλος των
τεχνολογιών του δυνητικού (π.χ. τεχνολογίες µνήµης - Sturken, 1997; Nora, 1996 )
και η ανάγκη να αναδείξουµε την ικανότητά τους να προάγουν τον διαµοιρασµό
γνώσης και τη συνεργατική οικοδόµηση συλλογικής µνήµης. Επιπροσθέτως, η
παρούσα έρευνα αντιλαµβάνεται τη συλλογική µνήµη σαν µία ατοµική ή συλλογική
(αλλά πάντα κοινωνική) δράση διαπραγµάτευσης νοήµατος, επιδιώκοντας την
αντικειµενικοποίηση της συλλογικής γνώσης.
Συµπεραίνουµε επίσης, ότι η µνήµη είναι πάντοτε συλλογική και δοµείται υπό
την κοινωνική πίεση (Halbwachs, 1952) ενώ θα πρέπει να διαχωρίζουµε την µνήµη
ως διαδικασίες του θυµάµαι και ξεχνώ αλλά και ως αντικείµενο, δηλαδή το
αποτέλεσµα των διαδικασιών αυτών. Έτσι, το φαινόµενο την οικοδόµησης µιας
συλλογικής µνήµης αφορά µία συλλογική δράση και συσχετίζεται άµεσα και
άρρηκτα µε την διαπραγµάτευση νοήµατος προς την οικοδόµηση ενός κοινωνικού
αποθέµατος γνώσης (Schutz 1967). Άρα, ακολουθώντας τις τρεις έννοιες της
ιστορίας, φαντασίας, και ταυτότητας, η πρόκληση είναι στο να κατανοήσουµε το
χαρακτήρα (δηλαδή την δοµή και δυναµική) του φαινοµένου της οικοδόµησης της
συλλογικής µνήµης και πιο συγκεκριµένα του φαινοµένου αυτού σε σχέση µε τις
τεχνολογίες του δυνητικού. Προσδίδεται έτσι µία διαφορετική οπτική περί της
οικοδόµησης συλλογικής µνήµης, η οποία δύναται να προτείνει ένα νέο
εννοιολογικό υπόβαθρο, το οποίο µε την σειρά του προτρέπει για την επανεξέταση
των καθιερωµένων σχεδίων ενός συστήµατος συλλογικής µνήµης.
Το δυνητικό (virtual) σαν έννοια έχει διφορούµενο και ασαφή νόηµα και
συχνά χρησιµοποιείται για να περιγράψουµε εφαρµογές ‘εικονικής
πραγµατικότητας’, τον Κυβερνοχώρο, ή πιο πρόσφατα, φανταστικούς δυνητικούς
κόσµους (virtual worlds). Η πρώτη έννοια δίνει έµφαση στην τάση φυγής και την
εµβύθιση στο εικονικό περιβάλλον διάδρασης (Heim, 1993), η δεύτερη αναφέρεται
σε µία υπέρτατη δικτύωση ανθρώπων και µηχανών (Gibson, 1984) και η τρίτη δίνει
έµφαση στην απορρόφηση σε µία διαµοιραζόµενη φαντασία (π.χ. ενός παιχνιδιού
ρόλων) όπου κυριαρχούν τα στοιχεία της διασκέδασης. Η έννοια όµως του
δυνητικού έχει ένα βαθύτερο νόηµα και σύµφωνα µε τον Levy (1998) που ακολουθεί
τον Deleuze, το δυνητικό δεν είναι το αντίθετο του πραγµατικού αλλά του εν
ενεργεία υπαρκτού (actual). Η διαδικασία του εν ενεργεία υπαρκτό περνάει στη
σφαίρα του δυνητικού, ονοµάζεται δυνητικοποίηση και αφορά ακριβώς τη
µετατόπιση της δράσης πίσω στην αρχική της προβληµατική, την επανεξέταση των
συνθηκών και την εν δυνάµει πραγµατοποίησή της µε άλλη µορφή/εκτέλεση. Αφορά
δηλαδή την ευκαιρία για αλλαγή και µεταµόρφωση µιας καθιερωµένης δράσης ή
πρακτικής σε µία νέα εκδοχή της.
Εξερευνώντας τις συγγενικές σχέσεις µεταξύ της συλλογικής µνήµης ως
διάδραση και του δυνητικού, η παρούσα έρευνα ενστερνίζεται τη θεωρία κοινωνικής
δράσης του Alfred Schutz (1932), ενώ υιοθετεί το περιγραφικό πλαίσιο της
υπαρξιακής φαινοµενολογίας όπως αυτό προτάθηκε από τον Martin Heidegger
(1962), σε µία φιλόδοξη προσπάθεια να κατανοήσει την συν-ύφανση (intertwining)
(Sassen, 1991) δυνητικού και δράσης. Ακολουθώντας αυτή τη γραµµή
συλλογιστικής, καταλήγουµε σε µερικούς εννοιολογικούς µετασχηµατισµούς
σχετικά µε την µελέτη του δυνητικού: ότι το δυνητικό µπορεί να θεωρηθεί ως
τεχνολογία, δίνοντας έµφαση στην ενόργανη διευκόλυνση της δράσης, ως τέχνη,
δίνοντας έµφαση στην αισθητική και στο φαντασιακό, και ως µία µεταφυσική
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µοναδικότητα, δίνοντας έµφαση στην δυνητικοποίηση της δράσης. Εκτιµώντας ότι
καµία από τις τρεις αυτές θεωρήσεις δεν είναι επαρκής για να περιγράψουνε πλήρως
την δυναµική του δυνητικού, η παρούσα έρευνα αντλεί στοιχεία από την υπαρξιακή
φιλοσοφία ακριβώς για να αναδείξει την δυναµική του να εκµεταλλευτώ την
τεχνολογία. Έτσι, και στα πλαίσια της παρούσας ερευνάς, ορίζουµε τη δυνητικότητα
(virtuality) ως την εµπειρία διάδρασης µε µία τεχνολογία του δυνητικού (π.χ.
∆ιαδίκτυο). Προτείνεται άρα µία νέα οπτική θεώρηση του δυνητικού, αυτή του ως
λόγος, δίνοντας έµφαση στην ύπαρξη-προς-δυνατότητες. ∆ηλαδή να επανερµηνεύσω
την ικανότητα να Είµαι (µέσα στο κόσµο) ή και να εκµεταλλευτώ την τεχνολογία
και να την επαναρυθµίσω. Αναδεικνύεται έτσι η δυναµική του δυνητικού στη
µεταµόρφωση των καθιερωµένων πρακτικών, στην επανα-περιγραφή των
αφηγηµατικών ταυτοτήτων (narrative identities) , και στην εκ νέου κατανόηση του
βιόκοσµου (lifeworld).
Σύµφωνα µε τα προαναφερόµενα, η µελέτη του φαινοµένου της οικοδόµησης
της συλλογικής µνήµης σε σχέση µε το δυνητικό, συνεπάγεται πολλές προκλήσεις,
τρεις από τις οποίες έχουν ιδιαίτερη σηµασία και εξετάζονται στην παρούσα έρευνα.
Πρώτον, η πρόκληση της ετερογένειας της κουλτούρας που αφορά την επικοινωνία
µεταξύ ανθρώπων µε διαφορετικές κουλτούρες (π.χ. Hinds & Kiesler, 1995) και την
απουσία ενός διαµοιραζόµενου-κοινού συστήµατος κατανόησης (van Maanen,
1979). ∆εύτερον, την πρόκληση της ενδιάµεσης εµπειρίας που αναφέρεται στην
δυνητικοποίηση του ιστορικού πεδίου (context) δράσης και στην κατανόηση του
δυνητικού ως ένα ‘µέσο’ δράσης πλούσιο σε νόηµα (Schutz, 1962). Τέλος, την
πρόκληση του οραµατισµού των άλλων που αφορά στην απουσία την πλήρους
εικόνας του άλλου όπως στην πρόσωπο µε πρόσωπο επικοινωνία (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967).
Κατά συνέπεια, και προκειµένου να µελετήσουµε τη δυνητικοποίηση της
συλλογικής µνήµης, ορίζονται τρεις διαφορετικοί τύποι-µεταφορές σχέσης δράσης
και δυνητικού: η δράση διαµέσου του δυνητικού, η δράση µέσα στο δυνητικό, και η
δράση σαν να είµαι µέσα στο δυνητικό. Στον πρώτο τύπο το κεντρικό σηµείο
αναφοράς είναι ο ‘τώρα προσπελάσιµος’ µακρινός κόσµος, όπου η τεχνολογία
επεκτείνει το σώµα και αλλάζει την ταχύτητα εκτέλεση µιας δράσης (Virilio, 1986).
Στο δεύτερο τύπο το κεντρικό σηµείο αναφοράς είναι ο δυνητικός κόσµος και η
τεχνολογία αντιµετωπίζεται ως εκείνο το µέσο που µου επιτρέπει να ‘µπω’ και να
εµβυθιστώ στο δυνητικό κόσµο (Heim, 1983). Τέλος, στον τρίτο τύπο, το κεντρικό
σηµείο αναφοράς είναι το φαντασιακό του δυνητικού κόσµου, όπου η τεχνολογία
γίνεται τόσο οικεία µέσα από την δυνητικοποίηση της δράση που ‘αποσύρεται΄ από
το προσκήνιο την προσοχή µας (Heidegger, 1962).
Κατά συνέπεια, η παρούσα διδακτορική έρευνα επιχειρεί να απαντήσει τα
ακόλουθα ερωτήµατα:
• Ποιες είναι οι προκλήσεις που προκύπτουν µε την εισαγωγή του δυνητικού στην
κοινωνική δράση γενικότερα, και στην οικοδόµηση της συλλογικής µνήµης
ειδικότερα;
• Πώς οικοδοµούν τη συλλογική τους µνήµη οι δυνητικές κοινότητες; Και, ποια
είδη συλλογικής γνώσης εκτιµούν να αποτελούν µέρος της συλλογικής τους
µνήµης;
• Πώς η δυνητικοποίηση της δράσης (π.χ. αναδυόµενες πρακτικές) σε κοινότητες
του δυνητικού καθιστά ικανό το διαµοιρασµό γνώσης και την καλλιέργεια της
συλλογικής µνήµης;
• Πώς οι δυνητικές κοινότητες εκµεταλλεύονται την υπάρχουσα λειτουργικότητα
του δυνητικού µε σκοπό την βελτίωση του διαµοιρασµού της γνώσης τους;
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Πώς µπορούν οι πρακτικές διαµοιρασµού γνώσης των δυνητικών κοινοτήτων να
κατανοηθούν και να χρησιµοποιηθούν στο σχεδιασµό πρωτότυπων συστηµάτων
συλλογικής µνήµης;
Η εµπειρική µελέτη δυνητικών κοινοτήτων πραγµατοποιήθηκε µέσα σε
δυνητικούς κόσµους παιγνίων τύπου MMOG, και ακολουθώντας τους κανόνες και
τις πρακτικές της εθνογραφική έρευνας (p.x Hammersley & Atkinson,1995), και
ειδικότερα της δυνητικής εθνογραφίας (Hine, 2000). Έτσι, στόχος του ερευνητή δεν
ήταν να µελετήσει τις πρακτικές όλων των παιχτών/µελών µιας κοινότητας, αλλά να
βιώσει ο ίδιος και να κατανοήσει σε βάθος τι σηµαίνει να είµαι παίχτης/µέλος σε µία
δυνητική κοινότητα. Η εµπειρική µελέτη διήρκησε συνολικά τέσσερα χρόνια σε δύο
δυνητικούς κόσµους MMOG: του Earth & Beyond της Electronic Arts, και του EVE
Online της CCP. Τα αποτελέσµατα της εθνογραφικής έρευνας καταγράφονται και
παρουσιάζονται στην παρούσα διατριβή σε (τυπική για την εθνογραφία)
αφηγηµατική µορφή.
Κατά την διάρκεια της εθνογραφικής έρευνας, ο ερευνητής έγινε µέλος σε
αρκετές κοινότητες παιχτών, ενώ κατάφερε να κερδίσει την θέση του υπαρχηγού
(co-CEO) σε µία από αυτές. Η εθνογραφική έρευνα περιελάµβανε συµµετοχή σε
συλλογικές δράσεις της κοινότητας είτε µέσα στο δυνητικό κόσµο του παιχνιδιού
είτε σε κοινωνικές εκδηλώσεις µεταξύ των µελών της κοινότητας (όπως για
παράδειγµα σε lan-parties). Μέσω επιτόπιας παρατήρησης, αλλά και πληθώρας ηµιαδόµητων συνεντεύξεων, χαλαρών συζητήσεων και συνοµιλιών τόσο µέσω του
περιβάλλοντος του παιχνιδιού (chat, mail, videoconferences), όσο και πρόσωπο µε
πρόσωπο, ήταν δυνατή η συλλογή µεγάλου όγκου πληροφοριών σχετικά µε προφίλ
χρηστών, σχέσεις µελών, εκτιµήσεις καταστάσεων κλπ. Για την καλύτερη ανάλυση
των πληροφοριών αυτών, κατασκευάστηκε µια βάση δεδοµένων στην οποία
αποθηκεύτηκαν περίπου 10GB ψηφιακής πληροφορίας που περιλάµβανε πάνω από
43.000 chat-log αρχεία, 304.000 logs διάδρασης στο παιχνίδι, περίπου 600
συνεντεύξεις µε παίχτες, καθώς και εκατοντάδες φωτογραφίες, video και αρχεία
ήχου. Τέλος, πραγµατοποιήθηκε µία ποσοτική µελέτη µε την χρήση
ερωτηµατολογίων σχετικά µε την χρηστικότητα του περιβάλλοντος του παιχνιδιού
και την ενίσχυση των κινήτρων για µάθηση. Συνολικά, συλλέχθηκαν και
αξιολογήθηκαν 1081 απαντηµένα ερωτηµατολόγια.
Σε συνέχεια της εθνογραφικής µελέτης, και ερµηνεύοντας τις ‘ιστορίες από το
πεδίο’ (Van Maanen, 1988) σε σχέση µε τις εννοιολογικές κατασκευές που
αναπτύχθηκαν προηγουµένως, η έρευνα προχωράει σε µερικές σηµαντικές
εννοιολογικές προτάσεις. Οι προτάσεις αυτές αφορούν τη δόµηση της συλλογικής
µνήµης σε συνάρτηση µε τους δυνητικούς κόσµους παιγνίων και χαρακτηρίζουν
τους φαντασιακούς αυτούς κόσµους ως συστάδες εξελισσόµενων αφηγήσεων.
Επίσης, υπογραµµίζουν τη σηµασία της εµπειρίας εµβύθισης (immersion) σε ένα
δυνητικό κόσµο και την ενεργοποίηση ενός ‘παιγνιδιού της φαντασίας’ (play of
imagination), το οποίο µε τη σειρά του δύναται να µεταµορφώσει τις πάγιες και
συνηθισµένες πρακτικές διαµοιρασµού γνώσης και οικοδόµησης συλλογικής
µνήµης. Επισηµαίνουν δε τον ουσιαστικό ρόλο που έχει η αίσθηση ελευθερίας
(freedom) και παιγνιδιαρίσµατος (playfulness), όπως αυτή υποστηρίζεται από ένα
δυνητικό κόσµο παιγνίων, στη διαδικασία µεταµόρφωσης.
Τέλος, επισηµαίνονται οι διαφορετικοί τύποι (genres) συλλογικής γνώσης που
οι δυνητικές κοινότητες εκτιµούν ως αναπόσπαστο µέρος της συλλογικής τους
µνήµης: ιστορικά αρχεία γεγονότων του παρελθόντος, έλεγχοι προσωπικότητας,
νοητικά σχήµατα, και ρεπερτόρια ιδεών. Ο πρώτος τύπος αφορά αναφορές και
αφηγήσεις γεγονότων του παρελθόντος τα οποία διαδραµατίστηκαν µέσα στην
κοινότητα ή στο περιβάλλον της αλλά που τα µέλη τους προσδίδουν ιδιαίτερη
σηµασία ως σηµαντικά στοιχεία της ιστορίας τους. Ο δεύτερος τύπος αναφέρεται σε
•
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στοιχεία που συνήθως το κάθε µέλος αποθηκεύει για τα άλλα µέλη και αφορούν
περιγραφές και σηµειώσεις για την συµπεριφορά τους, στοιχειοθετώντας έτσι µια
συναισθηµατική ταυτότητα για τους ανθρώπους ‘πίσω’ από τους εικονικούς
χαρακτήρες. Ο τρίτος τύπος αφορά λεξικά εννοιών και οντολογικών εξηγήσεων του
φανταστικού πλαισίου δράσης της κοινότητας (δλδ ο δυνητικός κόσµος του
παιχνιδιού). Τέλος, ο τέταρτος τύπος αφόρα άρρητη γνώση σχετικά µε τις
συλλογικές ικανότητες, στρατηγικές, και προσδοκίες που η κοινότητα προβάλλει για
την µελλοντική της ανάπτυξη.
Στα πλαίσια των παρατηρήσεων αυτών, παραθέτονται επίσης αρκετές
σχεδιαστικές εισηγήσεις για τη δηµιουργία ενός συστήµατος συλλογικής µνήµης. Οι
εισηγήσεις προτείνουν ένα σχεδιασµό που διαφέρει σε πολλά σηµεία από τον
συνήθη σχεδιασµό των σηµερινών συστηµάτων διαχείρισης γνώσης και
οργανωσιακής µνήµης. Το σχέδιο αυτό παρουσιάζεται ως ένα σενάριο µιας
αρχιτεκτονικής Συστήµατος Οργανωσιακής Μνήµης και δανείζεται πολλά στοιχεία
από τους δυνητικούς κόσµους παιγνίων. Η αρχιτεκτονική αποτελεί ένα ηδονικό
πληροφοριακό σύστηµα (hedonic IS) (Heijden, 2004) και ως τέτοιο, προκλητικά
προτείνει τον δραστικό µετασχηµατισµό του παραδοσιακού χώρου εργασίας, µέσω
της δυνητικοποίησης των καθιερωµένων πρακτικών που τον διέπουν και την
ενεργοποίηση (actualization) νέων καινοτόµων, µε σκοπό τη δηµιουργία ενός χώρου
που θα προάγει και θα ενθαρρύνει το διαµοιρασµό γνώσης και την οικοδόµηση της
συλλογικής µνήµης.
Συνοψίζοντας, η κύρια συνεισφορά της παρούσας διατριβής συνίσταται στα
ακόλουθα:
• Είναι η πρώτη µακροχρόνια εθνογραφική µελέτη δυνητικών κοινοτήτων και
δυνητικών κόσµων τύπου MMOG, µε εφαρµογή δυνητικής εθνογραφίας (virtual
ethnography) για τη µελέτη δυνητικών κοινοτήτων αυτού του τύπου, εισάγοντας
µε τον τρόπο αυτό σηµαντικά στοιχεία καινοτοµίας αναφορικά µε την
ερευνητική µεθοδολογία στα Πληροφοριακά Συστήµατα.
• Προτείνει µία οντολογική διάταξη για την κατανόηση της «φύσης» της
δυνητικότητας (virtuality) ως προοπτική δηµιουργικής ανακατασκευής της
θεµελίωσης των εννοιών ‘δράση’ και ‘γνώση’ στο πλαίσιο αυτό.
• Εξερευνά και εξετάζει τις κυριότερες προκλήσεις που επιφέρει η δυνητικότητα
στην µελέτη και κατανόηση συλλογικών κοινωνικών δράσεων.
• Αναδεικνύει τα είδη της συλλογικής γνώσης που προβάλλονται ως τα πλέον
σηµαντικά για τη συγκρότηση της συλλογικής µνήµης σε δυνητικές κοινότητες.
• Εξετάζει τις συλλογικές πρακτικές διαµοιρασµού γνώσης σε εξω-οργανωσιακές
κοινότητες πρακτικής και προβάλλει προτάσεις για τη βελτίωση των τεχνικών
και οργανωσιακών υποδοµών προκειµένου να ενισχυθεί η δυνατότητα των
οργανωσιακών δυνητικών κοινοτήτων να συντηρούν την συλλογική τους µνήµη
και να διαµοιράζονται την γνώση τους.
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1 Introduction

This dissertation is a study of knowledge sharing and collective memory
constitution in virtual communities within virtual game worlds. It comprises a
longitudinal ethnographic field work in virtual communities found in two Massively
Multiplayer Online Games, aiming to explore emergent practices that these virtual
communities craft in order to share their collective knowledge and thus constitute
their collective memory. The research annotates the transformative character of the
virtual, as providing the capability for the renovation of habitualised practices. The
thesis of this research is that collective memory is the collective action of
remembering and forgetting, virtuality is the experience of the virtual, and hence
collective memory constitution in the virtual warrants a fresh conceptual foundation
as well as a reconsideration of design options for collective memory systems.
1.1

Research focus, motivation and relevance: knowledge sharing,
virtual communities and virtual game worlds
A considerable corpus of extant research is developing on issues of Knowledge
Management (KM) and Organizational Learning, and particularly on how
organizations locate, capture, and reuse their collective knowledge in everyday
learning and business activities (Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Drucker, 1999; Ikujiro
Nonaka, 1994; Spender, 1996). By the same token the field of Information Systems
(IS) is abound with research addressing questions of design, implementation and
adoption of KM, e-learning, and Organizational Memory Systems (OMS)
(Ackerman, 1998; Anand, Manz, & Glick, 1998; Olivera, 2000; Walsh & Ungson,
1991).
On the resource-based view of the firm, most theorists focused on the best
practices of managing the informational intra-organisational resources and exploiting
of firm-specific internal or external assets and dynamic capabilities in order to
achieve competitive advantage (Teece, 1998a; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). As a
result, an extensive body of discussions and research endeavours on the strategic
advantage of managing organisation knowledge almost monopolised the
organisational literature. What was made clear even from the early studies in this
field was that learning occurs in a community level and that it is within a community
that people can efficiently share knowledge and effectively put their collective
knowledge in use (see for example C.; Argyris & Schon, 1978; Spender, 1996).
Nevertheless, locating the knowledge in a community is just the first step in a
Knowledge Management strategy. Creating the appropriate atmosphere and culture
to support knowledge sharing is perhaps the most crucial step.
Knowledge sharing entails the exchange of knowledge within a team,
community or organisation in a sense that members willingly share their skills,
experiences and know-how (M. T. Hansen, 2002; Hislop, 2002). In this sense,
sharing knowledge is a synergistic process and requires the cooperation of the
members of a collective. This collaborative effort, however, usually is blocked by
numerous cultural, technical, or ethical factors (Hislop, 2002; Pan & Leidner, 2003a;
W. A. Taylor, 2004). Field works in the workplace suggest that effective knowledge
sharing takes place within communities of employees that share a common interest.
These communities drew the attention of Julian Orr who, based on his ethnographic
study of photocopier technicians at Xerox, argued that members of the technicians’
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community share their knowledge in the form of stories and by participating and
engaging in collective practices (Orr, 1990; J. Orr, 1996). Orr’s study was one of the
first that focused on how knowledge sharing, learning and memory, interrelates to
each other. This gave support to the theory of Communities of Practice (CoPs)
introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991) in order to describe the learning practices
that emerge in a community’s core and periphery.
Within organizational CoPs, people cope with complex tasks, communicate
and exchange tacit knowledge with their environment and seek for new innovative
ways of practising. Tacit knowledge cannot be specified, and hence be put in
information block and communicated. It must be sensed and felt rather than defined
or written down, otherwise knowledge providers will be trapped in the nuances of
meaning of each word they are trying to use. Wenger (2002) points out that CoPs
emerge naturally around things that matter to people. These social networks become
what Nonaka and Nishiguchi (2001) call "Ba", a place where people develop
relationships and share knowledge. Several studies, however, indicate that despite the
apparent advantages that knowledge sharing might have for the members of a
community or an organisation in general, there are several technological, managerial,
administrative and cultural issues that reduce the motivation for knowledge sharing
and block the flow of knowledge (Bechky, 2003; M. T. Hansen, 2002; Michailova &
Husted, 2003; Osterloh & Frey, 2000; Postrel, 2002; W. A. Taylor, 2004). Especially
in cases of virtual environments of collaboration, these barriers are more persistent
and thus special measures are required in order to overcome them (Ardichvili, 2008;
Pan & Leidner, 2003a).
The opening premise of this research is that virtual communities that emerge
and foster outside the organisational boundaries, can share their collective knowledge
more effectively. By focusing on the information rich and aesthetically pleasant,
persistent virtual environments of MMOGs, this research indicates cases of virtual
communities that their members grasp the opportunity to engage into collective
actions and share their knowledge with others. The main motivation that drives these
individuals to share their tacit know-how is the high level of freedom and playfulness
that these virtual worlds entail, or in one word, the expectation of enjoyment. This
crucial motive became evident in one of the first studies of non-organisational, but IS
related knowledge sharing virtual communities: the open-source development virtual
communities as they were presented in the work of von Hippel and von Krogh
(2003). The researchers indicated the high level of innovative practices that emerge
inside these communities, based on which their members share their expertise and
know-how, in order to solve their own as well as shared technical problems. The case
of open-source communities clearly indicated that spontaneous forming and selforganised communities can overcome the barriers that block knowledge sharing, and
additionally create a strong sense of community (i.e. collective identity). Other
studies in similar communities (e.g. virtual communities of learners) indicated
similar findings and pointed out correctly that virtuality in general can be proved to
be a key element of knowledge sharing and learning (Ardichvili, 2008; Bieber,
Engelbart, Furuta, & Roxanne Hitlz, 2002; Ciborra & Andreu, 2001; Wachter,
Gupta, & Quaddus, 2000).
Indeed, with the advent of the Internet, social computing, and Computer
Mediated Communication (CMC) technologies, our perception of the physical
reality, our practical knowledge, stereotypes and beliefs, our communicative
expectations and relations with others, shifted from the local and close
spatiotemporal proximity at-hand (objectively available) to the global and
persistently available virtual environments (such as virtual worlds). Virtual worlds
are networked computer generated environments that simulate or reconstruct the
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physical world. Although there is not a dominant definition of the term, most
researchers come to agree that a virtual world is “a synchronous, persistent network
of people, represented as avatars, facilitated by networked computers” (W. M. Bell,
2008). Users of virtual worlds interact in real-time with the virtual environment, and
can communicate with other co-present, using a virtual persona of an avatar (i.e.
textual or graphical representations of the user’s bodily image). One of the most
stimulating characteristic of virtual worlds is that they are persistent, that is, they are
available online almost 24/7, providing the sense of continuity and stability.
Additionally, because most virtual worlds lack prescribed objectives for users to
achieve or a clear scenario for them to follow, users are tempted to experiment with
new practices and constructs (such as create a new language, roles and identities).
Examples of widely known virtual worlds include Second Life, There, Active
Worlds, and Disney's Toontown.
A special type of these virtual environments is the commercial or open-source
virtual worlds with a game attitude. These environments are also known as Massively
Multiplayer Online Games (henceforth MMOGs). MMOGs are persistent virtual
game worlds with an embedded task-accomplishing scenario (i.e. missions) and
structure (i.e. player driven economy), where players can engage in cooperative or
‘solo’ practices. Moreover, they are globally available, interactive and information
rich systems, where thousands simultaneous players can play in a usually nonthreatening but certainly plausible environment. Most MMOGs also lack explicit
objectives of players to achieve, but they include rewarding systems, a set of well
defined regulative rules, a virtual economy, and mechanisms for group management.
The motives for participation in these virtual game worlds range from simple
curiosity and enjoyment (i.e. spent time playing a game), to socialization (i.e. keep in
touch with their friends or meet other people), education (i.e. learn new practices and
develop new skills), and entrepreneurship (i.e. run a virtual business for real money).
Popular cases of MMOGs include World of Warcraft, Ultima Online, City of Heroes,
Everquest, and EVE Online.
The estimated number of MMOG subscribers reaches the amazing number of
50 million world-wide. From that 50 million of MMOG players, only 25% of them
are teenagers. About 50% of MMOG players work full-time, 36% are married, and
22% have children (Yee, 2006). Yee also reports that MMOG players spend on
average 21 hours per week playing the game. By comparing that to the 7.7 hours per
week that they spend on watching TV, it provides a clear image of the trends in
entertainment and even socialization of people. Similarly, an analysis report by
Gartner predicted that by the end of 2011, 80 percent of active Internet users (and
Fortune 500 enterprises) will have a "second life", but not necessarily in Second
Life1.
What captured the attention (and imagination) of the researcher in this study is
the unique capacity of MMOGs to support the formation and evolution of virtual
communities. Recent studies focus on virtual communities emerging inside these
virtual worlds and study phenomena of play (Pearce, 2006), identity (Turkle, 1997;
Webb, 2001), economics (Castranova, 2003), law (Lastowka & Hunter, 2004), and
learning (Gee, 2003; Steinkuehler, 2004). Especially the educational capacity of
virtual worlds has been acknowledged by many researches and practitioners (e.g.
Prensky, 2001; Steinkuehler, 2008). In sum, virtual worlds such as MMOGs,
constitute an integral part of the everyday practices for millions of people. Moreover,
what is obvious from the short introduction above is that we should not treat
participation in virtual environments and especially in virtual game worlds as an
1

http://www.gartner.com/it/page.jsp?id=503861
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isolated phenomenon that touches only teenagers or low educated citizens. Instead,
we should speak of serious games that, according to the Serious Games Initiative,
target beyond entertainment and extent the role of MMOGs to other activities as well
such as, business or education.
Indeed, current trends in educational practices highlight the importance of
edutainment (that is playful learning) and propose alternative approaches that focus
on learning through play and game-related creative activities (Prensky, 2001;
Sawyer, 2006). To this end, many large institutions also use virtual worlds like
Second Life or even MMOGs in order to facilitate cooperation and learning. A
successful case is Sun's Virtual Workplace named MPK202. This platform offers an
alternative virtual world to SUN’s remote employees where they can perform their
daily tasks in a common environment. At the same time, NASA builds its own
MMOG for educational reasons. NASA's game promises a learning platform for
students wishing to participate in a game space-simulation and to engage in accurate
in-game experimentation and research3. A similar example is the case of the United
States Government’s MMOG, named America's Army, a first-person combat
simulation, initially launched to help U.S. Army recruitment.
To the best of the researcher’s knowledge however, little is known on how
MMOG virtual communities share their knowledge collectively and constitute their
collective memories. More specifically, little is known on the relation of virtuality,
collective actions, and the practices that emerge and evolve in virtual communities.
To this end, this research is a study of knowledge sharing and collective memory
constitution in MMOG virtual communities. Based on a longitudinal ethnographic
field work in two virtual game worlds, the researcher reports on emergent practices
that these virtual communities craft in order to capitalise on their collective
knowledge and constitute their collective memory. He also annotates the
transformative character to the virtual, in providing the capacity and opportunity for
the renovation of habitualised practices. The research conceives collective memory
as collective action, and virtuality as the very experience of interacting with a
‘technology of the virtual’, and it highlights the transformative character of virtuality,
which through the virtualisation of action stimulates the renovation of habitualised
practices, the redescription of narrative identities, and the reinterpretation of
individuals’ lifeworld. Finally, it addresses several design considerations on the
construction of a collective memory system.
The following sections underscore the research questions that framed this
research, and the research strategy that the researcher followed in order to address
these questions. Finally, the originality and contribution, as well as the organization
and structure of this dissertation are presented.
1.2

The main research question
~ The main objective and research question of this research ~
The main objective of this research is to study virtual communities and the
knowledge sharing practices their members craft and practice. To this end, the main
research question could be stated as “How do virtual communities share their
collective knowledge?” This question is multidimensional and while its main aim is
to seek answers on the social mechanics and dynamics of knowledge sharing, its true
impetus is to discover the fabrics of the relations between the virtual and knowledge
sharing. Hence, the initial question points directly to the relations between the virtual
2
3

http://research.sun.com/projects/mc/mpk20.html
http://prod.nais.nasa.gov/cgi-bin/eps/synopsis.cgi?acqid=128415
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and knowledge sharing. In this sense, the virtual community will become the context
through which the researcher will observe the dynamics of these relations.
The study, however, of such an extensive and relatively abstract question
requires from the researcher to identify a focal point of study that will later serve as
the main reference point based on which he will evaluate and reflexively interpret the
observations from the field. In this vein, the research focuses on the social
phenomenon of collective memory constitution, which is closely coupled with
knowledge sharing in terms of the social practices that define (i.e. intersubjectively
constitute) and fabricate (i.e. socially construct) collective knowledge. To this end, in
this study collective memory will serve as the token of research, and as such it will
be used to frame the problem of knowledge sharing in virtual communities. As a
result, the overall research aim in this dissertation is formulated as follows: “How do
virtual communities share their collective knowledge and constitute their
collective memory?”.
~ Deconstructing the main research question ~
The research question necessitates the exploration of affinities and relations
(i.e. the intertwining) between the virtual and collective memory constitution. A
review of the relevant literatures leads to the formation of the thesis that collective
memory is the collective action of remembering and forgetting, virtuality is the
experience of the virtual, and hence collective memory constitution in the virtual
warrants a fresh conceptual foundation as well as a reconsideration of design options
for collective memory systems (see chapter 3). Based on this, key conceptual
constructs and significant differences that the conceptualisation of collective action
in the virtual implies are identified, in order to address the following Research
Question (RQ):
RQ 1 - What are the challenges that the introduction of the virtual entails for
social action (and in the case of this study the virtualisation of collective
memory)?
The researcher engaged in a longitudinal ethnographic study in the virtual
exploring virtual communities in MMOGs over a period of four years. The aim was
to explore collective actions (i.e. shared practices in these communities) in order to
understand the construction of collective memory in virtual communities and the
interplay between the diverse genres of collective knowledge with the collective
memory constitution in the virtual. In this sense, the following questions were
addressed:
RQ 2a - How do virtual communities construct their collective memory?
RQ 2b - Which genres of collective knowledge do virtual communities identify as
part of their collective memory?
The analysis of the ethnographic field work led to further reflection upon the
conceptual constructs for collective memory and virtuality as they have formulated in
this thesis. In particular, design elements of virtual game worlds implicated in the
constitution of collective memory have been examined. Three key aspects of the
virtualisation of collective memory in such contexts have been identified namely, the
renovation of habitualised practices, the redescription of narrative identities, and the
reinterpretation of individuals’ lifeworld. This work addresses the two questions that
follow:
RQ 3a – Which emergent practices of communities in the virtual enable their
knowledge sharing and the cultivation of their collective memory?
RQ 3b - How do communities in the virtual exploit the embedded functionalities
of the virtual to cultivate their knowledge sharing?
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The perspective taken in this research in MMOGs suggests a critical view on
the socio-technical dimensions of knowledge sharing in virtual communities. Upon
this view, a set of design considerations for collective memory systems in the virtual
is proposed. Further to that, specific design implications for such systems are
elaborated, effectively addressing the following question:
RQ 4 - How could knowledge sharing practices espoused by communities in the
virtual be conceptualised and therefore inform the design of novel systems for
collective memory?
The next section outlines the research strategy that the researcher followed in
order to address the research questions.
1.3 Research strategy
The research sets-off by critically reviewing the core literatures on knowledge
sharing and collective memory. It departs from organizational and Information
System studies on Knowledge Management, and then proceeds to the importance of
communities (such as Communities of Practice) in the cultivation of collective
knowledge. The review is then enriched by introducing studies on collective memory
constitution. The pluralism of interdisciplinary views of collective memory
highlights the distinction between memory as an object (‘images of the past’) and
memory as a process (of remembering and forgetting). The review suggests that
collective memory is framed by the concepts of history, identity, and imagination,
while the role of technology (such as Information and Communication Technologies
- ICT) is also addressed. Additionally, it conceives collective memory as a social
activity of negotiations of meaning, towards the sense of objectification of collective
knowledge.
Following this, conceptual affinities between collective memory as action and
the virtual are explored. To this end, the research espouses the theory of social action
as proposed by Alfred Schutz (1932), and adopts the descriptive framework of
existential phenomenology as proposed by Martin Heidegger (1962), in an ambitious
effort to understand the ‘intertwining’ (S. Sassen, 1991) of the virtual and action.
This concludes on two critical points: First, an understanding of virtuality as the very
experience of interacting with a ‘technology of the virtual’ (such as virtual worlds) is
proposed. Second, the transformative character of virtuality, which through the
virtualisation of action stimulates the renovation of habitualised practices, the
redescription of narrative identities, and the reinterpretation of individuals’ lifeworld,
is highlighted. These conceptual constructions frame the theoretical thesis that
virtuality implies three critical challenges for collective action: the challenge of
cultural heterogeneity, that of ‘mediated’ experience, and that of envisioning Others.
In tandem with these two areas of conceptual work, the researcher ‘went out
into the filed’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Van Maanen, 1988; Weick, 1995)
and through intensive participant observation over a considerable period of time,
gathered rich data on the thematic of collaboration, decision making, and knowledge
sharing in virtual communities. The relevance and use of ethnographic research
methods, in general and in particular in the virtual has been addressed (see chapter
4). The ethnographic experience and field work in virtual communities in two
MMOGs is presented in (typical for ethnography) narrative form in chapter 5.
Narratives (tales) from the field4, have been interpreted reflexively vis-à-vis the
conceptual propositions already defined.

4

See (Van Maanen, 1988).
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Subsequently, several design considerations on the construction of collective
memory systems are elaborated upon. These design considerations are in multiple
areas different from our current conception for Knowledge Management and
collective memory systems as these applied particularly to organizational concepts.
In this vein, these implications are consolidated and propose a concept (scenario) for
a collective memory system architecture supporting knowledge sharing in the
workplace. This architecture provocatively suggests a radical transformation of the
workplace and a renovation of the embedded habitualised practices, towards
virtualisation of collective memory and knowledge sharing in the workplace
environment.
1.4 Originality and Contribution
The originality of this PhD thesis stems from its subject and the empirical
setting of research. Indeed, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, as one of the
first comprehensive studies covering both knowledge sharing and collective memory
constitution, and also technologies of virtuality, this thesis integrates existing,
fragmented interdisciplinary research on the issue of collective action and the virtual,
and addresses the implications that the later entails to the former.
To this end, the first main contribution of this research is addressing several
conceptual constructs regarding the relation between collective memory as action,
and virtuality. This entails two major points. First, the rejection of dominant views of
collective memory as object (such as Transactive Memory), as incomplete and
incapable of capturing the social character of collective memory constitution.
Second, and through the phenomenological interpretation of virtuality as the very
experience of a technology of the virtual, the research elaborates the core challenges
that the virtual implies to collective action. As a result, this research directly
contributes to the expansion of our understanding of collective memory as a social
action in relation to the virtual.
The second main contribution of this research is the narratives from the
ethnographic field work on virtual communities. These narratives present the
information richness of the virtual game worlds and describe in detail MMOGs as
community building arenas. In this study, these narratives highlight the emergent
practices that virtual communities engage in order to cultivate their knowledge
sharing, and indicate a strong transformative character of virtuality which through
the virtualisation of action stimulates the renovation of habitualised practices, the
redescription of narrative identities, and the reinterpretation of individuals’ lifeworld.
The very existence of the narratives however, suggests a contribution, since these
explicit narrations of the field work can converge at the study of different subjects of
research (such as the evolution of behaviours online, the application of learning
practices, the relation between the virtual and the construction of national identities,
and so forth).
1.5 Organization and structure of this dissertation
This dissertation is organised into six chapters:
1 - Introduction
In the current chapter, the main themes, objectives, methods and outcomes of this
thesis are outlined.
2 - On collective knowledge and memory
This chapter reviews issues of knowledge management in organisational memory
and proceeds with a critical review of interdisciplinary studies on collective
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memory. This results in conceiving collective memory as collective action
entailing the negotiations of meaning towards the constitution of a social stock of
knowledge.
3 - On collective action and virtuality
This chapter further explores the relation between the concepts of collective
action and virtuality, and attempts to identify the core challenges that this relation
implies. To this end, the theory of social action (Schutz, 1932) is outlined, in
order to elaborate upon the importance of intersubjective constitution of meaning.
Moreover, the descriptive framework of existential phenomenology (Heidegger;
1962) is applied in order to capture the ‘meanings’ of virtuality – that is, to
understand what virtuality is. Based on the conceptual constructs on action and
virtuality, three critical challenges for collective action are addressed: the
challenge of cultural heterogeneity, of ‘mediated’ experience, an of envisioning
Others.
4 - Research setting and methodology
This chapter outlines the research methodology that the researcher practised
throughout his empirical study. The chapter begins with a brief introduction of
the empirical setting, the persistent virtual game worlds of MMOGs, and then
focuses on the methodological challenges that the empirical study of these worlds
entails. It addresses the value of virtual ethnography in observing, narrating, and
reflexively interpreting collective actions, and then outlines the research methods
and techniques that the researcher practised in the field.
5 - The empirical setting of this research: tales from the field
This chapter describes in extensive detail the settings where the empirical
ethnographic field work was conducted. To this end, it presents the “gaming”
elements of the Earth & Beyond and the EVE Online MMOGs. The chapter then
unfolds the researcher’s narrations from the field, framed into four vignettes.
Each vignette is followed by the researcher’s comments that converge to the
issue of knowledge sharing in MMOG virtual communities.
6 - Collective memory construction in the virtual: conceptual propositions and
design implications
This chapter concludes by addressing several critical conceptual propositions that
derive from this research. These propositions concern the collective memory
construction in the virtual and depart from the theoretical formulations presented
in the first three chapters, and the reflexive interpretation of the narratives from
the field presented in the previous chapter. This chapter also addresses several
design considerations on the construction of a collective memory system. These
design issues reflect the design implications that the conceptual propositions
entail, and they conclude in a conceptual architecture of a virtual workplace
world. This chapter ends with addressing the implications, limitations, and future
directions of this research.
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2 On Collective Knowledge and Memory

2.1 Introduction
In this chapter, the literature that frames and informs this study will be
reviewed, beginning with an introduction to the issues of knowledge management in
organisations and continuing with an overview of important thematic studies on
collective memory.
There is a tremendous amount of studies concerning individual and collective
memory. This is not a surprise since memory is a fundamental attribute of human
consciousness as well as a feature of the mind. Memory is bound together with many
other cognitive characteristics or behavioural activities such as knowledge
acquisition and learning, communication, experience of time, and so forth. To this
end, many researchers and practitioners from different disciplines have conducted
various studies and experiments in an effort to unfold the mysteries of memory by
either explaining how it works cognitively, or by understanding how memory is
being affected in a social context. This dissertation is certainly not the right place to
bring in the frontline every view, theory and idea concerning memory. Rather it
focuses on the organizational as well as on the philosophical and sociological
disciplines in order to first highlight the polysemy of the term ‘memory’, and second,
to define the key term of ‘collective memory’ as it will be treated through out this
study.
2.2

Managing knowledge in organisations: knowledge sharing and
communities
Knowledge Management (KM) was introduced in organisational studies and
discussions in 1991 by Nonaka and his famous paper on Harvard Business Review
on how Japanese companies gain ac ompetitive advantage through the management
of their organisational knowledge (1991). KM comprises a range of strategies and
practices used in an organisation to identify, capture, store, and diffuse intangible
assets. In this sense, KM is closely related to organisational learning; that is practices
and theories about the way an organization learns and adapts.
Schön (1991) notes that "organisations are repositories of cumulatively built-up
knowledge: principles and maxims of practice, images of mission and identity, facts
about the task environment, techniques of operations, stories of past experience
which serve as exemplars for future action" (p. 242). One of the first attempts to
leverage organisational knowledge was to map and extend the organisations’
memories, such as organisational routines (i.e. standard operating procedures).
Organisation memory can be meaningful in terms of ‘content’ transferability through
shared mental models (Kim, 1993), and this creates the ‘Ba’, which refers to the
‘right context’ for knowledge creation and sharing (von Krogh, 2002, p. 178). In
parallel, efforts were made to bridge space and time by bringing the right employees
together in synchronous and asynchronous virtual workspaces where they would be
able to meet, communicate and collaborate.
By reviewing the KM literature we can easily observe an exponentially growth
of reports for cases of organisations implementing a KM project. Various
technologies were introduced and applied in support of traditional intranet enterprise
systems, including flexible content categorisation and indexing databases and
‘yellow pages’, ‘smart’ agents, and workflow and group decision support systems
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(Davenport & Prusak, 1998). However, these interventions did not have the expected
results. Schultze and Leidner (2002) explored the Information Systems (IS) literature
on KM and concluded that researchers tend towards adopting an optimistic view of
the role of knowledge in organisations and in the role of IS in enabling KM. As
Suchman (1995) notes, there is a gap between the KMS designers and KM experts,
and he suggests that we should adopt a practice-oriented approach and pursuit a clear
understanding of what knowledge workers actually do in their workspaces (Grudin,
1994). In other words, what all these suggestions propose is to shift our attention to
the people (i.e. teams and communities) and their everyday learning practices, and
diminish the role of technology.
In a recent comprehensive review of the extensive knowledge sharing
literature, Wang and Noe (2010) identify four main factors that affect the level of
knowledge sharing within an organisation, community or even a team. These factors
range from the organizational context (e.g. organizational culture and climate,
rewards and incentives), to the interpersonal and team characteristics (e.g. diversity
and social networks), and from the cultural characteristics (i.e. collectivism) to the
individual ones (e.g. personality and self-efficacy). They also identify some strong
motivational factors that promote or block the sharing of knowledge: beliefs of
knowledge ownership, perceived benefits and costs, interpersonal trust and justice,
and individual attitudes. What this review shows us is that the problem of knowledge
sharing is multidimensional. These factors however, are more easily manageable
inside knowledge intense communities rather than large organisations. So in the next
section we will see the role of a community within an organisation from the
perspective of the theory of Communities of Practice.
2.2.1 Communities of Practice
The role of communities in organisations has repeatedly been recognised in
terms of their capacity in generating, capturing, disseminating, and applying
knowledge effectively. Notions such as ‘occupational communities’ (Barley, 1996; J.
Orr, 1996), 'microcommunities of knowledge’ (von Krogh, 2002), ‘communities of
knowing’ (Hayes, 2001), ‘learning communities’ (Senge, 1990), ‘occupational and
professional communities’ (Strati, 2000), ‘knowledge and practice networks’ (O'Dell
& Graysin, 1997), ‘knowledge networks’ (Buchel & Raub, 2002), ‘communities of
interpretation’ (J.S. Brown & Duguid, 1991), ‘communities of practice’ (J.S. Brown
& Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Pan & Leidner, 2003a; Raelin, 1997; E.
Wenger, 1998), and ‘networks of practice’ (J.S.; Brown & Duguid, 2001) are used to
explore what knowledge workers actually do in their social (and intellectual)
contexts, by recognising the situateness of learning and the inseparable nature of
knowing from conceptualised practice (J.S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; L Suchman,
1987).
Communities of Practice (CoPs) were introduced by Lave and Wenger and are
the central concept and unit of analysis of the theory of situated learning or
‘Legitimate Peripheral Participation’ (LPP) (Lave & Wenger, 1991). LPP suggests
that “learning occurs through centripetal participation in the learning curriculum of
the ambient community” (p.100). Wenger (1998) defines such social structures in
reference to mutual engagement in a common practice, and notes their importance in
creating a communal memory that ‘allows individuals to do their work without
needing to know everything” (p.46). Central to the reps’ practice are three
overlapping categories: “narration”, “collaboration”, and “social construction”, that
get to the heart of what the reps actually do (J.S. Brown, 1998).
The purpose of the community is quite general and encompasses the needs of
its members when there is a common recognized objective, shaped in time through
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the processes of perspective taking and perspective making (R. J. Boland & Tenkasi,
1995). Although communities were the subject of extensive research for many
sociologists, the communities inside an organization and their impact in the
organizational behaviour is still an active field of research. For example, Wenger,
McDermott and Snyder (2000) addressed the main short- and long-term value to
organisations and community members “caused’ by the existence of CoPs.
Communities are important in preserving much of the incommunicable tacit
knowledge and thus provide competitive advantage to the parent organizations
(Brown and Duguid, 1991). Within CoPs, members gather their thoughts collectively
and through continuous cogitation, brainstorming, and interaction they achieve new
knowledge creation. This may result to new improvisational or innovative ways of
doing things (e.g. renovated practices).
Within a community, ‘meaning’ is the outcome of the process “negotiation of
meaning”, a social process that includes the processes of participation and reification
(Wenger, 1998). Practice is “a set of socially defined ways of doing things in a
specific domain: a set of common approaches and shared standards that create a basis
for action communication, problem solving, performance and accountability”
(Wenger 2002:38). Each community has a specific behaviour of making its practice
visible through the way it develops and shares know-how (i.e. narrations).
The next paragraphs take a closer look into KM and CoPs and explore the core
affinities between these two concepts.
2.2.2

The affinities between Knowledge Management and Communities of
Practice
In a recently published paper (Papargyris & Poulymenakou, 2003), the
researcher made an extensive literature review of the major studies on KM and CoPs
with an effort to locate and draw a few parallels between these two concepts. The
results of this study are summarized in the form of non-technical challenges listed in
the table 1 bellow.
Table 1 - Non-technical challenges in KM domain
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

create motivation & willingness to share knowledge,
create sense of job satisfaction and commitment
create organisational memory,
overcome cultural barriers that block learning,
cultivate trustworthiness,
reveal non-canonical work practices as ways of knowing,
create best practice awareness & symmetric knowledge
distribution,
expand Intellectual Capital and foster radical innovation,
resolve ethical and sociocultural issues that block
communication

The first challenge underscores the importance of motivational factors that
foster knowledge sharing. Manny scholars have drawn on social theory of learning
that is based on community participation and situated practices (Lave and Wenger
1991; Brown and Duguid 1991; Raelin 1997; Wenger 1998). In such communities,
motivation and willingness to share knowledge are based on participation and
reification (Wenger 1998), as well as on the idea of voluntarily exchange of
narrations (Brown and Duguid 1991). In the well known case of Xerox (Orr 1996;
Brown 1998; Brown and Duguid 2000a, 2000b), CoPs are “relatively tight-knit
groups of people who know each other and work together directly capable of
generating, sharing and deploying highly esoteric knowledge and … they are usually
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face-to-face communities that continually negotiate, communicate, and coordinate
with each other directly in the course of work” (J.S. Brown & Duguid, 2000, p. 143).
Osterloh and Bruno (2000) take a closer look into motivational factors affecting
employee willingness to share knowledge. They examine intrinsic motivation (acting
for immediate need satisfaction), and extrinsic motivation (acting for indirectly need
satisfaction, especially through monetary compensation), in terms of group’s
organisational context. In the same vein, Wasko and Faraj (2000) conclude that
balancing extrinsic and intrinsic motivation is not only a key success factor, but also
an important and immitigable competitive advantage (challenge No. 1).
Another challenge is to create the conditions for effective flow of knowledge in
an organisation in order for knowledge seekers to be able to locate knowledge
“holders” in an organisational setting easily and without cost (Fahey & Prusak, 1998;
Grover & Davenport, 2001). CoPs may be used in such cases to enable both tacit
knowledge capturing and ‘storing’. CoPs, in time, develop a ‘collective pool of
practical knowledge’ (Brown and Duguid 2000), which actually is the organisation’s
Intellectual Capital or collective expertise of the workforce (Banks, 1999).
Intellectual Capital is conceived by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) as a ‘valuable
resource and capability for action based on knowledge and knowing’ (p.245), and
they strongly associate it’s growth with Social Capital. Similarly, Lesser and Storck,
(2001), note that the participation in such communities provides its members with a
sense of identity - both in individual and in a contextual sense, that is how the
individual relates to the community as a whole. In this way, identity determines how
an individual directs his or her own actions. In the case of the Valmet (Karsten et al.
2001), the authors conclude that although there is an emerging body of studies
relating to CoPs, there are almost no studies that examine the dynamics emerging
among different communities. They also examine the role and meaning of boundary
objects in helping people communicate and actually participate in CoPs. In a same
sense, Wenger’s (1998) theoretical framework on CoPs notes that such communities
produce artefacts and histories through negotiating meaning, that aid in the transfer
of knowledge and the increase of understanding (challenge No. 2).
Johnson (2001) points out that CoPs theory is based on constructivism. He also
notes the important role of virtual communities for organisations and he distinguishes
them from face-to-face CoPs, concluding however that both of these social forms are
usually trapped in common group dynamics and cultural differences that block
participation and knowledge-rich communication. Social participation can be
characterized as a process of learning and knowing, and can be better understood in
terms of ‘meaning’, ‘practice’, community’, and ‘identity’. These four components
are essential for participating in social communities and each one of them can be
used as a conceptual prism in understanding and explaining learning. As Wenger
(1998) points out, the notion CoPs integrates all these four components together, as
the fundamental building block in social theory of learning (challenge No. 3).
More recently, there is an increasing interest in virtual communities emerging
from computer-mediated communication (CMC) technologies. Respectively, many
sociologists focus their attention on computer-supported social networks (Wellman et
al. 1996). Interesting examples are the hundreds of user innovation communities of
open-source software developers that evolve around the Internet. Such virtual
communities form a revolutionary non-traditional business model, capable to
innovate by transforming distributed knowledge into value and by delivering it
directly to its ‘customers’. They include many thousands of volunteer and loyal
participants that perceive common knowledge as public good and because of that,
they are highly motivated to share their expertise with other developers (von Hippel
& von Krogh, 2003). As Berger and Luckmann (1967) point out, "the sense of
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community arises from the sharing of practical knowledge consisting of a vocabulary
and pattern of argument, definitions of what constitutes a problem, a range of
acceptable solutions, methods and tools, a social network, a tradition and a history"
(p.87) (challenge No. 4).
While Hayes and Walsham (2001) use the notions of safe and political
enclaves in order to explain participation of employees in Lotus Notes in a UK
pharmaceuticals company, Lesser and Strock (2001) found that centralised electronic
repositories maintained within a CoP serve not only for storing common knowledge
(Cook and Brown 1999) but also as “a mechanism for evaluating the trustworthiness
and reciprocity of others within the community” (p. 838). This is not a surprising
fact, since trustworthiness and reciprocity are fundamental elements of a healthy
community, and knowledge is embedded and constructed from and through social
relationships and interactions (I. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) (challenge No. 5)
Brown (1998) draws on the case of Xerox to illustrate the use of the
sociological construction of CoPs as the best framework to understand non-canonical
work practices. As already noted by Orr’s ethnographic studies (1996), work
practices usually differ from the way that organisations describe their operations in
manuals. In those artefacts, there is a description of espoused (canonical) practices,
although several studies - argue that we cannot separate knowledge from practice.
This situateness exists and cannot be ignored if we want to shape the same
interpretative image that the workers have for their workspace. In the same vein,
Schultze, and Leidner (2002) argue that we should take a closer look on everyday
and habitualised practices when designing KM technologies (challenge No. 6).
Bate and Robert (2002) conducted an extensive qualitative and quantitative
research on the structural and managerial practices on the UK’s National Health
System (NHS) and in the private sector, in order to transform the Collaboratives as
an approach to build learning and knowledge networks between the participating
health care organisations. The Collaboratives are multi-regional horizontal networks
aiming in ‘harvesting’ and ‘transferring’ best practices between NHS participants.
They concluded that that CoPs should become the organisational building blocks for
the NHS Plan. However, they recognized that setting-up informal networks would
not lead to immediate and effective knowledge flow and sharing. It is necessary to
ignite and support a cultural shift that will give its members a sense of collective
identity and value in voluntarily sharing best practices (challenge No. 7).
Grant et al. (1998) and Teece (1998b) argue that there are also strategic-level
and operational barriers to the utilization of knowledge in order to create economic
value. They call for our attention in the lack of tangible ways for measuring the
organisational intangible assets (Intellectual Capital), while we still lack full
understanding of other forms of capitals that affect Intellectual Capital. Nahapiet and
Ghoshal (1998) provided a framework for understanding Intellectual and Social
Capital, by expressing it in three dimensions: the structural, the relational and the
cognitive dimensions. Gratton and Ghoshal (2003) point out that Human Capital
consists of the Intellectual Capital (cognitive complexity, learning capacity, tacit and
specialised knowledge and skills), Social Capital (network of relationships,
sociability, trustworthiness) and Emotional Capital (self-awareness, ambition and
courage, integrity, resilience) of individuals and organisations (challenges No. 8).
Similarly, Pan and Leidner (2003a) describe in detail the case of Buckman
Labs concerning the implementation of an information technology tool to support
knowledge sharing and best practice communication within and among CoPs.
Several ethical and social issues were raised during the introduction of electronic
communication mediated tools. The authors also illustrate some difficulties to bridge
separate communities mainly due to the underling linguistic and cultural differences.
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They also highlight the importance of introducing a ‘code of ethics’ among
community’s members in order for the members to overcome communication inertia
and to feel ‘free to communicate’ in an objectified appropriate manner (challenge
No. 9).
The short analysis outlined above clearly shows that there are strong affinities
between KM and CoPs. Indeed, there is the established belief that it is only with the
help of a community that collective knowledge can be shared in intra-organisational
or extra- organisational settings. Furthermore, the increase of knowledge sharing
becomes evident through the increase of learning and individual/team performance in
knowledge intense tasks. Similarly, we have to recognise that the introduction of
networked ICT and the extensive use of Internet technologies deeply affected the
way individuals execute their tasks, socially network with others and share their
information. As these networking technologies become more complex, sophisticated,
and user friendly and thus are able to sustain an immense capacity for knowledge
sharing among huge amount of peers, the capacity for community formation and
knowledge sharing should also increase. In this vein, the principal interest is to study
the influence of Internet technologies (i.e. virtual worlds) in the capacity of
communities to share their collective knowledge. To do so, the research will focus on
one of the most significant characteristics of the knowledge sharing process, that of
the construction of collective memory.
2.3 Knowledge, memory and the virtual
The previous section underscores the fact that knowledge sharing formulates
and frames this research and characterises the research agenda of the researcher. In
this vein, and due to the nature of knowledge sharing practices, in order to study how
knowledge sharing practices evolve, the research will focus on the constitution of
collective memory. More specific, this research will study how collective memory
constitutes inside communities. The benefit from this turn is that the researcher will
have the opportunity to observe specific actions of knowledge sharing (such as
storytelling) and evaluate solid outcomes (such as narratives). This will also provide
us with an depth understanding on how knowledge sharing affiliates with the
phenomenon of collective memory constitution. At this point, an explicit note to the
reader should be made: the author of this dissertation uses the term “collective
memory” as a synonym to the terms “social memory” and “organizational memory”
(except in cases where the author wants to underscore the utterances of the meaning
that the origin of the term attempts to elevate), hoping that this will emphasize on the
importance of the collective identification of the construction of collective memory5.
2.3.1

Knowledge and memory
~ Organizational memory and knowledge ~
Organizations are always on a rush to adapt new technological trends and to
utilise new and more efficient Information Systems that will serve their needs for
organizational memory management. Examples include Decision Support Systems,
Groupware Systems, shared databases and sophisticated software agents (see for
example Nilakanta, Miller, & Zhu, 2006 for a comprehensive review and IS design
issues of a organizational memory systems). However, the literature on

5

As Weick & Roberts put it, "the word ‘collective’, unlike the words ‘group’ or ‘organization’,
refers to individuals who act as if they are a group. People who act as if they are a group interrelate
their actions with more or less care, and focusing on the way this interrelating is done reveals
collective mental processes that differ in their degree of development" (1993, p. 360). For an excellent
review on various ‘types’ of collective memory, see Kansteiner (2002).
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organizational studies provides only a small fragment of the impact of Information
Technology on collective memory. Indeed, organizational memory as closely
coupled with organizational knowledge, is mainly treated as an object (and thus an
organizational asset) and as such, the ICT systems designed to manage it efficiently
focus primarily on the codified knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Schultze &
Leidner, 2002).
As we saw in the previous section, memory is listed in table 1, under the label
“create organisational memory”, as one of the non-technical KM challenges. In
organizational studies, the concept of organizational memory was an offspring of the
idea that organizations are analogous to information processing units. As a result, the
seminal work of Walsh and Ungson (1991) treat organizational memory as a
framework that can be used for information retention, acquisition, and retrieval in an
organization. They suggest that the structure of organizational memory can be
classified in six information "storage bins": individuals, culture (stories, mental
models), transformations (the various processes and procedures), structures (roles
within the organization), ecology (physical setting of the organization), and external
archives (information and documentation). However, the use of such a mechanistic
metaphor of memory suggests a drastically abandonment of the social characteristics
of collective memory that play a crucial role in the construction of collective memory
and knowledge. These social characteristics include emotions (e.g. Yaron-Antar &
Nachson, 2006), social pressure (e.g. Halbwachs, 1952/1992), politics (e.g. Misztal,
2005), and forgetting (e.g. Bowker, 1997). Feldman and Feldman make a similar
argument when they propose to think of organizational memory as a process of
remembering rather than as an object (2006).
Contemporary research on organizational memory and knowledge, criticizes
the above framework as being too narrow and incomplete (i.e. Spender, 1996;
Weick, 1995), and has produced new directions on perceiving and inquiring
individuals as actors of a larger collective and refined theoretical framework of
studying collective memory. Such studies don’t speak only on a collective memory
but also on a collective mind, knowledge, and learning. For example Weick and
Roberts (1993), drawing on the work of Ryle (1949), define collective mind as “a
pattern of heedful interrelations of actions in a social system”. Spender (1996) calls
for a need of an epistemological pluralism and argues convincingly that some aspects
of implicit knowledge are only known collectively and that in order to understand
memory we need a theory of intelligence. In his framework, collective knowledge is
about the tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966) in a collective’s praxis (e.g habits,
routines, culture).
Cook and Brown (1999) make a similar argument when they draw on Polany’s
explicit/tacit knowledge distinction and propose an epistemology of practice as
knowing in action. Their main argument states that there are four forms of
knowledge, namely concepts, skills, stories, and genres. Genres represent a collective
form of "know-how," inscribed into organizational conventions through the use of a
specific language, form, or medium of communication (Cook & Brown, 1999). As
such, genres are a way of knowing and they consciously or unconsciously assist
individuals by providing a frame for interpreting explicit knowledge (Cook &
Brown, 1999; Gasson, 2005). For example, the interpretation of an article presented
in two different ‘genres’ (i.e. a newspaper and an academic journal), reflects two
distinct meanings. However, such ‘genres’ are not universal and they differ to each
collective. Additionally, Cook and Brown refer to the tacit nature of these genres,
specifying that they are not explicitly learned or known among the individuals, but
are rather emerging “as they are used in the context of the groups ongoing ‘real

On Collective Knowledge and Memory

36

work’” (1999, p. 392). Having said all these, we can now turn our focus on memory
(e.g. organizational memory).
~ Collective memory, history and forgetting ~
Undoubtedly, memory is of the past and in this context it becomes clear that
time is closely related to memory. Memory is the basis of culture; the accumulated
memories of the past serve as a bridge to the gap of generations. Through memory,
not only individuals, but also entire collectives or societies can learn. Any
communicative sing such as oral stories, written scripts, fine arts, and architectural
monuments, silently encompasses a wide range of accumulated memories. These
memories are commonly characterized by a high degree of significance of
knowledge ‘worth to be remembered’; they are part of history. But although the
notion of memory is akin to history, we should not treat these two terms as
synonyms. Following the Ricoeur’s line of argument, the fundamental difference
between memory and history, is that history is always written. It is a document with a
beginning and an end, and its objective is to provide a representation of a linear
series of events. History is an archive of methodologically produced text(s) that
stimulates the contraction of memory. Moreover, because history persists in time, it
provides a timeless documentation and traces to the past against oblivion. This is not
different from what one of the first historians, Herodotus (5th century BC), argues in
the very first lines of his work The Histories: “Ἡροδότου Ἁλικαρνησσέος ἱστορίης ἀπόδεξις
6
ἥδε, ὡς µήτε τὰ γενόµενα ἐξ ἀνθρώπων τῷ χρόνῳ ἐξίτηλα γένηται” . The exact word that
Herodotus uses is ἐξίτηλα, which literally means ineffaceably, and this constitutes the
dominant difference between the written (history) and the oral (memory). History
persists in time, while memory is doomed to oblivion.
Indeed, the act of forgetting resides on the opposite side of remembering.
Echoing on Augustine, Ricoeur signifies forgetting as the major finality of the act of
remembering – that is “the struggle against forgetting” (2004, p. 30). Forgetting can
be the result of biological, emotional, or social factors that affect the memory of an
individual or a collective (i.e. a nation). Leaving aside the first two conditions that
foster forgetting, the social conditions are in particular interest for this research.
Indeed, social pressure (to use Halbwach’s words) is a critical factor that affects what
individuals are able to remember and what they ought to forget. In sum, history-asevent is the documented past. Documentation (as an archive of historical narratives)
constitutes the thin line between history and collective memory; it is a ‘written
memory’ and it’s primarily source are testimonies by eyewitnesses (Ricoeur, 2004).
Additionally, the very aim of this documentation is to remain ineffaceable and flow
persistently in time so that future generations can access it and get informed about
the past. This documentation is usually the result of an inquiry upon a significant
series of past events, and as such (e.g. historiography), it is biased by emotional,
political, and social pressures. Nevertheless, documentation can sustain a high level
of institutionalized objectivity due to the authenticity of the historian that conducted
the inquiry. The authenticity can either be authoritative (i.e. by the government or
other trustful institutions), or emerged (i.e. a historian that people trust – or love, to
read). To this end, the researcher understands the inquiry of the past as a recursive
process of understanding of what actually happened and how. The authenticity also
embraces the interpretation of the circumstanced intentions of the actors that were

6 Translation: “Herodotus of Halicarnassus here displays his inquiry, so that
humanachievements may not become forgotten in time” (Herodotus, 1954). Just for the record, the
first of the nine books of this monumental work of Herodotus is sub-titled by the name of Clio, which
according to the Hellenic Mythology was considered to be the muse of history. She was the daughter
of Zeus and Mnemosyne, the personification of memory.
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protagonists in these events. This interpretation is a continuous dialogue with the
past, or in other words, it is a search for make-believe truth. In this sense, all that the
history provides to the constitution of collective memory is a familiarity with the past
that we ambitiously care to remember or forget. This familiarity stems from the
representations of ‘images in virtual’ (to use the Bergson’s (1908/1912) terminology)
which as such, can only constitute a trace to the past.
~ Memory and social pressure ~
In the above explication on memory, what remains unclear is the importance of
‘social pressure’; a notion, which can be better understood through the spectrum of
sociological studies on collective memory. Halbwachs (1952/1992) was the first to
use the notion of social pressure to emphasize the socially nature of memory. He
argued that “it is in society that people normally acquire their memories, it is also in
society that they recall, recognize, and localize their memories” (p.38). Halbwachs
was particularly interested in how individuals use their mental images of the present
to reconstruct their past, and argued that such experiences emerge from their memory
under a pervasive social pressure (we always make sense of our memories in relation
to our and other people’s identities). His primary thesis was that human memory can
only function within a social context, and that collective memory is always selective.
Other researchers also pointed into similar suggestions. For example, Giddens (1984)
asserts that the ‘unconscious’ can be understood only in terms of memory. He rejects
the ideas that memory refers simply to the past (as past experiences) and argues that
it is a recall device (a mode of retrieving information or ‘remembering’)7, and that
memory and perception are very closely linked. To this end, he suggests that memory
is conceptualized as a flow of activity integrated with the actively organization of
spatial and temporal continuity via anticipatory schemata of a perceiver.
The elements of anticipation and expectation encapsulated in social pressure
are also emphasized by Pasupathi’s (2001) model of autobiographical memory,
which states that when a narrator tries to remember and communicate her memories,
then she is most likely to be influenced by the perceived expectations of the
audience, as well as by personal goals (e.g. impressing others). Such influences are
critical not only for the situated shaping of the teller’s memory at that time, but also
on what is remembered and what is forgotten in the future. In other worlds, “when
we remember in a group, the way we construct our memory depends on the
expectations and the reactions of the other group members” (Harris, Paterson, &
Kemp, 2008, p. 5). An example is the goal-driven remembering of individuals in
decision-making groups. This is evident in Wittenbaum and Park’s study (2001)
where members with low status tend to recall and discuss shared information that all
members know, in order to achieve social validation and gain respect from others. A
similar point is made by Cuc et. al. (2006) that argue on the importance of a
“dominant narrator” in the process of the formation of a collective memory. This
highlights the importance of the emerging roles as well as the social relationships of
members within a group. This brings as in another theme that is closely coupled with
memory, that of identity.
~ Memory, social roles, and identity ~
In his seminal work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Erving Goffman
discusses how individual personalities are established through processes of social
interaction. In doing so, he relies on the metaphor of theatrical performance in order
to explain how individuals establish their selves through “performances” shaped by

7 Giddens clarifies that “recall is obviously not irrelevant to memory, but it does not designate
what memory is” (1984, p. 46). For more on this issue also see ibid, p. 45-51.
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the environment and the audience. Goffman defines performance as “all the activity
of an individual which occurs during a period marked by his continuous presence
before a particular set of observers and which has some influence on the observers”
(Goffman, 1959, p. 22) while he employs two ‘stages’ of performance: the front,
which highlights that part of the individual’s performance “which regularly functions
in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who observe the
performance” (ibid, p. 22) and the back, which is “a place, relative to a given
performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly
contradicted as a matter of course” (ibid p. 112).
Goffman’s analysis is helpful in understanding the social roles that individuals
grasp in their social interaction, and also the interplay between intentional and
unintentional manipulations of the expressions given upon their theatrical
performances. Indeed, social roles are critical not only for representing the self or for
identifying an individual but also to symbolically represent the institutional order that
undermines the very performance. Through the use of roles, actors can rely on a
shared system of meaning (Van Maanen, 1979) and thus apprehend others upon their
meaningful performances (Berger & Luckmann, 1967). In other words, through
roles, individuals can make sense of other’s performances but also of their capacity
of behaviour as objectively meaningful. Besides roles, other ‘front’ carriers of
identity include insignia of office or rank, clothing, sex, age, racial characteristics,
speech patterns, facial expressions, bodily gestures, and the like (Goffman, 1959, p.
24).
~ Identity and Narrative ~
In an effort to existentially understand the temporality of action and identity,
Ricoeur argues that that constitution of identity can be better understood through the
narratives that individuals use to describe themselves and others. In Ricoeur’s words
“the narrative constructs the identity of the character, what can be called his or her
narrative identity, in constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of the story
that makes the identity of the character” (1992, pp. 147-148). According to the
theory of narrative identity, we make sense of our own personal identities in much
the same way as we do of the identity of characters in narratives (i.e. stories).
Through narratives, an individual can construct a temporal configuration (i.e. human
time) upon which he/she can organize his/her experiences of actions, in a web of
significant events as successive parts to the whole. As such, the very narrative has a
mediating role: “it is a mediation between man and the world, between man and man,
between man and himself” (Ricoeur, 1986/1991, p. 431).
Narrative identity is also closely related to autobiographical memory – that is
all the memories an individual sustains regarding his of her past life. These memories
include personal experiences of past events where the individual was an active or
passive agent. In this sense, self-identification is mentally conceived as an image of
the self, retained in memory (i.e. Kihlstrom, Beer, & Klein, 2002). Of course, this
image is neither static nor it provides an a posteriori definition of the self. On the
contrary, this image is a virtual image (Bergson, 1908/1912) and as such it is a
representation of not only the bodily image of the self but also of the embodied
capacity of acting. Similarly, the psychologist Donald Polkinghorne suggests that:
“people conceive of themselves in terms of stories … as narrative forms, these
stories draw together and configure the events of one’s life into a coherent and basic
theme” (1988, p. 107). In accord with this critical stance, Bruner goes on to describe
the narratives of identity as “that swarm of participations that distributes Self across
its occasions of use” (1990, p. 122). Building upon these insights, Linde (1993)
maintains that “narrative is among the most important social resources for creating
and maintaining personal identity” (p. 98) while she argues that narrative is a tool for

On Collective Knowledge and Memory

39

identity management, through which we not only manipulate our appearance to
others, but also create our own sense of self.
Following his insightful formulations on the narrative identity, Ricoeur also
argues that the self's identity is constituted by an inextricable tie between a selfsameness and a selfhood. He uses the Latin word of idem (sameness) to describe
consistency of self over time, and ipse (selfhood) to describe what distinguishes us
from others (Ricoeur, 1992). Idem-identity refers to the identity as sameness, that is
an identity, which entails permanence in time. Sameness, then, underscores those
distinct descriptive attributes of an individual (or a collective) that facilitate his/her
re-identification as being the same. Ricoeur names these attributes as the ‘character’
of an individual (ibid, p. 119) and considers the sameness of that character to contain
a narrative dimension, through which the idem and ipse-identity can reflectively
manifest as an agent that “acts” and an agent that “suffers”. In this sense, the self has
both an idem-identity and an ipse-identity, and thus the self's identity may be viewed
as either a state of being the same as someone or something, or as a state of being
oneself or one thing, and not another. This duality of identity is helpful not only in
classifying different dimensions of the self, but also, most importantly, in
understanding different actions of temporal self’s representation thought narratives.
Ricoeur also argues that the descriptive power of the narrative is encapsulated
in the emplotment of the events and actions to be narrated, that is the narrator’s
intentional or unintentional sequencing of distinct (but related) plots of actions and
events into a meaningful whole. In turn, the narrative is presented to a reader as a
“depragmatized reality” (1992, p. 148); it invites the reader to apply imaginative
variations in order to orient to the narrative emplotment and thus identify the
emerging character of the self in action (ibid p. 148).
~ Imagination, meaning, knowledge,
and the imaginative act of meaning evoking ~
Undoubtedly, imagination plays a central role not only in the preservation of
past memories but also in the creation of tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge was
overemphasized especially in organizational studies as a focal point in organization
success and efficiency (i.e. Massey, Montoya-Weiss, & O'Driscoll, 2002; Schulz,
2003; Stenmark, 2000). Nevertheless, imagination as a key factor in tacit knowledge
was demoted to something minimal and rarely was mentioned in such stream studies.
For example, although the works of Polanyi were widely cited in KM and
Organization Learning studies, most researches failed to address imagination in the
depth that Polanyi and Prosch do in their work Meaning (1975). Polanyi recognized
the importance of imagination in the interplay of meaning and knowledge to an
extent that he came to argue that without imagination it would not be possible to
‘restore the meaning’ of nearly everything we can claim that we know or remember.
This deserves to be quoted at length:
“…we can wipe out the meaning of a word by attending directly to its
physical aspect. Such loss of meaning can be restored by casting the
mind forward to the act of saying something in which the word will
have to be included with is proper meaning. This illustrates a basic
principle of tacit dynamics. It also shows us that no instance of tacit
knowledge is truly static. The casting-forward of an intention is an act
of imagination. It is only the imagination that can direct our attention
to a target that is as yet unsupported by subsidiaries. Although the lost
meaning of a word is in recent memory when our imagination sallies
forth, seeking to restore it, this meaning is not yet present. But the
imagination must feel that this lost meaning is available if it is to start
on an action that will require the use of the word in its restored
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meaning, for only thrusting in a feasible direction can the imagination
succeed in evoking a lost meaning“ (1975, p. 57).
Polanyi and Prosch underscore the importance of this casting-forward
imaginative action in the synthesis of the meaning of a word as a linguistic recourse
and the meaningful use of that word in a sentence, in order to fulfil our intention to
communicate. This metamorphosis of the restored meaning of a single word into
something else upon the word’s use during a communicative act is only possible
because of our capacity to perform an imaginative act of meaning evoking. This
metamorphosis is more evident in the case of complex linguistic forms such as
poems or metaphors. In such cases, we can destroy the meaning of a poem by
shifting our focal attention from the meaning of the whole to the meaning of prosaic
content of the poem. Again, Polanyi and Prosch note that “the subsidiaries
composing metaphors and poems are joined together by an imaginative performance
much richer that any imaginative action required for linking a word to its meaning.
To reduce a metaphor or a poem to its disconnected subsidiaries is to distinguish the
vision, which linked them to their integrated meaning. What is left is but a caricature
of their true meaning” (1975, p. 82).
In an effort to bring imagination to the foreground of the knowledge and sensemaking studies, Karl Weick notes that “imagination gives form to unknown things”
(2006, p. 447). To construct his argument, he analyses the bureaucratic solicitation of
the routinised practices that the land crew of the Columbia Space Shuttle mission
followed for the reporting of a problem till the destruction of the craft during its
landing process on February 1, 2003. Weick also emphasises the distinction between
imagination and fancy, with the former to refer to an ability to conceive of
something, seen only fragmentarily or superficially, as a complete, perfected, and
integral whole, and the later to refer to “the power of inventing the novel and unreal
by recombining the elements found in reality” (Webster’s New Dictionary of
Synonyms, 1984, p.415). To Weick, this distinction of imagination (as a shaping and
modifying power) versus fancy (as an aggregative and associative power) has a value
in the analytic practice of studying the inability of (especially bureaucratic)
organizations to use their imagination. Weick concludes that imagination is limited
in bureaucracies because of the domination of roles, regulations, definitions and
categories that predispose people to see what they have seen before and link these
memories in a train of association that can have dangerous consequences (2006). But
this discussion can move further if we consider another insightful view of the
institutionalised world, the imaginary institutionalised world.
This approach reminds us of the philosophically position outlined by Cornelius
Castoriadis in his The Imaginary Institution of Society. Castoriadis argued that ‘the
real’ is actually formed by human applications of social imaginaries. He defines
these as “the unceasing and essentially undetermined (social-historical and psychical)
creation of figures/forms/images, on the basis of which alone there can ever be a
question of ‘something’. What we call ‘reality’ and ‘rationality’ are its works”
(Castoriadis 1997 p. 3). Castoriadis unfolds his formulation on the social imaginaries
upon the arguments that the social-historical world is inextricably tied to the
symbolic, through the social institutions (Castoriadis, 1987). These institutions
cannot be conceived or even exist outside of the sphere of a symbolic network.
Moreover, social institutions as sanctioned symbolic systems consist of signifiers
(relating symbols) and significations (that is roughly the rules that specify the
institutionalised action and order). Castoriadis argues that the symbolic presupposes
the radical imaginary, which means that the social-historical world (or the ‘real’) is
inextricably interwoven with an imaginary element (ibid p. 128).
~ Collective memory and the imaginary ~
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Nevertheless, imagination should be recognised as a distinct function of our
mind and should not be confused with memory. This is also known as the problem of
“entanglement of memory and imagination” (Ricoeur, 2004, p. 7). Strictly speaking,
imagination has a lineage of epistemological uncertainty and as such it should be
polemic to memory (i.e. knowledge experienced – mneme, vs knowledge recollected
– anamnesis). This tension between memory and imagination is also evident in
Bergsonian view of the image in virtual and the representation of the images of the
past. Bergson explicitly states that “to imagine is not to remember” (1908/1912, p.
173- translation was modified by Ricoeur in 2004, p. 52). Ricoeur follows Bergson
and he draws a relation between habit-memory and memory. The former is a form of
memory where memory is “part of my present” in the sense that is lived rather than
represented. For example, memorization of a lesson learned has a primacy or
immediacy that makes it like the “habit of walking or writing.” In contrast, a
memory of an event, like the reading of a particular book, requires a secondary
mental event, a representation. Additionally, Ricoeur also makes a distinction
between the process of evocation that is the unexpected appearance of a memory and
the process of search, which requires an effort to recall something. In this approach,
imagination interrelates with memory both at the level of memory as an object (i.e.
an image of the past) and memory as a process (how someone comes to remember
something). In either case, Ricoeur treats the imagination as something that deeply
affects subjectivity and identity, as something that “constitutes me as existence”
(Ricoeur, 1965, p. 167 cited in ; Venema, 2000).
After the analysis on knowledge sharing and collective memory, we can now
proceed into our first conclusions. In summary, the theories of the self and identity
entail a sharp differentiation between social and personal identity. This
differentiation is not obsolete and there is a reflexive relation between the personal
self-knowledge and the social-collective institutionalized world. Additionally, the
self is closely related to the body capable of conscious intentional and unintentional
action (i.e. behavior) but it is the perceived similarities and differences between ingroup members that also identify our public image (Jenkins, 2004). At this point, it is
worth mentioning that although Coffman’s analysis provides us with an explanatory
framework for the constitution of the self through performances, it is developed
under the assumption that these theatrical performances are taking place here-andnow, that is, the performer and the audience share not only a shared system of
meaning, but also a shared spatiotemporal point of reference. In other words, these
performances are a face-to-face interaction where the audience can observe the
performer’s subjectivity through a maximum of symptoms (Berger & Luckmann,
1967).
We can now come to the conclusion that the relationship between history and
identity is that history, in the form of collective memory as historical narrative,
provides a reason upon which individuals or collectives can identify themselves as
same or different. In other words, historical narratives are not only the medium (i.e.
content) but also the pool of arguments (i.e. context) that through a process of
negotiation of meaning between the performer and an audience, individuals can
develop an interpretative sense of belonging and collectives can sustain solidarity
between their members. In addition to that, we also saw that the crucial interplay
between memory and imagination rests in the process of remembering images of the
past supported by an imaginative act of meaningfully interpretation of image’s
representation. In this sense, we can claim that imagination does not intervene with
the memory as an object or image, but with the creative reconstruction of that image
as a meaningful reference to the past and relevant (or significant) aspect of the ‘real’
world.
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All the above suggest that the sharing of collective knowledge supports the
construction of collective memory. In other words, the knowledge that history,
identity, and imagination encapsulate, constitute the collective memory of a
community. It is thus crucial to identify the ‘types’ of collective knowledge (i.e.
genres) that communities value as significant to remember or forget. To this end, the
following two research sub-questions need be addressed: “how do virtual
communities construct their collective memory” and “which genres of collective
knowledge do virtual communities identify as part of their collective memory”.
Remember that genres represent a collective form of "know-how" (Cook & Brown,
1999). Genres are collective knowledge and provide a "script" for determining what
to do in certain, recurrent situations and also communicate legitimacy, as this signals
membership of the same community of practice and thus a shared worldview
(Gasson, 2005). In the case of virtual communities, this question also seeks out
evidences on the process (e.g. practices) that virtual communities collectively
practice in order to construct their collective memory.
Following the second part of this sub-question (“how do virtual communities
construct their collective memory”), the next section will explore the relation
between the concepts of collective memory and the virtual.
2.3.2 Memory and the virtual8
Section 2.1.2 above addressed nine non-technical challenges of KM and the
corresponding role of CoPs. These nine challenges highlight the appropriation of
community structures (i.e. CoPs and long term virtual teams) in overcoming barriers
that block knowledge transfer, learning and collective knowledge – cultivation. What
is absent from this analysis is the dimension of the virtual, or the virtualness
(Griffith, Sawyer, & Neale, 2003) that is the degree of virtuality in the life cycle of
communities (and teams) and in the common practices that the members of these
communities rely into. Griffith and his co-authors also proposed a set of 13
propositions regarding knowledge sharing in virtual teams in contrast to face-to-face
ones. What these propositions imply is, in general, that the higher the level of
virtualness of a virtual team, the more likely it is to transform implicit knowledge
into explicit knowledge and also have easier access to their extant explicit
knowledge. Another proposition states that to the extent that collective knowledge is
formed in more virtual teams, their collective knowledge is expected to be more
accessible via technological tools, than would the collective knowledge of less
virtual teams. In the 8th proposition, the authors also argue that the transition of
potential team knowledge to usable knowledge is positively moderated by
individuals' connections to relevant communities of practice. And in terms of
collective memory, the 11th proposition argues that the transfer of potential team
knowledge to usable team knowledge will be positively moderated by team
transactive memory. What all these propositions point out is that the level of
virtualness deeply affects the process of knowledge transfer and memory formation.
The idea, however, of the technologically aided memory is not new.
~ Organizational Memory Systems ~
In organizational settings, several studies propose new or evaluate existing
systems that promise to increase the organizational knowledge and/or memory (i.e.
Ackerman, 1998; Habermann & Scheer, 2000; Lehner & Maier, 2000). In general, an
8
In this research, the term ‘virtual’ is treated as synonym to ‘Cyberspace’ and is used to
annotate an imaginary and information rich environment of interaction that simulates or reconstructs
physical reality. Manifestations of the virtual include the Internet, applications of virtual reality,
virtual game worlds and so forth.
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Organizational Memory System (OMS) or Organizational Memory Information
System (OMIS) "functions to provide a means by which knowledge from the past is
brought to bear on present activities, thus resulting in increased levels of
effectiveness for the organization" (Stein & Zwass, 1995, p. 95). Although this
definition is quite general, it reflects the focal point of OMS, that is, to capture, store,
and disseminate organizational knowledge in an effective manner (Olivera, 2000).
To this end, more and more organizational researches focus in the use of Transactive
Memory Systems9 that will support organizational teams to increase their
performance in routine functioning. For example, a TMS could increase the
performance of a team’s members to remember specific aspects of collective
knowledge needed to accomplish a project (i.e. Nevoa & Wandb, 2005).
Nevertheless, the researcher strongly believes that the theory of TMS emphasizes the
similarities rather than the differences of memories among members of a group, and
demotes phenomena such as forgetting, which are an integral part of remembering
(Ricoeur, 2004), or the case of conflicting versions of collective memory between
generations, even on commonly experienced events (i.e. Schuman & Scott, 1989;
Schwartz & Schuman, 2005).
Indeed, organization theorists have underestimated the historicity of memory,
its associative character, and its social-psychological constitution (i.e. R. Feldman &
S. Feldman, 2006). The basis for this argument lies on the very definitional approach
to memory: that of the explicit knowledge-based view of memory. This means that
organizational memory refers only to collective memory that needs to be captured,
stored, and made available within the collective. This approach refers to a
mechanistic and positivistic view of knowledge and memory and leaves no room for
examining the very processes of memory construction and thus addressing questions
regarding the importance of the processes of remembering and forgetting. However,
more recently, specific efforts have been made to integrate these processes
(especially that of forgetting) in the equation of organizational memory. For
example, Feldman and Feldman argue that “organizational remembering is a situated
and embodied process and practice that reflects the constitution of organization and
environment” (2006, p. 871) and they explore how a critical approach to the study of
organizational remembering gives voice to socially contested issues such as power,
morality, and reflexivity.
~ Collective Memory and ICT: the instrumental perspective ~
After the former analysis, lets return back to the influence of ICT (or IS) to
collective memory. The three properties of computer networks are namely the
decentralized access, the simultaneity and the interconnectivity (Saskia Sassen,
2002). But perhaps the most profound way in which ICT intervenes with memory
lies in the capacity of the former to store and represent data. For example, a
computer system can receive and store in its memory huge amounts of different types
of data (i.e. text, images, sounds, and videos). In this sense, the computer acts like an
9 The theory of Transactive Memory (TM) (Wegner, 1986) focuses on memory recalls by
asserting that close couples always attempt to remember together by joining and overlapping their
memory fragments. This theory is based on the idea that individual members can serve as external
memory aids to each other. Similar to distributed cognition (Hutchins, 1996), the theory of TM
underlines a cognitive interdependence (Hollingshead, 2001) between members of a group, and
highlights the importance of ‘indexed’ knowledge for a group to develop a Transactive Memory
System (TMS). In return, a TMS can serve as a facilitator of group’s memory (Brandon &
Hollingshead, 2004) and be a valuable asset for team effectiveness in learning, viability, and overall
performance (Lewis, 2004; Liang, Moreland, & Argote, 1995; Yoo & Kanawattanachai, 2002). The
theory of TMS is a widely practiced theory since it provides the terms and tools for positively measure
the capacity of individuals within a group to preserve their memories and remember them when
needed.
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electronic version of a book. What is more interesting is that we can program the
computer (i.e. through search queries) to manage, retrieve and represent the stored
data in different forms. However, although the presented data could be the result of
sophisticated queries that, for example try to highlight cases of significance between
different parts of a series of historical narratives, the resulting digitized ‘image of the
past’ will always rely on the existing data already stored in the computer’s memory
and the computer’s specifications10. How then a digital image of the past retrieved
from an ICT (i.e. a computer) memory can affect our collective memory? The answer
is simple and lies in the distinction of memory as an object and as a process.
First, as we already saw previously, the image of the past (in mental, digital or
other form) is a mean for memory representation, but the very image is not memory
(Bergson, 1908/1912). The image is rather a token though which memory constitutes
upon the image’s very interpretation. In this sense, even if a digital image stored in a
computer will always be ‘incomplete’ (in terms of the amount of the externalised
explicit knowledge that it contains) it will still remain an “image in virtual” that
plays a catalytic role in the process of memory. It is thus the very interpretation of
the represented image that intervenes with the construction of our memory. Second,
it should be noted that it is this very act of interpretations that gives value to data
stored in ICT. If we combine this with the capacity of the networked computers to
project and allow the sharing of the same image with many others simultaneously,
then we can clearly appreciate the influence of ICT in memory constitution.
Indeed, through the mobilisation and collaborative interpretation of digital
images of the past and the negotiation of meaning through dialogue among
participants, the represented image escape’s from its objective nature and becomes
the very interactive medium of the symbolic representation of memory. Moreover,
the meaning that emerges in each situation and the recursive negotiation of meaning
between people and the image, reflexively transforms the represented image to
something beyond the stored data in the computer’s memory: the memory as image
exists only in the imaginary ‘social-historical world’, in the medium of its expression
and negotiation. It is thus the circumstanced interplay between the ICT and the
symbolic value of the represented digital images of the past that influence the
constitution of collective memory.
~ Collective Memory and ICT: the constructivist perspective ~
ICT represents only a small fraction of the technologies that individuals and
collectives use in their everyday life in order to exercise their collective memory. It
would be wise then to – at least briefly – examine other types of technologies and
how individuals or collectives utilize them in order to constitute their collective
memory. In general, we can recognise two major effects of the utilization11 of
technology in terms of collective memory. The first effect is the increase of the
capacity (and some times the trust as well) of retaining memorable images of the
past, and the second, is the economy of effort by decreasing the time or resources
that someone needs in order to recall something.

10 We should thus not confuse the terms of computer and human memory since in the case that
we want to ‘store’ our memories in a computer, we have to obey the operational rules of the machine
and transform our images of the past into an explicit format (i.e. text). In this regard, the computer
memory is not a memory by itself, but a selective memory on demand. Moreover, the digital memory
will always be the result of deterministic calculations, in absence of imagination.
11 By the term ‘utilization’ we refer to the mere encountering and/or the meaningful put-in-use
of a technological artifact. Also note that by saying ‘meaningful’ use of technology we do not exclude
any cases of misuse. Even so, ‘meaningful’ always keeps a technology related (as a significant) into a
social space of interaction.
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Memory (as an object) is fragile and is always in a struggle to escape oblivion.
Indeed, images of the past tend to be forgotten (intentionally or otherwise). The
reasons can vary from many pathological causes to social forces that, in Ricoeur’s
(2004) terms, abuse memory. As we already saw previously when we examined the
relation between memory and history, it was well known by the time of Herodotus
that memory persists in time when it escapes the monopoly of oral communication.
Written narratives tend to be ineffaceable (ἐξίτηλα) and as humans develop and
progress, individuals or even entire societies are in a constant and exponentially
increasing need to remember more complex and larger amounts of information. This
‘need to remember/forget something’ should be considered as a social attribute of the
social-historical world. The need to remember reflects an obligation to a “debt from
the past” where, for example, some historical events ask for their recognition as
significant and expect (from the future generations) to be remembered. The same
applies to forgetting (i.e. cases of forgiveness). How then technology can support or
even fulfil this need to remember?
The immediate effect of technology is that it assists individuals or collectives
by increasing their capacity of memory. This is achieved by either ‘storing’
information or by interrelating data in a corpus of significations that cognitively (or
psychologically-emotionally) support individuals to keep in touch with their past. By
the term ‘storing’ information, the researcher does not refer only to IS but literarily to
every kind and type of technological artifact: a salient statue or an architectural
construct (see for example Schwartz, 1997), or a rhythm in a book and a song, can
also trigger a memory. In this regard, what this research understands to primarily
characterize technology are persistence and repetition. First, persistence refers not
only to the continuous availability of technology through time (e.g. technology
diminishes temporality), but also to its domination in time since technology
pervasively and ubiquitously wovens into the social fabric. In this sense, by
paraphrasing an expression by Latour ‘technology is memory made durable’12.
Second, repetition derives for persistence and refers to the consistency of technology
and its capacity to be utilized repeatedly ‘as-the-same’, albeit in different ways
(which also means that technology is neither indestructible nor passive – as an
exogenous parameter which affects social action). In a sense, the persistence and
repetition of technology echoes back to Ricoeur’s (2004) description of narrative
identity as a composition of ipse and idem identity. We can then come to identity
technology through the significant patterns that emerge upon its utilization. Having
said this, we can now explore the technology-memory relation in more detail.
We begin with a proposition that the road from the utilization of technology
until the remembrance of an image of the past is not an automated process. Despite
the increased capacity for memory, technology utilization can also result to an
economy of effort to remember (or forget) an image of the past. The utilization of
technology entails a level of familiarity, symbolically manifested upon the
meaningful use (or misuse) of technology. A technological artifact encapsulates a
significant meaning that can rise from obscurity of memory trace, transform a
memory representation, or simply refer to another data or artifact. Although this
encapsulated data/memory is (at its best form) a nexus of fragmented and incomplete
images of the past, it can provide enough reason to individuals or collectives to
remember/forget something (i.e. an artifact that holds a central role in a ritualistic
process). In this sense, the technology does not intervene in the act of remembrance
as latent memory, but rather as a catalyst that triggers the very process of memory.

12 This expression refers to the “technology is society made durable” (Latour, 1991).
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This statement leaves us with two crucial consequences that should be noted at this
point.
The first consequence is that the value of a technological artefact’s utilization
cannot be taken for granted. By the term ‘value’ the author wants to emphasize the
recognition of technology as important actor in a process of memory constitution. In
return, this recognition is sufficient to facilitate the (consciously or unconsciously)
appreciation of technology as an integral part of the apparatus of immediate interests
of individual or collective. For example, a statue of heroes resided in the central
square of a city can symbolically represent the documentation of accumulated
knowledge for a historical series of events and, as such, infuse a sense of a
significant historical narrative. But it is the very utilization and the unpredictable
‘comments’13 that an individual or a collective will apply to the statue (as an image or
a symbol) that will give it value as being capable to trigger14 memory. A
technological artifact that captures our attention (and/or imagination) becomes part
of our ‘reality’ and poetically interferes with our identity. It is then up to an
individual or a collective and their meanings that they apply to the technology
through its very utilization that affects the constitution of their collective memory.
The second consequence is that technological artifacts are not passive mediums
that just tunnel memory across space and time. Instead, they have a transformative
attitude, which intervenes with the memory as object and as process. Even in the
case of ICT, where a memory representation (i.e. an image or narrative) can span the
spatiotemporal boundaries of ‘here-and-now’, the ICT interferes with the ‘message’
in at least three ways. First, technology dictates the technical standards (i.e. the
format) for storing and transmitting the message. This reflects the limitations of
technology in the externalisation of tacit knowledge, as we discussed previously in
this section. Second, it is the issue of authority over the utilization of technology.
Technological artifacts do not exist ‘on-their-own’, but they are rather parts of a
social-historical world. In this regard, for example, a technological artifact can be
governed by a social institution, it may have an owner, or it can be explicitly located
in a public space. As such, technology shapes the limitations of who will have access
to information and how (i.e. Chosh, 2006; Shade, 1998). Moreover, technology can
act as a pervasive medium to exercise authority over an individual or a collective and
13 The act of commenting on a technological artifact metaphorically refers to the dyad
performer-audience and the mental activity of meaning negotiation. These negotiations are indeed
unpredictable (in both the content and the outcome of the process) since there is no way to guarantee
that a technological artifact will manage to elevate from oblivion the formatted memory that was
indented to serve upon the artifact’s construction or position in an social-historical space. It is of
course the idiosyncratic experiences and knowledge of the individual that mediates the meaning of the
symbolic value of a technological artifact. In this sense, “sharing a symbol is not necessarily the same
as the sharing of meaning” (Cohen, 1985, p. 16).
14 The metaphor of a trigger is borrowed here from the IS and database discipline to indicate
not an deterministic change based on an pre-described cause, but an urge of technology to cognitively
initiate a memory process, based on the knowledge and the idiosyncratic experiences of an individual
or a collective. In this sense, it is used here instead of the term ‘motivate’ to support the justification
of memory process. Ricoeur (2004) made the distinction between evoke and search just to indicate
that there are different processes to remember something. The former refers to the unexpected
appearance of a memory while the later requires by a person to intentionally remember something.
Nevertheless, even the process of evocation of memory (which can only be recognized as such only
after it occurs) is not unconditional. It is rather circumstanced and situated in the person’s presence in
the social-historical world: a smell, a sound, or a random thought could trigger the evoking of
memory. To this end, we could also imagine cases where certain symbols (technological artifacts or
social institutions) could be mobilized and embedded to the social ‘reality’ to intentionally trigger
what an individual would later evaluate as an evoking of memory. Cases include a post-it note, a
landmark, a play of words, propagandistic media etc.
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thus manipulate their memory, for example, by selectively promoting some
memories and hinder others. Third, as an extension to the second issue described
above, lays the embeddedness of technology in the social world. Especially in the
case of digital technologies, it has been recognised that technology is embedded in
cultural societal structures and power dynamics (i.e. W. Bijker & Law, 1994; Gray,
2001; Jasperson et al., 2002; Latour, 1991; Saskia Sassen, 2002). The mobilisation,
application and integration of technology can accelerate and empower the allocation
of resources. In this regard, technology plays an active role to the emergence of
structures of domination (Giddens, 1986) that in return can deeply affect collective
memory constitution (such as reinforce selective remembering).
~ Technologies of Memory as ‘lieux de memoire’ ~
Based on the discussion unfolded previously in this chapter, three key remarks
regarding technology and collective memory should be made.
First, the aspect of technological utilization underscores the presence of a
‘user’, that is, an audience (to use the Goffman’s term) that is willing or is forced to
engage into a hermeneutical dialogue with technology and negotiate the elusive
meanings that are impute to the artifact’s symbolic representation. This is important
to note because technology itself (in every possible form – digital or not) is not
capable on sustaining an image of the past per se, but rather it is the very integration
of technology in the process of memory that mediates memory construction.
Second, ICT is recognised to sustain a great capacity to store and represent
huge amount of data, while it can facilitate data mobilization. These data may refer
back to memories as images of the past, but even so, it is the collaborative
interpretation of these images that give value to the mobilization of data. The same
applies to all technological artifacts.
Third, if we focus on technology in general (in terms of technological artifacts
beyond ICT) we will see that technology is capable of pervasively affecting the
constitution of collective memory through its symbolic representation. Moreover, the
persistence and repetition of this representation, gives rise to new recognizable lieux
de memoire through which collective memory is constructed and expressed. Nora
uses the term lieux de memoire (sites of memory), to annotate ‘‘cultural formations
(texts, rites, monuments) and institutional communication (recitations, practice,
observance)…[that] preserve the store of knowledge from which a group derives an
awareness of its unity and peculiarity” (1996, pp. 129-130).
Fourth, technology does not act passively during the memory process but acts
as a translator with a transformative attitude. Indeed, technological artifacts are not to
be treated as mere “storage bins” where collective memory resides. They simply
serve as triggers of remembering, or evidences upon which, for example, historical
claims are based. They are “technologies of memory” (Sturken, 1997) and as such
they can be ‘deployed’ to brutally manipulate collective memory, through selectively
remembering and forgetting. In a sense, technology plays the critical role as a
translator of the memory object and indirectly acts as a pervasive authority that can
selectively manipulate memory.
Indeed, neither technology nor memory is passive, but they rather reflexively
shape and constitute each other. At some point earlier in this section we asked the
naïve question whether ICT affects collective memory, but soon afterwards this
question was altered to support our inquiry regarding the degrees that ICT affects
collective memory. For example, what are the consequences of the increased reliance
on technology to support collective memory? This could cause several issues to
individuals and collectives. On the one hand, a utopian view could call for the total
globalisation of collective memory and the unification of the entire human history
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and knowledge. On the other hand, someone could claim that the increased
pervasiveness of ICT could distort collective memory and destroy the ‘local
significance’ of knowledge. In this sense, technology not only abuses memory but it
rather causes a ‘defeat of memory’. What is left then is to consider is not just the
designs for technologies but rather the ‘designs for memory’ that will allow
individuals and collectives to construct their collective memory, both as an object
and as a process. In other words, we need to integrate technology in the lifeworld in
such a way that will not only foster improvisation of the memory process, but will
also support the hermeneutic interpretation of the lieux de memoire.
The next section summarizes the literature review on collective memory and
proposes a construct for understanding the interrelations between collective memory
and ICT (as shown in Figure 1 below). In doing so, the researcher first
conceptualises on the interplay between memory, history, imagination and identity.
Then he brings into the foreground the ICT and more specific the concept of the
virtual.

Figure 1 - The core relations between collective memory and knowledge
sharing, history, imagination and identity, and the relevance of technology.

2.4

Towards the study of collective memory in the virtual: history,
identity, imagination and technology.
~ Collective and collected memory ~
In a comprehensive study on the issue of collective memory, Olick (1999)
categorized memory studies into two explicit genres: those that refer to the presence
of memories (that is memory as object) and those that refer to the very act of
recollection (that is memory as action). Research inquiries that belong to the first
genre, treat memory as an object and focus on what someone remembers and how we
can distinguish this memory from other mnemonic attributes (such as imagination).
On the contrary, the studies that fall into the second genre focus on how individuals
and collectives construct their memories and constitute a collective memory as a
whole. In this vein, Bergson (1908/1912) distinguished ‘recollective memory’ from
‘habit memory’. The first (also known as ‘episodic memory’) refers to memories of
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experienced events and episodes, while the later refers to embodied skills (i.e.
remembering how to do something). He also introduced the concept of an image in
virtual as the conscious representation of perceived reality and he further analysed
how images of the past can represent a past event.
~ Memory, history, and familiarity with the past ~
In relation to Bergson’s observations, Ricoeur (2004) makes a distinction
between memory and history and argues that the later refers to documented and
archived testimonies of memories (i.e. historical narratives). To Ricoeur, the
narrative plays a central role also in the harmonisation between the cosmological and
human time, and to the experience of historical time. Indeed, time plays a central role
in the relation of memory and history since from one hand the documented historical
narratives are ineffaceable and persist in time, and from the other hand, history
provides those mnemonic traces of images of the past that catalytically support
remembering and forgetting. In this vein, the researcher concludes that what history
provides to the constitution of collective memory is a familiarity with the past that
individuals or collectives ambitiously care to remember or forget. This familiarity
stems from the representations of the ‘images in virtual’ which, as such, constitute a
trace to the past.
~ Narrated memories, identity, and reason ~
Equally important to this discussion are also the sociological studies of
collective memory as they were initiated by Halbwach’s (1959) seminal work on
collective memory and his idea that individual memory is constituted only in a social
dimension, heavily influenced by social pressure (e.g. anticipation and expectation of
others in close social proximity). Within this frame of analysis, what is also relevant
is the concept of identity. Goffman (1959) argued convincingly that the self is
socially constructed upon a person’s performance through social roles. Following
that, Ricoeur (2004) made similar arguments, and proposed that identity can only be
understood as a narrative identity. He also made the distinction between idem
(sameness) and ipse (selfhood) identity, and argued that identity is constructed
through the narratives people use in order to describe themselves as actors. Identity
then constitutes through the application of imaginative variations that the audience of
the narrative employs in order to orient to the unfolding emplotment. In this sense the
identity construction is a situated and collective action, bound to the memory (i.e.
narrative) that individuals communicate and share. In this regard, the researcher
addresses the concept of narrative (especially in the form of a historical narration) to
provide a reason upon which individuals or collectives can identify themselves as
same or different, to the imaginary identity that emerges during the reconstruction
(for example recollection) of a narrative.
~ Imagination and the creative reconstruction of memory ~
This proposition on the relation between memory as narrative and identity
construction also highlights the important role of imagination. As it became evident
by Polanyi and Prosch’s (1975) arguments, knowledge requires an imaginative act of
meaning evoking upon which we can ‘restore the meaning’ of words. The importance
of imagination in this process is also stretched by Weick and his studies on how the
processes of imagination and fancy play a critical role in the interpretation of
memories and the creation of alternative and more insightful views of the world.
What is important in these critical views, is that the social-historical world is
inextricably tied to the symbolic and thus to the imaginary constitution of our
memory. Nevertheless, because imagination has a lineage of epistemological
uncertainty and as such it should be polemic to memory, the author concludes that
imagination and memory are complementary to each other in a sense that
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imagination intervenes with the creative reconstruction (such as interpretation) of an
image of the past. In return, this reconstruction formulates a familiar and relevant (or
significant) aspect of the social-historical world.
~ ICT as technologies of memory: envisioning ‘designs for memory’ ~
Following the discussion on the relations between memory, history, identity
and imagination, what is left to consider is the importance of technology in general
and of ICT in specific. The previous sections exemplified the dual role of ICT as a
technical artifact that it can not only ‘enhance’ collective memory by storing and
providing information on demand, but it can also abuse collective memory by
interfering to the communicated narratives. Indeed, the cohesion, integrity, and
format of the stored and transmitted data as well as the ultimate control of the
information flow transform the very process of collective memory constitution.
Moreover, the very potential of ICT to visualise information images (that are
symbolically valued by the members of a collective as meaningful, familiar, and
significant) can stimulate plurality as well as dissent within a society and fragment
the collectiveness of memory. In such a case, the collective (or individuals) that
possesses the monopolistic control of information flow can intervene on the very
process of collective memory constitution15. In this sense, the ICT is not just the
medium that tunnels communication, but it becomes a ‘technology of memory’
(Sturken, 1997) that can drastically intervene as ‘translator’ and affect the process of
memory constitution. This research then comes to recognise the importance of ICT
and call for considering those ‘designs for memory’ that will allow individuals and
collectives to construct their collective memory, both as an object and as a process.
~ The virtual ~
The virtual, which can be viewed as an array of ICT and applications, is a
fuzzy term carrying equivocal and often controversial meanings. Tellingly Kallinikos
(2001) argues:
“The word virtual is both contrasted and related to the real and the
physical. The virtual is both different and similar to the real. Virtual is
what lacks physical substance and yet something that indicates the
real. It is another way of configuring the real, a shadow, an image or
representation of the real. It contrasts with the physical reality yet it
somehow imitates or simulates it.” (pp. 113-114)
Simply put, the virtual is (primarily) a visualisation of a reconstructed version
of the physical world, which allows its users to encounter their ‘reality’ through a
very different perspective, a perspective rich in symbolic interpretation and plurality.
A manifestation of the virtual is the case of the virtual game worlds. These
technologies instrumentally depend on the Internet and provide to their users a
virtual reality resembling usually a fictional world and enabling multiple forms of
communication and collaboration.
These virtual worlds will be extensively studied in the rest of this research, in
order to address the question of “how could knowledge sharing practices espoused
by communities in the virtual be conceptualised and therefore inform the design of
novel systems for collective memory”. Section 6.3 provides a critical view on the
socio-technical dimensions of knowledge sharing in virtual communities, upon
which a set of design considerations for collective memory systems in the virtual is
proposed. Subsequently, specific design implications of these considerations are
elaborated through a proposed scenario on the design of a collective memory system
15

For example, cause selective amnesia through stereotyping and propaganda, or blocking
information flow through ICT networks.
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in the virtual based on the experience gained from the research in virtual worlds in
this thesis.
2.5 Concluding remarks
The pluralism of interdisciplinary views of collective memory highlights the
distinction between memory as an object (‘images of the past’) and memory as a
process (of remembering and forgetting). Moreover, there is a tendency to treat
collective memory either as ‘collected’ (aggregation of individual memories) or
‘collective’ (where remembering reflects the social environment in which the
mnemonic activity takes place and the social resources that this environment
provides). In this context, collective memory is closely related to the notions of
imagination, identity, and history. In this research, the researcher conceives
collective memory as a social activity of negotiations of meaning, towards the sense
of objectification of collective knowledge. To this end, the research will focus on
collective practices of remembering and forgetting that virtual communities deploy
and maintain in order to assist such practices.
From the observations made in the previous section, it becomes evident that we
need a theory of action in order to fully understand the constitution of collective
memory in the first place, and then the phenomenon of the virtualisation of collective
memory. Indeed, a theory of action will provide our discussion with both the
conceptual ingredients and the methodological tools in order to study cases of
virtualisation.
The next chapter explores in detail the conceptual relations between the virtual
and social action. This will address the critical question: “What are the challenges
that the introduction of the virtual entails for social action (and in the case of this
study the virtualisation of collective memory)?”.
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3 On Collective Action and Virtuality

3.1 Introduction
The previous chapter reviewed and discussed the phenomenon of collective
memory constitution as a form of collective action: remembering or forgetting
“images of the past” (Bergson, 1908/1912). This chapter further explores the relation
between the concepts of collective action and virtuality, and attempts to identify the
core challenges that this relation implies. To this end, we draw on the theory of social
action, outlined by Alfred Schutz (1932) and further developed by his followers in
the paradigm of social constructivism16.
Next, we use the descriptive framework of existential phenomenology as
proposed by Martin Heidegger (1962), in an ambitious effort to understand the
intertwining (S. Sassen, 1991) of the virtual and action. The review concludes on two
critical points. First, it proposes an understanding of virtuality as the very experience
of interacting with a ‘technology of the virtual’17 (such as virtual worlds). Second, it
highlights the transformative character of virtuality, which through the virtualisation
of action stimulates the renovation of habitualised practices, the redescription of
narrative identities, and the reinterpretation of individuals’ lifeworld. These
conceptual constructions frame the theoretical thesis that virtuality implies three
critical challenges for collective action: the challenges of cultural heterogeneity, of
‘mediated’ experience, an of envisioning Others.
3.2

On collective action

The notion of collective action has been a major research topic in many
branches of philosophy, sociology, economics, and cognitive science. While it is
impossible to address here all the implications of the term “collective action,” it is
worth mentioning that most studies on this topic focus on the motivations and
incentives behind the logic of collective action (i.e. Olson, 1965) and on the
organization of people that act collectively (i.e. Kollock, 1998). Indeed, there is a
large body of studies where notions such as distributed cognition (Hutchins, 1996),
transactive memory (Wegner, 1986), perspective-making and perspective-taking (R.
J. Boland & Tenkasi, 1995), and Communities of Practice (E. Wenger, 1998),
emphasize the social structures that enable collective acting or knowing (Cook and
Brown, 1999). Most of these studies converge on the point that actors engaging in
social actions (such as collective actions) have some level of a shared system of
meaning, based on which a meaningful action can be performed or understood (Van
Maanen, 1979; Weick, 1995).
This section focuses on the theory of collective action, as Alferd Schutz
formulated it. Schutz is considered to be the first researcher that applied the
16

Social constructivism was developed drawing on Schultz ideas by Berber and Luckmann
(Berger & Luckmann, 1967) to annotate the social dimension in the sociology of knowledge. This
critical paradigm was also adopted in the Information Systems discipline to highlight the situatedness
of the context of action (L Suchman, 1987) and thus the social construction of technology (W. E.
Bijker, Hughes, & Pinch, 1987).
17
See section 3.3.2
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phenomenological philosophy to sociological inquiry. In his principal work, The
Phenomenology of the Social World (1967) he developed his theory of meaning and
action based on the ideas of Weber, Husserl, Bergson and William James. His ideas
have served as the basis for later developments in the sociology of knowledge (e.g.
social constructivism).
3.2.1

The phenomenology of the social world: lifeworld, Others and the
intersubjective constitution of meaning
In his phenomenological sociology, Schutz recognizes that there is only one
external (and public) world and it is given equally to all of us. It is considered that
Others exist in this world not only in a bodily manner like other objects but rather as
being endowed with consciousness that is essentially the same as her. Thus, ‘my’
lifeworld is not ‘my’ private world but it is rather an intersubjective one. In this
regard, the world of everyday life is “man’s fundamentals and paramount reality”
and the everyday lifeworld is to be understood as the “province of reality which
wide-awake and normal adult simply takes for granted in the attitude of commonsense” (1973, p. 341).
~ Action and the social stock of knowledge ~
The lifeworld is neither passive nor static. It presents itself to me as a
“subjective meaning-context”. We act and operate within the lifeworld but also upon
it. Our actions essentially modify this reality and in return the new conditions will
affect our future actions. Nevertheless, in order to act in the lifeworld, we must first
understand it. Our understanding of the world is based at any given time on a stock
of previous experience. This stock of knowledge serves as the reference schema
through which someone can explicate the world. The stock of knowledge is derived
from the sedimentations of knowledge of our predecessors but also from my past act
and experiences of the world, and includes the interpretation of the resistances and
motives to act upon the world. Moreover, we consider as taken-for-granted that
Others (i.e. everyone just like us) are subjectively experiencing the same world in a
subjective meaning-context. That is to say that the lifeworld transcends us, and is
interpreted as a finite province of meaning. It is the paramount reality as
distinguished from the “multiple realities” we can experience in the world. Schutz
used the term "finite provinces of meaning" in order to emphasize that "it is the
meaning of our experiences, and not the ontological structure of the objects, which
constitutes reality" (1962, p. 341). Provinces of meaning are, so to say, fields of
experience.
Through the concept of the lifeworld, Schutz emphasizes the intersubjective
nature of social reality, as well as the importance of social distribution of knowledge
and the stock of knowledge to hand (Natanson, 1962; Alferd Schutz, 1967; Alferd
Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). The social distribution of knowledge refers to the
previous experiences and interpretations an individual holds, that help him or her to
make sense of everyday life and actions. Such knowledge is acquired directly by
engaging in meaningful actions, or by sharing it with others that, for example, were
present at a past event. The social stock of knowledge emphasizes the achieved
intersubjective typifications and “commonsense” assumptions that a collective
shares, and which allows them to organize and engage in collective actions. The
stock of knowledge is build on sedimentations of formerly actually present
experiences that are bound to situations (Alferd Schutz & Luckmann, 1973). Schutz
argues that in cases of social encounters with Others, people act or project their
social actions in relation to the thesis of the reciprocity of perspectives (Natanson,
1962; Alferd Schutz, 1967). In sum, this thesis implies that people assume and take
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for granted the existence of intelligent fellow-men as given, and thus the objects of
the lifeworld are accessible through their knowledge.
~ Social stock of knowledge as the interpretive schema of action ~
From the above, it is clear that what is of great importance in this research is
the concept of the social stock of knowledge since it is this knowledge that
constitutes the presupposition of every interpretation of the world (i.e. by providing
interpretive schemata (Alferd Schutz, 1967, p. 34)). As already mentioned earlier,
the stock of knowledge derives from people's practical experience of the world but
also from sedimentations of past knowledge from our predecessors (i.e. traditions,
institutionalised social roles and practices). However it would be misleading to
consider the stock of knowledge as something static and unquestioned. On the
contrary, every element of our stock of knowledge no matter how its was acquired
and incorporated, are still confirmed, modified, or refuted by means of our
commonsense experiences (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, pp. 165-237). What relates
the stock of knowledge with any given situation is the level of familiarity on
recognizing our experiences as relevant to the stock of knowledge “at-hand”. Of
course, this process is not always consciously evident but it happens automatically
while experiencing the world. Schultz writes:
All our knowledge of the world, in common-sense as well as in
scientific thinking, involves constructs, namely a set of abstractions,
generalizations, formalizations, idealizations specific to the respective
level of thought organization. Strictly speaking, there are no such
things as facts, pure and simple. All facts are from the outset facts
selected from a universal context by the activities of our mind. They
are, therefore, always interpreted facts, namely, either facts looked at
as detached from their context by an artificial abstraction or facts
considered in their particular setting. In either case they carry along
their interpretational inner and outer horizon. This does not mean,
that, in daily life or in science, we are unable to grasp the reality of the
world. It just means that we grasp merely certain aspects of it, namely
those, which are relevant to us. (Alfred Schutz, 1953/1962, p. 5)
Whatever the source is, the stock of knowledge is subjective and heavily
constructed upon one’s idiosyncrasies and autobiographical experiences.
Nevertheless, the stock of knowledge can be objectivated through many different
means of social conduct such as skills and other explicit elements of knowledge (i.e.
systems of signs such as the language). This objectivation of knowledge does not
contrast the subjective acquisition of knowledge since it relies on the subjective (yet
extensively socialized) action in the shared and taken-for-granted lifeworld. In
addition, what drives the objectivation of knowledge is the motive of a need to
transfer one’s own and subjective knowledge to Others.
Berger and Luckmann (1967) further developed this point of objectivation
within their theory of sociology of knowledge (that is the social construction of
reality). They stressed the importance of spatial and temporal dimensions of
everyday experience of the world as ‘here-and-now’, and they underlined the
capacity of any sign systems (such as language) to become the objective repository
of vast accumulation of meaning and experience. This means that symbolic forms of
communication can preserve and transmit to the following generations a stock of
knowledge. In this sense, language not only typifies experiences, it also anonymizes
them through the “detachability” from “here-and-now”. This is possible because “a
linguistic expression can be understood as an objective complex of meaning without
the reference to a speakers of the language” (Alferd Schutz, 1967, p. 33)
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3.2.2 Social action
The above formulation implies that the lifeworld is conceived as an
intersubjective meaning-context, a taken-for-granted, and self-evident reality, which
people modify by acting and operating not only within but also upon in. In return, the
lifeworld modifies actions.
~ Action and the meaning of action ~
Building on Weber and Husserl, Schutz also argues that the essential function
of social science is to be interpretive, that is, to understand the subjective meaning of
social action. The concept “social” is defined in terms of the relationships between
the behaviours of two or more people, and the concept “action” is defined as
behaviour to which a subjective meaning is attached. A “social action” is therefore
action that “is oriented toward the past, present, and future behaviour of another
person or persons” (Alferd Schutz, 1967, p. xvii). In his theory, Schutz tries to
formulate the concept of meaning, and the more specific concept of the meaning of
action. He cocludes that meaning derives from passive and active experiences in our
consciousness. He refers to these experiences as “Acts,” or as products of a series of
actions, that ascribe meaning only when we recall and identify them as completed
projects. Each person uses his biographical experiences to construct interpretive
schemata that will allow him to ascribe meaning in retrospect or prospectively to
future experiences:
“My action as it takes place presents itself to me as a series of
existing and present experiences, experiences that are coming to be
and passing away. My intended action presents itself to me as a series
of future experiences. My terminated completed act (which is my
expired action) presents itself to me as a series of terminated
experiences, which I contemplate in memory. The meaning of my
action consists not only in the experiences of consciousness I have
while the action is in progress, but also in those future experiences
which are my intended action and in those past experiences which are
my completed action” (Alferd Schutz, 1967, p. 39)
Schutz defines “action” as human conduct self-consciously projected by the
actor and distinguishes it from “Act” which designates accomplished action. Actions
can include passive experience (e.g. bodily reflexes), spontaneous activity without a
guiding project (e.g., acts of noticing environmental stimuli), and deliberately
planned and projected activity, known technically as “action” (e.g., writing a book).
In any case, Schutz powerfully argues that in order for planned action to be realized
in the future, one relies on reflective acts of “projection”, and she/he imagines a
project as completed in future perfect tense. This project establishes an “in-order-to”
motive for the planned action18. Given the intersubjective nature of the world,
Natanson notes that “the way in which the actor locates and interprets a given
situation is a function of his subjectivity and corresponds to elements of his
biographical situation” and hence, “understanding the social world means
understanding the way in which men define their situations”(1962, p. xxxvi). In this

18 The “in-order-to” motive is one of the two motives that Schutz recognizes as relevant into
an attempt to define action as “motivated behaviour”. Motives that involve ends to be achieved and
goals sought for, are termed “in-order-to” motives. One the contrary, motives which are explained on
the basis of the actor’s background, environment, or physical disposition are called “because”
motives. What differentiate these two categories of motives is their temporal differences: when I
project my future action, the “in-order-to” motives that spur my action are already evident and known,
in contrast to the because motive which remains obscure and marginal to my awareness. In this sense,
the former motives form a subjective category, while the later form an objective category.
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sense, all projects of one’s forthcoming acts are based upon his/her knowledge “athand” at the time of projecting.
Having said all these, Schutz concludes that the meaning of action is
necessarily a different one for (a) the actor (b) the partners involved with the actor in
interaction, and (c) the external observer. The different ‘faces’ of the meaning of
action consequently lead us to assume along with Schutz that “in common-sense
thinking we have merely a chance to understand the Other’s action sufficiently for
our purpose at hand…[and] to increase this chance we have to search for the
meaning the action has for the actor” (Alfred Schutz, 1953/1962, p. 24). In this sense,
the intended meaning which someone gives to his/her action encompasses an
intrinsic uncertainty and it cannot be discovered either by merely observational or
motivational understanding (ibid, p. 31). To this end, the next section explores the
intersubjective constitution of meaning.
3.2.2.1 Social action and the intersubjective constitution of meaning
~ Actions of negotiation of meaning~
Social interactions play a crucial role on the development of the social
distribution of knowledge. It is through this interaction that people can objectify,
communicate, and typify the nuances of “meaning of action”. In a similar vein,
Wenger (1998) argues that inside the social boundaries of a community, shared
understanding can be achieved through the negotiation of meaning. He perceives this
as a process through “which we experience the world and our engagement to it as
meaningful” (p. 53). It is only through this ongoing social process of interaction, that
participants can gradually achieve an intersubjective understanding of their practices.
Wenger emphasizes that “the meaningfulness of our engagement in the world is not a
state of affairs, but a continual process of renewed negotiation” (ibid., 54). Through
this negotiation, he highlights the importance of participating in collective actions,
and the process of reification (or typification in Schutz’s terms) of a situation. In this
regard, perceived reality becomes what we negotiate it to be (Turoff, 1997).
Wenger’s theoretical formulations are bracketed inside the theory of situated
learning or “legitimate peripheral participation,” a theory that suggests “learning
occurs through centripetal participation in the learning curriculum of the ambient
community” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 100). According to this standpoint,
communities are perceived as “Communities of Practice,” where members are in a
continuous state of mutual engagement in a common practice (i.e., sharing knowhow through narrations) (Wenger, 1998; Brown and Duguid, 1991). Consequently,
learning in CoPs is an integral part and the product of engagement in social practice,
and newcomers gradually learn through the negotiation19 of a ‘new’ identity of who
they are in respect to the community. From this point of view, learning is viewed as
an experience of identity and modes of belonging (Gee, 2003).
~ Action of narrating and storytelling ~
A well known case of such negotiation is described by Orr (1996) and his
ethnographic study on the practices of experienced technicians maintaining
photocopiers. Based on his observations on the collective formation of narratives by
the technicians, Orr concludes that conversational ‘war stories’ are significantly
critical in the collective rectification of individual experiences and on the
dissemination of personal knowledge of past events. Orr also annotates that through
this process of negotiation of meaning, collective and individual identity is
19 In this research, the researcher uses the notion of “negotiated meaning” in the same manner
as Wenger does, in order to “convey a favour of continuous interaction, of gradual achievement, and
of give-and-take” (1998, p. 53).
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constructed, technicians are “masters of the black arts of dealing with machines and
of the only somewhat less difficult arts of dealing with customers” (1996, p. 2).
Indeed, storytelling and conversations are considered to be crucial mechanisms for
sharing tacit knowledge (J.S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Swap, Leonard, Shields, &
Abrams, 2001) and serve as mnemonic resources (Wertsch, 2002). It is only through
storytelling and testimonies of the experiences of past events that a community can
form a collective memory (Ricoeur, 2004). In accord with this critical stance, it is
also evident that issues of trust are critical in the formation and sustainability of
collective memory.
3.3 On virtuality
This section focuses on the critical question of “What is virtuality?”. This
question is of high importance to this study of the phenomenon of collective memory
since the addressed positions to that question will provide a system of shared
meaning upon which the research will unfold. To this end, this section attempts to
explicitly understand virtuality, from an ontological perspective. This ontological
understanding20 will highlight the epistemological (and of course methodological)
implications that will assist us into fully understanding and interpreting the
phenomenon of collective memory constitution in relation to the virtual. Indeed,
through this analysis, some critical notions, concepts, and conceptual constructs will
surface. It is in the light of these constructs that the researcher will construct an
“average understanding” of virtuality.
3.3.1

Towards an ontological understanding of virtuality
~ The descriptive framework of existential phenomenology ~
Phenomenology is a branch of philosophy owing its origin to the works of
Husserl and his following writers (i.e. Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Gadamer).
The aim of phenomenology, as propounded by Husserl, is to study human
phenomena without considering questions of their causes, their objective reality, or
even their appearances. The aim is to study how human phenomena are experienced
in consciousness, in cognitive and perceptual acts, as well as how they may be
valued or appreciated aesthetically. In this sense, the key concept of phenomenology
is intersubjectivity which focuses more on perception and bodily activity (Ihde,
1990) and seeks to understand how persons construct meaning. As we saw in the
previous section on Schutz’s conceptualization of the lifeworld, our experience of the
world, upon which our thoughts about the world are based, is intersubjective because
we experience the world with and through others. Our primary access to reality is
through our involved action, and in extend, the ‘totality’ of social artifacts and
cultural objects is grounded in human activity.
In order to apply phenomenology in his investigations, Husserl introduces the
phenomenological reduction. According to this method, the observer/researcher can
“reduce” her/his experience by “suspending” any interest she/he might have in either
the transcendent object of her/his thought or her/himself as a thinker. In this sense,
the phenomenologist should ignore questions regarding the actual existence of the
object or the reality and nature of the psychological acts in which she/he experiences
20

The term 'ontological understanding' is used in this research in order to emphasize that this
study does not approach the above question merely in a structural-functional manner (i.e. by treating
virtuality objectively), but in terms of what the essence of virtuality is and how it is presented to us as
significance in our lifeworld. As it will become clearer later of this chapter, the ontological
understanding entails the fundamental deconstruction of the term towards its interpretation as
existentiale. This is in accord to existential phenomenology but also to what Krishnamurti argued with
passion: “to understand is to transform what it is” (Krishnamurti, 1966).
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those objects. Instead, the phenomenologist should focus on the meaning or
intentionality of the object as it presents itself. “In studying the meaning we are not
investigating an empirical object; rather we are investigating how any object of
human experience […] presents itself to us” (Blattner, 2006, p. 27).
Thus, phenomenology is the study of appearances of phenomena. Heidegger,
conceives a phenomenon as “that which shows itself in itself, the manifest” (1962, p.
51), while he powerfully argues that phenomenology is the only way to do ontology,
that is to understand how phenomena really are. In doing so, we seek out to
hermeneutically interpret not only how phenomena present to us, but also to extract
from them something that “…proximally and for the most part does not show itself at
all” (ibid, p. 59). In his fundamental ontology of Being, Heidegger uses the term
Dasein to annotate exactly this: the Being-there, the ability of Being-in-the-world.
~The essence of understanding and interpretation~
To understand some-thing (i.e. an entity) is to go beyond a definition or a
proposition that lays out some knowledgeable characteristics on the physical abilities
of that ‘thing’. On contrast, understanding is our skilful mastery of the world around
us (Hoy, 1993). In order to understand something we should be able to do or manage
or master it. Heidegger characterises understanding as “being-toward-possibilities”
(1962, p. 188) as existentiale (which means “being as existing”) and its ability-tobe21 in terms of serviceability, usability, and detrimentality (ibid, p. 183-184). In this
sense, in order for Dasein to understand something, there should be an act of
projection. Thus, as existential “understanding discloses Dasein itself in its own
potentiality-for-Being" (Taminiaux, 1994, p. 41). Moreover, when we understand
something, we then (and only then) can interpret it. For Heidegger, interpretation is
“…an act of understanding in which we make what we understand explicit by
understanding it as something” (Blattner, 2006, p. 92). The ‘as’ of the interpretation
can be expressed in propositions and described through the use of assertions. At this
point it is worth mentioning the distinction between interpretation and assertion in
Heidegger’s formulations.
~ The use of assertions~
Assertion is a linguistic act and to assert is to make something explicit and
express it propositionally. It is only through assertions that we can claim to have
interpreted something (i.e. an entity). Grammatically speaking, this is structurally
achieved through apophantical ‘as’. Interpretation is more general and refers to our
explicit understanding of something, and to the content that can be expressed
propositionally. Assertion is thus a form of interpretation but with a distinct power to
communicate interpretational meaning. Through assertions, three things (or
“significations”) are accomplished: pointing out, predication, and communication.
First, an assertion points out an entity in a sense that not only refers into an
entity per se but ‘displays’ an entity as present-at-hand (even when is absent). Thus,
to point out is to emphasise, to direct our attention and let entities be seen, that is to
“adhere to the primordial meaning of λόγος as απόφασις – letting an entity to be seen
from itself” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 196).
Second, assertions involve predication, that is, by using an assertion we give a
definite character to the entity we pointed out. Based on our description of the entity,
21

This is Blattner’s translation of the German term Seinkönnen that the translators of Being
and Time translate as “potentiality-of-being” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 183). The “ability-to-be”, however,
does not refer only to knowing that something has some properties and that these properties are used
for a certain purpose, but rather it refers at its most primordial means “knowing how” or “being
capable of” both in practical and cognitive level (Dreyfus, 1991, pp. 184-185). (This is what
Heidegger means by the notion of existentiale).
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the entity’s seeing (as experienced through its availableness - as ready-to-hand) gets
restricted to definite features of the entity. For example, when we say that “this
computer is noisily when it is turned on”, we do not merely draw attention (point
out) to the computer as an entity but to the computer’s character as noisily. As a
result, our attention is narrowed down to the feature(s) of that entity, and this explicit
restriction, made by the assertion, manifests in the display of the entity pointed out.
Third, assertion means communication. With assertions we let someone see
with us what we have pointed out by way of our predication. Heidegger writes:
“letting someone see with us shares with the Other that entity which has been
pointed out in its definite character” (ibid, p. 197 emphasis added). In this sense, as
something is communicated in an assertion, we (me and the Other) can share the
entity as displayed and predicated. On contrast to other forms of communication (i.e.
songs, poems), assertions are considered by Heidegger to present a highly derivative
form of communication: it is only though assertion that we can express our
interpretation (and thus understanding) of existentiale of an entity.
3.3.1.1 The fundamental ontology of Being
~ Being in-the-world as been familiar with it ~
In order for Heidegger to explore the fundamental ontology of Being, he used
the notion of Dasein, to annotate the existential attribute of the Being-in-the-world.
To Heidegger, Dasein is always a Being engaged in the world. At the core of
Heidegger’s fundamental ontology of Being lies the proposition that ‘we’ (as Beingin-the-world) do not just exist in the world, but rather reside or dwell in the world, or
in other words, ‘we’ are fundamentally familiar with the world. This familiarity is
essential in our ontological understanding of Being since to be familiar with the
world means that we experience the place (that is the things that are present-at-hand)
we ‘live’ in, the place which is familiar to us.
~ Dealing with the ready-to-hand instrumental objects ~
Heidegger points out that “Dasein finds ‘itself’ proximally in what it does,
uses, expects, avoids – in those things environmentally ready-to-hand with which it
is proximally concerned”(ibid, p. 155). He calls our engaged interaction with the
world as “dealings” while he posits that these engagements are the outcome of our
practical intelligence. We are aware of a world of things (or “equipments” in
Heidegger’s terms) that have a functional value, based on which we can deal with
equipments through our role in activities. Of course, these equipments may or may
not be present-at-hand. When we skilfully employ an equipment, we experience it in
the “background” (Ihde, 1990) because it is functioning transparently and smoothly,
and thus it does not get noticed. In sum, Heidegger describes equipments as entities
ready-to-hand, that is entities defined by their involvements in everyday practices,
and in this regard, the familiarity with our environment is primarily through our skills
and abilities, rather that through cognition.
Nevertheless, not all equipments are familiar to us. In such cases, tools that are
unfamiliar (i.e. not ready-to-hand) require our focus, in order to deal with them in an
intelligent way, to master them and integrate them in our tasks. The same is true in
cases of equipment’s breakdown, when equipment is present-at-hand but also
unusable or unavailable (but not absent). In such cases, we have to (re)define the
equipment’s relation to a task. In Heidegger’s terms, we have to find how the
equipment signifies to the rest of the world (i.e. a hammer is assigned to nails; it is
in-order-to drive nails). In this fashion, we can understand (as familiar) the whole
structure of the practical contexts in which we operate, a structure that Heidegger
calls significance.
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In contrast to Husserl, Heidegger argues that our sense of things is not as
objects of perception and knowledge (or “perceptual cognitions”) but rather as
instrumental objects that fit naturally into our ordinary practical activity. In this
regard, a hammer-thing is equipment through our ordinary dealing with it. Thus, “to
be familiar with a context, with a world, is to grasp the significance, the signifyings
of the things that are located in it” (Blattner, 2006, p. 62). The world is “a horizon of
understanding; a space of possibilities, on the background of which we understand
both paraphernalia and ourselves” (ibid, p. 63). What is also important to our study is
the Heideggerian understanding of equipment in terms of the role it plays in our
dealings: to encounter a piece of equipment is to use it for some task. Moreover,
while we are immersed in our task, “we are paying little or no attention to the
equipment itself (except when it is equipment designed to attract our attention, or is
malfunctioning)” (Blattner, 2006, p. 52).
Heidegger also broadens the notion of equipment (i.e. a hammer) to include
material (i.e. nails or other raw material like wood), signs (i.e. a turn sign in a car) or
paraphernalia. However, he argues that language is not simple a set of signs. On the
contrary, language is an expressive medium by which we share a world with one
another, and as such (plus other expressive mediums such as monuments and
symbols) it is a discourse rather than an equipment. To Heidegger, discourse is our
capacity to express the pre-conceptual structure of things; it is the expressive
articulation of intelligibility. Following that, discourse is not to be confused with
language as synonyms. As Blattner states, “discourse comprises not only words and
their grammar, but also the way in which we use a language to communicate” (2006,
p. 101).
~ Dasein and Others ~
Another crucial point in the fundamental ontology of Being is the relation withOthers. Heidegger distinguishes Others (he calls them “Dasein-with”) from the
paraphernalia of the world (i.e. equipments) and he states that we do not experience
ourselves as isolated from others but rather as immersed in the world along with
them, “being-with others” . Moreover, he argues that we experience others in terms
of what they are pursuing as for the sake of their self-understanding. For example,
when I see a postman delivering me a letter, I understand what he is doing as for the
sake of his self-understanding as a postman, and vice versa. In this sense, since the
self-understanding of being a postman is interwoven with the self-understanding of
being a housekeeper, to act for the sake of being who I am is to act for the sake of
others being who they are as well (Blattner, 2006). Thus, the lives of others (beingwith) matter to me (Heidegger calls this “solicitude”) as ‘my’ Dasein matters to me
(e.g. care for my Being-in-the-world).
Moreover, Heidegger notes that “Being-with is an existential characteristic of
Dasein even when factically no other is present-at-hand or perceived. Even Dasein’s
Being-alone is Being-with in the world” (1962, pp. 156-157). This is quite an
important argument because solicitude to others is not exclusively related to their
presence (present-at-hand). On the contrary, I concern and care-for “the Anyone”
(“das Man”) in terms of for-the-sake-of-we as ‘we’ share a social horizon, ‘we’ are
“with-world”. In this regard, I act in the world as one would. For example, I drive my
car the way “the Anyone” drives it (or we would expect to do so). Heidegger calls
this habitualised way of acting with similarity and normalness as the “averageness”,
that is, a familiar with-world.
~ The importance of moods in our Being ~
Nevertheless, Being-in-the-world is deeply affected by our “psychological”
conditions: Dasein means ‘being-there’, where ‘there’ refers to a sense of spatiality
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(i.e. location, place). Thus, being-there is to be familiar with places, not in a sense of
objective geometrical phenomena, but in the sense of nearness and distance (e.g. as
existential locales). Blattner concludes that “phenomenologically we are not located
in space-time; rather we are always somewhere with which we are more or less
familiar” (2006, p. 75). As we saw earlier, this level of familiarity is related to our
understanding of the significances of the world. However, Heidegger also points out
that our familiarity with the world is deeply related to our moods (or
“disposedness”). Again, phenomenologically, moods are atmospheres in which we
are steeped (rather than interior/psychologically private states), and as such, they
play a multifaceted role in our experiences since through moods we encounter the
world in terms of how it matters to us (Blattner, 2006). Moods disclose the way
things matter to us but also co-constitute the content of experience, in the way things
present to us as themselves. For example, a tower looks different if I fear heights: the
tower as a paraphernalia present-at-hand presents itself as a disturbing significance.
~The fore-structure of interpretations ~
What is left to note is the fore-structure of interpretation. As Blattner notes,
“the fore-structure connects interpretation with understanding and gives us a more
detailed look at the distinction between the two phenomena” (2006, p. 95). The forestructure consists of three elements. First, the fore-having which is the understanding
of the background context in terms of which any concrete interpretation takes place.
Second, is the fore-sight which means that we interpret “something we see in
advance” and allows us to experience an entity as-which something. Third, is the
fore-conception, which means that interpretation is suffused and articulated with
conceptuality (i.e. the use of concepts such as a hammer, a computer etc).
Following this line of thought, the next section explores the role of technology
towards the technological understanding of Being.
3.3.1.2 The technological understanding of Being
Heidegger posits that “technology, in the broadest sense and thought of in the
manifoldness of its phenomena, is looked upon as a man-made plan which eventually
forces the human being into a decision as to whether he wishes to become slave of
his plan or retain mastership over it” and he adds that “in this conception of the entire
world of technology we trace everything back to man and finally demand an ethics
suitable to the world of technology … and fail to notice the claim which Being
makes on us through the very nature of technology” (1960, pp. 24-25).
~The disruptive attitude of technology ~
In his book, The Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger tries to reveal
the essence of technology in a way that “in no way confines us to a stultified
compulsion to push on blindly with technology or, what comes to the same thing, to
rebel helplessly against it. [...] when we once open ourselves expressly to the essence
of technology, we find ourselves unexpectedly taken into a freeing claim” (1977, pp.
25-26). Heidegger's concern is the human distress caused by the technological
understanding of being. The “greatest danger” is that … “calculative thinking may
someday come to be accepted and practiced as the only way of thinking” (Heidegger,
1966, p. 56). Dreyfus clarifies the nature of Heidegger’s problematisation by adding
that “this threat is not a problem for which we must find a solution, but an
ontological condition that requires a transformation of our understanding of being”
(Dreyfus, 1993, p. 305). Thus, the essence of technology is the technological
understanding of being and it can be roughly defined in terms of efficient ordering
and that humans tend to treat themselves as resource material.
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The essence of modern technology, Heidegger tells us, is to order everything so
as to achieve more and more flexibility and efficiency, order for its own sake:
"Expediting is always itself directed from the beginning ... towards driving on to the
maximum yield at the minimum expense" (1977, p. 15). Again, Dreyfus explicates
Heidegger’s view in two examples: “a modem airliner, understood in its
technological essence, is not a tool we use, it is not an object at all, but rather a
flexible and efficient cog in the transportation system. Likewise, we are not subjects
who use the transportation system, but rather we are used by it to fill the planes.”
(1993, p. 306). This might sounds awkward and bizarre. How can we conceive
human beings becoming resources to be used and enhanced by technology?
~The revealing capacity of technology ~
This analysis is not about constructing the ‘definition’ of technology and
addressing structural-functional characteristics, but it rather aims at the technological
understanding of being. In this regard, the above conclusion does nit refer to the
provocative ‘domination’ of technology, but to the Being that seeks out continuous
development for the sake of further growth and efficiency. Dreyfus adds: “We have
no specific goals. … We thus become part of a system that no one directs but that
moves toward the total mobilization and enhancement of all beings, even us.” (1993,
p. 306). This crisis of objectives and goals, reminds us the arguments laid out in The
Rising Tide of Insignificancy where Castoriadis talks on the dominations of the
insignificancies that govern our life and everyday engagements (Castoriadis, 2000).
But is technology so seductive and disruptive that it can distort our very Being-inthe-world (i.e. through the domination of calculative thinking)? The answer to this
question is a positive one.
Indeed, there are many cases of technological intervention that disturb Dasein
for the sake of efficient ordering. A characteristic one is the following. According to
the US standards the highest acceptable dose of radiation exposure dose is 360
millirems. This is a threshold dose of radiation above which the risk of developing
cancer and other pathological symptoms is high. But this value applies only to the
public. Surprisingly, the equivalent dose for the nuclear-plant workers is 50 times
higher than those to which they expose the public (CFR, 2005). Similarly, the
radiation-exposure limits for astronauts or for marines working in a nuclear
submarine are more lenient than for nuclear-plant workers, and they are much more
lenient than those for the general public. It is remarkable that different dose limit
values are ‘acceptable’ for different groups of persons. Nevertheless, this is a clear
example of practicing ourselves as resources for the sake of ‘our’ efficiency (i.e.
more electricity and more silent weapons of mass distraction!). Consequently, this
pursuit of efficiency forces us into a “calculative thinking” and thus entraps our
Dasein to perceive our Being-in-the-world in terms of acceptability of risk. And
above all, this phenomenon has a strong ethical dimension. Indeed, described by
British ethicist Moore, this (error) is known as the naturalistic fallacy – that is when
we attempt to reduce ethical questions (e.g. is radiation-risk imposition just?) to
scientific questions (e.g. how high is the radiation risk?) (Moore, 1903/1993).
The example described in the previous paragraph could be considered an
extreme one, but it is a representative case of the domination of calculative thinking
as proposed by technology. However, for Heidegger, the technological
understanding of being is not the conclusion of his interpretation of technology, but
rather the foundation upon which he declares a condition to transform our sense of
reality: overcoming of our thinking in terms of values and calculations. By
recognizing and appreciating the danger of technology as a danger, then we can
suddenly achieve a clearer understanding of being, free from the technological
imperative (Carman, 2003). Dasein, says Heidegger, is ‘an ability to be’ and what I
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am aiming at in my life determines the significance of my present situation and
capacities. The essence of Dasein is its existence: what I essentially am is what I
freely take myself to be, and in this regard, technology is “a way of revealing”
(Heidegger, 1977, p. 12 ); a way to “look onto the world”.
After this extensive introduction to the concepts of technology in accord to the
fundamental understanding of Being, the next section focuses on the technologies of
virtuality and explores the concept of virtuality.
3.3.2 Images of virtuality: the correlative meanings of virtuality
Based on this experiential comprehension of technology, the previous section
followed the Heideggerian formulations on the technological understanding of
Being. This research, however, focuses more on the information technologies of the
virtual. To this end, the term technologies of virtuality will be used in order to refer
to any types of ICT that sustain the capacity to establish a virtual environment. A
case of such a technology is the Internet.
~The metaphorical interpretation of the technologies of the virtual ~
The Internet (or simply the Net), as Dreyfus puts it “is not just a new
technological innovation; it is a new type of technological innovation; one that brings
out the very essence of technology” (2001, p. 1). From strictly a technological point
of view, the Net is a combination of networking hardware and software applications
with the capacity to inter-connect its users together and, for example, visualize the
data they ‘upload’ into it. From a phenomenological point of view, the Net presents
the best paradigm of our technologically textured existence (Ihde, 1990); it is an
exemplar of out technological (re)evolution and civilization. Initially constructed to
serve the communicational needs of a few scientists, nowadays the Net is so closely
coupled and integrated with our everydayness, that it would be hard (or even
impossible) to imagine our existence in the (civilized) world with out having access
to it.
The Net’s vast ‘space’ is usually described as a Virtual Reality or Cyberspace.
Originally coined in popular sci-fi literature, Cyberspace is currently used to describe
the whole range of information resources available through computer networks. As
an entity, in order to describe the Net we employ various descriptive metaphors that
assist us in comprehending the Net’s possibilities, affordances, or states in relation to
our practices. For example, Schultze and Orlikowski (2001) reviewed the literature
of virtual organizations, by conducting an analysis on the variety of metaphors used
in the field. They identified five orchestrating metaphors that (re)present virtual
organizing as a platform, existing in space, composed of bits, operating as a
community, engaged in a network of relationships. Metaphors are unquestionably
necessary to describe the Net and our experience of its utilization.
~Virtuality as the experience of interacting with a technology of the virtual ~
Indeed, technologies of virtuality lack descriptive capacity. Nevertheless, it
would be misleading to conceive (at least existentially) such a technology merely as
a ‘space’. Instead, in order to understand technologies of virtuality, we need to focus
on the phenomena that these technologies’ utilize and enable, that is, the (inter)action
in-relation-to virtuality. This means that this research will emphasize on the
experience of technologies of virtuality22. In this vein, the researcher uses the term
22

This explicit focus on the experience of virtuality rather that on virtuality itself as an object,
derives form the phenomenological stand point towards the phenomenon of virtuality. The implicated
argument then derives that our ontological understanding of virtuality involves our implicit know-how
of what is to be a ‘participant’ in virtuality, and how this participation can hermeneutically affect our
perception of Being-in-the-world.

On Collective Action and Virtuality

64

virtuality to annotate the very meaning of action in-relation-to technologies of
virtuality. For the sake of clarification and the avoidance of confusion between these
concepts, a simple illustration is presented in Figure 2 bellow.

Figure 2 - Technologies of virtuality and the meaning of virtuality
~The different meanings of virtuality ~
The following paragraphs explore and discuss three different views (or images)
of the meanings of virtuality: virtuality as technology, as art, and as a metaphysical
singularity. These three views derive from the researcher’s experiential engagement
with technologies of virtuality, and in extend they compose the different primordial
understandings of the representations of such technologies in our everyday practices.
It should be noted however, that these views do not constitute a typological
categorization of virtuality, since they all share some common characteristics. They
rather constitute different ontological interpretations of virtuality; interpretations that
not only ‘define’ the term objectively, but more importantly, integrate it with our
everyday world. And as such, they will be used in this research as interpretive
metaphors for the study of the phenomenon of virtualisation of action.
3.3.2.1 Virtuality as Technology: instrumental facilitation of action
The first image of virtuality is the technological meaning of virtuality. This
highlights the technological construction of virtuality, as a duality of “man and his
machine”. In this perspective, computer scientists prefer to call computer-based
simulated environments as “virtual reality systems”. Their primary focus is the
design parameters of information flow and the rules of use of these networked
computer interfaces. In this vein, virtuality is close bounded to computer networks
and technological artifacts. The “laws” that govern the operation and function of
virtuality are mathematically descriptive and positively articulated.
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In this sense, scientists can study virtuality as a derivative phenomenon that
follows the practices and limitations of Human Computer Interaction. Indeed, in this
context, the utilization of technology is prescriptive and reflects the pre-designed
functionality, instrumented and embedded into the machine, based on the intentions
of the technology’s creator. Virtuality is thus conceived and prejudged in the human
perspective as a product; a tool that we should find a way to get it under control so
that it can serve our rationally chosen ends.
The technology of virtuality is an interface, a terminal, a network. It is
equipment that someone can use though interaction. Its is a sophisticated
combination of bits travelling in real-time and following the deterministic actions of
its user. Technology is a personalised tool as long as it can be configured to meet the
user’s requirements. Computers, mobile phones, GPS devices and the like, are
fragments of the virtual reality that serve as mediums able to facilitate and enhance
our everyday practices. What is the main difference between the virtual and the nonvirtual is the digital manifestation of our perceptual appreciation of virtuality.
Beyond that, technologies of virtuality are passive, neutral instruments that act as
‘innocent’ intermediaries in our transmissions of information. Technology can be
explicitly controlled and systematically regulated so that it will ‘never disappoint our
expectations’: the virtual money will keep feeding our transactions, the virtual shops
will stay open even on bank holidays, the virtual universities will support our lifelong learning, the virtual expert molecular biologist will keep trying to find a new
vaccine.
This is the revolution of the Information Age: the world is enhanced by
technologies of virtuality. Through a progressive mechanization of our lives, we can
use the automata to speed up things and thus ‘squish’ time. We can store more data
and retrieve them on-demand. We can integrate our marginal practices with those
that matter to us the most. We can download our favourite book and read it during
our trip, we can compose music or take some photos and instantly share them with
our friends, we can program our home robot to order some fresh fruits for us, we can
even ‘enter’ and immerse into a computer-simulated and synthetic environment and
interact with our friends, strangers and lovers. What does matter to us then is to
guarantee that these technologies will remain available to our will to interact: we
need to keep them running no matter what! We are not only accustomed to their
interfaces but also addicted to the functionality that these technologies provide to us.
Virtuality is part of our lifeworld, our very vision of our averageness. We need not
only learn how to use technologies properly, but we have to master them and make
them serve our existence more efficiently23. We are the ones who shape technology
as a prosthetic extension of our bodies and we are doing so based on a plan.
The strength of this perspective lies in its commonsensical simplicity: as long
as we are familiar with technologies of virtuality, and as long as we embed them in
our lifeworld, then our encounter with technology is conceived as using a tool, an
equipment like the Swiss-knife, able to transform and meet it’s user’s requirements.
The limitation of this perspective is exactly that it relies on a mechanised view of the
world. As Heidegger said “so long as we represent technology as an instrument, we
remain held in the will to master it” (1977, p. 32). As we saw in the preceding
section, this treatment of technology leads us in the calculative thinking and

23
This point refers to the question whether we can learn to ‘control’ technology, that is, to fully
interpret the technology’s designed use. The idea of mastering a technological artifact could also
imply to the level of technology being determinative and thus playing an instrumental role in our
existence. This view characterises the virtuality-as-technology perspective.
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evaluation of our existence. What makes sense then is the quantity of speed that we
can gain by the application of technologies of virtuality.
Indeed, Paul Virilio examines critically the impact of technologies of virtual
reality in societies and argues that these technologies add a tremendous amount of
speed. We can speed up learning, entertainment, power, justice, war, business, love.
But ironically, this looks like the Zeno’s paradox: no matter how much we speed up
our practices, we never reach the desired quality of effectiveness. Virilio concludes
that the desire for speed is so high (or overestimated) that in most cases can lead to
fetishism (Virilio, 1986). As technologies of virtuality embed pervasively in our
urban everydayness, the spatial and temporal distinction of here and there, now and
then, no longer mean anything. In this sense, our space of interaction “occurs within
an electronic topology” (Virilio, 1991, p. 13 emphasis added). Within this topology,
our new ability of ‘seeing’ our activities transformed and technologically enhanced,
becomes our very averageness that in return reconstructs our perceiveness of the
world (at least symbolically). In Virilio’s world, this activity is “endotic, because it
renews the very conditions of perception, which is necessary to physical reality”
(ibid, p. 83).
3.3.2.2 Virtuality as Art: Aesthetics, immersion and the imaginaries
The second representation of virtuality refers to the symbolic meaning of
virtuality. Evident mainly in fine arts and literature (especially in science-fiction
genre), virtuality-as-art becomes akin to Cyberspace, a term coined back in 1982 by
the novelist William Gibson in his popular and award winning cyberpunk novel The
Neuromancer. Since this view is the more pervasive also in popular science,
Gibson’s prophetic description/definition of Cyberspace is worth the following
quote:
“Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by
billions of legitimate operators, in every nation, ... A graphic
representation of data abstracted from banks of every computer in the
human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the
nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city
lights, receding, …” (1984, p. 51)
Although this perspective shares some characteristics with the technological
one, it makes a great leap towards perceiving virtuality as something more elusive
and latent. Virtuality is not valued by its prescribed configurability and functionality,
but by its descriptive elusiveness. Our attention shifts from the constructional
conditions or operational properties of virtuality so that we can now focus more on
the impact of technology in our very perception of it. In this sense, our previously
considered interface transforms from a calculative model of our perceptual view of
reality, into an experiential ‘entity’ of significant know-how and hermeneutic
interpretations of our social-historical world. The human-computer interaction
becomes the basis for a human-computer aesthetic experience, where the user can
reflexively ‘interact’ upon a play of imagination.
The notion of ‘aesthetic experience’ emphasises the critical role of the
perception in the experiencing of virtuality. This research goes in line with the work
of Scruton (1983) who, by drawing mainly on Kant, emphasized the importance of
imagination in an aesthetic understanding of an object. Scruton argued that without
imagination, our perceptual senses alone are not capable of offering us an aesthetic
experience. In this regard, the sensory experience of an object is intertwined with the
free play of the imagination. Thus, the aesthetic experience of virtuality starts with
the perceptual (i.e. visual) experience and drifts of the entire spectrum towards the
emotional and imaginary experience. The experience of virtuality manifests itself

On Collective Action and Virtuality

67

into an image of virtuality, through which, we can now appreciate virtuality as a
totality and its significances into our emotional Being.
The magnitude of the artistic perspective of virtuality is not on the enactment
of imagination in the human-computer interaction. Rather, it is the emphasis on the
subjective character of the experience of virtuality (in contrast to the objective
interaction we saw in the technological perspective). In this regard, we can focus
more on the qualities of our experience with virtuality, and temporally ignore the
quantities that the scientific view holds that define and govern our very experience of
virtuality. Moreover, we can safely abandon any questions regarding the realization
or the idealization of virtuality. Indeed, as Kant claimed, an aesthetic experience (for
example feeling pleasure or disgust for an object that we encounter) rejects the
questions concerned with the materialization or the real existence of the object.
During an aesthetic experience, the object matters to us only aesthetically, whether
the design is or is not real, material or imaginary.
From the existential point of view, the meaning of virtuality transcends the
object (e.g. technologies of virtuality) along with the a priori knowledge that the
object ‘demands’ in order to function properly, and intersects with the Dasein as a
mood-based experience of the ‘ability-to-be’. The ‘functionality’ of virtuality is not
prescriptive but emerges through the Dasein’s projection towards the “being-towardpossibilities” of the phenomenon of virtuality as existentiale. Technology is not what
it was designed to be, but it becomes how it is used.
At this level of understanding of virtuality as an “ability-to-be”, what rises as
important is the explicit symbolic character of the technologies of virtuality.
Following Cassirer (1944), which is considered to be the originator of the
"philosophy of symbolic forms", we can further explore the symbolic nature of
virtuality as art. In Cassirer's vision, symbols (i.e. scientific laws, religion, and
language) mediate between perception and understanding. The “symbolic meaning”
that derives from our experience of the world has an independent status and
foundational role on its interpretation. According to the theory of symbolic forms, art
is the product of “mythical thought” and our experience of art (as well as every other
event in the world around us) is charged with affective and emotional significance
(Friedman, 2004). Cassier’s theory shares many characteristics with that of
Heidegger’s but they also have many differences as well. However, although from
the beginning of this chapter we took a philosophical turn in order to ontologically
understand virtuality, this is not the place for exhaustive examination of Cassier’s
theory.
3.3.2.3 Virtuality as Metaphysical Singularity: the virtualisation of action
Finally, this research recognises another image of virtuality, that of
metaphysical singularity24. This term is primarily used in this study to annotate some
core issues of realization and idealization that thrive in discussions regarding
virtuality. These discussions highlight a quest for defining virtuality (and virtual
reality) as an object or a substance that transcends reality. Under the shadow of
debates regarding realism, virtuality is conceived as a metaphor to represent and
interpret something away from ‘here-and-now’ (i.e. Giddens 1990), it is somehow a
parallel, yet desynchronised and deteritorialised reality (Lévy, 1998). Heim (1993;
24

The meaning of the concept of singularity points back to cosmology and the agony for
mathematical explanation and representation of the universal laws of the cosmos. It is used here as an
oxymoron. The Images of Virtuality do not only lack descriptive autonomy, but they demand an
observer in order to make them 'real', a transcendental, yet a taken-for-granted part of our world. They
are meaningful and coherent pieces of human civilization only through acting upon them.
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1998), one of the most prominent researchers of virtuality, treats virtuality as an
element of Cyberspace, as a software interface that renders a represented or artificial
world, where people can immerse and interact with ideal ‘forms’. The pursuit of
realism in studies of virtuality is also present in Hine’s (2000) study, where drawing
from Kitchin (1998), he suggests that the Internet affects Information System studies
in terms of the changing role of time and space, and communication and of the role
of mass communication. He also invites the researchers into a debate on questioning
dualism of the real and the virtual, the physical and the digital. Similarly, Turoff
(1997) claims that the metaphor of virtuality is a property of computers and affects
the human processes of understanding of the reality.
Further motivated from technological representations of virtuality, towards a
social and philosophical standpoint, Lévy (1998) draws on Deleuze and presents the
dichotomy between real and actual, possible and virtual, and claims that the virtual
should not be compared with the real but with the actual (see Figure 3). For example,
a seed is virtually a tree but it is not actually a tree yet. Until the seed is actualized
into a tree (or into another possible form) ‘here-and-now’, we can say that it remains
in a latent state of ‘problems complex’ need to be solved. Lévy defines the process of
virtualisation as “…not a derealization (the transformation of a reality into a
collection of ‘possibles’) but a change of identity, a displacements of the center of
ontological gravity of the object considered” (1998, p. 29). Moving farther, in his
analysis of the effects of virtualisation in our everyday actions, he notes the radical
detachment from the ‘here-and-now’, as a sense of deterritoriallization and
telepresence for the hyberbody. Lévy concludes that “virtualisation involves a
change of identity [...] the transformation of a specific and circumscribed activity
into a delocalized, desynchronised and collectivized functioning” (1998, p. 44).

Figure 3 - Four modes of being and their corresponding transitional processes
(Based on Lévy, 1998)
Following such formulations, we can argue that the virtual is not an ‘entity’,
but rather a state or a mode of being. The capacity for virtualisation of action (for
instance that of communicating), a medium (i.e the hypertext), or an institution (i.e.
global economy), enhances the actor’s capacity to act upon it, invites her/him to re-
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invent new possibilities, and reflectively construct new values and meanings.
Especially with the routine use of computers and networking technologies that
transcend material aspects of space and time, everyday social interaction and
practices such as work, education and play, are transformed radically into something
new. Nevertheless, such radical transformations of our habitualised everyday
practices force us onto an ontological shift (Heim, 1993)
Indeed, the experience of virtuality causes a “reality shift” in people’s
perception of time and space. Time now can be synchronous and asynchronous. The
time arrow can move forward but also backwards and replay events from the past.
Time as a universal point of reference of spatial change distorts and cyber-navigators
seek a new temporal point of reference in order to coordinate their actions.
Immersion in a virtual world also alters the perception of space, that is, “the
knowledge that is disinterested subject might acquire of the spatial relationships
between objects and their geometrical characteristics” (Merleau-Ponty, 2002, p. 327).
Participants are actually located in a place of physical world, but also experience and
act in a virtual space away from ‘here’. This detachment or disembodiment, gives the
sense of telepresence, as “the extent to which one feels present in the mediated
environment, rather in the immediate physical environment” (Steuer, 1992).
Nowadays, technologies of virtuality are ubiquitous in our everyday practices.
More and more teenagers use networking and ubiquitous wireless technologies for
fun or education, to satisfy their curiosity, and to fulfil their need for free travel of
information. For example, Internet is perceived as a public good, a pervasive medium
of communication, and an integral part of their everyday life. And by doing so, they
certainly do not get puzzled by esoteric dilemmas or doubts; they do not question
their experiences to be real or not, authentic or fabricated. They experience what
Castells (2000) calls a system of real virtuality, that is a system “in which reality
itself (that is, peoples' material/symbolic existence) is entirely captured, fully
immersed in a virtual image: setting, in the world of make believe, in which
appearances are not just on the screen through with experience is communicated, but
they become the experience” (ibid, p. 404).
3.4 The constitution of meaningful experiences of the virtual
The previous sections initiated an inquiry towards the ontological
understanding of virtuality by presenting Heidegger’s work on phenomenology and
the fundamental ontology of Being. Through Heidegger’s line of thinking, the
technological understanding of Being and the seductive but also revealing character
of technology have been addressed. After this, the inquiry focused on the
understanding of virtuality. Following the phenomenological tradition as it was laid
out by Husserl and further formulated by Heidegger, different meanings of virtuality
have been identified, namely the virtuality as technology, as art, and as a
metaphysical singularity.
None of these three views of virtuality however, is capable to describe the
essence of virtuality alone. To this end, this research attempts to formulate and
exploit25 an alternative view, a forth image of virtuality, which will serve as the
ontological background for the understanding and elaboration of the phenomenon of
virtuality in general and the virtualisation of collective memory constitution in
25

The notion of exploit is used in this research to highlight the intentional investigation of the
embedded functionalities of a ready-at-hand technology, towards the ‘mastering’ of technology and
possible acts of refiguration in order to use or misuse it in emergent modes of acting. An instance of
this exploitation of technology is the ‘hacking’ approach to ‘break’ a software system (see for
example Levy, 1984).
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particular. This image of virtuality draws from the other three meanings of virtuality,
but it places the creative action in the focal point of analysis and understanding of
virtuality: virtuality as Lógos.
3.4.1

Virtuality as Logos: creative action as being-toward-possibilities
~ The different meaning of Lógos ~
Etymologically, the Greek term ‘logos’ was employed in different ways by
different thinkers in various philosophical and theological contexts to annotate
‘reason’, ‘logic’, ‘judgement’, ‘concept’, ‘definition’, ‘ground’ or ‘relationship’.
Thus, there is a danger that this polysemy of the term could lead to statements that
are syntactically ambiguous. In sum, ‘logos’ was originally used by Heraclitus as a
structural principle for understanding communication. Plato and Aristotle also used
the term established not only as speech and the like, but also as the faculty of reason.
For Plato, the sign that one has knowledge is one’s ability to give an account (logos)
or explanation, and one who can give an adequate account is a dialectician (Graham,
2005). Similarly, Aristotle argued that the basic unit of communication is the
sentence (logos), which when it makes an assertion (apophantikos) is the bearer of
truth or falsity. In this context, logos is a noun corresponding to the verb legein (say),
signifying, among other things, speech, statement, sentence. In the centuries to
follow, especially under the influence of the Stoics, logos came to be treated as a
synonym of reason or rational account, and the casual principle of everything under
the spermatikos logos (‘seminal formulae’) of God (see Graham, 2005 for an
extensive review of the term; also see Inwood, 2003).
Heidegger points out this polysemy to the term logos (λόγος) but he also
claims, however, that its root meaning is ‘discourse’ – but ‘discourse’ understood not
as ‘assertion’ or ‘communication’, but as ‘making manifest of what one is “talking
about” in one’s discourse’. In Being and Time, §32-34 he writes:
The λόγος lets something be seen (φαίνεσθαι), namely, what the
discourse is about; and it does so either for the one who is doing the
talking (the medium) or for persons who are talking with one another,
as the case may be. Discourse ‘lets something be seen’ από … : that
is, it lets us see something from the very thing which discourse is
about. […] when fully concrete, discoursing (letting something be
seen) has the character of speaking – vocal proclamation in words.
The λόγος is φωνή, and indeed, φωνή µετά φαντασίας – an utterance in
which something is sighted in each case. And only because the
function of the λόγος as απόφανσις lies in letting something be seen
by pointing it out, can the λόγος have the structural form of σύνθεσις.
Here, ‘synthesis’ does not mean binding and linking together of
representations, […]. Here the συν has a purely apophantical
signification and means letting something be seen in its togetherness
with something – letting it be as something (1962, p. 56).
~ The apophantical character of virtuality~
In this study, the researcher uses the concept of logos to indicate exactly this
apophantical character of virtuality, that is, the understanding of virtualisation of
action as being-toward-possibilities. The concept of logos is also relevant to this
study in the sense that ‘logos’ can be shared with people in situations of collective
actions. Moreover, as Heidegger explicates, logos also refers to a phenomenon of
synthesis and creation of a meaningful totality as something, which is part of our
significance. So what is the meaning of virtuality in the perspective of virtuality as
logos? To answer this, we should first move one step back and re-examine our initial
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questions: What is virtuality? What are the nature or the structure and the dynamics
of virtuality? Or in one word, what is the character of virtuality?
~ A useful analogy~
At this point, it would make more sense to introduce an analogy in order to
describe in more detail the character of virtuality: the analogy of a beach26: When
people think of a beach they usually imagine an aesthetically beautiful sandy
landform along the shoreline in a sunny day. This image may also include some
tropical trees and rock formations, waves, or even some sea-gulls. If this beach is
more organized they may even imagine some sun beds with umbrellas, a beach bar, a
few signs here and there with rules and instructions for the proper use of the beach.
Of course this naturalistic image of the beach can by distorted by personal
experiences of disaster (i.e. the grotesque sight of an oil slick) or traumatic
experiences (i.e. a shipwreck), but for the moment lets stick with the common and
familiar image of a beach.
The beach as a ‘structure’ is taken-for-granted, persistent, always there,
available for people to visit and take the most of it. People from various locations,
ages, professions, sexual orientations and intellectual backgrounds can come and
visit it. In general, most of the people that are co-present in the beach are strangers
and each one of them comes with a different agenda: to relax, to socialise, to play, to
enjoy the therapeutic nature of sunbath, to fish or enjoy sports, and so forth. Some
people in close spatial proximity could engage in socialisation activities while others
may prefer more privacy. In either case, for a distant observer, the image of a
crowded beach could be a synthesis of individuals that each one of them assigns
different functions to the beach as an object of interaction. These functions in turn,
can be either pragmatic or symbolic.
Indeed, although the basic structural elements of the beach (i.e. sand and sea)
are concrete (at least perceptually) their utilization through out individual or
collective actions varies. But what all these varieties share in common is a strong
element of freedom and playfulness. When we do not focus solely on beach sports
and the like, all activities in a beach entail a sense of freedom and playfulness,
stimulating a wide range of emotions such as euphoria, enjoyment , happiness, awe,
curiosity and so forth. Although there are not explicit rules/instructions for how to
individually or collectively interact with the beach, people there construct a sociohistorical reality, a meaningful topology (in Virillio’s terms) of interaction that
transcends the structural elements of the beach. Different meanings derive for the
utilization of these structural elements and various interpretations of the beach as a
whole are beening constructed as a result of people’s experience of their participation
and engagement in this space. In this sense, the tópos (topological space of the
beach) becomes logos: an experience of the beach as a significant existentiale.
~ Virtuality as a narrative schema to look onto the world ~
By turning our focus on virtuality, we can draw a few parallels here. The
experience of virtuality as logos, shifts our perspective of technology as a tool with
prescribed uses and affordances. That is to say, that technology does not posit any
explicit meaning ‘by its own”. Rather, the meaning emerges upon technology’s
utilization. Moreover, this (inter)action in relation to technology is not only situated
26

Of course, someone could argue that this analogy is, at least inappropriate or 'asymmetrical'
since individual ‘presence’ in a virtual world is achieved through the representation of the individual
via a digital customized image (i.e. an avatar). Still, I am convinced that the metaphor of the beach can
serve as an initial step to comprehend and conceptualize the structure and dynamics of virtuality.
Besides, I use the case of the experience of a beach as an analogy to the experience of virtuality and
not as a metaphor here.
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in the here-and-now but it also varies according to the action’s agent(s) (i.e.
individuals or collectives). Technology is not something that waits to be discovered
or treated as a tool that can accomplish a task. Technologies do not refer to any
institutionalised meaning unless we ‘put them to action’. For example, a personal
computer is meaningless unless someone (mis)use it. Even though, as we saw in the
previous section when we were exploring the dynamics of identity as well as in the
existential nature of paraphernalia, identifying something as a ‘computer’ always
involves some level of know-how, a projection on the possible action with that
object. Thus, it is not the action’s plan that ‘uses’ technology but it is the technology
that actualises and shapes action as possible. This is the revealing attitude of
technology that stems from its endogenous ambiguity, without at the same time
rejecting the hidden internationalities that lie alongside with them27.
Furthermore, if we consider the representational quality of virtuality (i.e. to
represent or reconstruct the non-virtual world into synthesis of a virtual world), we
can understand how virtuality can serve beyond as-tool, art, or metaphysical
singularity, and as logos. That is, virtuality is conceived as an experience through
which we can "look onto the world" and hermeneutically re-interpret our existence.
The ontological understanding and conceptualisation of virtuality as logos,
underscores the legitimisation of creative renovation of habitualised practices, and
the reconstruction of our understanding of the world. The very experience of a
technology of virtuality at some degree authorizes the actor to transcend her stock of
knowledge and through the language of imagination, to creatively interpret the
experienced world as a possibility-to-be, or even transform the very technology of
virtuality “at-hand”. In this sense, virtuality is not a passive medium but it can be
conceptualised as a narrative schema upon which we can interpret our actions.
Indeed, virtuality as logos posits that we inevitably expose our diverse understanding
of our virtualized actions into “being-toward-possibilities”. This is also to say that
technologies of virtuality have some meaning that transcends the “here-and-now”.
3.4.2 On the Virtuality-Action relation
The previous sections explored the meaning of virtuality and concluded on the
transformative character of the virtual. Virtuality entails a reflective capacity to act in
a creative manner and explore new practices, identities and interpretations of the
world. This argument, points to the following research questions: “in what forms of
emergent practices do communities in the virtual engage in order to cultivate their
knowledge sharing” and “how do communities in the virtual exploit the embedded
functionalities of the virtual to cultivate their knowledge sharing”.
These questions place action as the focal point of the research and try to
explore the embedded as well the renovated and emerged practices that the actors,
who collectively experience virtuality, exploit and finally reconfigure the technology
of virtuality. To this end, the study of the action–virtuality relation is necessary. In
this vein, the researcher identifies three different modes of acting, namely acting ‘in’,
‘through’ and ‘like-being in’ virtuality28. These three modes will later assist the
researcher to understand and reflexively evaluate the relations between action and
27 For example some art can intentionally try to create a shock in order to catalytically reveal
(playing the role of a decipher) what is concealed as a ‘normal’ nature and society.
28
I should also mention one more relation, the ‘acting-against’ virtuality that signifies a
negative relation between the actor and the virtual as a concept and not as a schema of action. This is
when someone rejects virtuality’s significance and its existential or otherwise (i.e. ethical) influence
and thus treats technology as an opponent. However, this kind of relation cannot help us deeper
understand the virtualisation of collective action and that’s why I will leave it outside from my
discussion.
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virtuality. This understanding, which is conceptualised in section 6.2, concludes to
the transformative character of virtuality that stimulates the actors to adopt a
‘hacking’ approach and reconfigure the very technology of virtuality and transform
their experience of interacting with it.
3.4.2.1 Acting-Through-Virtuality
The first relation follows the instrumental perspective of virtuality. The
meaning of virtuality is conceived as a technological construct, a tool that affords
many interpretations and usages, but most importantly, a medium able to utilize
communicative actions. In this sense, we can understand action in reference to
virtuality as acting through a technology of virtuality, the same way we use the
phone network or a mass media to broadcast ourselves.
This relation emphasises the mediated role of virtuality on reaching something
or someone not here-and-now. Like the telephone network or the mechanical arm
that helps the physicist to handle radioactive materials, the user sustains the ultimate
‘control’ of technology as long as technology ‘fits’ or is ‘appropriate’ for the action.
Thus, the focal point in cases of acting-through-virtuality is the non-virtual world. It
is the now-reached distant world -where virtuality is only capable of altering the
speed of this reach-ness. Virtuality is thus perceived as a hyperlink between my hereand-now and a distant non-virtual tópos..
In acting-through relations, the technologies of virtuality withdraw from action,
and they become perceptually transparent. Indeed, technology becomes ‘me’; a
bodily extension that enhances my perceptual capacity. This enhancement is
prescribed by the technology’s capacity to support my action. For example, I can use
a computer network in order to make a chat session with my distant friends. As long
as the network is present-at-hand (i.e. available and stable) it withdraws from my
attention. I perceive myself in front of a computer screen to textually communicate
with others. All that matters is that this network enhances my capacity for
communication with my distant friends. Nevertheless, the role of virtuality in this
communicative act is not passive since technology not only mediates and supports
communication by providing an alternative channel, but it also constrains it. For
example, the network can mediate my distant communications but I cannot see or
smell the other distant person.
In acting-through relations, virtuality is a functional catalyst of non-virtuality.
In our projection of a future action in relation to virtuality we take into account the
capacities and constraints of technology, and we try to ‘fit’ our custom action with it.
We accept technology’s authoritative role in our action as a take-for-granted and we
act as a mimic, without understanding and considering the existential dimension of
virtuality, and without exploring the various possibilities of technologies of
virtuality. We trust our knowledge on how to definitional use technology and we do
not move further on the technology’s essence as a significant existentiale.
3.4.2.2 Acting-In-Virtuality
Second, we can perceive virtuality not as a medium through which we can act
with the world, but as part of the ‘world’ itself. Virtuality is not a channel that
tunnels our action but rather shapes the very anthropological space of interaction. We
immerse in this space as if we were engrossing into the fictional world of a book. But
in this cease we can do more than just imagine the new space of interaction. We can
actually interact with the virtual environment, the virtual objects of the user’s
interface, as well as with others that are co-present. Indeed, this virtual space, as it is
facilitated by network technologies of virtuality, is a worldwide and open accessed
space where many geographically dispersed actors can gather and communicate.

On Collective Action and Virtuality

74

How each actor is been represented in this space is up to the specific computer
application that the actor uses, but in general this is accomplished with the use of an
avatar. An avatar is usually a cartoonistic depiction of the actor and besides an
image it also includes a nickname and communication parameters (i.e. the type of
communication, a list of other friends that the actor is willing to accept calls from,
etc).
From this point of view, we can approach virtuality as a space with new
spatiotemporal boundaries, qualities, risks, and affordances. In this sense we act-in
virtuality. We can ‘enter’ this environment, navigate through the virtual space, and
interact with virtual objects and Others co-present ‘there’. Examples of computer
applications that amplify this sense of interaction are computer simulations, and
virtual worlds (e.g. MMOGs).
Back to the analogy of the beach, acting-in entails that we can access the area
of a beach in order to 'use' it as a space to sunbath, swim, relax, play beach volley,
build castles in the sand, take some beautiful photographs, study small turtles, or in
general to explore, understand and interact with every structural element of the
beach. The utilization of this space is not a matter of our a-priori and prescribed
knowledge of it, but a matter of our wiliness to understand its essence and interpret
it’s descriptive ‘abilities-to-be’. In the case of computer generated virtual
environments, ‘we’ are users that immerse into the virtual space and try to ‘master’
this space as an actualisation of the various potentialities to be.
Moreover, from this perspective we can understand virtuality not as a
simulation of non-virtuality but rather as a reconstruction of it. And that is why the
meaning of virtuality drifts from the medium to the object of experience, from the
‘tool’ to the ‘art’. As such, an actor’s experiences during her action-in-virtuality is an
imaginary space, a genuine interplay of virtual and non-virtual. The actor of
virtuality places her to be at some position in this imaginary reality and from this
very disembodied perspective she can manoeuvre in an imaginary world that she
does not in fact occupy. This results to a drastic ontological shift (Heim, 1993) which
hermeneutically alters the actor’s understanding of Being (in-the-world).
Technologies of virtuality act like translation technologies (Ihde, 1990, p. 92). The
interpretation of virtuality is then constituted upon the understanding of the link
between the everyday lifeworld and a finite province of meaning (Alferd Schutz,
1967; Alferd Schutz & Luckmann, 1973), the virtual and the non-virtual. What
integrates these two provinces of meaning are descriptive metaphors that
symbolically interrelate our action-in virtuality with the everyday paramount world.
Section 3.5 further explores challenges that virtuality implies to collective action.
3.4.2.3 Acting-Like-Being-In-Virtuality
The final relation treats virtuality as an experience that looses its
distinctiveness and becomes an integral part of our customary everyday world, or our
averageness. The habitualised communicative and interactive actions in virtual
spaces are now re-actualized in our everyday practices. At this point, we can claim
that we are acting-like-being-in virtuality: an ‘as-if’ situation where the online
practices and meanings transcend the boundaries of virtuality and become relevant
and applicable in everyday practice with the non-virtuality, by affecting our sense of
reality, thinking, and behaviour in our lifeworld.
Through continuous interaction with technologies of virtuality, virtuality and
non-virtuality collide and then coincide in a habitual meaningful whole. This is not to
say that there is actually a measurable/discernible difference between these two
‘worlds’, but that the experiences of virtual and non-virtual are equally familiar to us
and that the one informs hermeneutically the other. Familiarity here refers to the
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level of which, from one hand the technologies of virtuality become transparent so
that virtuality “withdraws” in our lifeworld, and from the other hand what remains in
the frontline is the knowledge of acting in/through virtuality.
To conclude on this argument, it is necessary to mention that through virtuality
our very experience of the non-virtual can change in an ontological level. This case is
akin to virtuality resembling what Baudrillard calls a ‘simulacrum’ that takes the
place of virtual reality. That is to say that the actor responds to a simulation “as-if it
was the ‘real’ thing itself, which implies that in simulacrum reality itself disappears
and what takes its place is a mediaspace” (Poster, 1988). Nevertheless, what this
study suggests is that the meaning of an experience of acting-like-being-in-virtuality
does not refer merely to the imaginary situation of acting (or projecting) as invirtuality, but rather to the understanding of virtuality as a significant and
inextricable existentiale of our praxis.
We should keep in mind that understanding (in a phenomenological and
existential account) is more that knowing something and indicates our skilful mastery
of the world around us, the “being-toward-possibilities”. Thus, in this sense, actinglike-being-in-virtuality is acting in relation to interpreting virtuality (and the
technologies of virtuality along with it), not as a tool, art, or a metaphysical
singularity, but as logos; a narrative schema that catalytically frames and reveals our
ability-to-be (and thus act) in the world. In other worlds, technologies of virtuality
become a reagent of our everyday world, the lifeworld.
Our everyday world is technologically textured and the technologies of
virtuality progressively dominate in this formation. Our gradually familiarisation
with virtuality and its interpretation as significant and as an inextricable existentiale
of our praxis, reveals all the possibilities of our taken-for-granted and
institutionalised acts (e.g. habitualised practices, identities, memories etc). For
example, with the introduction of mobile smart-phones (an integration of a mobile
phone and a palmtop) people could ‘take their office’ with them when they were
leaving their homes and jobs. This increased level of mobilization of work (or
entertainment) resulted to a radical transformation of the non-virtual world
experience in terms of time management, social networking, information flow and
representations. The virtualisation of the office did not only reveal the potentialities
of our office-related actions but also the openness and the variety of the new (and
more importantly, the different) ways that we can employ in order to express our
experience of our office-related actions. The immense familiarisation with these
practices continuously informs our phenomenological interpretation of the physical,
social, and historical world. And as such they do not only shift the significance of our
lifeworld but they also fabricate our averageness (at least in a behavioural level) in
relation to our knowledge of instrumental objects and Others.
For example, I expect that my friend will have her mobile phone with her and it
will be easy to reach her at any time, I expect that I can withdraw money from my
bank account at any time, I expect that I can access on demand a remote database and
retrieve some data I need, I expect that my ‘intelligent’ GPS navigation system in my
car will drive me to the desired destination, and of course, I expect that others are
familiar with the brevity of the cyber-language that is used for communication in
Cyberspace and that I can use this language to communicate in my everyday life. In
other words, the acting-like-being-in virtuality drifts our attention from the nonvirtual world to the virtual one as the focal point of our hermeneutics. Virtuality
becomes the par-excellence symbolic form of everyday action, in terms of the actor’s
interpretation of her ability-to-be.
Following this argument, the next section explores the challenges that the
introduction of the virtual entails to collective action. This will address three major
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challenges, namely the challenges of cultural heterogeneity, ‘mediated’ experience,
and envisioning Others.
3.5 On the study of the collective action in the virtual: three challenges
In section 3.3.2.3 , the concept of virtualisation was conceived as “…not a
derealization (the transformation of a reality into a collection of possibilities) but a
change of identity, a displacement of the centre of ontological gravity of the object
considered” (Lévy, 1998, p. 29). In this sense, the virtualisation of action refers to
the re-examination of the “possibles” and the transformation of action into something
different. As an analogy, we can think of a painter that instead of drawing a
landscape in a photographic detail, she creates an abstract form of it that lacks details
but sustains some characteristics that reference back to the original source. In short,
the virtual is a state where we can both imitate and simulate the physical reality
(Kallinikos, 2001) and reconstruct physical spaces (Heim, 1998; 1993). Following
that, this study poses that virtualisation describes this very reconstruction, albeit in
creative manner.
Consequently, we can claim that virtual reality presents a new medium for
people to interact and communicate. As Heim (1993) points out, the virtual (e.g.
virtual environments or worlds) introduces a new information-intensive interface,
where people can immerse and interact with ideal “forms”. For example, the
hypertext reconstructs the notion of a text or a book, and thus, also alters the role of
the reader and the action of reading. The single text now becomes a web of
interlinked texts, the reader becomes a navigator of this web, while the action of
reading requires by the reader to conquer new spaces and develop new choices and
velocities (Lévy, 1998). Lévy analyzes the process of virtualisation as an exodus, a
mode of being, and a deterritorialization from the “here-and-now” (ibid.).
Indeed, modern information-intensive technologies may cause a temporal
transition from our private space to public space and vice versa. The body transcends
and escapes itself; it is simultaneously “here and there”. In another recent work,
Green (1997) devotes considerable attention to the problem of embodiment and
representation in virtual environments. Green highlights the importance of
imagination to be “the driving force in the production and consumption of digital
world” (p. 61). He also argues that the meaning of embodiment (or disembodiment)
within a virtual environment emerges through significant representations and use of
signs, but also through a continuous negotiation “through the possible forms of
action and interaction between digital bodies in digital spaces” (ibid., p. 70).
In accord with these critical stances, this research perceives the virtualisation of
action through the engagement or participation in virtual environments to pose
several challenges, three of which are particularly relevant into our research. The
next paragraphs explore each one of these challenges and address their implications
to the study of knowledge sharing, collective memory and virtuality.
3.5.1

The challenge of cultural heterogeneity

Having said that the technologies of virtuality (e.g. the Internet) are a globally
available virtual environment where people can ‘enter’ and engage in meaningful
collective actions, the first aporia that strikes us is how these individuals make sense
of each other. This question is multidimensional and stems from the cultural
heterogeneity of the interacting actors.
~ The absence of a system of shared understanding ~
In face-to-face communication, the actors share as taken for granted the spatial
and temporal immediacy, that is, a sense that they are located into the ‘same’
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environment. In a virtual world, the quality of communicative interaction should be
deeply affected by the virtual and the somehow similar (or lets say compatible)
comprehension of the virtual as a meaningful space of interaction. The problem
becomes more vivid if we consider the fact that virtuality lacks descriptive capacity
and that it is difficult (if not yet impossible) to create radically customisable
instances of the virtual world that will meet individual needs. Instead, imagine a
“global village” where the citizens come from all over the world and try to engage in
emergent everyday practices. Although this case seems to describe a “fail situation”,
evidences indicate that “citizens” do not only cope with differentiation but they
manage to create new meanings of their collective interaction.
Contemporary research on multicultural communication (e.g., Hinds and
Kiesler, 1995) and cultural diversity (e.g., Watson, Kumar, and Michaelsen, 1993),
reports significant barriers that prohibit communication, knowledge sharing, and
decision-making (Bhagat et al., 2002). Studies in global organizations report crucial
cultural and ethical barriers, which block communication between geographically
distributed and multinational diverse employees (e.g., Pan and Leidner, 2003). On
the contrary, as a large portion of the literature suggests, cultural heterogeneity in
teams is not always addressed as a “problem” since this very plurality and variety of
perspectives, values, and skills, benefits team performance and efficiency in
decision-making situations (e.g., Maznevski, 1994; McGrath, 1984). Nevertheless,
most of these studies try to predict the effects of cultural and multinational diversity
on group’s performance and efficiency in decision-making. However, the rhetoric of
achieving intersubjective understanding moves beyond explaining the variants and
functional effects of cultural diversity.
~ The ‘stranger’ effect~
In Schutz’s study of the “stranger” (1944), that is, a person who enters a new
social environment and faces an unfamiliar “cultural pattern of group life”, he
highlights the agony of the stranger to interpret the new social environment. In doing
so, he starts to interpret his new social environment in terms of his social distribution
of knowledge and “thinking as usual.” But soon old concepts are inadequate. So a
newcomer will start peripherally to observe and then engage in social actions in order
to acquire new knowledge that will serve as a reference scheme of interpretation and
expression. Lave and Wenger (1991) make a similar argument when they highlight
the process of transition from the periphery to the core of a community with the
notion of legitimate peripheral participation. Through repetitive participation in joint
activities, core community members and newcomers intersubjectively construct the
learning curriculum of the collective, until the newcomer is familiarized with the
“cultural pattern of group life” (i.e., language, history, institutions, and systems of
orientation and guidance). It is only after this period of “enculturation,” where
participants can establish a coherent and consistent, yet intersubjectively shared stock
of knowledge, that they can further socially orient their actions.
~ The catalytic use of metaphors ~
Coping with cultural heterogeneity in virtual environments is primarily a
design issue. Indeed, it is only on a well-designed virtual environment that its
navigators would make sense of each other and accomplish collective actions. Such
environments should allow the construction and the use of abstract representations
that will serve as metaphors. Through metaphors, individuals can appreciate the
symbolical nature of virtuality. As it was described in the previous section, virtuality
is an experience of revealing, appropriating and bringing to visibility the
potentialities of our actions. This is accomplished either directly (i.e. by analogy) or
indirectly (i.e. by metaphor). In both cases, virtuality sustains a great symbolical role
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in the construction and constitution of understanding of individual or collective
action.
As Lakoff and Johnson note “metaphor is one of the most important tools for
trying to comprehend partially what cannot be comprehended totally: our feelings,
aesthetic experiences, moral practices, and spiritual awareness. These endeavours of
the imagination are not devoid of rationality; since they use metaphor they employ an
imaginative rationality” (1980: 193). The use of metaphors, ironies, and indirect
speech acts, is a way of proceeding from the known to the unknown (Nisbet, 1969:4).
Metaphors can be realized in obvious imaginative products such as cartoons, visions,
myths etc. (Lakoff, 1993) and virtuality (e.g. virtual worlds) presents one of these
realizations. For example, Cyberspace is a spatial “conceptual archetype” (Black,
1993), since it provides and stimulates a “systematic repertoire of ideas by means of
which a given thinker describes, by analogical extension, some domain to which
those ideas do not immediately and literally apply” (Black, 1962:241). Schultze and
Orlikowski (2001) reviewed the literature of virtual organizations, by conducting a
metaphorical analysis for the variety of metaphors used in the field. They conclude
that metaphors help to construct the reality of virtual organizations by provoking
vivid images that make future action more tangible (Sackman, 1989) and familiar
(Stutman & Putman, 1994).
Hence, we can hypothesize that individuals cope with the cultural
heterogeneity in virtual worlds through the creation and utilization of new metaphors
that link the abstract representation of the global virtual with their everyday and
‘local’ non-virtuality. These metaphors are the catalyst for constructing an
intersubjectively shared stock of knowledge that ‘describes’ the virtual as part of the
actors’ everyday averageness.
3.5.2

The challenge of the ‘mediated’ experience

Another major challenge that the ‘citizens’ of a “global village” should face is
the topological orientation of their experience. Remember that virtualisation entails a
radical deterritorialization of action and a space-time distantiation from the local
physical world. In this vein, a virtualised action challenges the sense of the context as
a topological driven characteristic. The virtual ‘mediates’ the very experience29, and
according to Schutz, the introduction of a mediate experience of the social world
(and thus Others) introduces a qualitative distortion of experience (1967).
~ The virtualisation of the context of action ~
The notion of context is central to our understanding of social actions. It is the
ground upon which we can identify the meaning of human actions (Hollis, 2003). For
example, in folklore discipline, context is conceived as “any frame of reference
constituting and governing the interrelations of parts and wholes” (Hufford, 1995, p.
528). In studies for meaningful action, context is treated as “an activity system [that]
integrates the subject, object and the instruments (material tools, as well signs and
symbols) into a unified whole” (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki, 1999, p. 67), or
as a social constructed and objectified ground of ongoing social interaction (Lave,
1996). However, in the phenomenological reasoning, reality is not stable but socially
constructed, and social ‘facts’ are not pre-given and absolute but rather negotiated as
a subject to a continual processes of interpretation between the actors who interpret

29
According to the action-virtual relations outlined earlier in section 3.4.2, the term ‘mediated’
experience may sound too controversial and misleading and this is why I’ve put quotes in the term
‘mediated’. As such, the usage of the term is here more ‘loose’ and it does not mean merely
experiencing something or somebody ‘through’ something else (i.e. my personal computer).
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the phenomenon (Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Schutz, 1971). In general, most
worldviews treat ‘context’ as a constitution of objects (as an ordered realm or
intersubjectively defined), actors (positioned and behaving within this meaningful
setting of objects), and temporal relationships between them.
~ Virtuality as another finite province of meaning ~
From an interpretative sociological point of view, and using the Schutz’s
theory of social action, a virtual world constitutes nothing else but a finite province of
meaning, with distinctive logical, temporal, corporal, and social dimensions and
boundaries. Berger and Luckmann point this out clearly in the following quote:
“Compared to the reality of everyday life, other realities appear as
finite provinces of meaning, enclave within the paramount reality
marked by circumscribed meanings and modes of experience”. (1967,
p. 25) and they continue by describing the case of the theatre: “As the
curtain rises, the spectator is “transported to another world,” with its
own meanings and an order that may or may not have much to do
with the order of everyday life. As the curtain falls, the spectator
“returns” to reality, that is, to the paramount reality of everyday life
by comparison with which the reality presented on the stage now
appears tenuous and ephemeral, however vivid that presentation may
have been a few moments previously” (ibid, p. 25).
~ Engaging into great transcendencies in order to make sense of virtuality ~
All finite provinces of meaning are “a turning away of attention from the
reality of everyday life” (Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p. 39). In other words, the
virtual world presents itself to each visitor as a subjective meaning-context. People
can transcend the boundaries and “enter” this reality and act within or upon it, by
experiencing the resistance of Others or virtual objects. In Schutz’s terms, a
transition to another province of meaning may result in a crisis for the individual, due
to the very unfamiliarity of the ‘new reality’. The more this new environment
represents something different or alien to the Other’s lifeworld, the more difficult it
is for the individual to explicate and apprehend this new world. Schutz and Luckman
(1973) name such situations as “great” transcendencies. Individuals in such
transcendencies are facing the new reality, and they are essentially counted in their
familiar stock of knowledge, which serves as a point of reference and relevance.
Individuals can then search for an indication (i.e., signs) and symbols that will assist
them to explicate the new reality in a meaningful manner
Unquestionably, collective action should sustain certain topological
characteristics, that is, a context where it took place and where actors performed
something collectively. The topological margins should refer to the physical space of
the action’s progression and as such our inquiry should focus on the various
arrangements of natural conditions and the lay out of the available resources and
artifacts (e.g. tools). Although this is a very narrow view of the situateness of action,
it is sufficient enough in order to provide us with a clear image of the actual space
(as tópos) that the action was projected and eventually executed. In a virtual world,
context is constructed as actors construct themselves through social interaction
(Turkle, 1997). As Heim puts it, “we inhabit cyberspace when we feel ourselves
moving through its own dimensions and rules. In this sense, the more we habituate
ourselves to an interface, the more we live in cyberspace” (Heim, 1993:78). In short,
in order to study a case of virtualization of action and appreciate the qualitative
distortion of our very experience, we must first focus on the elements of virtuality
that interplay with our familiar lifeworld and assist us in our transcendencies.
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The challenge of the envisioned Others

As an extension to the previous two developments, we face another challenge;
that of the envisioning Others. In virtual worlds, actors have no direct and face-toface contact with other individuals. Instead, they are only capable of envisioning
them through their ‘representational images’ (usually called avatars or characters)
inside the virtual world. These avatars are descriptive depictions of the bodily image
of an actor, and mask in a veil of anonymity the actor’s ‘true’ identity.
~ The absence of the bodily image of Others ~
Indeed, research on identity construction (and manipulation) inside virtual
worlds highlights the striking discrepancies between the constitution of “real” and
“virtual” identity (Holmes, 1997; Turkle, 1997). Other studies focus on ways in
which online participation enables alternative and decentered identities through
mechanisms of anonymity, pseudonymity, and alternative embodiment. Not
surprisingly, many researchers report on many cases of identity deception and
manipulation (e.g., Donath, 1999). Caillois for example, when referring to game’s
roles, asserts that “wearing a mask is intoxicating and liberating” (2001, p. 75). In a
similar vein, Turkle argues that “when people adopt an online personae, some feel an
uncomfortable sense of fragmentation, some a sense of relief, some the possibilities
for self-discovery, even self-transformation” (1997, p. 260). In every case,
individuals cope with anonymity and non-bodily representation of Others in virtual
worlds and manage to construct collective identities and perform collective actions.
~ The use of apresentations to support the reciprocity of perspectives ~
Schutz and Luckman recognize such situations as “medium transcendencies”
where “the present experience points to [an ‘other’ person], which in principle can
never be directly experienced”, except via the media (1983, p. 110). Schutz used the
Husserl’s concept of appresentation in order to describe how agents overcome
whatever transcends them. Appresentation is defined as the process in which an
element of an external experience stimulates a more complete or richer internal
experience of the “whole” of that element. This is achieved on the basis of the prior
experience of it, and thus, appresentation, is conceived by Schutz as a performance
of consciousness that is essential to the lifeworld experience. The conscious process
of appresentation facilitates agents to construct a general image of an envisioned
other. In turn, and following the reciprocity of perspectives, agents take for granted
that the envisioned other will share a few provinces of meaning with them.
In a sense, we can hypothesize that the ‘citizens’ of our “virtual village”
interact with imaginary Others. The imaginary Other as an image emerges
reflexively based on our knowledge of the player’s past actions, and analogically
throught the appresentation of our common-sense. However, this very common-sense
knowledge embodies a distorted expression of our understanding of Being-in-thevirtual-world (to remember Heidegger’s line of thought). Nevertheless, what is made
clear is that the virtualisation of action entails the predominance of imagination and
the construction of the imaginary: to envision Other in a virtual world is to construct
an imaginary bodily image of them presence. And what is more interesting in such
cases is the fact that this imaginary image is constructed and shared collectively
inside communities, forming a common reference world upon which individual can
envision and identify Others as a ‘part’ of this world30.

30

This reminds us the works of Cohen, Taylor and Anderson on the Symbolic Construction of
Communities (1985), the Modern Social Imaginaries (2004), and the Imagined Communities (2006)
respectively. These works, alongside with The Imaginary Constitution of Society by Castoriadis
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3.6 The epistemological vagueness of virtuality
Until now it has become evident that there exists an endogenous ‘problem’
regarding the understanding of virtuality as an experience of a meaningful collective
inter-action with Others. This ‘problem’, which in general stems from the three
challenges described in the previous section, orients an inquiry towards the
understanding of virtuality and in extend, of its relations to the phenomenon of
collective memory constitution. Acting in relation to a virtual province of meaning
such as a virtual world, poses a transition between provinces of meaning: a departure
from our everyday life, the familiar here-and-now. The transition between provinces
of meaning is experienced as a “shock” or a “breakdown of the routine of everyday
life” (Berger & Luckmann, 1967) since we come face-to-face with a ‘strange’
environment, an unfamiliar world. This difference is an ontological one and as such
it is the source of the ‘problem’ of understanding virtuality.
In other words, the ontological ambiguity of the virtual strengthens an
epistemological vagueness of virtuality. This vagueness, on the one hand, challenges
the taken-for-granted social stock of knowledge and presents virtual as a strange
world. On the other hand, it opens the participant in a wide “nodes of tendencies”
(Lévy, 1998) and invites them in a re-examination of the situatedness. In this sense,
this research argues that the virtual (such as a virtual world) is not a plain context of
interaction (i.e. space) but rather a narrative schema that mediates the experience of
action. Concequently, these fundamental characteristics of virtuality suggest a
persistent vagueness of virtuality, that is, a vivid uncertainty. This uncertainty does
not concern the stock of knowledge that an actor can legitimately ‘know’ (either
prior or after the experience of the virtual), but the very conditions of legitimising
collective ‘knowing’. Thus, this vagueness points back into the high level of
unfamiliarity that dominates the interpretation of collective actions in relation to
virtuality. And what is important in this uncertainty is the agony of participants in a
virtual environment to make sense of their situatedness and also of the play of
imagination that they employ in their collective actions.
3.6.1 Implications of the virtualisation of collective knowledge sharing
This section returns back to the basic research question and focuses on how the
corpus of the literatures in knowledge sharing consider the before mentioned three
challenges. In this sense, it examines the collective action of knowledge sharing in
relation to virtuality.
Cultural heterogeneity has been recognised as imposing a serious challenge in
virtual teams and communities and in large multinational organisations (Ford &
Chan, 2003; Minbaeva, 2007). This is mainly due to the different and sometimes
contradictory cultures that each individual or team sustains. Indeed, in the main
stream of knowledge sharing literature, many studies have examined the effect of
organizational culture on knowledge sharing. Based on a qualitative study on fifty
companies, De Long and Fahey (2000) found that the benefits of a new technology
infrastructure were limited if long-standing organizational values and practices were
not supportive of knowledge sharing across units. In this sense, an organizational
climate that emphasizes individual competition may pose a barrier to knowledge
sharing whereas cooperative team perceptions help the creation of trust, a necessary
condition for knowledge sharing (Schepers & van den Berg, 2007; C. Wang, 2004;
Willem & Scarbrough, 2006). Similarly, Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) suggested that

(1987), although not entirely ‘aligned’ to each other, underscore the importance of the imaginary and
the symbolic play in the constitution of the social world.
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when trust exists between the parties, they are more willing to engage in cooperative
interaction.
What is also closely related to the cultural dimension of knowledge sharing is
the need to establish a series of incentives that will motivate individuals to share their
experiences. In terms of motivational factors that facilitate knowledge sharing, the
literature focuses on the individuals' beliefs regarding knowledge ownership, i.e.,
whether the organization or the employees own knowledge (e.g. Constant, Kiesler, &
Sproull, 1994; Kolekofski & Heminger, 2003). Research has shown that when
employees believe they own the information (rather than the organization) they are
more likely to report that they would engage in knowledge sharing (Constant et al.,
1994; Jarvenpaa & Staples, 2000). This result can be attributed to employees' internal
satisfaction derived from sharing their knowledge with others. Moreover,
participating in knowledge sharing in an online community of practice has been
found to be related to increased internal satisfaction, perceived obligation to
reciprocate the knowledge gains from the forum, enhanced professional reputations,
and helping advance the community (e.g., Lin, 2007; Wasko & Faraj, 2000, 2005).
Regarding the challenge of the ‘mediated’ experience, the amount of available
literature is smaller. An example is the study on Buckman Labs by Pan and Leidner
(2003a) which highlighted the importance of introducing a ‘code of ethics’ among
community’s members in order for the members to overcome communication inertia
and to feel ‘free to communicate’ in an objectified appropriate manner. Studies like
this can also reference back to the issue of technology acceptance and the notions of
the perceived usefulness, that is the degree to which a person believes that using a
particular system would enhance his or her job performance, and the perceived easeof-use, that is the degree to which a person believes that using a particular system
would be effort free (Davis, 1989).
Additionally, other studies have focused on the individual’s capacity to use a
CMC technology in order to share knowledge. For example, Lin (2007) examined
the moderating role of exchange ideology which is a dispositional orientation that
defines the relationship between what one gives and receives from an organization.
Similarly, Cabrera et al. (2006) examined openness to experience and found it to be
positively related to individuals' self-report of knowledge exchange. They suggested
that individuals high in openness to experience tend to have a high level of curiosity
resulting in a pique interest to seek others' ideas and insights.
Finally, in terms of the challenge of the envisioned Others, several studies have
found that the time that defines the life cycle of a team strongly affects the
enforcement of the sense of a community (e.g. shared identity construction). For
example, Ojha (2005) showed that team members who considered themselves a
minority based on gender, marital status, or education were less likely to share
knowledge with other team members. In general, the longer a team has been formed
and the higher the level of team cohesiveness is, the more likely it is for team
members to share knowledge.
This brings us to another major issue in knowledge sharing: the norm of
reciprocity. According to Davenport and Prusak’s (1998) idea of a knowledge
market, the norm of reciprocity and trust are two of the most significant factors that
drive knowledge sharing. The norm of reciprocity usually refers to a set of socially
accepted rules regarding a transaction in which a party extending a resource to
another party obligates the latter to return the favour. A basic norm of reciprocity is
the sense of mutual indebtedness, so that individuals usually reciprocate the benefits
they receive from others, ensuring ongoing supportive exchanges. The relationship
between the norm of reciprocity and knowledge sharing is more clearly shown in two
extensive studies. In the first, Chiu et al. (2006) found the norm of reciprocity to be
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positively associated with individuals' sharing knowledge while in the second study
Wasko and Faraj (2005) found a negative relationship. The inconsistent results
suggest that the relationship may be contingent on other factors such as participants'
personality and perceived usefulness of the community. For example, Kankanhalli et
al. (2005) found perceived reciprocity to be positively related to participants'
likelihood to contribute knowledge to the community under weak rather than strong
pro-sharing norms. This suggests that strong pro-sharing norms may compensate for
the low level of reciprocity in the community.
3.7 Concluding Remarks
This chapter has focused on the issue of collective action and on virtuality.
Following the theory of social action as introduced by Schutz and his followers, the
importance of intersubjective constitution of meaning has been elaborated upon.
Such a constitution of meaning entails a close interrelation between collective
memory as a social stock of knowledge and collective memory as an object.
Following this, the notion of virtuality has been discussed.
The concept of virtuality sustains ambiguous meanings and to this end an
attempt has been made to construct an ontological understanding of virtuality.
Accordingly, drawing from the fundamental ontology of Being, as Heidegger
described it, the ‘meanings’ of virtuality become the very experience of using a
technology of virtuality. This conceptualization resulted in the establishment of three
images of virtuality (the virtuality as technology, as art, and as a metaphysical
singularity) and in the identification of a fourth emerging one: the virtuality as logos.
Taking this argument further, by considering the action-virtuality relation, three
modes of acting have been identified, namely acting ‘in’, ‘through’ and ‘like-being
in’ virtuality.
Implications of virtuality for collective action have been discussed and three
major challenges that underline the study on phenomena of collective action in
relation to virtuality have been identified: the challenge of cultural heterogeneity,
‘mediated’ experience, and envisioning Others. These three challenges suggested that
the virtual is characterized by epistemological vagueness, and illustrated the intrinsic
difficulty to study and to fully interpret phenomena of collective action in the virtual.
The next chapter describes the research setting of this study and the
ethnographic research methodology that the researcher practiced in his empirical
study in the field.
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4 Research Setting and Methodology

4.1

Introduction
This chapter outlines the research methodology that the researcher practised
throughout the phase of the empirical study. The chapter begins with a brief
introduction of the empirical setting, the virtual game worlds of Massively
Multiplayer Online Games (henceforth MMOGs). This introduction will serve as the
basis for the reader to get familiarized with this complex and sophisticated
technology of virtuality, and get a first insight on the social structures and practices
(e.g. virtual communities) that emerge in relation to these virtual game worlds.
Following that, the next section will focus on the methodological challenges that the
empirical study of these worlds entail and it will address the value of ethnography in
observing, narrating and reflexively interpreting collective actions. Also some issues
on ethics will be addressed. The chapter ends with outlining the research
methodology that the researcher practised in the field. It should be noted, that due to
the confessional nature of the entire chapter, in many cases the author writes in first
person voice, in order to express his personal experiences of conducting an empirical
research in a virtual game world.
4.2

On the setting of the empirical research: MMOGs
In order to study the phenomenon of the virtualisation of collective memory, I
conducted my empirical research in the persistent virtual environments of two
MMOG. But before I begin with the introduction on the fascinating world of
MMOGS, I would like to share the evolution of my understanding of the notion of
Cyberspace and how it affected this empirical research. When I first came in front of
the word Cyberspace, it was on late 1980s and I was reading a computer magazine.
There, there was a futuristic article on the potential of computer networks to create
new “worlds” where users could “live”, play and socialize. I do not remember the
exact worlds that the author of the article actually used to describe Cyberspace, but
the accompanied figure of that article remained ineffaceably in my memory. That
figure was what I later came to recognise the top of a skyscraper from the movie
Blade Runner. I vividly remember myself to engross in that very image and ‘travel’
in the future in an imaginative world where everyone could become whatever he
dreamed of. An approximate manifestation of this ‘dream’ image was my
introduction to the virtual game worlds of MMOGs. With an interest in sci-fi culture,
I found myself to perfectly fit in the role of a ‘spaceship pilot travelling through
space’ in the virtual world of Earth & Beyond, the first MMOG that I ever played.
Earth & Beyond was also the first virtual game world that I initiated my empirical
research. In the following section I will describe the basic characteristics of MMOGs
as a product, as a game, and as a community building arena.
The following four sections address the character of MMOGs from four
different ‘as’ perspectives. Each one of these perspectives brings a distinct light of
interpretation regarding the multimodal nature of MMOGs. These four perspectives
consider MMOGs as: a) software application products, b) as game, c) as community
building arenas, and d) as research settings for studying collective actions.
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4.2.1

MMOGs as software application products
The predecessor of MMOGs was the MUD games. MUD stands for Multi User
Dungeons and these games were mainly composed of text based chat rooms. MUD
users could create a textual avatar and navigate in the games different imaginary
room, talk with other participants there and engage in various social activities. These
activities were moderated by the game’s developers and/or moderators who were
playing the role of the referee. The first MUD that made it appearance to the world
was the MUD1 in 1978 and it was not until the late 90’s where the first MMOG
appeared with the name Ultima Online31. This genre of online game was considered
as a breakthrough to the computer game industry since it combined the multiplayer
element of MUD with the 3-D graphics of computer games.
Roughly speaking, a MMOG is a video game, which is capable of supporting
hundreds or thousands of players simultaneously. MMOGs are often been confused
with virtual worlds. This is not a surprise since these two constructs share many
design characteristics. On the one hand, virtual world in general, are computergenerated virtual environments that present a coherent and information rich structure
(i.e. a cluster of islands) in a fashion that imitates the physical world abut with looser
laws of interaction (i.e. users can escape gravity and fly around) and social conduct
(i.e. a virtual currency for transactions and a set of rules that govern user’s actions
online). For example, the EVE game uses state of the art computer and networking
technology in order to seemingly deliver the virtual world to the players. The
computer architecture of EVE is highly sophisticated and includes a series of
computer clusters. EVE uses Stackless Python used for both server and client game
logic, while each of EVE's solar systems is loaded as a separate process onto any one
of the hundreds of IBM blade servers. With over 250M transactions per day, the
EVE computer architecture is one of the best known success cases studies in the
game industry.
MMOGs are virtual worlds with a strong game attitude: they have an
embedded task-accomplishing scenario (i.e. missions) and structure (i.e. player
driven economy), where participants can engage in cooperative or ‘solo’ practices.
Titles like World of Warcraft, EverQuest, City of Heroes, Final Fantasy, and EVE
Online are just a few examples of popular commercial MMOGs. There also
numerous virtual worlds that do not retain a strong gaming element such as Second
Life, There, Active Worlds, and Disney's Toontown. These environments, however,
retains many features of the role playing game.
According to www.mmorpg.com 220 commercial MMOGs have been
released, and about 53 more are in development or beta testing. The estimated
number of MMOG subscribers reaches the astonishing number of 35 million32.
According to Gartner, by the end of 2011, 80 percent of active Internet users (and
Fortune 500 enterprises) will have a "second life", but not necessarily in Second
Life33. In a recent paper, Messinger et al (2009) summarize and illustrate the
implication and the new research agenda on social networking and virtual worlds.
Among other things, the authors argue that virtual worlds are emerging as a novel
form of social computing metaphor for virtual worlds as "a globally shared
playground and workspace". Indeed, many large multinational companies have
31 For an extensive review of the MUD and MMOG timeline, see Kent (2003) as well as
Koster (2002) and the Raph Koster's timeline of significant events for the development of virtual
worlds at http://www.raphkoster.com/gaming/mudtimeline.shtml.
32 http://mmogdata.voig.com/
33 http://www.gartner.com/it/page.jsp?id=503861
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already incorporated the virtual world technology into their managerial and
educational Information Systems and practices. Examples include IBM and SUN
who have integrated virtual world applications into their intranets, but also many
universities around the word who heavily make use to Second Life to manage and
conduct their classes.
4.2.2 MMOGs as games
Regardless the MMOG genre (e.g. fantasy, sci-fi etc), these virtual game
worlds are primarily made for encouraging activities of play. Play is not a duty but
rather a “voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time
an place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its am in
itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, enjoyment , and the consciousness
that it is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life’” (Huizinga, 1950, p. 28). Play contains its
own course of and meaning and as Caillois (2001/1958) notes, the activity of play is
defined as free (playing is voluntary activity and a player can enter or exit the game
at his will) separate (from the space-time of reality) uncertain (due to the game’s
outcome unpredictability, some latitude for innovation being left to the player’s
initiative) governed by rules, and make-believe (since playing games is accompanies
by a special awareness of a second reality or a free unreality, as against real life) (p
10-11).
Coleman (1968) categorizes the various rules that construct the game’s
environment and govern the gaming experience. First, there are the procedural rules
that describe the general parameters of how the game is put in play. A subset of these
rules is the mediation rules that specify how an impasse or a conflict of paths
resolves. Second, there are the behavioural constraints that cover the rules that
specify ‘what the player can and cannot do’. Moreover, there are rules that specify
the goal of the game. These rules determine the goals for each type of player and
how they are reached. Another major type of rule deals with the laws of interaction
between the player and the game environment. These are the environmental response
rules and they are responsible for creating an illusion of ‘existence’ through sensory
interaction and task accomplishment in the virtual environment. Finally there are the
police rules, “giving the consequences to a player of breaking one of the game’s
rules”(1968, p. 35).
To avoid any confusion, the following explicit notice should be made: the
MMOGs radically differ from other types of online games, such as Internet games
(i.e. chess) or network role-playing games (i.e. tournaments). The main difference is
that MMOGs present a persistent virtual world, where players cannot ‘save’ their
game-flow progress and continue later. On the contrary, the game’s virtual world is
active almost 24/7 and available for a player to enter and interact.
MMOGs are first of all, multiplayer game and to be more precise, they can
support thousands of players simultaneously (thus they are characterized as
massively multiplayer). Most commercial MMOGs require a monthly subscription
and players assume the role of a fictional character, named as avatar or character.
Each character is capable of performing various activities based on some skills. The
higher the level of a trained skill, the better the character can handle virtual tools and
gain access to special areas of the virtual world. The game usually comes with a
skill-tree, where players can draw the careers of their characters, a virtual currency
for in-game trading activities, and various social events and fan festivals that
motivate players and developers to meet and discuss on game’s design and
improvements. Additionally, a MMOG is usually supported by an official web site,
where the developers broadcast the game’s rules and mechanics, news, upcoming
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features and events to the player-base. The site also contains a forum, where players
and game developers come together and discuss various in-game issues.
Classic and contemporary studies on games, indicate that the virtual words of
MMOGs, as any game, are characterized by their spatiotemporal secludedness and
limitedness (Huizinga, 1955) and it is only through the players’ repeated actions that
we (the observers or players) can make sense of the virtual world as a meaningful
one. Indeed, a game has no other but an intrinsic meaning (Caillois, 2001/1958). This
underscores the need to carefully see MMOGs as a meaningful world where playing
activities make sense within a nexus of the game’s intersubjective storyline, history
and ‘reality’. In a MMOG, players have to participate in a virtual environment that
reconstructs the reality in a realistic (i.e. simulation games) or sci-fi and fantasy
games. Nevertheless, the gaming environment is constructed while playing it and it
entails specific meanings to its players. These meanings are irrelevant of the ‘outer’
real world (called by the players ‘real life’). As Caillois put it, “The game seems like
the very image of life, yet an imaginary, ideal, ordered, separate, and limited images”
(Caillois, 2001/1958, p. 75). However, in MMOGs like in most games, “the game
seems like the very image of life, yet an imaginary, ideal, ordered, separate, and
limited image” (Caillois, 2001/1958, p. 75).
From the players’ point of view, a MMOG is a role-playing game and comes
with a specific agenda: to provide a leisure platform (a factious persistent world),
able to support thousands of peers world-wide. In early game studies, Caillois (1961)
classified games into four divisions. The first division are the Agon games, such as
football and chess, and cover games focused on competition. Second, we have the
Alea games such as roulette and lottery, and deals with games that rely on chance.
Third, there are games with an emphasis on simulation, which Caillois names as
Mimicry games, such as flight simulators or theatre. Fourth, we have the Ilinx games
like horseback riding, and points out games with a strong feel of vertigo. Due to the
game’s complexity and depth, MMOGs usually combine elements from all four
divisions, this is ideally appropriate since in that way a single game can sustain
different types of game-play and thus attract heterogeneous gamers (i.e.. those who
like to risk a new strategy and those who prefer to play safely etc). Two unique
qualities, however, that are present into games facilitate creativity: playfulness and
freedom.
First, playfulness has been defined by Lieberman (1969) as social and cognitive
spontaneity, that manifests enjoyment, and a sense of humour. Several researchers
have reported significant coefficients of correlation between playfulness and
divergent thinking since playfulness helps us be more inventive, smart, happy,
flexible, and resilient. (e.g. Torrance, 1970; Wallach & Kogan, 1965).
Second, Torrance (1970) suggested that two kinds of freedom are necessary
ingredients of a creative atmosphere: freedom from threat of evaluation and freedom
from inhibiting sets, or directions. Sets are internalized predispositions that operate
subconsciously to inhibit or facilitate behaviour. Rogers (1969) also emphasized the
importance of freedom from threat of evaluation. He asserted that creativity can be
fostered by establishing psychological safety and freedom. Playfulness is the attitude
that makes the shift from reality to a new play-specific imaginary world with its own
rules of procedure possible. It enables players to step outside of and manipulate
interpretive frames from the perspective of another frame.
The elements of playfulness and freedom ascribe to a game the characteristics
of an activity based on improvisation, spontaneity, and fun,. This is how Spolin puts
it: "in spontaneity, personal freedom is released, and the total person, physically,
intellectually, and intuitively, is awakened. This causes enough excitation for the
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player to transcend himself or herself—he or she is free to go out into the
environment, to explore, adventure, and face all dangers unafraid…" (1999, p. 6). In
the same vein, the psychologist Winnicott (2005), in his classic, Playing and Reality,
characterizes play in humans as the vital connection between self and world that
involves full imaginative engagement, between inner and outer life. Inhabiting this
in-between space of play, which Winnicott calls the “potential or transitional space”,
is the source of all creativity.
In a few words, MMOGs are made primarily to support play, and as such they
entail spontaneous, improvisational, and fun activities. As every gaming construct,
MMOGs are constructed by borrowing many elements from the real-physical world,
but transforming them in a fictional play scene. This very play scene triggers the
imagination of the players, and creates an enjoyable shared fantasy. Moreover,
MMOGs are based on explicit and implicit rules that players have to follow in order
to both to make sense of the game-world but also to maximize their leisure
experience. These rules are defined by the game developer, who also plays the role
of the referee in resolving cases of rules’ misinterpretation and punish players that do
not comply and follow the rules.
4.2.3

MMOGs as community building arenas
The success of a virtual game world heavily depends on user-generated
content. To this end, they bring together most elements that have come to be
considered under the heading of “web 2.0” technologies in simple, highly usable
ways for people who have little to no technical expertise (Messinger et al., 2009).
The visualisation of the virtual game world, that is the graphical virtual setting of a
MMOG, is based on a fictional story and offers many scenarios, known as missions
or quests. However, most MMOGs focus on socialization instead of objective-based
gameplay, as such, these games do not come with specific objectives for the players
to follow. There are just some rules and scenario-based tasks linked with a rewarding
system that a player may choose to accomplice. Players may choose to play alone
(solo) or to form temporally groups with other players. As a matter of fact, the high
level of complexity of some advanced tasks strongly motivates players to join their
expertise, efforts and character’s capabilities. It is a common phenomenon to see
players with similar game style and ambitions come together and form more
permanent groups, known as guilds, clans, or corporations.
These groups adopt a leadership model and decision-making mechanisms and
organize themselves as a virtual community. They share knowledge and experience,
organize collective actions (known as quests), and achieve a shared alignment
towards common goals and objectives (Rheingold, 2000; Taylor, 2006). The quality
of persistence of MMOG, causes a sense of stability and continuity of the game flow,
and can thus serve as the catalyst for sustaining long term relationships and histories.
MMOG virtual communities take advantage of the MMOG’s persistence in order to
construct and explore a collective identity (Fine, 1983; Holmes, 1997; Taylor, 2006;
Turkle, 1997). The MMOGs’ capacity for informal socialization has also been
documented in numerous studies that characterize the MMOGs as “third places”
(see for example B. Brown, 2005b; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006; Taylor, 2006).
These studies highlight the virtual game worlds of MMOGs as a neutral ground,
where participants in a playful mood, socialize in a homely and without pretension
space.
Resent research on MMOG virtual communities also highlight their
cosmopolitanism (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006) while the MMOG virtual worlds
receive an exponential attention, mainly due to their capacity for socialization
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(Williams et al., 2006), playfulness (Thomas & Brown, 2007), appropriation of
literacy practices (Steinkuehler, 2007), and learning (Steinkuehler, 2008). However,
it has been questioned whether a delocalized virtual space that fosters text-based
discussion based around a particular interest can be considered a community. For
example, Wilbur (1997a) notes that virtual aggregations can be perceived as not
meriting the term community and he summarizes that “virtual community is the
illusion of community where there are no real people and no real communication" (p.
14). On the contrary, other researches argue that virtual communities are indeed
‘communities’ (Foster, 1997; Hagel III & Armstrong, 1997; Papargyris &
Poulymenakou, 2005; Wachter et al., 2000; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). For example,
Rheingold has offered detailed ethnographic descriptions of The Whole World
`Lectronic Link’ (Well), a San Francisco based virtual conferencing system, and he
describes his experience of The Well as feeling as if he had walked into an “authentic
community” (1993, p. 2).
Rheingold claims that people increasingly crave new communities as real
public space gradually decreases and in his exploration of this virtual aggregation he
defines virtual communities as “social aggregations that emerge from the net when
enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human
feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace” (ibid, p. 5).
Additionally, he argues that the behaviour of people on The Well is comparable to
that of people’s real lives as they “engage in intellectual discourse, share knowledge .
. . gossip, feud . . . and fall in love” (ibid, p. 3). Nevertheless, knowledge sharing
inside virtual communities faces many obstacles. For example, recent studies on
multinational and virtual organizations, where social diversity in terms of ethical,
sociocultural and linguistic differences is more evident, reveal the existence of many
problems arise that block communication and knowledge sharing (Pan & Leidner,
2003b). Similarly, on another study of knowledge transfer and usability in virtual
teams, Griffith et al (2003) identify that the higher the level of virtualness in a virtual
team, the harder will be for individuals to acquire tacit knowledge for their teammates, and thus will have greater difficulty forming collective knowledge–.
MMOG virtual communities are not homogenous. Their members come from
different professions, educational backgrounds, and vary in terms of age. The
inherent anonymity and the play of identity (Donath, 1999) may result to
communities where for example, a twelve year old high-school boy is the leader of a
large community of elder members. This could be a case where mutual alignment
and communication would become an important issue for cooperation; however,
most studies highlight the opposite (Kollock & Smith, 1999; Rheingold, 2000;
Wellman & Gulia, 1999). The complexity of the MMOG task-accomplishing
scenario motivates players to form or join virtual communities, where participants
perceive their relationships to be intimate (Taylor, 2006; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). In
time, members of such communities form trustful and intimate relationships, and
develop a high degree of commitment and sense of belonging (Kollock & Smith,
1999; E. Wenger, 1998). New members are enculturated into the communities
history and practices though the engagement on collective actions (J.S. Brown,
Collins, & Duguid, 1989). To this end, anticipated reciprocity, reputation, sense of
efficacy, and attachment or commitment to the virtual community, are noted to be the
main motivations for contributing knowledge in virtual communities (Kollock,
1999).
In general, different level of engagement (i.e immersion and engrossment) with
a MMOG allows the establishment of different types of communities (i.e. Pearce,
2006). In short, we can identify four types of communities: the communities of
gamers, of developers, of players, and the in-game communities (see Figure 4). Of
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course, an individual may be a member in many different communities, but it is this
multi-membership in different teams and communities, that permits cultural diffusion
between groups of players (Fine 1983).
Communities of gamers: This represents a wide community of MMOG enthusiasts
that enjoy playing such games. They often gather online in chat rooms or
forums and share their virtual worlds’ experiences. There are numerous blogs
and websites dedicated in MMOG community (i.e. www.tentonhammer.com,
mmorpg.com). Some communities of gamers may move even further and
decide to create their own open-source MMOGs, like the Daimonim34 game.
Communities of players: These communities are game-specific and they form around
a single MMOG. To bring an analogy, the communities of players are like the
fans of a football club, while the communities of gamers are like people that
enjoy football and enjoy the football related discussions. Communities of
players consist of players with a common interest in a games’ aspect (for
example on trading resources) and they share knowledge on their best practices.
These task-oriented communities are usually informal and without a specific
structure, membership requirements or a specific scope. Nevertheless, what
characterizes these groups is the willingness for knowledge sharing and
voluntarily participation in construction of user guides and game manuals
containing tips and best practices. Such learning material can be found in many
Wiki, blogs, or player-maintained online magazines and I personally consider
them to be an exemplar of learning sources, with rich content of different
formats such as text, video, online tutoring, cartoonistic description of gamespecific anecdotes and best practices and so forth (see for example
www.battleclinic.com, www.siigarikitawa.com, www.griefwatch.net and an
internet radio dedicated – and financially supported, for MMOG fans
www.newedenradio.com).
In-game communities: Finally, inside the game itself, we can observe the formation
of various communities based on a common interests, game style and
objectives. These communities are supported by the game’s interface and
mechanics (i.e. community management system, a shared wallet and warehouse
to store collective assets) and the game’s complex and multilevel taskaccomplishment scenario (i.e. claim territory and guard it, declare war to other
communities, tough tasks that demand many players to joint their time and
effort end so forth). Large communities can have more that hundred members
and as such they are difficult to manage and organized. To this end, such
communities establish a leadership scheme, consisting with a leader and a
board of directors. Large communities are likely to maintain a large spectrum
of activities (i.e. industrial, logistical, and combat oriented) and as such they
divide membership in different explicit divisions of work. In short, these
communities form the collectives that this research focus on in order to study
the construction of collective memory. I will further explore the structure and
dynamics of in-game communities later on.
Community of developers: Game developers are usually referred by the players as
Game Masters (GMs) or as ‘Gods’. GMs keep an open channel with the
community of players and volunteers and provide continues feedback in
various technical or game-play issues. They are responsible for any content
updates and act as a referee in resolving online conflicts. An important role of a
34 http://www.daimonin.net/
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GMs is the Community Manager, who serves as the main link between
community of players and the community of developers. Alongside with the
GMs, there is also a small portion of players that voluntarily assist the GMs
into their moderation tasks.

Figure 4 - The establishment of communities based on the players level of
engagement with a MMOG
4.2.4

MMOGs as research settings for studying collective actions
After this short introduction to MMOGs, it should become evident why this
research was conducted these virtual environments. First, MMOGs combine the most
sophisticated and state of the art ICT in order to provide to their users a virtual world
that is available 24/7 worldwide. In this sense, MMOGs are persistent virtual worlds
and as such they can support long term planning, relationships, histories, identities
and expectations. Persistence is vital for this research since it permits virtual
communities to form and evolve, and allow collective actions to be organized,
executed, and evaluated or repeated over time. In other words, persistence facilitates
the creation and evolution of a ‘history’.
Second, these worlds are information rich and complex contexts of social
action. This complexity results the formation of a rich set of practices, roles,
identities, memories, relationships and so forth. A MMOG comes with a compelling
storyline and a task-accomplished scenario, based on which invites players to
cooperate and compete by forming temporal or permanent groups and communities.
Moreover, MMOGs are virtual worlds that do not just simulate the physical world
but they rather ‘play’ with it in a sense that they reconstruct it with an imaginative
attitude (e.g. by borrowing several elements from the sci-fi culture).
Third, the element of multiplayer makes the MMOGs to be unique social areas
of diverse interaction. Indeed, the blending of different cultures, professions, ages
and sex but also objectives, behaviours, and attitudes, constitute a unique global
phenomenon. MMOG players are in a continuous process of improvisation and
evaluation of their practices, and a negotiation of their meanings. As we will further
see later bellow in section 6.2, the virtual game world of a MMOG provides only the
seed for the formation of collective actions. It is the players’ immersion to the
imaginary word of the game that motivates them to craft various meta-gaming
practices that drive the emergence of renovated practices..
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In the next section, I will address the methodological issues and challenges on
studying collective actions that emerge in virtual game worlds of MMOGs.
4.3

On the research methodology
The methodological study of collective action in general and more specific the
constitution of collective memory in relation to virtual game worlds was a one of the
top challenging issues of this research. This was due mainly due to the nature o
virtuality. As a result, there was an issue of choosing the most relevant and suitable
research methodology (and thus research methods and techniques) that could reveal
the character (e.g. structures and dynamics) of collective memory constitution. For
example, there are many social researches claiming that in order to study virtual
settings we need to review our traditional ethnographic methods (i.e. Hine, 2000;
Ward, 1999) and establish new ethical codes of conduct (M. D. Myers, 1997). As a
result, the establishment of new methods for conducting research in a virtual setting
is an emerging theme and as a result every study in this context makes a small
contribution on research methodology, however. Due to the uniqueness and social
complexity of every virtual setting, it is difficult to create a coherent and universally
applicable set of methods. To this end, the researchers can only make small steps and
experiment with both traditional and innovative methods of data collection and
analysis (see for example Etzioni & Etzioni, 1999; S. G. Jones, 1995; Nocera, 2002;
Pearce, 2006; Rheingold, 2000; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006; Taylor, 2006).
Nevertheless, the phenomenological stance of the researcher toward the social
phenomenon of collective action, strongly suggested him to adopt a qualitative
approach for data gathering and analysis. This choice did not however, exclude any
quantitative methods to be employed from my study. As a result, despite the
ethnographical methods practices in my study, the researcher also relied on
questionnaires to conduct a survey in order to capture the demographics, the average
profile of the players, and their appreciation of the virtual world’s context.
The next section departs from the phenomenological paradigm of social
research as it was introduced and systematically developed by Schutz and then
emphasises on the hermeneutic phenomenology of Ricoeur and other existential
philosophers. Phenomenology and hermeneutics will compose the core arguments
for the justification of choosing ethnographic methods.
4.3.1

The phenomenological paradigm of social research
Section 3.2.1 introduced Alferd Schutz as the first to introduce the
phenomenology to the social science. In his seminal work The Phenomenology Of
The Social World (1932) Schutz's starting point is that social research differs from
research in the physical sciences by virtue of the fact that, in the social sciences, one
is dealing with 'research objects' that are themselves interpreting the social "world of
everyday life" that we, as scientists, also wish to interpret. People are engaged in an
on-going process of making sense of the world, in interaction with their fellows and
we, as scientists, are seeking to make sense of their sense-making. In doing so, we
must inevitably make use of the same methods of interpretation as does the person in
his or her 'common-sense world'. What distinguishes the social scientific enterprise,
however, is that the social scientist assumes the position of the disinterested
observer. He or she is not involved in the life of those observed - their activities are
not of any practical interest, but only of cognitive interest.
Schutz's phenomenological social research departs from the Husserl’s initial
formulations on phenomenology and Webber’s work on social world. To this end, it
is also easy to locate some core ideas on interpretation (e.g. hermeneutics) as they
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developed by major existentialists. For example, the phenomenology of social
research asserts that the interpretation involves possibilities and not simply facts. In
this regard, “the meaning of phenomenological description as a method is
interpretation” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 61) and as such, “the phenomenology of Dasein
is a hermeneutic” (ibid, p. 62). In this sense, we could say that phenomenology
informs our perspective of the world, that is, it informs our interpretation of our
Being-in-the-world. The ‘strategy’ for this interpretation is in return a hermeneutic
one.
Hermeneutics arose out of the disciplines of textual interpretation and was
developed by Schleiermacher and his work on philosophy of language. This theory
was developed based on the premise that before the interpretation proper of a text
can even begin, the interpreter must acquire a good knowledge of the text's historical
context. Hence, an ideal interpretation is of its nature a holistic activity, where
interpretation emerges dialectically by relating the text as a whole to the entire
context in which it exists. This constitutes the hermeneutical circle because neither
the whole text nor any individual part can be understood without reference to one
another (for more information on Schleiermacher work, see for example Mariña,
2005; Schleiermacher & Bowie, 1998). Heidegger’s work on ontology of Being
transformed this theory of interpretation and the circular character of interpretation
by asserting that hermeneutics is ontology, that is, it is about the most fundamental
conditions of man's being in the world. As we saw in the previous chapter,
understanding is a mode of being, and it is developed on the basis of a priori
prejudices: the "fore-structures". Interpretation as a fundamental familiarity is thus
situated in the detailed experience of everyday existence. “Interpretation makes
things, objects, the fabric of the world, appear as something, as Heidegger puts it.
Still, this as is only possible on the background of the world as a totality of practices
and intersubjective encounters, of the world that is opened up by Dasein's being
understandingly there” (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005).
Following Heidegger, Gadamer further developed the hermeneutic circle to
apply an existential attitude to the interpretation process (1975a; 1976). Gadamer
viewed understanding as linguistically-mediated, through conversations with others
in which reality is explored and an agreement is reached that represents a new
understanding (1975a). Viewing a hermeneutic process of exegesis is thus a
“conversation with the situation" (Schön, 1983) where propositional elements play a
crucial role on our capacity to interpret the text/world as a whole. For Gadamer,
understanding is a matter of negotiation between oneself and one's partner in the
hermeneutical dialogue such that the process of understanding can be seen as a
matter of coming to an ‘agreement’ about the matter at issue. Coming to such an
agreement means establishing a common framework or ‘horizon’ and Gadamer thus
takes understanding to be a process of the ‘fusion of horizons’(1975a; 1976). In this
process of negotiation, the prejudges that hermeneutically govern our understanding
of the word stem from our tradition and established taken-for-granted knowledge
(Madison, 1994). Gadamer’s formulation (among other works on critical
hermeneutics by Habermas) gave to Ricoeur the chance to develop his hermeneutic
phenomenology.
Ricoeur argued that the complete hermeneutic circle of text/narrative and
action involves a threefold process of prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration
where interpretations are enabled and constrained by the text, but they are also
anchored in the imaginative world of the reader (1974; 1981). The implication of
imagination in Ricoeur’s formulations on hermeneutics is crucial. Imagination as it
stems from fiction and myths and the linguistic power of metaphor characterizes his
entire phenomenological philosophy. According to Ricoeur, the narrative
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imagination prefigures lived experience by providing a symbolic structure and
temporal schema of action. These events are then configured into a story with a
central theme or plot that "mediates between the individual events or incidents and
the story taken as a whole" (Ricoeur, 1984, p. 65)This story, or text, then encounters
lived experience again in the world of the listener or reader who refigures the story as
it influences his or her choices about how to act in the world. In extent, action is
always symbolically mediated, with symbols acting as a quasi-text that allows
conduct to be interpreted. A clear example of this is the way in which events become
episodes as part of the plot of the story. Thus, the emplotment is the process that
synthesizes experience in a narrative (Ricoeur 1991). For both Gadamer and Ricoeur
the ultimate goal of all understanding is self-understanding, and, to the degree that
this occurs, it occurs by means of language (Madison, 1994).
Taking hermeneutics away from written texts, we could say that understanding
other cultures is not something we can take for granted, but involves an openness
towards the fact that what seems rational, true, or coherent may cover something
deeply unfamiliar (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005). Lived experience, like a text, has no
intrinsic meaning, and as such, like reading, understanding history means moving
along the paths of the hermeneutic circle, from part to whole and back again. In this
way, one can come to understand a complex whole from preconceptions about the
meanings of its parts and their interrelationships (H. K. Klein & Myers, 1999). Using
hermeneutics, the researcher can interpret basic concepts as they are defined
phenomenologically, that is, in terms of what these ideas and actions mean to people
in particular situation. Conclusively, we could say that that "interpretation is never
simply reproduction" (Gadamer, 1975b, p. 345). On the contrary, it occurs for
example in the act of reading or interpretation is a ‘fusion’ of the ‘horizon’ of the text
(what Ricoeur calls the ‘world of the text’) with that of the reader. The meaning of
the text is the result of this ‘fusion’. Textual meaning is therefore nothing substantial
in itself but exists rather in the form of an event, and this event is the act of reading.
In this sense, phenomenologically speaking, to interpret a narrative/action is not to
translate the hidden meaning into our language/knowledge, but it is a form of selfunderstanding of the potentialities-to-be: “to interpret is to explicate the type of
Being-in-the-world unfolded in front of the text” (Ricoeur, 1981, p. 141).
In terms of a research methodology phenomenology and hermeneutics inform a
social researcher on the research actions she will engage in her study in order to
comprehend, and culturally understand the social phenomena. Researcher can use
hermeneutics to engage in transcental interpretations rather that attempting to
discover the hidden objective meaning. In this sense, the meaning is intersubjectively created, in contrast to the empirical and scientific realism tradition.
"Rather than concentrating on the determination of textual meaning (e.g. semiotics
and narrative stories), a researcher using the hermeneutic circle is able to put their
[the researcher's and the subjects in a study] interpretation on the data being analysed
as a basis for further discussion and future understanding" (Cole & Avison, 2007, p.
820). In the last years, hermeneutics have also been used in Information Systems and
organizational studies (see for example R.J. Boland, 1991; Introna & Ilharco, 2004;
A.S. Lee, 1994; Myers, 1995) indicating that this hermeneutics along with the
theoretical philosophical background of phenomenology are gaining some ground
towards the strictly positivistic quantitative interpretations of social phenomena.
Cole & Avison (2007) summarised the qualitative approaches to research (see
table 2, bellow). Following this ‘map’ of qualitative research methods, I position
myself in Interpretivism, and this study to be in align with ethnographic methods of
data collection and hermeneutics, narrative and metaphor for data analysis. In this
manner, the researcher becomes part of the phenomenon, in order to achieve
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observational advantage as an insider but also experience it existentially (Myers &
Avison, 2002).
Table 2 - Qualitative approaches to research (adopted from Cole & Avison,
2007). The highlighted cells indicate the approach in this study.
PHILOSOPHICAL
BASIS

Positivism

Objectively measured

Interpretivism

Socially constructed

Critical analysis

Alienating conditions

Action research

Overcoming practical concerns

Case study

Shallow immersion in social
context

Ethnography

Deep immersion in social context

Constructivist
hermeneutics

Transcendental interpretations

Hermeneutic circle

Meaning of text

Semiotics

Meaning of signs and symbols

METHODOLOGIES

Content analysis
MODES OF
ANALYSIS

Conversation
analysis
Discourse analysis
Narrative and metaphor

Structures and patterned
regularities
Context of exchange
'Turn-taking' and language
games
Meaning of stories

This process of becoming, however, does not come without any problems.
Indeed, the holistic engagement with the phenomenon, will be inevitably biased by
my pre-justices, my tradition and of what Gadamer named as ‘horizon’ (1975). It is
thus of great importance, during my (in this study) ethnographic research to identity
the dynamics of the social phenomenon of collective memory constitution. In the
next section I focus on the ethnography as a field research method, while I address
my research methods and techniques on data collection and analysis/interpretation.
4.3.2

Ethnography as a field research method
Ethnography is an approach to research that involves immersion within, and
investigation of a culture or social world. Historically, ethnography is rooted in
descriptive anthropology (Tedlock, 2000). The anthropologist Malinowski (1922)
argued that the role of the ethnographer was "to attempt to grasp the native’s point of
view, their relation to life and to realise their vision of their world". Similarly,
Spradley (1979), ethnography point out that ethnography is "the work of describing a
culture" (p. 3) and that the goal of ethnographic research is "to understand another
way of life from the native point of view" (p. 3). This ‘going native’ approach
involves getting to know people by participating in their everyday practices, to try
and capture their experiences at first hand. Nevertheless, although this approach is
commonly used by anthropologists to study exotic cultures and primitive societies,
Spradley suggests that ethnography is a useful tool for "understanding how other
people see their experience" (p. iv), but he also emphasizes that "rather than studying
people, ethnography means learning from people" (p. 3). In other words, the
ethnographic study aims to observe behaviour, but goes beyond it to inquire about
the meaning of behaviour.
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An ethnographer, much like the stranger in Schutz study (1964), enter the new
‘exotic’ setting and in time she finds out that what she previously took for granted as
knowledge about the society turns out to be unreliable and/or false. Schutz notes that
after some time of continuous participation and engagement with the new society’s
practices, the stranger will acquires an inside ‘subjective’ knowledge, which
supplants her previous ‘external’ knowledge. Similar to the Schutz’s stranger,
anthropologists study alien societies and through ethnographic research they try to
locate and ultimately understand (i.e. make sense) the social structures and patterns
of social behaviour. This very idea or participation and engagement in an alien social
context arose as a principle in the Chicago School sociologists that conducted
extensive ethnographic studies not only of alien and strange societies but also smaller
social groups in their homeland. Indeed, given the rapid development and expansion
of the Chicago School, sociologists came to see the city as a natural laboratory in
which they could study the diversity of human behaviour.
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) define ethnography as referring primarily to
“a particular method or sets of methods. In its most characteristic form it involves the
ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, in people's lives for an extended
period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions—
in fact, collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the
focus of the research” (p. 1). To this end, the ethnographic method starts with
selection of a culture, review of the literature pertaining to the culture, and
identification of variables of interest. Typically, these variables perceived as
significant by members of the culture in study. The ethnographer then goes about
gaining entrance, which in turn sets the stage for cultural immersion of the
ethnographer in the culture, by gathering data in the form of observational transcripts
and interview recordings, and analysing them reflexively (see for example Atkinson,
1990; Chambers, 2000; Clifford & Marcus, 1986; L. Harvey, 1997; Sanday, 1979;
Schultze, 2000a; Van Maanen, 1988).
Ethnographic research is usually undertaken over an extended period of time,
ranging from several months to many years. An extended research time period means
that the researcher will be able to obtain more detailed and accurate information
about the people she is studying. In this way, the researcher can be familiarised with
both espoused theories of action and theories-in-use. Espoused theories are the
theories that an actor claims to follow in a specific situation. On the contrary,
theories-in-use refer to theories of action (i.e. cognitive maps) that an actor actually
deploys and use in that situation (C Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985). In this sense,
the ethnographer can observe not only what and how some actions are performed but
also what these actions entail and ultimately mean to the community or society under
investigation. It is only then that the researcher can interpret the social dynamics of
the research setting and existentially understand how agents negotiate their
intersubjective interpretations of situatedness and how collective action is been
structured, organized and orchestrated.
4.4

Methods and ethics in ethnographic research
The main method for data collection in ethnographic research is that of
participant observation. Based on this method, the researcher participates usually
over an extended period of time in the everyday life of the social world under
investigation and observes the practices, structures and arrangements of individuals,
groups and institutions (Jorgensen, 1989; M. Myers, 1997; J P Spradley, 1980). The
aim of participant observation is to gain a close and intimate familiarity with a given
group of individuals, and to this end, the researcher adopt a native view during her
observation of the unfolding practices through an intensive involvement with people
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in their natural environment. Nevertheless, observation is not passive. On the
contrary, the researcher should choose or establish a role through which she can
collected the desired data. To this end, it makes clear that participant observation is
limited to contexts where the community under study understands and permits it
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).
In the ethnographic research, the research can employ a range of methods:
informal interviews, direct observation, participation in the life of the group,
collective discussions, analyses of personal documents produced within the group,
self-analysis, and life-histories. Each one of these methods offer different
opportunities to the researcher to get the most of the studied social reality and they
can be used in parallel to get supplementary views of a situation. To this extend, the
researcher can also choose to engage into some quantitative research by using
questionnaires for surveys, conversation analysis, and application of statistical
formulations for the sake of generalizing. Whether the researcher choose to use a
mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods in her ethnographic research is up to
the need for gaining access to theories-in-use (C Argyris et al., 1985)
In short, there are four roles of field research (Junker, 1960 cited in
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 104):
Role A: Complete participant: the researchers employing this role attempt to engage
fully in the activities of the group under investigation. Their role is also
covert (hidden) for their intentions are not made explicit. Among its
advantages, it is agreed to produce more accurate information and an
understanding not available not available by other means.
Role B: Participant as observer: the researchers adopt an overt (open) role, and
make their presence and intentions known to the group. Despite traditional
concerns with ‘establishing rapport’ or ‘going native’, for many
researchers, this view of scientific inquiry has been subjected to scrutiny
and criticisms. The researcher often becomes a ‘fan’ or supporter, though
this does not mean attempting to act as one of the group – for instance, in
studying prostitution, it does not entail being a prostitute.
Role C: Observer as participant: the researchers move away from the idea of
participation. This usually involves one-visit interviews, and calls for
relatively more formal observation than either informal observation or
participation. Here, there is a possibility of mis-understanding as it is more
of an encounter between strangers that does not utilise the strengths of time
in the field, so unable to understand the rules, roles and relationships.
Role D: Complete observer: the researchers are uninvolved and detached, and
passively record behaviour at a distance.
In this research, the researcher adopted a complete participant role, and by
hiding his true identity and research objectives, he managed to gain access into
several large communities, and privately meet several parleys in face to face. This
intensive participation also granted access to collective action that cover the entire
spectrum of gaming, such as complex combat actions, decision making, and top
management activities as he became co-CEO in one large virtual community.
The next section briefly presents the 4 stages of ethnographic research, and
considers the core ethical issues that rise in traditional ethnographic research in
general and in virtual ethnography in more particular.
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4.4.1

The four stages of ethnographic research
Although an ethnographic work in progress may seem loose and non-organised
research to an external observer, it demands immense amount of time and effort from
the ethnographer in order to prepare, conduct, evaluate, and present her research
outcome. In general, we could identify four core stages of ethnographic research
(Chambers, 2000; Fetterman, 1998; Gold, 1997; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995;
Hine, 2000; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Sanday, 1979): a) choosing the most
suitable research setting, b) entering the field and gaining access to the community,
c) data collection and the production of field notes, and d) data analysis and
evaluation, and presentation of ethnographic work. The next sections analyse
4.4.1.1 Choosing the most suitable research setting
The sociological inquiry that is based on ethnographic research require by the
researcher to engage in a wide research prior the actual observations. The aim of this
preliminary research is to locate and identify the most suitable research setting. For
example, a researcher may whish to study a culture and practices that emerge in
some isolated communities, groups or social classes. The first stage, then, will be to
indicate what social groupings are suitable for the research agenda. Key factors
include whether the setting is open or private with hermetically sealed social
boundaries, whether the topological place is accessible and/pr easy for an outsider to
adapt, the familiarity with the language and local customs that will allow the
researcher to not posit a hostile entity of an outsider and so forth.
In this study, selecting a virtual game world of MMOGs in order to study
collective actions of knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution was a
strategic decision. I came to decision after a relative long period of thought that
entailed a study and short evaluation of several virtual worlds. Based on the research
agenda and anticipations for data collection from the field, a list with specific
requirements that a suitable research setting should meet was compiled. This list of
requirement are listed in Table 3 bellow, in no particular order.
MMOGs that were available to the Internet were found using a search engine
(www.google.com) and I visited each game’s web site to get a brief idea of the
game’s nature, popularity and genre (i.e. fantasy, simulation, sci-fi game etc). I also
got informed by MMOG dedicated websites such as the MMORPG.COM of the
various MMOGs that were commercially available, and gained a rich insight on the
game’s popularity and success, based on professional reviews and user-based ratings.
I ought to say that by hat time I had no previous experience of how a virtual game
world of a MMOG would look like. However, I had some experience of computer
games. Those games that I enjoyed the most were the strategy type of games. The
great advantage of these games is that players can connect their computers into a
personal or public network and player together in tournaments. So, although I could
claim that due to the lack of my previous MMOG experience I was quite sure that I
would not bring any biased knowledge to the field, I had some experience of
collaborating and competing with other players in online game environments.
Nevertheless, I was (and still I am) a great fan of science-fiction games. Finally, on
1st of September 2003, I created one account in the MMOG named Earth and Beyond
(E&B). The E&B had three instances (e.g. galaxies in the game’s language) and for
no particular reason I decided to join the Andromeda galaxy.
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Table 3 – The requirements that the researcher considered when he was
choosing a suitable research setting.
Requirement

Reason

Find a virtual game world that …

So that….

The user interface and the language that
players use in public communication is
English.

Communicate with others. (Apart from his
mother-language, English is the only language
that the researcher speaks fluently).

The game will be worldwide available
but the majority of players will not be
from Asian countries.

Communicate with others and understand their
actions. (Some MMOGs in China and Taiwan
have millions of subscribers, such as Lineage,
but they don’t use English).

The game is popular with as many
subscribers as possible.

Observe as more players competing and
cooperating simultaneously as possible.

It is not a new game (such as beta
version) so that both ‘newbie’ and
‘ubber’ (experienced) players will be
playing simultaneously.

Observe the interaction (such as negotiation of
meaning) between veterans and newcomers.

The game world will sustain a unique
instance and it will not have other custom
clones.

All players play the same game and not
alternative clones of it (like the popular War of
Warcraft)

The game developers will enrich and
Even the veteran players will always have
expand the game periodically and keep its something new to explore and thus fight their
freshness
‘e-boredom’.
It is a sandbox type so that it allows its
players to improvise and ‘play their own’
game.

Engage into a gameplay where players do not
blindly follow typified activities, but they
experiment with their own.

It will permit the formation of temporal
teams, but also virtual communities.

Observe collective memory constitution in
communities.

It will be a sci-fi genre MMOG, with a
fantasy word in space.

Enjoy the longitudinal ethnographic research
(The researcher is a great fun of sci-fi culture)

4.4.1.2 Entering the field and gaining access to the community
This stage corresponds mainly to access to and familiarization with the social
setting. This includes to gain access to the potential ‘gatekeepers’ that actually screen
the new members of the community, and the information brokers that will later serve
as key informants. The ethnographer should also spend some time in order to get
familiarised with the community's language and core habits, norms and ethical
obstacles that could block or leverage the participant observation. Indeed,
ethnography does not simply mean ‘hanging around’ but rather active participation
and engagement into the community’s everyday practices. To do so, the
ethnographer should become part of the community. This means that she must be
accepted by the community. In the case that the social setting culturally diverge (i.e.
a cluster of nationalities) then the ethnographer should become aware of the social
structures, hierarchies, power relations and institutionalised practices that govern the
communication and organization of the community. In order to avoid the potential
discomfort of some members of the community, the researcher should also keep in
mind that she must continually care about a discreet negotiation of her access into
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different levels of the social scene. According to each situation, the researcher should
adopt a role and develop relationships with other participants (Fetterman, 1998). In
short, only when the researcher learns the basic notions for interacting with the
community, she will be ready to begin with participant observation and data
gathering.
Indeed, gaining access is not simply a matter of physical presence or absence
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 55). In most of the traditional ethnographies,
entering the field of the research setting is one of the most difficult stages. This is
true especially in cases that the social setting and community that frame the research
setting is a private one and sustains explicit social or physical boundaries (e.g. a
homosexual community or an isolate community in a distant geographic location).
The difficulty mainly stem from the community’s social structure that do not allow
strangers or outsiders to enter and most importantly access the collective resources
and observe the collective practices. On the contrary, ethnographic immersion in the
context of the virtual game world is not hard to be achieved. It entail, however, a two
step process: the first is to enter the virtual world and the second to become member
of a virtual community. The first step is the easiest one with the later entails great
effort and systematic work, not to mention the element of lack.
MMOGs are open virtual game worlds where everyone can access. The only
requirement is that the player has to pay a monthly fee (usually around 15 euros) in
order to create a user account. In the virtual world of E&B each account can sustain
up to four avatars. The player can the use one of her avatars to participate the game
online (see section 5.2 in the next chapter for a detailed description of the research
setting of the chosen virtual game world). During my initial step inside the new
setting was to get familiarised with the setting (i.e. game controls, rules and
mechanics) and the emerging culture of the E&B community (i.e. familiarization
with the community's language).
When I entered to the virtual game world of E&B, there were many established
virtual communities. During my game familiarisation phase I visited a great amount
of web sites (i.e. fan sites) and made a brief research on the different communities
and the practices they followed in order to advance their collective impact in the
game. What I was looking for was a large community that would accept members
from different nations, sex and ages. I wanted my community to be as large as
possible but also well structured and organised enough so that I would have the
opportunity to observe a wide diversity of collective actions. Additionally, another
crucial requirement was multinational dimension of community memberships so that
to guarantee that despite the different time zones, there will be always some
members of the community online. At the end, the outcome of my research pointed
into a large community named Order of Chivalry (henceforth OoC). Nevertheless,
finding the most suitable virtual community was only the first and easiest part of my
engagement. Gaining an OoC membership was a long but extremely enjoyable stage
of my ethnographic work. To this end, I include my first steps in the virtual world of
E&B and the participation in OoC in the next chapter at the first vignette (see section
5.3.1).
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On the 27th of March 2004, and after 726 hours35 of observation and active
participation in E&B, me and the majority of the OoC community moved into
another MMOG. The reason for this migration was the fact that the company behind
the game development and maintenance decided to terminate the virtual game world.
Due to this incident, I was lucky enough to participate and experience the destruction
of a virtual world. This was an emotionally rich experience that I narrate in my
second vignette (see section 5.3.2). The members of the OoC community tried and
managed for some time to sustain their collective identities and continue their ‘game’
in another similar (e.g. sci-fi genre) MMOG, named EVE Online. In order for the
reader of this dissertation to gain a full image of my ethnographic succession, the full
research timeline is described in the next section (also see Figure 7).
4.4.1.3 Data collection and the production of field notes
This stage contains every moment in the longitudinal study and every
quantitative and/or qualitative methods the researcher employs in order to get the
most of her setting. Moreover, the researcher should locate and guarantee access to
selected participants that serve as trustful informants. This process may require
managing several issues of authentication, time allocation and interview planning. In
every case, the research should keep detailed notes (i.e. field notes) on every element
of the setting, whether it is ranked as significant or not. The final organization,
evaluation and clearance of draft field notes will occur later the day, usually when
the researcher has left the field, and before she make a pan for the next day’s
research agenda and ambitions. Observation entails the systematic noting and
recording of events, behaviours and objects in the social setting chosen for study. As
Van Maanen (1988) notes, the field notes should be an ongoing stream of conscious
commentary about what is happening in the research, involving both observation and
analysis. For the sake of data richness and organization, the field notes should, in
general, follow an ad hoc template and format, and thus allowing the ethnographer to
be able to keep notes in real time during participant observation, without intervening
this writing process with her observation or participation. This stage may also
involve the study of several distinct case studies. In this case, the researcher can also
triangulate her findings by combining and comparing data from different sources and
with different research methods (Allen S. Lee, 1991). In every case, the data
collection, writing, and organizing should be systematic (Gold, 1997).
In this study, data collection was an overwhelming experience. The amount
and the speed of creation of new content was so intense that several techniques had
to be adopted and others to be refigured. An average player in a MMOG is on
continuous bombardment of information, such as environmental attributes, news
feeds, tactical plans, market transactions, ship specifications, chat and voice
communication with others, and so forth. The flow if information is so high that to an
external observer, playing a MMOG resembles a highly stressful activity. Figure 8
illustrates this, showing a screenshot from EVE. This screenshot indicates the
information flow in complex combat PVP activities. With the game’s camera
zooming out, the entire battlefield is visible. Each small coloured square at the centre
of the image [1] is a unique pilot; the purples and blues are allies, and the yellow-

35 The E&B provided a function to each player to access an internal counter and check the
total time that she was online (e.g. logged in) to the virtual world. Of course, as one could observe,
this counter does not represent the actual time that a player actually plays the game since someone can
log in to the game and move away for her computer by leaving her character stationary. This metric,
however, game provide a clue on the total time spent I spent online (which is almost 30 full 24-hour
long days in a period of 7 months).
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reds are the enemies. The radar information at the right [2] lists the enemy ships,
their distance and velocity and if they are in firing range [3]. The main chat channel
[4] remains clear during the battle and only the fleet commander is allowed write
something on it. Players can use other channels for their communication, but they
keep them minimized to avoid any distraction [5]. Every pilot matters and every
second matters for them to stay alive as much as possible. If a member of the allied
group needs assistance (such as some boost of her shields) she can ask for help in the
fleet monitoring list [6]. Each player also need to carefully monitor the status of his
ship [7] such as shield and armour levels, weapon ammunition status and firing
cycles, and controlling drones that acts as small ships of their own [8].
The researcher managed to comply and retain his calmness and canniness, and
achieved to store and later organizes every crucial data that was available during his
research. More information on how the researcher practiced various techniques for
data collection, and how he produced his field notes, are described in detail section
4.5.3 bellow
4.4.1.4 Data analysis and evaluation, and presentation of ethnographic work
There is a time in every ethnographic research that the ethnographer should
decide to move away from the field and carefully organize, analyse, write and in
some cases even theorize the entire body of the collected data (Emerson, Fretz, &
Shaw, 1995). Usually, the product of this long process of analysis will be at least
one, extensive and information rich narrative that will include a new perspective of
the whole image of the social world. In doing so, the researcher can find helpful
various tools (i.e. software applications for qualitative data analysis) and techniques
(i.e. conceptual maps and conversation analysis) that can assist her in finding themes,
patterns, and identity relationships emerging in the field. Especially in the IS
discipline, this is the case of the interpretivist approach of IS research, in contrast to
positivist or linguistic approach36 (Lacity & Janson, 1994). In every case, the analysis
of ethnographic data is a hermeneutic act and it progress as the ethnographer brings
together and writes the ethnographic work. At the end, the researcher should choose
a strategy for data summarization and presentation.
The literatures on writing an ethnographic narrative, indicate that despite the
availability of various rules and techniques for a research to follow in order to
present her ethnographic work, it is up to the target audience, and the researcher’s
personality, objectives, and aesthetics that will formulate the narrative (e.g. Clifford
& Marcus, 1986; Emerson et al., 1995; Van Maanen, 1988). Moreover, it is widely
recognised that an ethnographic narrative will always remain open and incomplete; it
will wait for the next read and interpretation of its creator that will expand, delete, or
highlight several aspects of the story, and thus alter the ‘view to reality’ that the story
presents. Nevertheless, there are some general guidelines that can assist the process
of creating an information rich and coherent ethnographic narrative.
Indeed, in order to construct and present an evocative and coherent
ethnographic narrative, several writing techniques and skills need to be in place.
Tedlock (2000) reviewed most of these writing styles including life histories,
memoirs, narrative ethnographies, novelistic fiction, short stories and plays,
travelogues, chronicles and diaries. Similarly, Van Maanen (1988) makes a similar
taxonomy of ethnographic writing by dividing tales into three major styles. First the
realistic tales narrated n a dispassionate third person voice, and provide “a rather

36 In the IS discipline there is a n open debate regarding these two approaches (see for
example A. S. Lee, 1991; Allen S. Lee & Baskerville, 2003; Mingers, 2001; Walsham, 1995)
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direct, matter-if-fact portrait of a studies culture, unclouded but much concern for
how the fieldworker produced such a portrait”. The researcher is “the distant one”
and the native’s point of view is presented through several quoted testimonies of the
informants. Second, the confessional tales, narrated in first person, focus more on the
fieldworker that on the culture studied. Confessional tales, like melodramas, are
highly personalised and self-absorbed. Third, there are the impressionistic tales
which are “personalized accounts of fleeting moments of fieldwork cast in dramatic
form” and as such, impressionistic tales carry elements of both realistic and
confessional writing. An impressionistic tale is self-conscious and it unfolds event by
event suggesting a learning process.
In this study, the huge amount of data that the researched managed to gather,
were organised wing a custom-made database, and then analysing them using text
classification and clustering techniques. This quantitative data analysis method,
supported the reflexive interpretation of the corpus of data, and assisted the
researcher to locate several patterns and traces of memory constitution processes.
After the data analysis, the researcher produced four vignettes in order to narrate his
experiences from the field. More information on how the researcher organized and
analysed the data from the field, and what techniques he employed in order to narrate
his experience, are described in detail sections 4.5.2 and 4.5.3 bellow.
4.4.2

Virtual ethnography
With the advent of the internet and the appreciation of the cultures that emerge
over it, many researchers attempted to study social phenomena of virtuality (Escobar,
1994). During the last ten years, there is an active debate on the appropriation of use
of traditional research methodologies in studying the social aspects of virtual
environments (Miller & Slater, 2001). In these active discussions, several qualitative
methodologies in general and ethnographic strategies in particular were proposed
such as cyber-ethnography (Ward, 1999), netnography (Kozinets, 2006), virtual
ethnography (Hine, 2000) and online ethnography (Paccagnella, 1997). These
strategies share many similarities and claim to bring reliable results. Nevertheless, in
this research I decided to follow the guidelines as addressed by Hine (2000), as this
work presented a coherent and widely acceptable method of ethnographic research in
virtual settings.
In cyberspace, cultures is formed and reformed (Heim, 1993; Hine, 2000). To
this end, virtual ethnography was developed as a response to the need to study virtual
communities in which the use of electronic communications such as provided by
computer networks are routine (Hine, 2000). Regardless the extent to which these
may be seen as communities in the ethnographic sense is of course itself a question,
virtual ethnography is presented as a way of bringing into focus both the assumptions
on which ethnography is based, and the features which are taken to be special about
the technologies concerned. With virtual ethnography, the researcher can shift from
the observation of co-located, face-to-face interactions to technologically mediated
interactions in online networks and communities and use several techniques in order
to investigate the ways in which use of the Internet becomes socially meaningful
(Hine, 2004).
Indeed, through an ethnographic approach, we could study the linguistic
expressions of the virtualised acts of communication and see how people use of
metaphors, proverbs, anecdotes, oral traditions, and the tacit interpretations
embodied in their customs, rituals and festivals. For example, the ethnographer can
methodically study virtual communities and their communicative acts, and
understand how people make sense of their local world and how they formulate it
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and bring into realization onto the global virtual world. In general, doing
ethnography on the Internet involves learning how to live in a virtual setting and how
to account for events there over time (Carter, 2005). In terms of a method the
research should treat the virtual both as a cultural artifact (i.e. Woolgar, 1996) and a
culture of its own (i.e. Baym, 1998). Hine examines these two perspectives and
proposes an set of methods and techniques that attempt to overcome the before
mentioned issues of authenticity, reliability, and ethics. In terms of questioning the
authenticity of the virtual setting, as Hine observes, there is no point in establishing
whether what someone says is the truth because authenticity should not be seen as
absolute: "The point for the ethnographer is not to bring some external criterion for
judging whether it is safe to believe what informants say, but rather to come to
understand how it is that informants judge authenticity" (Hine 2000, p. 49).
In order to study social, cultural, political formations over the Internet, Hine
argues that it is impossible to meet with every member of a virtual community or
even gain access to every level of community organization and structures. Virtuality
masks the image of the participants, and motivates the play of identity. Moreover,
digital content tends to lack of reliability and thus it is always present the issue of
reliability. Sources of information can be altered or lost without leaving any
observable traces (Hine, 2000, 2004, 2005). The virtual ethnographer who enters a
virtual space of interaction, will be at the very beginning act as a stranger but soon
she much gain access to the community; become a member and reflexively
understand what is to be a member. It is nly then that the researcher will make sense
of the virtual practices, language and boundaries of a virtual community. In this
sense, the ethnographer will not able to “understand the practices of all users, but …
[to] develop an understanding of what it is to be a user” (Hine, 2000, p. 54).
In this research, the researcher decided to ‘go native’ and actually become a
MMOG player, a member of a virtual community, and a protagonist in collective
actions. He tried to experience the MMOG in every way possible, by creating
multiple accounts and virtual characters, and thus experimenting with different
gameplay styles and roles (see Figure 6). He made exceptional effort to learn the ingame evolving language that other players were using, in order to better understand
the linguistic expressions of the virtualised acts of communication. He trusted to
others his account login details, and along with, gave others access to personal
information and credit details, since the login name and password for the game’s
client is the same for logging in the game’s web site and update billing data. He
travelled in distant places in order to participate in face-to-face social events (see
Figure 5). He tried to remain calm and keep an open mind in stressful in-game
situations, when other players were acting in panic. He also spent a large amount of
money in order to buy and construct an appropriate computer infrastructure (one
state-of-the art game-PC, a data management raid server, and a laptop) for playing
several instances of the game simultaneously, monitoring several information
sources, analysing data in real time.
4.4.3

The ethics of ethnographic research
When the ethnographer must ‘enter’ (or even ‘intrude’) in a social setting (i.e.
group, community) in order to gain the perspective of the ‘insider’, it is unlikely that
her presence and observational actions will not affect in some degree the very
structures of the setting. Indeed, the intervention of an ethnographer inside a social
setting can also affect the very social phenomenon under investigation. This is due to
the potential negative or positive effect that the presence of a researcher has to the
rest of the community but also the action of the researcher. Such actions may vary
from immediate actions or evolutionary effects based on directional discussions with
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members of a community. For example, the Canadian ethnographer David Anderson
conducted an extensive work in Taymyr Peninsula in north central Siberia, (which is
actually the northernmost projection of Siberia) and he studied the little-known group
of Evenkis as they face both economic and ecological challenges. Anderson
addressed several issues of identity, nationalism, and ecological theory, as well as he
mapped the changes caused in the region by the formation of and the recent break-up
of the Soviet Union. Anderson claimed that the older generations of Russia
Ethnographers deeply infected the Evenkis’ tradition in terms of ethnicity and
national identity, with a result to give place into future disputes with other tributes in
the topological space of Taymyr (2002). What this case exemplifies is that the field
work of an ethnographer can deeply affect not only the course of actions evolving in
the filed, but also the cultures, interpretations, and identities of the informants.
In the same aspect, Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) deal at length with the
role to be adopted by the ethnographer, and the effects which this role may have on
the results of the research and the attitude of informants. Whilst considering other
aspects such as the sections of the community with which one identifies and the
resulting possible limits to mobility, they focus particularly on the gender of the
ethnographer: “the researcher cannot escape the implications of gender: no position
of genderless neutrality can be achieved” (ibis p. 84). The same point is made by Bell
(1993, p. 2): “the issue of gender arises because we (ethnographers) do fieldwork by
establishing relationships, and by learning to see, think and be in another culture, and
we do this as persons of a particular age, sexual orientation, belief, educational
background, ethnic identity and class.” From these we can see how the gender
characteristic of the ethnographer can affect both the kinds of data to which the
researcher has access to, and/or the researcher’s ability to distinguish significant
aspects of the phenomenon. Moreover, in parallel to various issues like gender, age
and colour that may affect the quality of an ethnographic word, there are also several
ethical considerations that a researcher should be informed and follow.
In general, the four main moral obligations of dealing with human subject
research are the same: the principle of non- maleficence, the protection of anonymity,
the confidentiality of data, and the obtaining of informed consent (i.e. Carter, 2005;
Reid, 1996). In order to assist researcher by following a universal code of ethics,
many research and policy bodies tried to bring together a list of ethical issues that
aim to govern research. For example, the Association for Computing Machinery
adopted an ethical research framework that includes several moral imperatives but
also ethical responsibilities for professional researchers37. In a similar vein, the
European Union stated a list of ethical considerations regarding research in
Framework Program 738. More specific in terms of social inquiry, the American
Anthropological Association issued in 1971 the “Principles of Professional
Responsibility” to help researchers conduct ‘ethical’ studies39. Although these
‘universal’ codes of ethics are quite abstract descriptions of general guidelines for
research, a basic tenet of ethics in ethnographic research seems to be that the
ethnography should not harm those in the setting.
The ethical issues in research become more complex when we want to move
ethnographic research in virtual settings. For example, Schaap (2002) makes an
interesting observation in his ethnography of a virtual world of a MUD, when he
says MUDs are not ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ but they mirror reality and in doing so reveal
37 http://www.acm.org/about/code-of-ethics
38 http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/ethics_en.html
39 http://www.aaanet.org/stmts/ethstmnt.htm

Research Setting and Methodology

106

everyday life to us. In this sense, research ethics may be one of the most important
differences between traditional ethnography and virtual ethnography. Indeed, one
major debate of Internet research relates to the authenticity and trustworthiness of the
data gathered (Hine, 2000; S. Jones, 1999; Mann & Stewart, 2000; Markham, 1998;
Mertens & Ginsberg, 2009) This is mainly because the concerns about whether
online spaces of human interaction and socialization are to be considered a private or
a public site, and about what constitutes informed consent in cyberspace
(Paccagnella, 1997). Similarly, Sveningsson (2004) lists several ethical
considerations confronting the ethnographer who studies a virtual setting, as for
example the inherent anonymity of the virtual worlds and the endogenous difficulty
to guarantee informed consent.
As in the case of traditional ethnographic research, some bodies and
institutions have proposed a set of guidelines to assist ethnographers conduct an
ethically aligned research. For example, the ethical and legal guidelines provided by
the Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) suggest a framework of principles
and best practices of research to overcome ethical and legal risks in research over the
Internet40. Based on these principles, the ethnographer should agree with the online
informants and seek their approval for placing materials online. Text extracts from
emails and other private sources should remain private and the researcher should
guarantee the reservation of confidentiality of the sender, even when he/she is using
a pseudonym. (Buchanan, 2004). This is of high priority since whilst using
nicknames on the Internet might be seen as automatically protecting one’s own
identity, these emerging online identities come to identify singularly specific
persons, and it is thus easy for someone to use a search engine and a social
networking service over the Internet and relate a nickname with a real person’s
identity.
In this research, the researcher did not reveal his true identity nor did he
disclose the research focus of his engagement. However the later was revealed at the
latest stages of the ethnographic field work o a small group of the ‘corporation’. The
other members expressed their interest in the research’s outcome and the noted that
they had not problem with it. Following the obligation of the obtaining of informed
consent, the researcher took the initiative to ask them for their permission in
publishing the content of some private conversations, chats and mails. When they got
assurance that the researcher will protect their anonymity and will not reveal their
real names, they also granted him with the permission to use their ‘real’ avatar
names. They also kindly asked him to present the events as an ‘unbiased observer’
and preserve the confidentiality of data by not revealing tactical information of their
corporation or alliance. The next section outlines in more extent how the researcher
practiced his ethnographic field work.
4.5

On practicing virtual ethnography in my research of MMOGs and
collective memory constitution
This ethnographic research was my first attempt to conduct a professional and
methodologically disciplined study. Armed with the theoretical principles and
guidelines on how to conduct and produce a high quality ethnographic work, I
initiated my study in my second year of my PhD research. From my early steps, the
development of my ethnographic work was an exploratory process. This means that I
had to take many strategic decisions on several observation activities and in every

40 Available at www.aoir.org/reports/ethics.pdf
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case it was the understanding of the data that I was managing to collect that informed
me to decide what course of action I would follow next.
During the early stages of my research, my initial objective was to “examine
the circulation of cultural meaning, objects and identities in diffuse time-space”
(Marcus, 1995, p. 96). I was aware of the difficulties that the virtual setting would
entail for my research and that it would not be possible to fully capture the physical
interaction of participants in their physical place. This issue had an critical influence
to my initial understanding of the memory-technology relations. I remember the
words of many ethnographers echoing in my decisions and expectations of my
research, such as those of Van Maanen stating that “fieldwork of ethnographic kind
is authentic to the degree that it approximates the stranger stepping into cultural alien
community to become, for a time and an unpredictable way, an active part of the
face-to-face relationships in that community” (1988, p. 9). But, although virtuality
seemed to pose some objections to traditional ethnographic work, I took the chance
to focus entirely on the virtual setting and ‘capture’ the online practices evolving and
emerging there, with the hope that I would managed in the future to gain access to
private physical places where people interact with technologies of virtualisation.
Besides, I knew that virtual ethnographies “despatialize notions of community and
focus on cultural process rather that physical place” (Hine, 2000, p. 61).
In the following three sections, I present my ethnographic work’s timeline, and
describe in more detail how I practiced various techniques for data collection,
organization and analysis, and how I constructed the narrations of my study.

Figure 5 - The researcher (Positron) participating in a social "Event on
Earth', in a face-to-face meeting of the members of the Mythos corporation, in
Kardista in 200841.

41

All of the members’ faces have been replaced with the faces and names of their virtual
characters.
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Figure 6 - The timeline of ethnographic fieldwork in the virtual game words of E&B and EVE.
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Figure 7 - The researcher[shown by the arrow] participating in PVP activity in EVE.
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4.5.1

Participation in collective activities and data collection – a research
timeline
Entering the field and accessing a community are the first steps in an
ethnographic field work. What follows is the systematic participation and
observation of the community’s everyday life. The process of participation, however,
is not a mere action of ‘being-there’. In contrast, participation in a community is a
matter of ‘knowing’ (E. Wenger, 1998) or, to use a more existential term, a matter of
‘becoming’. In other words, in my case, participation entails immersive engagement
in practices of social communication and the collective activities of collective
memory constitution in relation to these communications, either these are computer
mediated or face-to-face.
During my participation in the field I had the opportunity to participate and
engage in numerous collective actions. Some of them were intra-community in
nature and required some members to collaborate and combine their efforts in order
to achieve something (i.e. elections). In other cases, I engage in collective actions
that involved the mobilisation of different communities and the orchestration of large
scale campaigns that lasted of months (i.e. large warfare). In other cases that I was
unable to actually participate in joint activities, I used my inquiry to probe for
personal histories and narratives that describing the participants practices and
accomplishments. In every case, I was trying to cross-check the interpretation if
every collective action with the majority of the involved agents (e.g. players) or
parties (e.g. in-game communities). Figure 7 outlines the timeline of ethnographic
fieldwork in the virtual game words of E&B and EVE.
4.5.2

On constructing the ethnographic narrative of this study
In this research, and after I finished with the first level of data organisation
(such as clearance, categorization, caledarization, formatting and the like), I had to
decide first which stories, incidents and events that took place during my field work
will get presented in my PhD thesis. The PhD thesis dissertation drastically limits the
length that each story will occupy. Thus, the narrative’s emplotment had to be
coherent and complete and present all related historical, emotional, and reflexive
information available, without chattering and rants. Then, I had to choose those
stories that were more relevant to the theme of my research and that would play the
role of the illustrative examples of knowledge sharing and collective memory
constitution in virtual game worlds.
At this point, I ought to say that I had to transcend my self and produce my
narratives in a way that I never did before. In this long effort I got informed by
previously published books and papers that present ethnographic works, both in
social sciences and anthropology (e.g. Hutchins, 1996; Levi-Strauss, 1968; Slezkine,
1994) and the IS discipline (e.g. L Harvey & Myers, 1995; Orlikowski, 1991;
Schultze, 2000b; Star, 1995). Of all these examples, one particular work captured my
attention in terms of evocative, pleasant, informative, and coherent presentation and
analysis. That was Julian E. Orr’s book Talking About Machines – An ethnography of
a modern job (1996). Orr describes the everyday practices of photocopy technicians
and their collaborative actions that engage them to learn from each other their work.
By using the Orr’s book as a point of reference, I decided to present my ethnographic
work wising the techniques of vignette, followed by a personal commentary.
Additionally, in terms of narrating styles, I decided to experiment with all the three
styles proposed by Van Maanen (1988) and try to express to the best of my
understanding of the collective actions evolving in MMOGs.
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To this end, my experience of the ethnographic research is described in four
vignettes, each of which narrates a different case from the empirical setting:
Vignette A: Is a narrative titled “First Contact” and following a confessional style, it
narrates the researcher’s personal experiences when he entered the field of a
virtual game world. It begins with the creation of an avatar in E&B and
continues with the case of becoming a member in one of the largest virtual
communities in E&B. The focal points in this vignette are the researcher’s
anxiety, curiosity, and enthusiasm during the participation in guild’s joint
operations, and the presentation of the organization structures that support
the leadership of a large virtual community.
Vignette B: Is a narrative titled “Virtual Refugees”, is written following the
impressionistic style and narrates the story of the members of a large and
famous guild named “Order of Cavalry” that were forced to leave their
‘homes’ in the virtual world of E&B, and migrate in another virtual
environment. This story highlights the impact that this emotionally intense
event had to the members of the guild, and the decision process that they
followed in order to choose their next world. It also narrates the first steps
that the members took in the new and strange game world and their efforts
to preserve their community’s coherence and power.
Vignette C: Is a narrative titled “A New Corporation is Born”, also written in a
impressionistic style, narrates one of the most memorable event in the
history of the Mythos corporation in EVE. The researcher, as a member of
this corporation, offers information from the insider’s point of view, and
narrates the course of events that led to a mutiny by a large group of pilots
against their leader. The result of this collective and spontaneous action was
the formation of a new corporation, an act that strongly underscore the
strong bonds of friendship and commitment that some players develop
inside a virtual world.
Vignette D: Is a narrative titled “The History of the Second Great War” and narrates
the story of a major and global-scale event in EVE known as the Second
Great War. From a historian point of view, this vignette narrates the flow of
events that took place during this event, the mobilization of huge amount of
resources, the cooperation of thousands of players, some truly epic battles
between hundreds of pilots, and the propagandistic techniques employed by
all parties evolved in the war in order to demoralise the enemy and affect
the balance of power in EVE. This vignette is written following the realistic
style.
The next section outlines the various techniques of data collection,
organization and analysis that the researched practiced in this field work.
4.5.3

Practiced techniques for data collection, organization and analysis
Following the ethnographic paradigm of qualitative research, the researcher
had the opportunity to collect a large amount of data regarding the context, the
actions and the actors that play in MMOGs. Mainly through participant observation,
a wide perspective was established on the unfolding events and emerging actions,
evolving stories and relations to these to the construction of virtual identities.
Moreover, through intensive and continuous engagement into everyday game-related
practices (such as in-game scenario based missions, community meetings, joint
operations, social face-to-face event, and so forth) ‘going native’ was achieved
through intensive participation and engagement in shared practices. The aim was to
experience in first hand how is to be a player in a MMOG, a member in a large
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virtual community, fleet-commander and leader of a small group of players, or the
honoured person in a social event.
Observations have also been enriched by the data collection from in-game chat
logs, game news, developers’ blogs, posts in game’s main forum, video and audio
files in YouTube, developer blogs, and so forth. On-site observations of players in
Internet Cafes were conducted, where their passionate engagement and engrossment
in the virtual game world could be studied. Additionally, in-depth interviews, both
online and offline were conducted with players, in order to gain a deeper insight on
their personal views and interpretations on the game’s historical events. Finally, faceto-face and chat-based, semistructured, issue-focused interviews of key informants
were used in order to gain a rich insight of the average player’s profile.
For the data management and organization of the research field notes, a custom
database application has been developed. This was a simple Access database to store
field notes and other media related to the ethnographic research and the setting of
MMOGs. Every field note was digitized, summarized, and stored chronologically
and correlated through hyperlinks to other online or off-line multimedia resources.
This resulted in an information rich corpus that contained all the data, notes,
comments, and logs that were relevant to the study. The majority of these log files
were collected from the game’s client, and they comprised two types: a) action, and
b) chat logs. The game’s client generates an action log during a player’s log-in
procedure, and records every distinct action that the player performs in the virtual
world. The chat-logs are similar to action logs but they monitor the various chat
channels that a player participates and record the dialogues unfolding there. An
example of an action log file is the following:
-----------------------------------------------------------Gamelog
Listener:
POSITRON
Session started: 2004.04.27 19:42:54
-----------------------------------------------------------[ 2004.04.27 19:43:10 ] (notify) Warping to Jesoyeh IX - Moon 7 HZO Refinery Mining Outpost prior to making docking attempt
[ 2004.04.27 19:44:12 ] (notify) Setting course to docking
[ 2004.04.27 19:43:12 ] (notify) Undocking
[ 2004.04.27 19:46:11 ] (notify) Desired Speed Altered.
[ 2004.04.27 19:49:44 ] (notify) Miner II deactivates as it finds
its asteroid a ravaged husk of the glorious boulder it once was.
[ 2004.04.27 19:58:01 ] (combat) Sansha's Minion misses you
completely.
...

On the contrary, a chat-log file includes a Message Of The Day (MOTD)
where the player moderating the channel can place any important information for the
rest of the players to see, and looks like this:
--------------------------------------------------------------Channel ID:
2102762038
Channel Name:
Northern Thrust
Listener:
POSITRON
Session started: 2007.02.25 09:21:13
---------------------------------------------------------------

Research Setting and Methodology

114

[ 2007.02.25 09:21:14 ] EVE System > Channel MOTD:
Welcome Northern Alliances and Partner Corps COREDusk and Dawn
Ekliptika FREE Explorer Imperial Republic of the North Morsus Mihi
Pure Razor Alliance
FriendsFleet Status: Active in Badifevi. For invites ALWAYS
specify gang, ship class and leadership level after your dot aka
". ED- BS L5W3"
All battleships required to have 2 1600mm plates and damage
control fitted. Without that ull42 die!!!
FATE (formerly of D2) are now blue to IRON and will be to the
above list of alliances (contact Imran to give him list of corps
and confirm blue) -- please reciprocate by setting them positive.
--------------------------------------------------------------[ 2007.02.25 09:31:00 ] xzo > anything going on?
[ 2007.02.25 09:31:18 ] Kusotarre > depends on if you are in 9cg
or not
[ 2007.02.25 09:31:28 ] Sobar > hopefully will be some pew-pew43
in 9cg soonish
[ 2007.02.25 09:32:09 ] xzo > 3=f status?
[ 2007.02.25 09:32:25 ] Fuzzydice > .9cg shieldloving osprey44
[ 2007.02.25 09:32:32 ] Zaric > blue
[ 2007.02.25 09:33:27 ] Affen > lots of KIA in Jachanu
[ 2007.02.25 09:33:35 ] Affen > 4
[ 2007.02.25 09:33:42 ] Affen > vaga and crow + 2 more
[ 2007.02.25 09:34:14 ] Sobar > red slasher in 340k from 9-14 pos
[ 2007.02.25 09:34:20 ] Sobar > in 300k now
[ 2007.02.25 09:34:21 ] Gulnar > .ernest45
[ 2007.02.25 09:36:16 ] Shara Angel > gang please for 3-f and pull
down for ts
[ 2007.02.25 09:39:48 ] deadmaus > u in Jacenah now?
[ 2007.02.25 09:39:53 ] Affen > yes
[ 2007.02.25 09:39:55 ] Affen > 6 KIA now
...

By the end of the field work, the size of the database alone was exciding 30MB
of data, while the total corpus of information stored was over 10,3GB, including over
43,000 chat-log files, 304,000 action logs, and about 600 personal online
conversations. If the wiki technology was available at that time (early 2003) it would
have saved considerable effort46. The database had capabilities for storing
researcher’s comments regarding the players’ profiles based on their behaviours

42 ‘ull’ stands for ‘you will’
43 ‘pew-pew’ refers to a combat situation where opponents ‘fire on’ each other. This term is
used regularly to express someone’s desire to join a battle situation (or simply shoot someone).
44 ‘Osprey’ is the name of a specific ship type in EVE (as well as ‘vaga’, ‘crow’ and ‘slasher’
mentioned later in a chat dialogue). ‘Shieldloving’ indicates that osprey uses a specific set-up of shipmodules (e.g. fitted with shield hardeners) in order to boost shield resistance of the ship. This is
crucial tactical information because it will discourage someone from attacking this osprey if she does
not have properly a fitted ship (e.g. ammunition that causes shield damage – instead of armour
damage).
45 Dot ‘.’ means that a member of the alliance (in this case ‘Gulnar’) asks for permission to
join the fleet. Invitations to join the fleet can be issued only by the fleet-commander (in this case
‘Ernest’).
46 Wikimedia Foundation was founded in mid-2003. WikiPedia both as a concept and as a
technology became publicly available a little bit later.
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online and personal conducts in face-to-face social events. Custom specialized
reports were developed in order to cluster the historicity of social events online, and
to allow retrospective review of them, in order to indicate ‘blind spots’ in the
interpretation of the situation. Based on these notes, further arrangements were made
to meet key actors and ask them specific questions.
In order to achieve better and more efficient data management, a data-mining
and organization algorithm was integrated to the databases. A clustering application
(Cluto47) was used, receiving as input the corpus of the log files stored in the
database and through text-classification techniques it constructed clusters of ‘similar’
documents, using a tag annotating and ranking system. This allowed drill-down
processes to locate distinct documents and interrelations between chat dialogues,
forum posts, personal notes and so forth. Despite several limitations and bugs that
this application had, it helped the researcher to locate some key events of the
empirical study that would be otherwise impossible to trace.

47

For more information on Cluto applications and implemented algorithms see
http://glaros.dtc.umn.edu/gkhome/views/cluto/
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5 Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field
Work in MMOG Communities

5.1 Introduction
This chapter addresses the setting (field) where the ethnographic field work has
been conducted. This setting comprises two communities in MMOGs, Earth &
Beyond (E&B), and EVE Online (EVE). First outlines the ‘gaming’ elements of
E&B and EVE. Next, we ‘step in’ the gaming experience as this narrated by the
researcher ethnographic field work. These ‘tales from the field’ are framed into four
distinct vignettes. Each vignette is followed by the researcher’s comments, which
converge to the issue of knowledge sharing in virtual communities. The chapter then
proceeds and illustrate examples of meta-gaming activities in virtual game worlds,
and highlights the importance of playfulness and freedom in fostering knowledge
sharing in MMOGs virtual communities.
5.2 A short description of the field
This section describes the persistent virtual game worlds of MMOGs. The aim
is to present the basic game elements that construct the game worlds of E&B and
EVE. This will also serve as the background information of the readers, in order to
make sense of the game specific terms that used in the narratives in section 5.3 later
on this chapter.
5.2.1 The Andromeda galaxy of Earth & Beyond
The ethnographic field work initiated on the 1st of September 2003 in the
virtual world of Earth & Beyond (henceforth E&B), a space MMOG created by
Westwood (which later was acquired by Electronic Arts). The game was released on
24th of September 2002 and it was a science fiction MMOG. According to the game
scenario players were depicted as space pilots able to either walk inside stations or to
board their ship and travel across the galaxy. During the character creation phase, the
player could choose one on the three available races, and one of the six professions.
Based on the chosen profession, the player’s character had a set of initial skills and
through exploring, trading and fighting she/he could further train more skills. After
the game’s launch and with only few competitors in the MMOG market, EnB was
soon became one of the favorite MMOG for every sci-fi fun. According to
MMOGCHART.COM48 during the game's peak around late 2002, there were about
38,000 active subscribers. The game had three distinct servers for player to choose.
The empirical study was conducted in the Andromeda galaxy/server.
This is how Eric Wang, the EnB's Producer and Technical Director, describes
the game in an interview just a few months before the game hit the stores:
"Earth and Beyond is the first persistent state world set in space that
gives the players the opportunity to do everything they've ever wanted
to do in a space game. Players become the captain of their own space
ship and can advance their character in many different ways -exploring, trading and fighting, but best of all, they can do it with
thousands of other people. Players will be able to explore over one
48

http://www.mmogchart.com/Chart3.html
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hundred sectors of space, land on planets, fight alien life forms and
make their fortunes all in a futuristic world where humans have just
begun to breach the boundaries of the solar system. The only question
is, "how far will you go?" (Aihoshi, 2001)
Players had the option to either play the game alone or to establish temporal
groups. These groups allowed their members to share skills and bonuses and thus
operate in greater efficiency especially in difficult missions. Moreover, players with
similar ambitions and game-play style were forming more permanent groups known
as guilds. Through a guild, players could better organize their game activities and
collaboratively achieve better performance in hard situations.
In-game communication was achieved using the game’s chat. Through the chat
window, players could access public and private chat channels and communicate
with other player in close proximity or other members in the same guild. Other ways
of communicating was through emotes (see Figure 19). Players could command their
avatars to express an emotional state like happy, angry, bored and so forth.
Additionally, they could use ship emotes like wave and cause their ship to wobble up
and down, waving the wings. The wave emote was widely used for saying hello to
near by players in space.
On late March 2004, the developers of E&B announced that they would not
continue to support the game’s maintenance, and that it would stop functioning on
the 22nd of September 2004. Most players cancelled their subscription and moved to
other MMOGs, some of them decided to stop playing, while others just continued to
play the game till its end ('sunset'). On the 27th of March 2004, and after 726 hours of
active participation in E&B space, the ethnographic field word continued in EVE.
During that time, the researcher was an active member in one of the largest guilds in
E&B, and he was promoted to the role of the director in one of the guild’s chapters.
5.2.2 The “gaming” elements of the EVE virtual game world
EVE is in many aspects quite similar to E&B. For example both games share
the science-fiction concept of players being space pilots located in a distant galaxy.
However, the EVE game world is more complex in terms of missions/tasks that
players have to accomplish, user interface to get familiarized with, a large economy
to master and so forth. In short, the concept of ‘world’ matches perfectly in this
setting due to the richness and the plurality of the elements, actions and structures
that a player faces when she ‘enters’ the game environment.
Character & Skills training
A character (or simply 'char') is the player's representation in the virtual game
world of EVE. Widely known as avatar these cartoonist depictions of the player
alongside with the character's name are the main identification token in the virtual
world. Each player in EVE can have multiple accounts (each one requires a monthly
subscription fee of 14 Euros) but each account can support up to three characters.
Players are asked to provide a unique name for their characters while they can
customize their appearances (e.g. sex, skin colour, clothing, etc). In EVE, characters
are viewed as information tabbed window that contains various information about
her (see Figure 17 and 18). In contrast to E&B, the characters in EVE do not look
like avatars with bodily characteristics, able to move around the virtual world. They
instead are depicted as space pilots and they are visible through the spaceship (see
below) that they are piloting each time. Thus, although a character can change ship,
she will be always identified as an individual pilot through her name and the tabbed
window.
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In the virtual game world of EVE, players identify themselves through public
and private narratives. The publicly available narrative consists of the character’s
name and also includes information regarding current and past membership in a
guild, the date of character creation (a valuable data since it can inform others on the
estimated level of experience of that player), and a security status that indicates the
compliance of the players with the game’s regulative rules (i.e. if someone harass
other players the security status will reduce). Additionally, players can add custom
notes to their characters in the Bio tab. This is a customizable HTML display that can
be used by players to express information about their character (e.g. various
statements and quotes, important past achievements), to inform others for their
market activities (e.g. products that the character is willing to sell or buy), or just
intimidate others with humoristic statements and ASCI art (see Figure 18). Reading
other's Bio notes can be helpful to understand the player's motives and affiliations of
the players with other major forces in EVE universe Similar to the non-virtual world,
the above data constitute the characters ‘documentation’ of what he or she is, an ID
that provides the minimum information needed for character identification.
If we framed the overall in as single objective, that would be the advancement
of characters, that is, the acquisition and subsequent application of new skills by a
player (also known as levelling-up process). As in every MMOG, the characters in
EVE as instruments of interaction with the rest of the virtual world have some
characteristics that allow player to relate to each other and interact with the virtual
environment. This is accomplished via the “skills” (i.e. spaceship piloting, weaponry
usage, mining skills etc). Skills can be trained up to level 5 and the higher the level
the easiest the character can manage what the skill entails. Thus a player with mining
skill at level 4 will be able to extract more minerals per second from an asteroid from
a player with the same skill at level 1. Skill training in EVE does not require by the
player to be logged in the game and play the game, but instead they can be trained in
real-time, while the player is either online or offline. A player however, has to log in
again and put another skill for training. Most skills are require a few hours to be
trained at level 1 but they will require a period of several days even months in order
to maxed-out at level 5. What players can actually do inside the virtual world of EVE
is up to them. The game provides a series of basic activities (i.e. mining asteroid to
extract minerals and then build a spaceship, and then sell it in the market or go with
it in a battle against other players etc). But it is the player improvisation and the
game’s ‘sand-box’ type that provide the room for diversity of the players’ activities
and the emergence of new ones (i.e. literacy practices to support propagandistic
manipulation of the public opinion).
According to the game’s background storyline, the EVE universe (see
description below) is mainly ruled by four races (the Amarr Empire, Minmatar
Republic, Caldari State, and Gallente Federation). Based on this, each character
becomes a member of one of these races during the character creation process. Each
race provides to each character a different set of starting skills. However, players are
free to train any kind of skill they desire.
Finally, as it was mentioned above, for every user account, each player can
create up to three characters but only one character is considered to be the 'main char'
no matter how many account and characters one user has. The rest chars are
considered to be alternate characters (or simply 'alts') and usually are used by a
player to role-play alternative roles (i.e. the main char is for combat activities and the
alts are for logistical support) or to hide the main identity in controversial actions
(i.e. use an alt char for spying others).
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The EVE Universe: solar systems and space stations
The virtual world of EVE is literally a galaxy consisting of a network of more
than eight thousands of solar systems, a galaxy known by EVE players as the EVE.
Each solar system may contain many several planets and moons as well as asteroid
fields and other stellar objects (e.g. black holes, gas clouds etc). Many systems also
have space stations where players can dock their ships. Once a player is inside a
station, the immediate interaction with other players is limited to communication
through chat or email. Thus stations are considered to be the safest place of a pilot to
be in EVE since no one can attack and destroy her ship and assets. Inside stations
players can repair their ships and access the EVE market to buy/sell their assets (see
below the section on EVE economy). A player can travel through various systems
using the stargates (or simply gates) which connect two remote but specific systems.
Travelling from one system to another may require from a pilot to pass several
systems in row, a rather time consuming but necessary activity. For quick
orientation in the EVE universe, players are using notions such as Norh/South to
refer to the direction of their travel trajectory.
The EVE universe is divided in two main zones (see Figure 31). At the
approximate centre of the galaxy there is the “Empire space” while at the periphery
there is the “0.0 space”. Empire space, often shortened to "the Empire", is the area of
space where according to the game’s background storyline the four major factions,
The Amarr Empire, Minmatar Republic, Caldari State, and Gallente Federation.
Empire space encompasses the space with a positive security rating (from 0.1 to 1.0).
As sovereignty is already held by one of the factions, players may not lay claim
sovereignty anywhere in Empire space.
On the contrary, the 0.0 space consists of systems with security rating of zero
(0.0). These systems are rich in resources (i.e. rare minerals) and as such they attract
the attention of players who are willing to thrive economically. However, the 0.0
rating of these systems means that these are a dangerous space to enter: players are
free to engage each other and fight. Such fights end up with the destruction of ones
ship and her transported assets. Thus, travelling in 0.0 space requires good planning
and a strategy based on cooperation with other players in order to gain a tactical
advantage in a case of emergency. Due to the richness and the freedom that 0.0 space
entails, the regions of space with zero security are the holy grail for the players. But
it is the level of difficulty that ‘living’ in these systems entail that motivates players
to establish large and well organized groups known as alliances (see description
bellow). Currently, about 20% of the player population is actively involved in zerozero space (Elliott, 2008).
Overall, the EVE game is designed in such a way that requires the cooperation
of both empire and zero space residents. Players are motivate to go in zero space and
gather rare raw materials but they need to return back in the empire space and sell
them to players that manufacture ships and other modules. In return, 0.0 players will
buy their ships from the empire space and travel back to zero space to defend their
territory. This cycle affects not only the gameplay in EVE but the entire game’s
virtual economy (see bellow for a description).
EULA (End User License Agreement) and TOS (Terms of Service)
EVE is primarily a software application and as such its users has to agree to
follow a series of terms in order to use it. EULA is also supported by the TOS that
issue around 30 simple terms and 13 Rules of Conduct for players to follow. For
example, the TOS prohibits players to use the game in order to transmit or upload
any copyrighted material or to exploit any bug in EVE Online to gain an unfair
advantage over other players. Following the TOS, the Rules of Conduct state
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explicitly that it is not allowed from player to harass other players through hateful,
racist, sexually explicit, threatening and harmful comments. These rules also prohibit
players to form, organize or take part in any kind of in-game groups based on reallife slanderous or hate philosophies. In short, EULA, TOS, and the rules of Conduct
define the EVE virtual world as a game environment and identify it as a leisure
activity with its own rules and norms. If a player refuses to comply, the company
reserves the right to ban her from the game without refund or compensation.
GMs (Game Masters) and the ISD (Interstellar Services Department)
GMs are CCP staff responsible for providing customer support for EVE
Online, as well as enforcing the EULA and TOS of the game. They can be reached
through the in-game petition system. GMs also moderate and reply in several forums
posts made by players where they answer on critical issues on the game's mechanics
or bugs, and addressing upcoming changes (patches). They are considered to be the
game's referees.
In addition to GMs, the game is also supported and moderated by the ISD. ISD
is a group of volunteers who graciously share their game time in order to assist
fellow players in the world of EVE. They answer questions, help resolve minor
problems and act as good-will ambassadors throughout the community. One of the
most important roles of ISD is to personally greet new players (usually referred as
Noob players in contrast to Uber and more experienced players), giving them a warm
welcome in the game. They also maintain a presence in the in-game help chat
channels providing moderation, support and answering questions where required.
Their help is indispensable since the lack of comprehensive official game manuals
and guides.
The User Interface of the EVE client
In order to ‘enter’ the virtual world of EVE, one has to install and use the EVE
client. This is a software application through which a player can log-in to the game
and play with her characters. The User Interface (UI) is a quite complex and requires
by the player to spent sever hours in order to be familiarized with it. In general, there
are two main themes of EVE’s UI. First, it is the UI when the player navigates into
the space with her ship (see Figure 8). The client’s screen shows the outer space
environment, the layout of the ship’s modules and a radar-system to locate and
identify other pilots in close proximity. During a flight in space, players can interact
with each other based on the capabilities of the ships they are currently piloting. Thus
for example, if one character is flying a mining ship, she can war (e.g. travel at high
speed) in an asteroid field, and sued the fitted mining lasers to extract minerals from
an asteroid. In another character has a cruiser ship fitted with weapons, she can warp
to the miner and if they are both located in a low security system (see below) she can
attack and destroy her ship and steel the minerals. The second theme of the EVE UI
is loaded when the player is docked with her character into a station (see Figure 9).
In this case no immediate interaction with other characters is allowed except from
trading assets.
What both instances of the UI have in common is the Neocom toolbar through
which a player can access her character’s details, check her emails assets and wallet
(this is where all economic transactions are recorder), see the Map of the EVE
universe and plot a travel route, control and subscribe in a chat channel, place a
petition to the Game Masters or an inquiry to the knowledgebase, and check the
progress of her character development (e.g. skill training, missions running,
standings with other characters and corporations etc). Additionally, in both instances
of the EVE UI, the player has immediate access to multiple chat windows through
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which she can synchronously talk with her friends, co-members of her corporation or
alliance, and the co-participants in the same solar systems she is currently located.
Virtual economy
If there is a single point that all these diverse elements of the game converge,
that would be the virtual economy. MMOG virtual economies was the first element
that captured the attention of researcher, mainly due to its similarity with the ‘real’
one (such as the existence of a currency, buy and sell orders and market
transactions), but with the unique characteristic to be entirely player-driven and thus
radically change due to unanticipated developments in the game world (Castranova,
2003). EVE’s capitalist economy is a perfect example of this. Most of the spaceships,
and ship equipment (i.e. propulsion systems), ammunition and space station
structures are manufactured by the players that sell them in exchange of ISK
(InterStellar Kredits) which is the premier virtual currency
The game provides a market-browsing-tool through an sophisticated interface
where players can buy or sell their commodities, or even ‘play’ with the market (i.e.
buy out all the available sell orders of a specific item and then resell it at a higher
price). During a discussion in the game’s main forum on the topic of what motivates
players to spent their time in EVE, a veteran EVE player confessed,
“I play EVE because it’s a place where I can watch my plans develop
in real time. I can watch my investments turn out in a matter of days,
rather than wait for years. I can play the market, because I have
enough money to change the tide of a regional market, at least for a
few days.”
The EULA prohibits players to sell or buy ISK thought any source of the
Internet, by converting real money. Players can gain ISK through missions and NPC
rat killing (see bellow) and they can use this money to buy modules and ships from
other player who play the role of manufacturer. On spring of 2007, CCP hired Dr.
Eyjolfur Guomundsson, an economist to study and guide the economy of EVE. His
responsibilities are to provide community members with accurate information on
economic indicators as well as in-depth analysis of interesting events in the EVE
Online economy. He is also responsible for cooperation with academic and research
institutes and in assisting future development of the economic/business environment
within EVE. Dr. Guomundsson characterises the EVE market as 'Pure Capitalist'
with the relation between production, supply and demand to considerably affect the
prices of items sold in the EVE's market. According to Dr Eyjol Gudmondsson, in
EVE virtual world there is a “vibrant real life economy” mostly because being able
to have everyone in the same universe [= EVE galaxy], allowing you to make a
market order - then you go out of the game, your market order is still there.
Somebody else logs in and you are actually interacting, even though you're offline,
because you're interacting through your business (Elliott, 2008).
Spaceships & other assets
A spaceship (or simply a ship) is the main vehicle through which a player
(pilot) can move around the virtual world of EVE. Ships come in different classes
that indicate their role in the game (i.e. exploration frigates, industrial logistics,
electronic warfare platforms etc). Players have to spent a lot of time to fit each ship
with the appropriate modules (i.e. weapons, engines, shield boosting and armour
plates) and actually master the ship's “physics” and piloting abilities (i.e. speed,
agility, resistance to electronic jamming). Eventually everyone appreciate the
exceptional role of even the smaller sized ships in joint operations. As most EVE
experienced pilots use to say "size does not matter here". Indeed, for a character to
pilot a ship all she needs to train is a predefined and specific set of skills. The higher
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the trained levels of these skills are trained, the better a character can perform with
that ship (such as mount more weapons on it and fly it faster). Thus, it is common
phenomenon to see relatively new players with overall little skills to use small ships
and attack older players and in some cases win. This is most appreciated
characteristic of the EVE game since in most MMOGs new players play in isolation
until they ‘level-up’ and be able to participate in operations with older characters.
Ships are also considered to be the main assets each player can posses in the
virtual world of EVE. Apart from ships, players can manufacture a huge range of
different modules (i.e. from ship equipment like engines and ammunition to huge
Player Owned Structures – see for a description bellow). Every module in EVE is
can be manufactured using minerals, while more complex modules require the
combination of smaller modules to be assembled together. Some of these assets are
not easy for a player to collect (e.g. manufacture of buy them from the market) and
require many hours of play. Players store their assets inside stations and they use
ships to transport them from one place to another. But once they are in space they are
venerable to other players that can attack and destroy their ship and transported
assets. There is a entire cycle of activities that create and destroy assets in the EVE
world, and the loss of assets is what determines the losers from the winners (see for a
description bellow).
Security Status and Standings Mechanics
The Security Status (or simple 'sec') refers to a digit raging from 0.0 to 1.0. It
characterises a solar system or a character and indicate who 'dangerous' is. For
example, in the Empire space all solar systems have a sec from 0.5 to 1.0 while
systems with lower sec (0.4 to 0.0) are considered to be the most dangerous systems
where players can freely attack each other. The security status also applies to
characters. Each character in EVE has a security status 0 (zero) upon its creation.
Certain predefined actions known as ‘crimes’, such as attacking other players or
getting caught carrying contraband assets in a system that forbids it will affect a
character's security status by decreasing it bellow zero. A player with security status
bellow -2 cannot enter the empire space and she is considered to be a pirate. A
character can increase her security status by running missions and kill NPC pirates
(see bellow).
The standing is another flag that indicates the relationship between a character
and other individual pilots, corporations or alliances. All new characters start the
game as neutral (standing set to 0) with everyone else. The player can manually
modify this standing from -1 to indicate that another pilot (or every members of a
corporation/alliance) are hostile to her, to +1 which indicates a good relationship. All
pilots marked as -1 by a character will show in her user interface coloured red while
the +1 as blue. Standings are an effective mechanism for creating and supporting a
community in EVE since all members of that community will sustain +1 standing
among each other, and thus they can more easily share resources and trustful
information. This is also very helpful for an alliance to secure its territory since the
usual engagement policy is the NBSI (Not Blue, Shoot It) where only blue marked
pilots are considered friendly and everyone else is considered as hostile by default
and can be shot on sight.
Non Player Characters (NPCs) and Missions
NPC are characters controlled by the game's AI engine. They usually have the
role of an agent that is member of a NPC corporation. They are playing an important
role in the games evolution since they provide missions to players. Missions (see
Figure 27) are small task-accomplishment scenarios which ask from a player to
accomplish a task (i.e. travel in a distant solar systems and bring back some exotic

Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field Work in MMOG Communities

124

mineral) for a reward (usually an amount of ISK or other rare modules). Moreover,
doing missions for an NPC corporation increases the standings towards this
corporation and thus allows the player to ask for more complex but also more
rewarding missions. These complex missions may require the cooperation of more
than one player in order to be accomplished successfully. In general, missions form a
large part of the EVE-playing experience and many players choose to spend a
considerably large amount of time in the Empire space doing missions. In 0.0 space,
players can hunt, and kill NPC pirates (also known as ‘rats’) and benefit from their
loot (what remains back after the NPC pirate ship's destruction) and automated ISK
rewarding.
Player vs. Environment (PVE) & Player vs. Player PVP
PVE (Player vs. Environment) refers to player activities of combat versus rats
and mission-running. PVE is characterised mainly as a solo activity and its purpose
is ISK making. Players who avoid combat and a verb for PVE activities are usually
named as "care-bears". On the contrary, PVP (Player vs. Player) is usually used in
reference to combat but can also apply to the economic and political fields as well
(e.g. outbidding in markets, trying to play corporations off against each other to one's
advantage etc). PVP is perhaps the most difficult and most complex action in EVE. It
can take place in the Empire between two players but also in 0.0 space between large
fleets of hundreds of players fighting each other. The combat version of PVP is also
known as "Pew-Pew" (is the sound of firing weapons) is considered to be at the core
of all EVE activities since in warfare combats many resources (i.e. ships, ammo and
modules) are been destroyed (this feeds the market with buy orders and thus
manufactures build and sell more items). Moreover, PVP is the main activity for a
corporation to gain access into a 0.0 space and claim sovereignty of a territory (see
below) and build up their reputation.
When one player kills another, she receives an automatically generated killmail in her mailbox. Players can post their kill-mails in Kill-boards, which are usermade web-sites where a pilot, Corporation, or an Alliance post their wins and losses.
Kill-mails in kill-boards help players, corporations and alliances to build and sustain
their reputation capital. Apart from main PvP activities in the field, there are also
other emerging forms of PvP taking place in the market and forums. (see more
information ion this in vignette four bellow)
EVE’s back-story & Role-playing
As I already emanation above, the EVE virtual world is not just a cluster of
tools, objects and interfaces. The entire game world is supported by a back-story
which actually provides meaning to the ‘existence’ of the virtual world. This backstory is a fiction based narration that explains in chronological order the various
events occurred to give birth to the world of EVE (e.g. a group p scientist discovered
a black hole near Earth, some colonised ‘the other side’ of this black hole and ended
up in a new galaxy, where after thousands of years they developed and thrived, and
‘now’ a new player can be part of this far-galaxy civilisation). This story continues to
evolve as long players play the game. The company behind the game, issue several
mini-stories that explain how the major races in the EVE world thrive, collide and
reborn, and provided the optional opportunity to player to actually participate in this
drama. Thus, for example a character be member of a NPC corporation (see bellow)
and work for the “emperor of the Amarr Empire”. This king of game play is
characterised as ‘solo’ role-playing and in several aspects is similar to casual
computer games. Nevertheless, this kind of role-playing involves a character paying
in the empire space. To her, the 0.0 space and the player-drive storyline that develops
there are irrelevant.
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Other roles that a character can grasp and play the game vary from miners and
manufacturers, to explorer and warriors. These emerging roles reflect one character’s
‘career’ development in EVE and are associated with the set of skills that his
character has put most of her time to train and her preferred activities in game. In
general, the identification of a character based on her role is one small step towards
the identification of a player’s attitude, since a role reveals, at least at some degree,
her/his preferences in a game-style (i.e. aggressive ‘warriors’ vs. peaceful ‘traders’).
Players are free to experiment with other roles and as such after some time they can
choose alternative ‘careers’ for the development of their characters.
Corporations & Alliances
EVE allow players to play their characters either as solo or cooperating as
members of a corporation. A corporation (or Corp for short) in EVE is the bedrock of
economical, political, and militaristic development. There are two types of
corporations. First, an NPC corp is one controlled by the games AI and develops
based on the storyline. The CEO and directors are NPC characters and they are
located in the Empire space. When a character is created in EVE, she will be a
member of one NPC corp. Second, there are many player corps where two or more
characters are forming a formal group and work together for a common purpose.
This could include Mission Running, Mining, PvP, Trading or anything else that
requires an organized group of players to accomplish. Each corp has a unique name
and an emblem.
Running and managing a corp is full-time and sometimes an overwhelming
task. Especially in cases that the corporation counts tenths of members, the corp
administration tasks, the organisation of corp activities and the drawing a long term
strategy requires a commitment and dedicated CEO. To assist the CEO's task,
corporation also establish a board of directors each one responsible for a specific
division of corp administration (i.e. production, military, logistic etc). Corps have at
least one office in one station where members can access the corporation’s
warehouse an store corp assets, and non-member apply for a membership. The game
provides a set of commands and procedures (the Corporation Management tool) for a
CEO to run her corp. Thus, for example, a CEO can apply a taxation rate so that
every transaction the corp member make a percentage of that money go at the corp
wallet.
Alliances are clusters of corporations and as such they regularly count more
that 1000 cooperating players. In short, an alliance operates as a single corp but in
larger scale. However, as we will see in more detail later bellow, the scale, the
diffusion of responsibility, as well as the wide variety of inter-dependencies and
motivations among the players-members of an alliance, require by an alliance’s
leadership to act based on a political decision-making process, rather that a
managerial or a "command and control" one. Alliances compete and cooperate with
among each other for territory, power and influence. To this end, some alliances may
part of a coalition of alliances. Coalitions that collide with in the battlefield produce
epic PvP episodes with hundreds of players from each side cooperating and the order
to a single Fleet Commander. In such situations there is not room for error. What is
required is total synchronization, experience, and high morale.
Gangs and Fleets
Fleets are temporal groupings of players that is created in order to allow
different character cooperate and accomplish a common goal (i.e. execute a difficult
task). A fleet is a fully organized unit with a command infrastructure. Within this
hierarchy, various leadership skills and modules can be utilized to provide bonuses to
the fleet members, and the fleet options give you the tools to coordinate movements
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of friendly forces and reduce the confusion during combat. Everyone can create a
fleet and everyone can be invited to one, so it's not even necessary for fleet members
to be in the same corporation. Smaller fleets of about 30-40 ships are called gangs
(see Figure 7). In the case that most pilots in the gang fly small and agile ship, then
the gang is descriptively called "roaming gang". Roaming gangs are fast moving
blogs of ships that require little or none logistical support and due to its speed (but
also the limited fire power) can infiltrate the enemy lines, hit a target and run. They
are easier to organise and most pilot love them. This is because the low cost of the
ships that everyone can afford loosing it, the speed (pilots do not have to wait large
and slower ships to reach the destination and the lag is minimum.
In-game Communication
In order for players to be able to communicate with each another, the game
provides various synchronous and asynchronous communication mechanisms,
including a multi-channel chat system (see Figure 8 and 9)., an email manager and
private messages, as well as a forum in the game’s official web site49, where player
and developers can discuss on game mechanics, rules and content. More recently,
CCP introduced to the game am embedded voice communication system. Beyond the
official web-site, many players build their own fun-sites50 and blogs, and provide
space to the rest of the community to exchange tips and workarounds, promote and
trade virtual goods, and broadcast their achievements (i.e. using Kill-boards51).
Others engage in the game in a much deeper level and develop custom applications
that help players customize their characters, improve the player communication, or
assist players to better organize their in-game assets.
5.3 Tales from the field: four vignettes on collective actions in MMOGs
The following sections present four vignettes from the ethnographic research.
Each vignette is followed by a short commentary section, where several significant
issues from the narrative’s emplotment are highlighted.
Vignette A “First Contact” narrates the researcher’s personal experiences when
he entered the field of a virtual game world. It begins with the creation of an avatar
in E&B and continues with the case of becoming a member in one of the largest
virtual communities in E&B. The evident in this vignette are the researcher’s
anxiety, curiosity, and enthusiasm during the participation in guild’s joint operations,
and the presentation of the game’s features that facilitate the creation of
organizational structures that support the leadership of a large virtual community.
Vignette B “Virtual Refugees”, narrates the story of the members of a large and
famous (in the game’s communities) guild named “Order of Cavalry” that were
forced to leave their ‘homes’ in the virtual world of E&B, and migrate to another
virtual environment. This story highlights the emotional intensity created by this
event to members of the guild, and the decision process followed under these
conditions in order to make collectively a strategic decision (choose their next
world). It also narrates the familiarization processes the members took in the new

49

Currently, there are over 650,000 topics of discussion in the official forum. The EVE website is hosted in: http://www.eve-online.com/
50
Some of these sites offer high-end services like advertising for corporation recruiting, killboards, custom tools, even a web-radio and TV service. An official list of fan-sites is maintained by
CCP and is available at: http://www.eve-online.com/community/fan-sites.asp.
51
Each alliance maintains its own Kill-board, which is an equivalent to classic game’s hall of
fame. There are also some central kill-boards that try to capture the combat results in entire EVE, like
the fun-site Battleclinic.com, available at http://www.battleclinic.com/eve_online/pk/index.php.
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and strange game world and their efforts to preserve their community’s coherence
and capabilities.
Vignette C “A New Corporation is Born”, narrates one of the most memorable
events in the history of the Mythos corporation in EVE. The researcher, as a member
of this corporation, offers information from the insider’s point of view, and narrates
the course of events that led to a ‘mutiny’ by a large group of pilots against their
‘leader’. The result of this collective and spontaneous action was the formation of a
new corporation, an collective action evocatively illustrating underlines the bonds of
friendship and commitment that some players develop inside a virtual world.
Vignette D “The History of the Second Great War” narrates the story of a
major and global-scale event in EVE known as the Second Great War.
Unravelling the history at this event, this vignette presents the flow of actions
concerning that took place, the mobilization of huge amount of resources, the
cooperation of thousands of players, some cases of intensive collective action (epic
battles among hundreds of players), and the propaganda techniques employed by all
parties evolved in the war in order to demoralise the enemy and affect the balance of
power in EVE.
5.3.1 Vignette A – “First Days”
I am running down the stairs. I hold in my hand a medium size box containing
a CD that I was long anticipating to buy. I had just bought from the a computer shop
the software application named Earth & Beyond. This was the first MMOG that I
was going to play. I took the bus to return back to my house. During my trip I had
some time to browse the CD box. At the front there was a large logo of the game’s
title printed in front of the Earth planet viewed from a distance planet. I looked at the
back of the box. A few screenshots were dominating the area. They were small in
size but they were enough to capture my imagination. I was imagining myself to be
already ‘on-line’. A short text was welcoming new player to the game’s atmosphere:
"Welcome to Earth & Beyond, the first online role-playing galaxy. It's
your turn to pilot your own starship, adventure in a massive galaxy,
and take part in a thriving community. Alien encounters, fierce
combat, cutthroat commerce, new discoveries, perilous quests,
strategic alliances, diplomatic backstabbing, and epic wars await you
and the friends you meet online."
Why I ended up with this game is not a long story. I am a huge fan of sci-fi
movies and literature. I especially enjoy space movies with all the space-opera and
drama taking place in the future. Star Trek, Star Wars, Battlestar Gallactica were
among the top TV series and movies that I could watch over and over again. To this
end, when in a talk with one of my friends I heard about the E&B, I knew that I had
found the game that I would perfectly fit in and enjoy playing. I ought to say that I
was not a great fan of computer games. I enjoyed playing puzzle games, or some
strategy ones but nothing close to a MMOG.
When I arrived at home I run to my room, powered up my PC and installed the
game. When the installation process finished, I ended up with two icons onto my
desktop. One was for character creation and customization and the other was the
game’s client to connect to the server and actually play the game. I initiated my E&B
experience by creating my first character picture of avatar (see Figure 19). According
to the game’s back story, the E&B galaxy was the Milky Way but in the future. One
could pilot her ship to Earth and other planets of our solar system, but she could
easily travel and explore other regions of our galaxy.

Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field Work in MMOG Communities

128

Additionally, the story script was suggesting that each player had to choose one
of three ‘races’ during character creation. The game’s story design provided profiles
for each race. The Progen race was very much like the Romans in their attitudes
towards the other two factions. They were a very warmonger culture and thought of
themselves as superior because of their genetic purity. Progen ships were heavily
armoured and built for heavy combat and, tellingly, their ‘home world’ was the
planet Mars. The Jenquai were a spiritual race who focused on knowledge and
understanding. Jenquai ships abound with high-tech gadgets and high-tech
capabilities such as cloaking and space folding52. The Jenquai didn’t have a home
world; they primarily lived on space stations and space cities they constructed.
Finally, the Terrans, unlike the other two races, consisted of several ‘corporations’,
not necessarily sharing the same goals among them. All they cared about was making
more money. Their ships tended to have large cargo holds and their home world was
Earth. Apart from the races, characters had to choose a class e.g. warrior, explorer,
trader. The race/class combinations give to each character a particular nature of play
experience as this is designed by the gamer. For example, the Progen Warrior is all
about brute force. Their ships have the most armour, the best shields, and the most
weapon mounts. Their special abilities include a combat trance that increases
damage, and a self-repair skill.
At the first glance, all this information looked too bizarre for a game’s back
story but soon I realised that it is this story and level of detail that stimulates the
creation of a meaningful world to play. I took a moment to decide what race and
class my first character would be. I ended up with a Jenquai Explorer. His name was
Netrino, after the neutrino particle in high energy physics. I thought my character to
role-play as part of the E&B storyline as a true Jenquai who prefers to study the
cosmos and develop their intelligence rather than involve themselves with other races
and engage in battle. Then I had to learn how to advance my character (e.g. gaining
experience points – also known as ‘XP’). But was not particularly interested in that,
at that time. I was sure that I could enter the game and play a little without actually
knowing what I should or should not be doing.
So I started the client and patiently waited for the upgrades to download from
the server and to be installed to my machine. After one more restart I was prompted
to enter my login name and password and log in to my account. I had already created
character so I immediately pressed the button to enter the world of E&B. My first
entries concerning my actions were created in my client log53 are these:
Log Started at: Mon Sep 01 22:53:12 2003
22:53:12 COMPUTER: We have entered Callisto (Sol System).
22:53:15 SYSTEM: All players may see you on their Friends List.

[… ]
Some players’ dialogues from the local Sol System followed. I remained there
for a minute to gaze at the game’s console (the User Interface – UI) and try to make
sense of it. Then I decided to say my first word to the rest of the E&B virtual world.

52

This is for opening a wormhole in space and therefore teleport instantly form one system to
another without actually traveling from gate to gate. This is considered to be the most time and fuel
efficient way of traveling. Moreover, since a teammate would also be pulled through the wormhole to
wherever the Jenquai player went, this race became a glorified taxi service.
53
The log file is generated by the game’s client and records all in-game activities including
chat discussions and player’s interactions (i.e. warping, targeting, stopping her ship from moving etc).
Every log entry is time stamped.
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Aspirant Netrino: HELLO EVERYBODY!

No answer. I was not surprised. In the local system everyone seemed to be
busy with something. After all this was the noobs’ system54, where every new player
was ‘born’ and had the change to learn the game’s basics. So I did.
I tried to fly my ship around by double-clicking to the surrounding space.
WoW, I was flying. Damn that felt cool! What was left to complete my first flying
experience was to warp55. I looked around and I found a ship wreck in the horizon. I
clicked and pressed the warp command. My warp trip took a few seconds:
22:57:12

COMPUTER: Warp target reached.

After a few warps here and there I start considering to get back to the manual
and give it some time to read and learn how to do more complex and meaningful
things besides flying around. After all I didn’t want to harm someone in the process
of experimental learning. So I decided to warp into a station, dock and log out before
getting on with my homework. Besides, it was almost midnight. The game created a
new log entry:
23:38:45 Now docking at Nishino Research Facility, training
grounds of the Sha'ha'dem.

The next morning found me preparing my coffee and trying to remember all
the things that I had read about the E&B in several fan sites: Stations, NPC Agents
and trade-run missions, mining fields, ship modules, groups and guilds… I had so
many things to practice. A guide written by a player and titled “New Player Guide”
captured my attention. This guide suggested that in order for players to maximise
their experience of the game, they should gain XP points. Following this, the first
thing I had to focus on was to gain XP. And according the game’s story design, as a
Jenquai Explorer there was only one way to accomplish that: by gaining ‘exploration
XP56’.
Exploration XP comes from visiting navigation points and understanding
exploration jobs. In general each system has a number of ‘nav-points’, usually
between 20 and 50. Visiting a nav-point for the first time gives a certain amount of
exploration experience (the amount diminishes when exploration XP increases).
After a nav-point is visited, the ‘radar’ displays where the player is in the system.
What is more interesting is that certain nav-points are hidden, which means that even
after visiting them they don't appear on the radar. The user guide also suggested that
experienced players would offer to "tour" less experienced ones (usually for a fee57)
by forming a group and visiting these hidden nav-points. That’s it! I had to find a
more experienced player and kindly ask him/her to give them a tour. I had nothing to
offer in return but since that guy in the forum was mentioning that practice it would
not difficult to find a volunteer.
I logged in and found my character parked in the station where I had left him
when logged off the previous night. Inside the station there were many other players
around me doing various things, ranging from doing nothing, to running around from
54

‘Noobs’ refers to new players to the game with little experience, in contrast to more
experienced (veteran on ‘uber’) players.
55
The term ‘warp’ refers to traveling with faster that light speed.
56
Each ‘race’ gains differend type of XP points. For example the Progen Warriors gain XP in
combat activities, and Jenquai Explorers in exploration activities. The total XP points gained can then
distributed in those skills that the player wanted.
57
The nuber of nav-points in the game is limited. After a player has visited all nav-points they
could gain exploration experience by visiting them again grouped with players who visit the nav-point
for the first place. This is called "assisting" but the rewards are much lower.
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agent to agent and execute mission-related tasks. Some character were silently
performing ‘emotes’ (see figure 19), while others were just sitting restless near the
station’s windows gazing at the stars. The game’s chat system was tuned58 to the
public talk channels inside the station so I could read what other co-participants were
talking about. I took a moment to read/listen to their dialogues. This was my first
serious engagement with chatting in E&B. But the E&B chat system was not easy to
use, in my understandings of usability it scored really low.
The chat window in the E&B interface is positioned at the top centre of the
screen. It is actually a single window where text lines with different colours feed in.
Players can access a long list of chat channels to which they can subscribe and
participate. When a line of text appears in the chat window, it contains a square
bracketed ticker as the beginning indicating the chat room (i.e. [New Players],
[guild], [private], [local] etc). What is annoying with this implementation was I had
to continuously carefully monitor this window in order to follow a single discussion
or to see if someone is talking to me. Moreover, the chat’s buffer could only capture
a small amount of text thus although I could scroll up and see any missing lines, I
could not access text that appeared long time ago. In order to talk to an individual or
to a group, I had to first enter the ticker, followed by the message. It resembled
creating text with a mark-up computer language.
The chat window was a chaotic series of disparate evoking a sense of dialogues
crowded environment. In the same chat room there were continuous feeds of
dialogues regarding how to execute some mission, how to find and fit the most
powerful weapon to a ship, about the weather in some places in Australia that I had
never heard at before, one discussion or whether white chocolate is better that dark
one … Well, one thing became obvious: E&B players like to talk and they talk al lot,
especially while they were docked in a station. They talk for a bit about all the ingame tasks that they try to accomplice or missions they had managed to finish, as
well as on “real-life” (RL) issues. I start experimenting with my character interface
and walked around the station. I left the station’s lounge and went to the ship-ward. I
saw my ship waiting for me to board it and undock. The station environment was
safe but I could not resist travelling back in space. So I left the station.
Once I was outside, I found myself near a group of player ‘buffing’59 each
other. In E&B, players are identified by their name which is visible on tope of their
heads or ships. One player can click on another character and see if she is member of
a guild. This is the only information you can acquire for another character but in my
case this was a valuable one. I tried to figure out who was their leader. I guessed that
the character that was applying the more buffs will the most experience one so there
was a high probability that she/he could assist me and let me join their group. But
eventually I did not have to figure this out of myself. A character named Babycham
send me a private chat message.
Babycham (private): hi u interested in join a guild?

Wow! I was quite surprised. Why Babycham would like me, a new character
with no experience of skills in his guild? I send a message to Babycham warning him
that I am not an experienced player he ignored it and issued an invitation which
appeared in an a pop-up window on my screen to choose whether I will ignore the
58

There were many public or player-created private chat rooms (channels) in E&B for player
to tune in.
59
Buffing is the process of a member of a group (that has a specific module in her ship that
allows her) to grant a bonus to another member. For example, a player with superior shielding
capabilities can buff another member and ‘upgrade’ his ship’s shields for a short amount of time.
Buffs are extremely helpful especially during combat engagements.

Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field Work in MMOG Communities

131

invitation or accept it. I decided to accept and I pressed ‘Yes’. The pop-up window
disappeared and a new one came in the foreground. It was a message that was
welcoming me in the new guild, named “Black Knights Of Chaos!”. Based on this
name, this was not a guild I wanted to be in the first place but I thought “what the
hell. Let’s give it some time. I will certainly learn some new stuff with these guys”.
Once I joined the guild, a white coloured line appeared in my chat with the guild’s
Message of the Day (MOTD):
Guild MOTD : I will be doing a small web site for the guild i will
post the URL as soon as it is done.

Additionally, now there was a new chat-room feed in my chat window, that of
the guild. It came apparent that I could hear and talk to every logged guild member
no matter if they were in the same system with me. Babycham prompted everyone to
give me a welcome.
[guild] Babycham: guys welcom neutrino
[guild] Akkilla: wElCoMe

Some other followed and welcomed me as well. I kindly thanked them for
accepting me in their guild. Immediately after that, Babycham offered us to give me
and another player named Akkilla a tour in some nav point so that we gain some XP.
Akkilla was also a new player. Babycham initiated a group formation and invited us
to join him. In group formation, the most levelled up character applies temporary
several attributes to the rest of the group (characters). For example, if one is a skilled
warrior, everyone’s shields will be stronger. This simple mechanism motivates
characters to form groups and execute difficult missions much easier that trying to do
the by their own.
[guild] Babycham: guys form up

I gently pressed the correct sequence of key strokes in my keyboard and my
ship started to move to join group formation. I never have done this before so I tried
not to do something wrong and cause frustration to everybody. But regarding of my
efforts, I didn’t manage to do it right. My ship would no join the formation. After a
few minutes Babycham sent me a private message.
Babycham (private): press t

I did as he told me to do and … At last! My ship stopped moving around like a
lazy dog. It first orbited Babycham and then positioned my ship near his left wing.
The systems acknowledge my progress:
COMPUTER: Following Babycham.
COMPUTER: Maneuvering to join Block formation.
COMPUTER: Locked in Block formation.

There! This was my first participation in a group. Babycham applied a few
engine buffs to my and Akkilla’s ships so that we could travel faster. When
Babycham applied the buff, a yellow hallo illuminated my ship while a engineering
noise came out of my headphones indicating that my engine is ready to perform
faster. That was cool! Just a few moments before embarking for the tour, another
new member of the guild joined us. Babycham gave us some more instructions and
we begun our tour.
During our tour nobody talked. No questions, no loud observations, no further
instructions, nothing. Babycahm was doing his warps from nav-point to nav-point
and me with Akkilla were just enjoying the ride. Besides, this was my first tour in the
E&B galaxy. I visited so many different systems that day that my hard drive almost
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filled up from the screenshots I was taking: strange NPC60 creatures, ruins of an
ancient civilisation in the surface of a planet, the giant gas planet of Jupiter and the
rings of Saturn, comets and nebulas … From my experience as an amateur
astronomer all these were looking very familiar and yet so distant from the real ones.
But now I was able to immerse into this virtual version of planet systems and enjoy
orbiting the red Mars or landing in the mysterious Neptune earth’s.
COMPUTER: Babycham makes your warp engine glow.
COMPUTER: Babycham makes Akkilla's engine glow.
[guild] Arcehela: are you guys touring ?
[guild] Babycham: yea
[guild] Arcehela: cool, coming for tour lol
[guild] Babycham: when we reach gate guys press jump
COMPUTER: We have entered Dahin Sector (Capella System).
[…]
COMPUTER: We have entered Kitara's Veil Sector (Capella System).
[…]

We travelled a lot that day and we explored over a dozen of nav-points. That
gave us (the new players) some needful XP. I felt lucky. I tried to hide my enjoyment
but Akkilla could not help it.
[guild]
[guild]
[guild]
[guild]

Akkilla:
Akkilla:
Akkilla:
Akkilla:
million

woohoo 3000 exp 4 times
almost another levle woohoo
i levled! im at levle 15!!!!111
omg i have 12 skill points to spend now thanks a

I knew that I had to ‘sped’ these XP point wisely and level up the right skills. I
remembered reading in the New Player Guide that the most valuable skills for a
Jenquai Explorer are the wormhole (allows the character to open a wormhole and
insta-jumping into a remote system) scan (allow the character to use the radar to
‘see’ farther) and navigation (allows the ship to warp and move faster – and thus
escape trouble). I took a moment to think about it and I then invested my XP to
navigation and cloaking (allows the ship to cloak and thus hide from enemies). I
thought that this was a smart move to do since that way I could go in an area of
space, cloak and observe other players in close proximity. A few seconds after the
application of my XP points, an announcement appeared in a pop-up window:
[system] [GM]Rolandprime: ** Attention ** The Andromeda server is
being brought down for an unexpected maintenance within 10 minutes.
Please find a safe place to log out. The downtime should only last
2-5 minutes. We apologize for any inconvenience.

We could not continue our exploration. We all had to log off and return later.
But the clock was showing that it was already 2:30 at the morning. Oops… next
morning I had to wake up early and do some running in the ‘real world’. Babycham
terminated the group formation and once again I thanked him for his assistance. I
decided to dock in a station near by, the Nishino Research Facility. Tomorrow the
day would be a full one and I was not sure if I would have the time to log in. Besides,
I had to do some further reading and research on the E&B forums to find out more on
the game’s community organisation.
COMPUTER: Babycham has terminated the formation, bonuses lost.
SYSTEM: Now docking at Nishino Research Facility, training grounds

60

Non Player Character (see Section 5.2.2)
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of the Sha'ha'dem.
SYSTEM: Lost connection to server.

I managed to log again in the game on Tuesday 4th September. It was already
23:00 pm. My girlfriend left my house a few minutes ago. I couldn’t sleep so I
decided to take a ride in the outer space. The day before, I did some intensive
browsing of the E&B forums and other fan-sites. What I discovered was that there
were many large guilds in the Andromeda Galaxy, but the largest one was the Order
Of Chivalry. Information in the forums was mentioning a large multinational guild
with more that 140 members. When I first saw this I though: “oh boy, it will take me
for ever to find a member of this guild in the huge space of E&B”. But at the end I
got lucky.
While travelling around, warping from gate to gate and jumping from one solar
system to another, I was observing other players doing their missions, mining, or
engaging in conflicts with NPCs. Suddenly, and out of nowhere, I came ‘face-toface’ with a character named Asprintlitz. His name was sounding somehow familiar
to me. I opened my personal notebook which I always keeping near my keyboard and
tried to find an entry containing his name. I remember his name in a forum post in
one of the E&B fun-sites that I visited a few days ago, the “E&B Portal”. It took me
a few seconds to find the right page on my notebook. There! Asprintlitz was talking
on behalf of the guild Order Of Chivalry in a post regarding the recruitment of new
players. I felt so lucky that I found him online. I turned my attention back to my
screen and I found myself sitting in front of the gate. Just me with my newbie ship,
the gate, and the stars. Asprintlitz have gone. He must probably have jumped on tyeh
other side. I knew that I had to act fast so I clicked the gate with my mouse and from
the pull-down menu I pressed ‘Jump”. The gate flashed and I ended up in the next
system in a couple of seconds. In a fraction of a second, I saw another ship warping
fast from my position towards the gate to Sol system. I had only a moment to watch
the name of that pilot: it was Asprintlitz. I immediately commanded my ship to warp
to the Sol system. When I reached the gate I saw Asprintlitz approaching it slowly.
He did not be in a hurry. That was perfect. With no further delay or hesitation I sent
him a message via chat:
To Asprintlitz: Hi! I was looking one of your guild
Asprintlitz (private): hi there
To Asprintlitz: I want to become a member of Order of Chivalry
Asprintlitz (private): ok good one sec please
Asprintlitz (private): please quit your old guild and you can join

I was so excited that I opened my character management tool and I pressed the
button to quit my previous guild. I my hurry to do this quickly and accurate, I didn’t
even bid my former guild-mates a goodbye. Oh well, I did not have the time to get to
know anyone of them so I did not felt any obligation to do so. After a couple seconds
I received an automatic message from the system confirming that I left the “Black
Knights Of Chaos!” guild. Asprintlitz confirmed acceptance of my membership.
Another automated message welcomed me to my new guild.
Guild : You have left Black Knights Of Chaos!
To Asprintlitz: Done! by the way, tnx for the repairs
Asprintlitz (private): ok hold on a sec
Guild : You have joined Order Of Chivalry!
Guild MOTD : ATTENTION: MORDANA HUNT at 3:30 PM EST!! See the
Warrior Chapter forum on orderofchivalry.com for details. Default
password for the members area is 'mattner'.
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The first (guild) message that I received was for an upcoming guild-operation
regarding the mission “MORDANA HUNT”. I thought that this must be a joint NPC
hunting mission. This was the first sign that this guild was active with jointoperations. It was exactly what I was looking for my study in collective action.
Asprintlitz welcomed me to the guild and prompted everyone else to welcome
me as well.
[guild] Asprintlitz: evryone welcom neutrino
[guild] Redrum: Welcome Netrino
[guild] Kaipei: Welcome Netrino

Swafa, Hirotokijr, Seinar, Stealthninjaa, Namira, Krashnor …. followed with
warm welcomes. I was so happy that I was finally member of the largest guild in
Andromeda galaxy.
Despite my satisfaction for accomplishing this personal milestone, I decided
that it was time to log off. I scrolled down to the chat window to find the guild
MOTD message and I noted the guild’s url and password in my notebook. The next
thing to do was to visit this web-site and take a look at the information available
there. Besides, I wanted to revisit and consult the game manual to memorize all
instructions regarding the guild management tool. I didn’t want to do something by
accident that would embarrass me in ‘front of’ my new guild-mates. Two weeks have
already gone by in the virtual.
5.3.1.1 Commentary: life in the Order of Chivalry
I acknowledge emotional bias in my decision to enter the Andromeda Galaxy.
To manage network traffic (i.e. lag reduction), Electronic Arts had set up three
separate servers for E&B. Each server was a distinct instance of the virtual game
world. Players from one server/galaxy could not enter or interact with players in
another server. Selecting a server to create my character I felt that Andromeda was
more akin to my likeness for no other reason than the fact that I always liked the real
Andromeda Galaxy. This stellar object (also known as M31 in Messier’s catalogue of
stellar objects) is the only visible galaxy with a naked eye in the night sky.
~ The diversity of discussion topics during gameplay ~
The first thing apparent in this vignette is the sheer volume of communication,
the number of topics in the players’ virtual world of E&B that are thought to be
worth talking about. Players talk about the in-game tasks they have accomplished,
the tasks that they are presently engaging to do, and the tasks that they are planning
for the future. This is not surprising considering the game’s content and the variety of
tasks (i.e. missions) available for player to engage in. For example, since nearly all
in-game equipment can be reverse engineered, rebuilt, and enhanced61, a large ingame trade market was created for dismantling, analyzing, and constructing
equipment they offered on sale to other players. To this end, there was a dedicated
market-related chat channel where players were selling and buying modules to carry
out equipment related tasks. Such discussions usually were taking place outside that
chat room. In the local chat (especially inside stations) and in the guild’s chat room
many players were offering their services and modified modules (usually in
minerals). Besides in-game tasks, players also talk about their real-life activities,
likes and dislikes, and local news from their local areas of living. However, political,
religious and sex issues were prohibited for discussion.

61

For example, player made shields gave greater recharge speeds in combat, and offered higher
capacities.
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~ The in-game communication language ~
Another point of interest in this vignette is the communication practices that
players are employing to talk to each other inside the game. Although writing text is
not always the faster and richer way to communicate a message to someone, the chat
communication system is the dominant medium for real time in-game
communication. MMOG players have devised ways to overcome some of the
limitations of text-based communication. They use abbreviations e.g. AFK (= Away
From Keyboard) or BTW (= By The Way). Akin to other instant messaging lingos,
each MMOG come with its abbreviations such as “PBL” (= Proton Beam Laser) or
“VFTL Engine” (= Valkyrie Faster Than Light Engine). It is also very common to
see a number reference to a letter (i.e. the nuber 3 for E, 1 for l, 4 for A) or a number
to be used instead of a syllabus inside a world e.g. 2 (two) instead of the word “to”,
of “m8” for the word “mate”, of “l8r” for “later” an so forth. Words are truncated to
shorter versions like “u” for “you”, “mng” for “manage” and “thx” for “thanks” and
so forth. It is also common practice to use alphabetic and keyboard characters as
icons (e.g., “@>~~~~~” to represent a flower) facial expressions (e.g., “o_0” for
curiosity or disbelief) and indexes (e.g., “*sniff*” to signal public pouting).
Combination of all the above may also apply e.g. “g2g” means “got to go”. Commas
and full-stops are omitted resulting in unusually long sentences, while players are
tolerant to serious grammatical and syntactical errors. Apparently, these practices are
akin to the communication etiquette and culture across social media on the Internet
such as forums, IRC rooms, mobile SMS and instant messaging. For sure, I needed
to get familiarized with this new language. Otherwise I would be always identified as
a newbie player and thus lose respect.
~ The distinction of ‘noob’ and ‘uber’ players ~
Being a newbie (also called ‘noob’ and often written as ‘n00b’) is usually not a
good thing in a MMOG since certain stereotypical labels such as “weak”,
“worthless” and “bad” follow you in every step you take. Nood usually characterises
a character in the game who posesses limited trained skills. Noob can also mean
someone who has a highly skilled character, but is not an experienced player. Players
who have achieved higher levels of experience in the game usually identify
themselves as “uber” of “leet” (they write this as “1337”). The maximum level one
character could reach in E&B was 150. There were many stories in the E&B forums
regarding bad practices by nood players portrayed as example for others to avoid. A
small search in social media sites like Youtube will reveal numerous videos showing
a noob player (or even a group of noob players) managing to killed in an
embarrassingly easily manner by a NPC or another player. To be or act as a noob can
stigmatize your ‘career’ in the game. To avoid such thing, E&B offers a chat room
[New Players], specialized in providing guidance and advice to noob players. Every
new character in E&B would be subscribed to this channel by default once she enters
the game. In this chat room, answers were provided by more experienced players.
While they do this voluntarily and for free, some of them do not miss the opportunity
to advertise their guild, by tempting new players to consider joining it. After all,
eventually it becomes apparent to every new player in the game that the best and
easiest way to learn the game is to be a member of a guild. Besides, no matter how
detailed the official game manual or the player-written game guides are, it is easiest
to explore the game interface, mechanics, and best practices through engagement in
joint operations. And guilds are the only place where these joint-operations take
place.
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~ The full-time ‘job’ of managing an in-game guild ~
When I visited the Order Of Chivalry (OoC) web site62, I found myself in front
of a huge amount of information raging from player guides to instructions on the
organization of the guild. OoC was a large guild with members of different
nationality, age and sex. The guild’s leader was Plaxar while there was an established
leadership structure with differed Chapters and Officers. The Chapters concept was
devised by Plaxar, to provide a means for the membership to organize their activities,
joining in groups with common goals and purposes beyond those of our guild itself.
To join a chapter, a member had to contact the chapter leader (officer).
There were four chapters in OoC. The Rangers chapter, was best suited for
those members who often enjoy ranging on there own but are willing to join with
others on particular occasions. The Engineers, consisted of those members who wish
to participate in a consortium of members engaged in the development of the
‘mining’ and ‘construction’ knowledge necessary for the efficient production of
equipment, weaponry, and ammunition for their fellow guild members. The most
popular chapter was the Warriors. This chapter was for those who loved to fight
against other players (PVP) or NPCs (PVE). These members were the main attackers
of the guild and the ones who were first on call when a ‘crisis’ occurred. Finally, the
Prospectors chapter had players that liked to explore outer space and locate rich
minerals in asteroid fields. This chapter befitted my Jenquai Explorer character.
Members of the Prospectors chapter also learned how to build (reverse engineer and
manufacture) new modules for the rest of the guild members. The Head of this
chapter was Kaipei, brother (in real life) of OoC leader Plaxar.
The daily activities of the Prospectors chapter consisted of a lot of travelling
and of course, mining. I remember myself and other members of the chapter to spend
hours near asteroid fields and mine ores. But before we departed for our ‘job’, we
had to look into a specialized forum thread and check for posts from members of the
Engineering chapter stating their needs for specific minerals. Kaipei also had
prepared an extensive guide containing helpful information about what skills to level
up first in order to maximize the mining capacity of our ships, and what types or
asteroids contain the rarest, most ‘precious’ minerals. Kaipei was so active that he
even created and maintained a web-site63 for better organizing joint mining
operations. Unquestionably, chapter based identification was a good thing to have, as
it provided to all chapter member a common ‘place’ where they felt belonged, and in
cases of emergency (e.g. attacked by hostile guilds or individual players, of getting
stack in a mission) it was easy to find help.
~ The important role of a Code of Conduct ~
No matter in which chapter each member was subscribed to, every player in the
OoC was motivated to behave in the game as a ‘Knight’. This reference to the
medieval role of a ‘Knight’ was supported by strong rhetoric from the guild’s leaders
that everyone should “promote the spirit of chivalry”. To support this idea, the OoC
leader Plaxar had issued in the guild’s web-site a web page named “The Knight's
Code”. This code contained of a ‘mission statement’ plus several rules defining the
intra-guild’s structure and organization and OoC member’s ‘approved’ behaviour
(see table 3 below).

62
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This web site was created and maintained by OoC members.

http://www.prospectorguide.com.
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Table 3 - The OOC Knight's Code64.
A Knight's Code
These are the principles upon which our Guild is founded.
Adherence to the Code is required for advancement within the guild.
ELEMENTS OF THE CODE

WHAT TO DO

Nobility: A Knight behaves with nobility
above all else. Knights seek stature of character by
holding to the virtues and duties of a knight, realizing
that though the ideals cannot be reached, the quality of
striving towards them ennobles the spirit, growing the
character from dust towards the heavens.

1.

Act with dignity, in a manner
deserving of respect
Be polite.
Do not engage in pointless
arguments
Do not kill steal, lie, cheat,
swindle, name-call, or otherwise
bring discredit on yourself or the
guild.

2.
3.
4.

Largesse: Be generous in so far as your o
resources allow; largesse used in this way counters
gluttony. It also makes the path of mercy easier to
discern when a difficult decision of justice is required. o

Spend at least part of your time
contributing to the welfare of the guild
and its members.
Be as generous with each of your fellow
guild members as they are with your guild
mates and you.

Justice: A Knight seeks always the path of
'right', unencubered by bias or personal interest. A
Knight recognizes that the sword of justice can be a
terrible thing, so it must be tempered by humanity and
mercy.

-

Loyalty: Be known for unwavering
commitment to the people and ideals you choose to
live by. There are many places where compromise is
expected; loyalty is not amongst them.

-

-

-

Courage: Being a knight often means choosing
the more difficult path, the personally expensive one.
Be prepared to make personal sacrifices in service of
the precepts and people you value. At the same time, a
knight should seek wisdom to see that stupidity and
courage are cousins. Courage also means taking the
side of truth in all matters, rather than seeking the
expedient lie.
Humility: Value first the contributions of •
others; do not boast of your own accomplishments, let
others do this for you. Tell the deeds of others before •
your own, according them the renown rightfully
earned through virtuous deeds. In this way the office •
of knighthood is well done and glorified, helping not
only the gentle spoken of but also all who call
themselves knights.

Be Just in your treatment of others.
Treat your guild mates as equals, not
those of whom you'd take advantage.
Be fair in your dealings with them.
Speak well of your guild mates and
the guild.
If you'd like to see the guild change
in some way make suggestions.
If you'd like to see some member
change in some way lead by example.
•
•

•

Act like a Knight
Uphold these principles in the
face of those would do
otherwise.
Don't stand there and slug it
out with a MOB 4 times your
own CL, but when you're
fighting in a group don't run at
the first sign of trouble.

Be Humble in your opinions and
behavior.
Share, but do not attempt to impose your
ideas upon your fellow Knights.
Do not denigrate them should their
opinions differ from yours.

When I first read this code, I laughed. It just seemed ‘too much’ for a game.
But these guys were serious. Everyone had to follow this code and promote an
honourable style of play. This code served as a point of reference in cases of judging

64 Extracted form http://orderofchivalry.com/code.html
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‘bad’ of ‘dishonourable’ behaviours, and, as I later found out, there has been many
cases in the past that some members were expelled by the OoC for not following the
code. Thus, the list of “what to do” is actually a reference point for the collective
identity of the guild, since by drawing to the analogy of “medieval knights”, it was
placing an explicit ethical dimension on how the members were expected to behave
(i.e. “to protect the weak and defenceless”).
~ Immersion into the imaginary virtual world of the game ~
The Knight's Code was also helpful during the evaluation process of one’s
behaviour when considered for promotion. When I joined OoC, I realised that I was
labelled as a ‘squire’ member. Soon it became evident that OoC was using a ranksystem to distinguish noob players from the most experienced (and loyal) ones. New
members were the ‘squires’ and they had only limited access to the guild’s in-game
resources and forum. More experienced members were eligible for promotion to the
upper ranks of “Knight Aspirant”, “Knight” or “Master Knight”. Level 75 characters
(that’s half way to the maximum level of 150) could apply for the rank of the
“Knight Of The Order” which was considered to indicate the ‘full membership’,
granting the member access to almost all of guild’s resources and information
available. Once someone was promoted to a “Knight Of The Order”, she could
typically apply for a position in the guild’s leadership hierarchy. But it was a
common practice for the leader to promote to such critical positions only characters
with the rank of “Councillor”. To gain the rank of a “Councillor” one character had
to be level 135 and to have proved her loyalty and altruistic interest towards the
guild’s wealth and expansion.
What I also noted during the time I have spent as a member of the OoC (one
year, about 720 hours of online engagement), was the fact that highly ranked
members of the guild were energetically assimilating behaviours imagined or
projected through cinema or novels for medieval Knights. Well, at least they were
acting somehow similar to the ‘knights’ we see in the movies. For example, it was
common practice when a member was logging into the game, to “hello” everyone
else. Busy members would not answer but most of the guild would return “hi”.
Similarly, when one member was about to log off, she was posing “goodbye” to the
guild chat channel. This of course was not a necessary action i.e. no one kept notes of
who was logged in and who is not. The game provided this functionality with a list
containing all guild members and a green light that that member is online. The
‘hellos” and the “goodbyes” were acts of good manners and a token of friendliness
among the members of the guild. Similarly, when a member of the guild was
approaching another with her ship in space, she was typing in the chat window “~ ~
~” meaning “wave” – a practice akin to that of a salutation of two military plane
pilots meeting on air. “Hails” were common when highly ranked member was
entering the game. When I first saw such a text-line in my guild chat I was almost
shocked. How strange. I never before had such an experience of players actually
taking their role so seriously. The level of engrossment in this meta-gaming role (e.g.
a knight) seemed so immersing they were trying to as ‘true’ knights.
5.3.2 Vignette B – “Virtual Refugees”
Three months have passed since the day that I became member of the Order of
Chivalry (OoC). I managed to level up my character and now my character, Netrino,
is level 124 (of maximum 150). Since I enjoy the mining activities, I joined the
Prospectors Chapter and I tried to be aligned with the chapter’s regular activities:
exploring, mining, refining and production. I already acknowledge Kaipei, my
chapter’s leader, to be one of my online mentors. He is more than welcome to assist
in cases of emergency and over the past months we have conducted several joint
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operations. During these operations I managed to learn a lot on how to play the game
and how to act-as a member of the OoC. My initial goal was to become a member of
the OoC as a professional miner and right now this goal has been achieved. I have
been playing the game by this time for almost 300 hours.
At this point in time, my virtual career as a professional miner is advancing
extremely well. I notice that although every member of OoC sustains a single
profession (i.e. warrior, miner, trader, and explorer) everyone is willing to contribute
to the community by sharing knowledge. For example, warriors that reach the far
ends of the universe (see figure 31) during their battles were regularly reporting to
the leader of the Prospectors Chapter hidden asteroid belts. These hidden (e.g.
uncharted) mining fields were precious because the one that gets there first mines the
good minerals. Rare minerals were used to produce more powerful spaceship
modules (i.e. engines and weapons) and thus bring superiority to the community’s
warriors. Mutual support and reciprocation are notable behaviours in every aspect of
the game. In a collective level, every single player’s prospect correlates with other
members of the community. Those players and communities who appreciate and
exploit this aspect of the game are also the most likely to succeed (at least in
‘economic’ level). Nevertheless, being member of a large, multinational community
and participating in joint operations had its drawbacks. What was more difficult was
to organize the community and balance the individual needs and actions in order
achieve a collective benefit. The leaders of OoC made efforts to reinforce the
‘definition’ of the guild and the hierarchical structure organizing it operation i.e.
chapter, ranking system, promotion criteria and so forth. This is how Kaipei
explained the nature of OoC guild:
A guild is a group of players who have teamed up to form an ongoing
organization for the benefit of all its members. A guild can be as
small as six players, or it could contain hundreds of members.
A guild usually starts as a group of friends or like-minded
adventurers, though guilds can also grow into huge social and
political organizations. Guilds help you meet other players and
learn the game, while adding to the fan through organizing raids,
running trade routes, or even putting together training sessions
for new players.
The functions, abilities, and missions of guilds are widely varied.
One guild may focus solely on combat and sell its protective
services to the highest bidder. Another guild may rely solely on
trade as its primary mission. The largest guilds are often more
social organizations with sub-groups for specific types of players,
such as warriors or explorers. Large guilds can become highly
structured. But even a small group of friends or family members can
form a guild to share the benefits.

It is almost New Years Eve and my rank is “Grand Knight”. I noticed a post to
the OoC forums indicating an open place for the position second-in-command in the
Prospector Chapter, and I am I am considering apply. I certainly have the basic skills
for this role, and I hope that the guild’s leadership will approve my application. If I
manage to become co-leader in my chapter I will have to opportunity to schedule and
organise joint mining and exploration operations myself. Besides, this would
automatically grant me access to the “OoC Officers” forum section where only the
guild’s leader and the chapters’ leaders with co-leaders have access. I was very
intrigued to read what they were discussing there. In general, the OoC forum was
considered to play an important role in the guild’s organization and communication.
It allowed members in different time zones to communicate asynchronously, thus
making organization of joint operations much easier. This is how the leader of OoC

Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field Work in MMOG Communities

140

encouraged new members to register in the forums and mutually engage in joint
activities:
“New members are required to register in the forums to remain a guild
member in good standing, This is part of a better guild
communication strategy we would like to promote and encourage.
Squires need to register as easy as that. If they don’t, no promotion.”
(Excerpt from an email from Plaxar to all members of OoC)
On January 4th, 2004 I was promoted to Grand Knight and became the coleader in the Prospector Chapter. One of my first initiatives was to create a schedule
of weekly joint operations (mining parties) and develop an online application (a
“guild inventory management system”) where every member of the guild would be
able to check the stock level on various minerals and items. E&B design did not
support a guild warehouse and thus every member of the guild should store some of
these items in her personal warehouse. This application boosted the guild’s
productivity considerably, and I received much praise from the community. It was
time for me to be recognized as a full member of OoC and gain a place in the ‘core’
of the community alongside with the rest of the guild’s leadership. On 8th of
February 2004, I revealed my true identity (as a person and as a researcher) to the
rest of the community. I introduced myself as a PhD student in knowledge
management from Greece, interested in episodes of collective action and learning.
Some members of the OoC were curious to learn more about on my degree and my
research, while others payed no attention. In the OoC forums, there was a thread
where everyone could make a post and write on her/his profile and describe the true
person behind the virtual avatar. This thread was the first source for my
demographics on the OoC community. Most players were USA residents and with an
average age of 23 years old. Most of them were higher education graduats and were
all familiar with the sci-fi culture. In a similar forum thread, OoC members could
post a picture of themselves and joking was frequent on each other’s real life.
Apart from the guild’s forums, the members were also encouraged to visit and
study the game’s forums. In the E&B official web-site (www.enb.com), the game
developers were moderating a forum space where players could discuss with them
several issues of their virtual game life and experiences. Among the most popular
topics were those regarding the game’s mechanics and strategies for developing and
training (levelling up) characters and those on the future expansions of the game’s
content. Players were able to freely make their suggestions and notes on the game’s
development and maintenance and made any comments of current implementations.
The developers seemed to take these comments very seriously and usually responded
with profuse and thankfulness. They also kept players informed on the game’s
evolution through official announcements and news feeds.
It was on this forum that on March 16th, 2004, the developers of E&B
announced that Electronic Arts would not continue to support the game’s
maintenance, and that it would cease being available on September 22nd, 2004. The
announcement was quite short in content and information:
Earth & Beyond Says Goodbye
Starting September 22, 2004, Earth & Beyond will no longer be in
service. After an amazing two years of galactic adventure,
Electronic Arts has made the decision to close Earth & Beyond in
order to focus resources on future games.
Please check your email associated with your Earth & Beyond game
account for updates and more information on what this closure
means to you. We hope you've enjoyed the game as much as we have
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and that we'll see you again in another great EA game!
For more information, please visit www.enb.com.
Thank you,
The Earth & Beyond Team

Judging from the tone and content of the chat dialogues, the news spread to the
E&B player community with the speed of light causing a sense of frustration and
panic. A huge commotion resulted in the player base. Rumours had preceded the
announcement that their favourite game will come to its end soon. Many players
claimed that they hated the developers so much for killing their game that they were
going to boycott EA Games until they brought back E&B. Most players cancelled
their subscription and moved to other MMOGs, some of them decided to stop
playing, while others just continued to play the game until its end (the 'sunset' as the
game developer’s named it). On March 18th, just 2 days after the developers’
announcement, the Andromeda galaxy load was dropped to 7% from an average 3040% of maximum server user account capacity. Some players, however, took this
low participation as an opportunity to increase their gaming performance since the
competition to access popular and rich in loot and minerals areas of the game was
much lower now.
The news of the E&B’s ‘sunset’ shocked the OoC community. But after an
initial sense of numbness, some members took the initiative to start a discussion on
the guild’s forums regarding the future of the community. Plaxar changed the ingame chat’s (Message of the Day) MOTD to prompt the OoC members to visit the
guild’s forums and contribute to the discussion on the future of OoC:
Guild MOTD : www.orderofchivalry.com pass-mattner - For all your
guild news and more** See where OoC will head next after E&B by
joining our FORUMS and voicing your opinions! **Stay tuned for more
guild raiding info ***ALSO ON FORUMS***

At the same tine, the future of OoC was the dominant topic of discussion in the
in-game chat channels. Everyone seemed to be in confusion and a sense of
uncertainty was evident in every exchange. Swafa, a 25 years old from Florida, was
one of the founding members of OoC and as such most members of the guild were
treating his views with respect. He had the rank of “OoC Councillor” and he had
achieved his reputation for being a ‘loyal knight’, willing to ‘serve the community
with honour’. Swafa was anxious to come up with a contingency plan. And this plan
should include the same OoC community in another E&B-like (e.g. space based)
MMOGs. Swafa’s position was clear, and many other members of the guild shared
his view:
[guild] Swafa: This can be the end, or it can be just a page in the
history of the OOC :) We should move in another MMOG and
establish the OoC there.
[guild] Swafa: Any other thoughts from the Public? You guys want to
see OOC in another game? Speak now
[guild] Bringerofdeath: of course we do
I want us to LIVE
[guild] Rincewindtt: Yeap:)
[guild] Swafa: the OOC was formed here in ENB, but will move on

Fortunately, many members of the OoC had experience from other MMOGs
and they almost immediately discussions started on the similarities and differences
between E&B and other games. The games that attracted the biggest attention were
Star Wars Galaxy (SWG) and EVE, with the later emerging as the best candidate in
the discussion. Korth had some experience on EVE and assumed the role of a
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‘reporter’ informing others on the features of EVE’s environment. Swafa with the
help of Korth, took the initiative to persuade the rest of the community that EVE was
he right place for the OoC to migrate. In new online chat discussion thread, Korth
presented EVE’s complexity and richness in content and available roles of playing
(for example, a character in EVE could choose and train any of the 103 skills in total
compared to a dozen of skills in E&B). These two characteristics captured the
imagination of OoC members. The transition from E&B to EVE was coming though
relatively easy. There were of course many new things to learn but the sci-fi element
and the space environment to the EVE game plus the similarity to the game’s roleplaying dimensions attracted the community. Swafa also took the initiative to create
a forum thread where members would vote for the “next chapter of the OoC history”.
Surprisingly, only 20 members voted (from the 64 registered members at the
forums). EVE received the most votes (45%) and SWG came second with 15%.
On 21st of March 2004, the first OoC members migrated to the EVE universe
where they established a corporation (the equivalent of E&B guild). The name of the
new corporation was also OoC. The corporation’s CEO was Cordo and the two
executive directors were Korth and Codin Plax. Cordo was known to E&B with the
name Jeanpop and he was a 28 year old male from Israel. Based on the EVE game
mechanics, each corporation had 1000 shares, automatically granted to the
corporation’s founder and first CEO. The shares-driven leadership scheme in EVE’s
coronations made the issue of leadership more complicated than E&B. Plaxar was
quite sceptical with the idea of moving in another game so soon after the game
developers’ announcement. Yet, Cordo moved to EVE first, created the OoC there
and by default (game scenario rules) Cordo became the new leader. This triggered an
internal dispute regarding who is in charge and who will take the future decisions for
the community’s development. This dispute however for some members was not
‘breaking news’, but rather an old grudge that now surfaced in its full extent. This
came to my attention when Plaxar (who was still in E&B) was trying to find out what
the corporation management mechanisms and rules were in EVE virtual world, and
how he would need to proceed in order to assume the command of the group in the
new gang. The public exchangs between the two players were clearly charged. When
Cordo made clear that he was not willing to leave his position, another issue in E&B
renew the hope of OoC members that E&B virtual world could be ‘saved’ and
continue been available..
In a popular fan-site (www.enbhaven.com) players from all servers initiated a
discussion thread on various ideas and proposals for ‘saving’ the game. Some players
offered money, others were willing to voluntarily contribute their programming skills
to the company maintain a running instance of the E&B universe, while others
proposed the development of an open source version of E&B. In late April this
discussion thread was the most popular thread in the E&B community. Although
there was no further official announcement, this forum thread gave to many players
some hope that their favourite game could be saved. Wednesday 21st of April, Plaxar,
changed MOTD reflected this sentiment:
Guild MOTD : Orderofchivalry.com pass-mattner - For all your OoC
news, info, and much more! **STAY TUNED TO WWW.ENBHAVEN.COM FOR
NEWS RELATED TO E&B POSSIBLY BEING SAVED!!** A special thank you
goes out to all who've stuck with the guild and E&B here! You guys
rock!!

In the meantime, there was no sign that those who had already left E&B would
return, at least not in OoC. The new game (EVE) seemed very promising, with a vast
space for OoC to explore and exploit. The EVE leadership managed in short time to
organise the first OoC joint operation in EVE and as such most of the EVE OoC
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member felt already at ‘home’. On 17th of March, the OoC members decided to
renew the web service of the guild’s web site for one more year and keep the forum
running. This was deemed as the place where members from different games could
report back their experiences. Different branches of threads were created, one for
each game where OoC members were located. With a clear preference of the
majority of OoC players for EVE, I joined the EVE branch and I registered in EVE
mailing list where Cordo and the rest were informing the OoC community on their
progress.
On March 27th of 2004, and after 726 hours of active participation65 in E&B
space, I also moved to EVE and joined the OoC corporation. One of my first
observations was that although EVE was considered to serve as continuity to the
E&B life, many OoC members decided to change their character names when they
migrated to the new MMOG. When I asked them why they did that, most replies
were to the effect that they considered joining EVE as a “second genesis" and that
they were willing to make a fresh start. All of them, however, made a post in the
OoC forums on their old/new name relation. This was the only apparent change that
took place in the new chapter of OoC history. Members were trying to fit in the new
environment by continuing their well known E&B game play. They kept the CoH
(Code of Honour), the OoC guild’s organisation structure (with chapters, ranks, and
rules of conduct) even the schedule with the weekly joint operations (i.e. mining
parties and builders’ days). New challenges, however, soon arose and the community
came face to face with some tough decisions.
In EVE, a corporation can claim a portion of space as ‘private’ territory and
forbid others to enter. This triggered many warfare situations between competitive
corporations but also the emergence of many new alliances. Although this
phenomenon is mostly evident in EVE zero-space (see section 5.2.2 for introduction
in EVE universe), in empire space too there are many episodes between corporations
fighting for the control of a region of space rich in minerals or having exclusive
access into zero-space trade routes. The OoC decided to explore in EVE space which
proved a fortuitous choice rich in raw materials to exploit. Soon though, trouble
came to their neighbourhood as another corporation was threatening them which
forced eviction from the exploration site. Developed ‘militarily’, the hostile
corporation had advantage in ‘fire power’; OoC ‘newbies’ were still mining materials
to construct their first Battleship. This threat forced the OoC leadership to seek for
alliance with another corporation. The solution that seemed viable by that time was
to merge with Merchant Marines, a large militaristic alliance. However, many
members of the corporation (including our leader and some of the board of directors)
were not happy with this militaristic-turn and decided to leave the corporation. On
early September 2005, just a few days after the Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans,
Plaxar, Kaipei and a few other influential numbers of the group stopped playing EVE
and made an announcement that due to events in their real lives they would have to
suspend their subscriptions.
With a large portion of members having left the OoC corporation, had nothing
left from the 400-sized guild in E&B. Shaolin Munk, Joe Redpawn, ManOfHonor,
Red Horseman, EternalDragon, Vranichou and a few others including myself
decided to keep OoC running as long as possible. But the end of our corporation was
65

This may sound odd due to the total amount of time I spent in E&B – 726 hours are roughly
30 full days which is a lot for a period of seven months. The game’s client application provided this
function as a counter so that players could check out the total amount of time that they were online.
Although this does not accurately shows the total time that a player was ‘active’ and not ‘AFK’, in my
case this is total time that I was actively observing or participating in game’s activities.
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evident near. As our last attempt to save OoC we sought to recruit new members. To
do so, we left the Alliance (and the zero-space) and returned back in the empire
space. We launched an advertising campaign in the in-game public chat channels and
the games forums with encouraging results: a dozen of new players joined the
corporation and soon we managed to organise again, as an industrial corporation.
In the meantime, back in the E&B game remaining ‘loyal’ players were
seeking a solution to save their favourite game. One collective initiative was to
organize petition asking Electronic Arts to sell the game to another company or
alternatively, provide the game’s source to the open-source community. There were a
total of 5,763 signatures. Some players pledged to be willing to pay double the
subscription fee just to get E&B back online. Here is what Eliana, an ‘E&B refugee’
from Germany wrote:
“I am here to tell EA, that if they ever decide to reactivate E&B again,
(even if its just the old client) that we both would sign immediately
again, me and my brother would even pay the double fee if needed to
support the running costs of E&B.”
On September 22nd, 2004, Electronic Arts made their final announcement
commencing E&B:
Earth & Beyond is no longer in service. After an amazing two years
of galactic adventure, Electronic Arts has made the decision to
close Earth & Beyond in order to focus resources on future games.
We hope you've enjoyed the game as much as we have and we'll see
you again in another great EA game!
Thank you,
The Earth & Beyond Team

This was the last broadcast in the E&B virtual world. The Andromeda galaxy
(as well as the other three E&B galaxies) ‘dematerialised’ and vanished. Henceforth,
the game would be ‘present’ only in players’ stories of their past accomplishments in
the virtual world of E&B.
5.3.2.1 Commentary: Going native
The migration from the E&B to the EVE galaxy was an emotionally loaded
event. This migration ‘changed my virtual life’ in so far as it certainly had an effect
on my conception of membership in the virtual community of OoC and my social
bonding with the rest of OoC members. When I entered the virtual world field as a
player, I did not reveal my research identity; instead, I focused on becoming a full
member of the guild. When I progressed to co-leader in the Prospector’s Chapter I
experienced the respect and trust from the rest of the community. Upon revealing my
true identity (as a person and as a researcher) to the community, the impression of
players’ attitudes towards me was curiosity and friendliness. Most of them were
willing to share information with me and answer my questions. They were all curious
in the outcome of my research.
~ Making critical decision collectively ~
The first notable incident during our migration process was the process of
deciding in which game the community would move on. Staying in the ‘dying’ E&B
and then dispersing when the game developers pull the plug from the servers, was
just ‘out of question’. Swafa, lead in this discussions strongly arguing that “OoC will
LIVE”, expressed the feelings of the majority of OoC members. Swafa also initiated
a voting process in the guild’s forums. Nevertheless, only a few members
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participated in the voting process, at the same time that most of them had already
have made their choices as to whether they would move to another game and which
one stay in E&B. The anxiety to find a new ‘home’ was so immense and urgent that
the guild’s members started to migrate in EVE and SWG before the voting process
ended. In a sense, the power of crowd overwhelmed the usual collective decision
making process via the time consuming process of voting in the community’s
forums.
~ Dealing with the strangeness of the virtual world ~
When the OoC members entered the strange, new virtual world of EVE, they
pursued their usual activities. The miners tried to find and gather minerals, the
warriors initiated a program of training up their PVP skills and prepared to defend
their fellow members and so forth. Nevertheless, soon it became evident that EVE
was a different game to E&B requiring players and corporations to posses a certain
level of knowledge before they can prosper and evolve. The initial gaming
behaviours of players in E&B mimiced the style of play in E&B. Soon though OoC
refugees begun to adopt new practices for their intra-community communication,
organization, alignment, and play. The collective tendency towards intensive
learning about the new gaming environment was complemented by intensive forum
posting on new information (e.g. guides, practices) acquired. In EVE there are
neither any explicit objectives for players to follow nor are there any privileged
places (‘territories’) that only old players can access. Charles Dane, the community
manager of EVE, describes the game’s lack of explicit objectives:
“I feel EVE is one of the few sandbox games, where players are given
the toys to play with, and do as they like as long as they are willing to
suffer the consequences of their actions. It is not a theme park MMOG
where everything is provided for you” (GamersInfo.net, 2006)
OoC members soon realised the overwhelming complexity of the EVE game
design and responded by building their first of what eventually became a series of
Team Speak (TS) server66 to enable real-time voice chatting. Through TS, they were
able to relay critical information, organize collective activities in cases of
‘emergency’. In time, as the easiness of the TS chat was experienced by OoC
members communication in appreciated by every member of OoC. The easiness of
voice communication was so evident that the in-game textual chatting and even the
community’s forums were used only for communicating non-critical information.
~ MMOG as a shared fantasy~
For some time after joining the new game, sporadic discussion threats appeared
in the forums, on whether EVE was the tight choice or on the applicability of E&Brelated practices to the new virtual world. No convincing argument supporting that
the migration to EVE was a failure, was made. OoC members maintained the main
feature of their collective identity, as they kept on behaving as ‘knights’ and
following the Code of Honour. Fitting and becoming familiar with the new gaming
environment was accomplished collectively, through the contribution of individuals
in discussions in an open manner. Migration process suggested awareness that there
no longer are experts and that every new player is ‘stranger’. Recursive reference
back to E&B, however, never ceased in discussions. Comparisons were made on
several aspects of game mechanics between the two games, and by referring to OoC
institutionalised practices in E&B.

66

TeamSpeak (TS) is a well established open-source Voice over IP application that MMOG
players use in order to organize themselves in their online activities.
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The late September 2004, the E&B ceased its operation. Nevertheless, the E&B
life of OoC was not forgotten. Both in in-game chatting sessions and in forum
threads many members were reminiscing ‘old good days’ and comparing that period
of OoC history with the current era that every member had to work hard to rebuild
OoC’s lost ‘reputation’ and ‘standing’ in the game. Most members of OoC in EVE
that were referring to E&B in their discussions examples from past activities making
sense only to members that had some experience of the E&B environment. These
examples made a lot more sense to E&B players compared to OoC members that had
no any experience of E&B. It would be unfair to say though that the members of
EVE OoC were quick to forget the E&B experience. Indeed, most E&B players
claimed that the simplicity and beauty they had found in E&B was lost for ever.
Arguably, most players that moved to other MMOGs, seemed to feel line E&B
refugees. This is what Joan argues:
"This [E&B] was the most amazing game I have ever played. Was
gutted when it was cancelled. Played SWG & Wow since then and
neither imo [in my opinion] is as fan to play as E&B. Everything
about it was unique and soooo playable... bring it back!!" (Excerpt
from the EA main forum – May 2007).
Another player from US also makes a similar claim:
“This was the only MMOG I'd ever leave work early to play or take
days off to play or call in sick after patch days. I have no idea why it
is so addicting. But yeah, I'd drop WoW for this in a heartbeat. Nice
to see others still miss this game too....” (Excerpt from the EA main
forum – May 2007).
Nowadays, almost four years after E&B’s ‘sunset’, there is still an active E&B
(virtual) community seeking the revival of E&B. It comprises tens of fan-sites
providing exist and provide a common space for E&B ‘refugees’ to gather and
exchange experiences and stories on their favourite game. They are also used by
experience players of E&B to locate old friends from their guilds and support the
revival of the game:
“My wife and I are E&B refugees and we would both love to have
this game back. We still use it as the standard to compare other
MMOGs we play. We still keep in contact with old E&B guild-mates
and talk about adventures we had on there all the time.” (Excerpt from
the EA main forum).
In this vein, many E&B game expert and enthusiasts voluntarily joined forces
to create an E&B emulator. But what the ex-players of E&B wish to get back is not
just the (software) game environment, but rather the ‘full package’ of it – that is, the
communities. This is how one of the E&B funs puts it:
“The people who are still hoping that E&B comes back don't want the
game back, they want the atmosphere back and that's impossible.
People have changed. For many of us this was our first MMOG and
by now we've gained quite some knowledge about how a game should
be.” (Excerpt from the EA main forum – May 2007).
Indeed, what is more important in a MMOG is not the game environment itself
but the shared fantasy of the virtual world of interconnected players. What these
players come to remember from their experience in as a virtual game world is not
just the game mechanics and interfaces, but the communicative and other social
actions they were engaging into during play. This observation has serious
implications for the analysis of social phenomena of collective memory constitution
and to this end the following vignette will focus more on collective actions among
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the members of virtual communities (i.e. guilds and corporations) that facilitate
collective remembering and forgetting.
5.3.3 Vignette C – “A New Corporation is Born”
In one of my early trips in the EVE galaxy, I also made ‘first contact’ with
another Greek player inside the game. This occurred accidentally on May 19th 2004,
while I was on a trading mission67. I encountered a fellow player in close proximity. I
guessed his nationality by his character’s name, Cristoforos (some players name their
characters after their first names) and through him, I also discovered more Greek
players in EVE organized in a small ‘Greek community’, the Ypsilon corporation.
For their in-game communication, members of the Ypsilon corporation were using
‘Hellas’ chat channel. Ypsilon was one of two communities of Greek players. Maza
was an industrial-oriented corporation, while Ypsilon had preference for combat type
of role-playing (e.g. PVP). At this point it should be noted that both these
corporations were trying to build national-oriented communities (i.e. Greek) not due
to a nationality predilection, but because they considered that any candidate should
speak fluently their native language, in order collaborate more efficiently.
Cristoforos, together with Agamemnonas, Greekman, Suzana, Josecuervo and
Whitesnake were members of Ypsilon and they were regularly embarking ion joint
mining expeditions to build a Battleship ship class type for every member of
Ypsilon, in order to support their PvP activities. With clear orientation towards
militaristic role-playing, Ypsilon was trying to gain access into zero-space by
becoming member of one of the alliances already established there. On late June
2004, Ypsilon became trial member of the Phoenix Alliance (PA), a large alliance
located n the northern regions of the EVE galaxy. PA was in the middle of a war,
with two other alliances attacking its territories. Ypsilon’s pilots took that crisis as a
unique opportunity to actually learn the secrets of PvP play in the field. That war was
the first large-scale warfare that took place in the EVE galaxy and it was recognized
as the Great Northern War (GNW). The GNW lasted for months and the pilots of
Ypsilon ‘fought’ alongside the rest of the alliance in some ‘epic’ battles. As I
observed them over that time I witnessed them acquiring experience in complex
tasks, such as be part of a large battle fleet (more that 100 ‘ships’ – i.e. players) and
how to align the corporation’s organization to the needs of the alliance.
On July 14th 2004, Greekman introduced me to the Ypsilon’s TS voice-chat
channel. By that time, TS was being used not only for matters of urgency, but as a
communication channel for players of the corporation, organise meetings, and to
recruit new members. At the same time, the other Greek community, Maza
corporation, was growing and it was now established as a large industrial
corporation. Ypsilon and Maza were forming a dipole and new Greek players that
were joining EVE could join one of the two corporations based on their playing style
and preferences (militaristic or industrial). By the end of November 2004, new
members of Ypsilon, included Kaildoth, Capten Morria, Apoll, Thodoros, Nestoras,
Lixor, Love Ya, and Panos LeXou. The leader of Ypsilon, Agamenonas, was
instrumental doubling the size of the Ypsilon efforts of group and the corporation
had now more that 30 members. Nevertheless, Agamemnonas’ arrogance and
secretiveness caused around that time a huge dispute inside the corporation, with
most members asking for his resignation. On March 11th 2005, the day that the first
Ypsilon meeting on TS took place, and after the leader’s refusal to leave the
presidency, the majority of Ypsilon members (about 95% of them) decided on the
spot to leave Ypsilon and form a new corporation, Mythos.
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Mythos was later created by the first Greek female player in EVE, Indianheart,
few days later elections put Ampalaea as the first leader of the corporation. Mythos
decided to stay in the north (of the EVE galaxy) as a member of the Phoenix Alliance
(PA) and keep fighting at the Great North War. In order to avoid any further
problems of the type that led to the disbanding of Ypsilon, the leader decided to
create a sister corporation, the Mythos Academy (MAC). This corporation would
have its headquarters in the empire space and would accept new members only new
players in EVE that were willing to join Mythos but didn’t havr sufficient experience
(i.e. skilful characters) to participate in battles. In MAC, new players were in the
relative security of the empire space and were able to spend time in trading and
mining activities while their characters gained some basic skills before moving to
zero-space and joinning Mythos.
In order to assist newcomers, the most experienced members of Mythos
prepared a set of guidelines and list of mandatory skills that a new member should
acquire to participate in PvP activities. Moreover, a training program was launched
where newcomers would engage in joint operations that were simulating a real battle.
There, a new member were ‘tough’ Mythos tactics, how to use the game mechanics
and the TS communication system, these were collectively acknowledged as
necessary player skills to organise collective actions and to align manoeuvres in
relation to the rest of the group. In general, in order to assist new player to EVE,
CCP had launched a special volunteer program, where experienced players
volunteered to assist fellow players in familiarising with the world of EVE. They
answered to questions, helped resolve minor problems and acted as ‘goodwill
ambassadors’ throughout the community. The most frequently asked questions in
help channels concerned the games’ rules and policies (“what-if” questions),
storyline and scenarios (“what is the impact of doing” type of questions), tips and
workarounds (“how can I do” or “how does work” type of questions).
The Mythos corporation adopted a full scale of services to newcomers using
the TS, the in-game chat and forums plus an in-game special group structure (the
MAC corporation). Beyond assisting newcomers to acquire some decent level of
familiarity with the game, the corporation’s identity (i.e. practices, rules, and
structure) was thus constituted. The training program via the Mythos Academy in
particular seemed to be an ideal learning environment. The initial plan was stating
that the products produced from the MAC joint operations (i.e. minerals) were sold
to Mythos pilots that were fighting in the front line and thus needed resources to
replace their loses in ships and modules. In the first meeting of Mythos, and
following a vote, Whitesnake was elected as the leader of both Mythos and MAC.
In the following few weeks, a third ‘wave’ of new players such as Alex Under,
Evilena, Tamta, Olympian , Adjoin, Raven222, Morfeas GR, and Braxos joined
Mythos and MAC. In the meantime, the GNW was at its peak and the PA was
loosing its space. Loses (in resources) were huge for Mythos pilots and demand to
replace them was growing, that period a wide spread feeling of inferiority was
increased among the members of MAC. MAC has reached 20 members when
rumours spread that Mythos’ members were exploiting the collective efforts of MAC
members and that the former were treating the later as slaves. Whitesnake was
literally absent from efforts to resolve this issue; instead he was in ‘carebear68’
activities, i.e. mining, trading and PvE tasks that yield strictly personal returns and do
not contribute to collective improvement of a corporation. Meanwhile, Greekman,
68
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space engage into (i.e. missions and mining).
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Vtec and Suzana were discussing with Maza corporation the possibility of a possible
merge between Mythos and Maza. Their discussions led to a voting process across
members of both corporations on a merge proposal. On December 13th 2005, during
a corporation meeting in TS where the main topic of discussion was the merge
proposal, MAC members abstained and with a short announcement, a representative
informed Mythos’ pilots that MAC members would leave MAC to form a new
corporation, the “The Ancient Race”. What was more surprising was that Mythos
leader, Whitesnake joined them, together with GeorgeX, Love Ya, and Morfeas GR.
This Mythos - MAC split-up had an immediate effect on the morale of Mythos
remaining members. With PA also loosing the GNW at that time and their leader
gone, Mythos members were seemed shocked and begun questioning intacorporations of trustt. Simitova was elected as the new Mythos leader, and the
bereeding ground for new members, MAC became inactive.
In order to raise morale and strengthen the relationships of the community,
Simitova conceived an ambitious "Mythos Capital Project" where every member of
the Mythos had to contribute in game time and effort and to assist the production of
capital-class spaceships69, sufficiently powerful to repel the continuing advancement
of ‘enemy forces’ in the north. These ships were the last change to repel the attack of
the enemy forces in the north. The new leader also introduced crucial changes to the
Mythos organization and structure by creating financial autonomous departments
(i.e. mining, military, training, and production) and by establishing new rules of
conduct. He also volunteered me to write a “memorandum of association” where I
would include rules and procedures for every aspect of the corporation life and future
evolution, both for existing members and for aspiring members. I compile this
“memorandum of association” to include the guild’s mission statement, membership
requirements, the code of conduct, as well as the intra-guild organization and
structure such as the leadership hierarchy scheme, the ranking and reward systems,
voting procedures, and so forth. Since its establishment, this memorandum serves not
only as recognized collective identity but also as an authority for legitimizing
individual and collective actions (i.e. pirating) with an attitude (i.e. zero tolerance in
thievery).
A voting process for following its approval, this memorandum is considered
even today as the ‘constitution’ of Mythos. Greekman volunteered and took of the
military training department and he scheduled the first training sessions on various
aspects of warfare. Moreover, Evilena took of charge of the military department in a
widely acknowledged by Mythos members, ‘daring’ style Mythos pilots at the
beginning, and the entire alliance fleet later in some large battles. The reputation of
Mythos was building up slowly but stead and within a short period of time the entire
EVE player community read of Mythos achievements. Yet, it was too late to save the
northern regions from GNW’s ‘hostile forces’. PA was almost totally defeated and
many member corporations left the alliance. Mythos ‘honourably’ defended PA
territory to the very end of the war. It was the last corporation to abandon the
‘alliance‘. PA on March 20th, 2006 and stayed on the North to fight alone. One
month later, the GNW was officially over with the Razor Alliance (RZR) capturing
the north regions of EVE galaxy. The RZR leadership invited Mythos to become
member of their alliance and Mythos accepted.
On September 25th, 2006, Simitova’s service as a leader was ended. Suzana
was elected as new leader and co-leaders myself and Christoforos. This is the second
69

This type of ship represents the most advance and powerful ships in the game (thus also been
the most expensive in raw materials and time consuming to build). Owning or flying a capital ships is
a prestigious activity.

Tales from the Field: Ethnographic Field Work in MMOG Communities

150

time (the previous was during my membership in OoC) that I had role in the
leadership of a corporation. The new leader established a Board of Directors (BoD),
where each one director was responsible for a distinct job (i.e. recruitment, training,
and logistics). The BoD consisted of members from the community’s core enjoying
wide spread trust among players; exemplifying a rich blend of ages, professions, and
with ambitious long-term objectives for the guild prosper. This polyphony inside the
BoD was never led to serious arguments or disputes. On the contrary there was a
sense of trust and understanding, as well an appreciation for the community’s
‘common good’. These relations of trust were sustained with regular face-to-face
meetings, or with ‘social events on Earth’ as MMOG players tend to call real life gettogethers of players (see Figure 5). In these events, members of the guild expressed
themselves freely and discussed with others open issues, reflected on their ‘past
glories’ and make plans for the future action of their community.
In terms of documenting practices and experiences, a big difference between
Mythos and the other in-game communities that I had participated (OoC and
Ypsilon), was that members of the Mythos corporation established a wiki mechanism
in a private area of the Mythos’s web site where the ‘official’ history of the
corporation was kept. The members of Mythos seemed keen to preserve a rich past.
They self-identified as “great warriors” ready to defend Mythos with “honour and
self-sacrifice” and as such they needed a historical archive to support (if not to
legitimize) their attitudes. The initial content contributor to this wiki was Greekman,
a 41 year old passionate PVP member of the guild. Although Greekman never
acquired any official leadership role, unofficially he acted as the community’s
historian, always more that willing to share his experiences on the community’s past.
. I personally considered Greekman as one of those players that I felt I had built a
good deal of rapport with and shared a common understanding for the game.
On June 6th, 2008, I interviewed Greekman on the subject of Mythos’ history.
We used the TS while we were both logged in to the game During this non-directive
interview, I assumed the role of an active listener, inquiring about Mythos history:
Me:

In your opinion, what do you think unites us as a
community?
Greekman: As I keep saying to new members, but also keep
reminding to older ones, EVE is not just a game! As I
see it, EVE is a simulation of people’s behaviours in
an online environment, where they collectively
experience a reality. What unites us are those very
shared experiences of the past major events in our
history like the GNW, as they can be seen through the
lens of a repertoire of shared objectives and common
‘philosophy of play’.
Me:
What do you mean by ‘philosophy of play’?
Greekman: It refers to the personal objectives that one puts
in action during his play, and their alignment with
the corporation’s mission and goals. We, in Mythos
claim to be a PvP corporation right? This means that
every member should be OK with that and do whatever
possible to contribute in knowledge and manpower in
order for Mythos to succeed as a great PvP
corporation. And of course, this is the main reason
that some members of Mythos decided to leave the
corporation in the past.
Me:
I see. Now, I would like to change direction and ask
you on the collective practices in Mythos and their
impact to its members. For example, do you think that
the annual social event helps somehow the members of
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the corporation? And if yes, in what way?
Greekman: Social events are more than helpful. First, they
are great opportunities for the different generations
of Mythos members to actually meet with each other.
Second, the non-gaming social mini-events that take
place during the meeting help members build up and
strengthen their trustful relationships. And you know
that trust is a crucial factor of success during a
battle in EVE, isn’t it?
Me:
Yes I know that very well. And I was lucky to meet
Evilena [= our fleet commander during battles] faceto-face. I wonder if you could give me your opinion
on the Mythos history and what, in your view,
knowledge of this history actually means for old and
new members of Mythos.
Greekman: Our history is rich and we, as community, have many
things to proudly remember. Most members care to help
me maintain our historical account of our communal
past, by contributing to wiki. Nevertheless, in
general I think that this history should not be
forgotten if we want to keep playing as a community.
As a one entity, united. And more importantly,
newcomers should read our history and become familiar
with our identity. It is the only way for them to
understand what Mythos is and why some things are
evident in the corporation’s practices.
Me:
Could you give me an example of one of such a
‘thing’?
Greekman: The Mythos memorandum of association is one example.
In order for new members ‘believe in it’ and follow
the rules that are explicitly stated there, they have
to learn and appreciate the conditions and lessonslearned that prepared the Mythos do adopt such a
rule-enforcing measure.
Me:
Indeed, but what you would reply to someone who
claims that the Mythos history as presented in our
wiki is not objective, just summation of different
subjective views of those who contribute to it? Is
there, in your view, any evidence of objective
‘truth’ in our history?
Greekman: Our history documented in the wiki is open to every
member of the corporation to access and everyone may
add his point of view. I made the first step and few
others made some further contributions. The history
as presented in our wiki will never be complete and
will keep evolving. As for objective evidence, the
kill-boards and TS logs are perhaps the best source
of objective ‘truth’.
Me:
I wonder if you could give me more details on the
evolution of Mythos history. To what extent do you
think that the propagandistic posts made by Zeveron
in the public section of the Mythos forums influence
our members?
Greekman: Zeveron has a certain agenda and through his posts
he wanted to demoralize Mythos members. But with
limited, if any, success. As I see it, the old
members of Mythos make fan of such posts and
certainly do not get affected by Zeveron’s ‘flames’
[= inflammatory comments] and lies. I have some
reservations, however, for the new members of our
corporation since they fight in the front line but
did not have time to ‘live’ our collective history
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and coherence. They are having problems evaluating
the different points of view and especially if one of
these views is presented in such an elusive, yet
persuasive manner. But I think that the great gain or
loss is to the public face of Mythos to the rest of
the Greek community. Through these propagandistic
posts, there is an evolving confusion on the
signification of different aspects of reality and
diminishing others.
Me:
I am trying to catch up on things that have happened
since I was last here. To this end, I would like you
to tell me if there are any taboo discussion themes
in Mythos history.
Greekman: The two themes that are considered as taboo are the
Ypsilon incident during our insurrection and the
creation of Mythos, and the other is the use of
‘bots’70. I just cannot imagine a member of our
corporation using a bot for personal advantage… [at
this point, Greekman had to stop the interview and
leave the TS due to some emergency at his real life
work. When he returned to the game I had time for one
more question].
Me:
Do you think that we will need to leave the North any
time soon (i.e. if we loose the war)?
Greekman: From the beginning of our history in zero-space we
are residents in the north. After all these years,
this place is considered as our ‘home’. The issue is
more emotional than practical.

Following this interview, I also conducted survey on members of the Mythos
corporation to define their virtual characters and game-play in relation to their
experience of the EVE/Mythos history but also to evaluate the current situation in the
corporation. The purpose for this study was to reveal strong relations between
autobiographical knowledge and collective identity. I asked members list the five
most significant in-game events in general and in particular form Mythos in their
view. Surprisingly, the majority of the members (93%) that participated in this study,
evaluated as the most significant event a corporation level event (i.e. Mythos joining
PA). the most significant intra-corporation (Mythos) event for the majority of
respondents was the GNW. As Greekman comment with an effusive style:
“The GNW just changed everything! It is because of our active
participation in this large-scale event that we learned the game, we
made new friends, and we understood the importance of a united and
strong guild acting as one”.
Every member of the corporation came across as proud participant in the
GNW. Moreover, they are willing to share their experiences with everyone willing to
listen. EVE players in general and Mythos members in particular, live their gaming
experiences so intensely and passionately that the meaning they construct
collectively is not just to be negotiated but also challenged in the light of their
everyday game activities as ‘great warriors’ ready to defend Mythos with ‘honour
and self-sacrifice’.
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A ‘bots’ or ‘computer game bot’ is a type of weak AI expert system software which for each
instance of the program controls a player’s actions by simulating a sequence of key stroking and
mouse movements. A player can use a bot to ‘play’ a simple aspect of the game while she is away
form the computer. Bots are used by ‘farmers’ ( = players that play a MMOG in order to gather as
much resources as possible for financial benefit) and as an external application that interacts with the
MMOG client, their use are prohibited from the End User Licence Agreement.
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5.3.3.1 Commentary: Engaging into emrging collective actions
Although there are no any explicit pre-defined objectives for players to follow,
each player, guild, or alliance establish and pursue their own objectives (i.e. conquer
and claim sovereignty of a new space). In order to accomplish their objectives,
players rely either on the game’s designed mechanisms (i.e. an alliance declares war
to another alliance, attacks, and destroy the enemy fleets, until the enemy surrender)
or in emerging practices such as novelization (i.e. creating propagandistic material
such as war-stories and videos, in order to increase intra-alliance members’
commitment and participation in joint operations, or decrease the enemy’s morale
and cause them to withdraw – see Combs (2008) for more details on the politics of
EVE).
~ Emergent practices in meta-gaming activities in EVE ~
The EVE game provides various synchronous and asynchronous in-game
communication mechanisms, including a multi-channel chat system, e-mails and
private instant messaging. Beyond the in-game virtual setting, EVE is also supported
by an information rich web-site where game developers make important
announcements to players (i.e. upcoming software patches and storyline expansions).
The most frequent used feature of the game’s web-site is its forum, where registered
players can communicate with game developers and report software design bugs, ask
for new design features, and place their petitions. Moreover, players use this forum
to post their opinions and views on various game- related issues, or to argue with
other players on the significance and history of past in-game events. EVE’s players
name these discussions as meta-gaming and consider them to be an integral part of
the game’s flow and storyline evolution. Apart from the forum, players use different
media to communicate their stories and broadcast their opinions. Examples include
wikis, blogs, file/video sharing, chats, even mobile SMS networks, while they are
continuously experimenting with new technologies to support in-game
communication (i.e. the TS VoIP application).
Due to the virtual world’s inherent anonymity, the meta-gaming activities
cannot be controlled and managed by the leader in a corporation. Nobody can control
a member of a community if she is using meta-gaming activities to, for example,
compromise a corporation. In extreme cases, a player can employ meta-gaming
activities to spy on another corporation in order to extract strategic information or to
steal some valuable resources. Spying is considered to be the most advanced metagame activity and introduces uncertainty during the process of recruitment and
promotion someone in a corporation or alliance (and thus provide access to valuable
resources). Indeed, in more extreme cases, as for example when a guild evaluates the
recruitment a new member, the real person identity of the player behind the character
is more important. In another interview, the official EVE economist Dr Eyjo
Gudmundsson notes: “Everybody assumes there must be one spy in the ranks. There
have been examples of corporate thefts, where people have earned the trust of others
for months before attacking that corporation” (D. Waters, 2008)
Indeed, because cases of espionage and thievery are common practice in EVE,
to identify the real player is a process that entails the combination of real
identification data but also an act of faith that she will behave according to the
corporation’s norms and values. Some guilds ask from their candidates to provide
their real phone number and address, a screenshot of their account showing the three
slots of available characters (primary and alts), and a voice identification. In general,
the very voice of the individual behind the virtual character is the best ‘real time’ and
‘on demand’ identification technique.
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~ Episodes of misunderstanding and their contribution
to the constitution of shared meaning ~
Mythos members’ continuous engagement, participation, and socialization
intrinsically motivated newcomers to become part of the community's cultural
context, and to familiarize themselves with the community’s language, politics,
norms, rituals, and history. Fortunately, the corporation used the Greek language in
the everyday communication. Nevertheless, mutual engagement in Mythos’ joint
activities was not always an easy process. For example, minor communication issues
arose, especially in discussions of complex group activities (e.g. the guild’s
promotion plan to encourage recruitment, or colonizing new regions of space).
Consequently, I observed many cases of misunderstandings. Nevertheless, it was
those very episodes of dispute that forced members into processes of negotiation of
meaning regarding the collective actions and as well as the meaning of the collective.
As Baym also suggests, “these communities. . . create shared social realities through
interactive negotiation” (1994, p. 161). A vivid case of such negotiation of meaning
took place in the discussion on the candidate alliances that Ypsilon would become
member. During the discussions on this topic, I noticed that the more abstract a
concept was (i.e. alliance, war), the easier it was for misunderstandings to occur.
During my participation in Ypsilon, the process of my “enculturation” was
faster compared to OoC in E&B. This was due to the lack of any communication
problems, as well as due to my growing social distribution of knowledge, especially
in terms of the game’s mechanics, rules, and dynamics. Indeed, when I became a
members of Ypsilon, I found that the “cultural pattern of group life” was somehow
familiar to me. Due to the smaller geographic distribution of its members, most of
them had the chance to meet each other during nationwide social events. The level of
trust between several members was so high that some of them were sharing their
game accounts and characters with others. Moreover, the collective identity of
Ypsilon and later on of Mythos, seemed to be more coherent, due to the tendency of
its members to engage only in one type of collective activity, that of PvP. Members
identified themselves as proud “warriors” and they were frequently producing
detailed narratives of their past battles. This specialization and collective will to
master the PvP aspect of the game also provided more time between players to
discuss and analyze their previous shared experiences and to indicate any tactical
errors.
5.3.4 Vignette D – “The History of the Second Great War”
The Second Great War (SGW) was inarguably the single most catastrophic
event in the history of EVE while I was there. It is the largest war in EVE, with more
than 30,000 pilots directly involved. It was the most destructive, with more assets
destroyed, trapped, or ruined than in any other. It was the war with the more regional
scope; prominent players formed power-blocs from every sector of the galaxy, with
fronts and brushfire wars in the North, South, and East. Not even the normally
peaceful Empire regions were immune to the war's influence, as the market
disruption caused by so many assets changing hands had thrown the economy into a
dizzying, scarcity-induced spike. Immense ‘fortunes’ have been made and lost,
notoriety achieved, reputations ruined.
The history has its roots back to the Great Northern War (GNW). It was a bitter
conflict, but this was 2004. The GNW was heralded as the first 'Great' war in EVE,
and in its aftermath an alliance called Band of Brothers (BoB) was formed. BoB
considered themselves the best in the game, and let everyone know it. This resulted
in a host of enemies, particularly the group known as the Northern Coalition (NC).
The GNW saw the creation of some of the first multi-alliance power-blocs: the
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coalition of alliances. By March 2006 there were four major power-blocs in EVE:
The NC, BoB and their associated 'pets'71, Lotka Volterra (LV) and the Southern
Coalition (SC), and Ascendant Frontier (ASCN) and their allies.
In July 2006 (amidst various other wars) BoB invaded the region of space
called Syndicate, the home region of another alliance named Goonswarm. For two
weeks BoB heavily ‘camped’ in Syndicate region. Goonswarm were a group of
newbies and with lack of experience their resistance was minimal. Easily, BoB
declared victory and left. Two months later Goonswarm left Syndicate to join with
Red Alliance (RA) and Tau Ceti Federation (TCF) to form the Red Swarm
Federation (RSF), a new power-bloc opposed to both LV and BoB.
Meanwhile, BoB destroyed ASCN with embarrassing ease. While the NC and
the RSF had little but contempt for ASCN, BoB's acquisition of ASCN's former
territory substantially upset the balance of power in EVE’s galaxy. Worse,
Goonswarm spies found records of a conversation between the leadership of BoB
and LV discussing the possibility of a secret treaty against the RSF. In retaliation, the
RSF and the NC concluded their own secret mutual defence pact, and agreed that
each bloc would invade BoB should they make an aggressive move. Then,
determined to strike first, the RSF decided to try to exterminate LV before a BoB/LV
pact could be formalized. While at first BoB watched to see if LV could handle the
RSF on its own, when LV run into trouble, BoB intervened and activated the
RSF/NC defence pact.
Between March 2007 and April 2008, the First Great War tore the galaxy apart.
BoB and LV struggled against the NC and the RSF, resulting in the deaths of many
alliances, including Mercenary Coalition, Dusk and Dawn, Firmus Ixion, LV and
RISE. BoB was brought to the verge of extinction, but successfully repelled the
invasion of Delve (= the most valuable region in the game and BoB's home) by
coalition forces. Licking their wounds, each bloc claimed that they got the upper
hand. RSF and the NC had cut BoB's territory from eight regions to three and feasted
on the spoils; BoB laughingly held to the fact that their enemies had failed to unseat
them from Delve.
The Second Great War abruptly began with the disbanding and seizure of the
BoB alliance and the invasion of Delve by the NC (Morsus Mihi, Razor, and Tau
Ceti Federation), Goonswarm, Pandemic Legion, KIA and Zenith Affinity on
February 4th 2009. Compared with the First Great War, BoB's regional footprint was
much smaller at the outbreak of the Second. In the First Great War, BoB had lost
most of their former territory save for three regions: Delve, their home base, and the
pet-inhabited buffer regions of Querious and Period Basis. Pandemic Legion (PL),
sworn enemies of BoB, were poised on their border in Fountain, which had once
been BoB's. The NC had recently been provoked by BoB during a failed invasion of
NC territories - the so-called 'MAX' campaign - between July and November 2008.
February 3rd 2009 saw the war focusing on the regions of Detorid and
Feythabolis with Goonswarm being attacked by Against All Authorities (-A-) and
BoB. This intermittent offensive had been going on since November, with no
significant strategic gains or losses on either side. But the next day, everything
changed. On February 4th 2009 one director of the BoB alliance named Haargoth
Agamar implemented a long-term plan and managed to disband BoB. BoB ceased to
71 In EVE’s jargon word ‘pet’ is a pejorative term referring to a corporation that supports
another corporation or alliance with resources (raw material or financially) and they blindly follow
their ‘masters’ in their militaristic operations. Pets are considered to be militaristically weak and small
in numbers corporations but able to cause serious damage to the enemy due to their unorthodox tactics
of warfare.
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exist as each member corporation was automatically kicked from the alliance, the
alliance itself disbanded, and the name 'Band of Brothers' was confiscated by a
GoonsSwarm-controlled alternative corporation. This resulted a loss of sovereignty
in Delve and other BoB’s controlling territory to drop. The war was on and each side
had to react.
Several decisions were made in the immediate aftermath of the disbanding that
would reverberate throughout the campaign. The coalition (NC + RSF + PL) chose to
immediately invade Delve, the heart of BoB territory, rather than to attack an
outlying buffer region such as Querious, as had happened during the 'first' war. From
the moment that BoB's disbanding was revealed, massive forces were set in motion.
A 'sovereignty ticker' alarm was widely distributed by the coalition, making it clear
to their pilots that Delve had to be captured within four weeks. After four weeks,
BoB's new alliance (KenZoku) would recover much of their sovereignty, nullifying
Haargoth's actions. To this end, and in an effort to “bring ‘em all’, Goonswarm's
CEO, Darius Johnson, announced on February 5th that Goonswarm would not
merely be invading Delve, but completely abandoning all their seven regions and
30+ stations under its control in a bid to seize Delve as its new home. Goonswarm
had gone 'all in' in an effort to mobilize their entire forces and bring them in the
Delve’s door. They knew that if they lost that war, they would loose everything.
By contrast, BoB spent several days with no response. Conspiracy theories
spread wildly regarding Haargoth, suggesting that his account had been hacked. BoB
directors filed many petitions to CCP, asking for some kind of GM intervention. BoB
refused to simply accept that Haargoth could have defected, so the average BoB pilot
believed that their sovereignty would be restored by CCP. But I think that in the back
of their head they knew that CCP will not intervene. Eventually, the ex-corporations
of BoB reformed as an alliance under the banner of one of their existing pets,
KenZoku (RKZ), on February 6th. From that date, the coalition would have 28 days
to capture twenty conquerable stations in Delve, a seemingly impossible task. Every
day, both KenZoku and the coalition would place as many POS towers (see Section
5.2.2.) as they could in contested systems.
Strategically speaking, Delve was a unique region of conquerable space, not
only because it has higher income potential than any other region in EVE, but also
because it contained a sub-region of NPC stations where anyone could dock without
restriction. The coalition invasion of Delve was staged from three different systems
in 'NPC Delve'. Each coalition alliance parked a super capital class ship Titan in one
of these staging systems and used their ‘jumpbridges’ to quickly move fleets and
reinforce battles in progress. The crux of the fighting was in the J-L system, part of
the constellation which Goonswarm was assaulting. The core system of the Reikoku
corporation, J-L was the site of several Capital Ship Assembly Arrays (CSAAs)
which were in the process of building Motherships and Titans ship class. J-L played
host to multiple all-day battles in which hundreds of ships on each side were
destroyed and over a thousand players involved. During these engagements
reinforcements would be repeatedly bridged into J-L over the course of the fight by
each side's Titans, allowing the fight to continue for five hours or more before any
satisfactory conclusion was reached. Over the next few days, KenZoku depleted their
ship stockpiles during attrition warfare in J-L and suffered several CSAA losses.
These were dramatized by the coalition for maximum propaganda impact; as each
lost CSAA could conceivably have been building a titan (and several Titans were
confirmed to have been destroyed within CSAAs), these failures resulted in a
significant swing in morale from the RKZ side toward the coalition.
Moreover, on February 12th, a series of events deeply affected the RKZ
morale. Due to a navigational error, a KenZoku Mothership warped to a stargate. The
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coalition capital group destroyed the Mothership and the ten RKZ Carriers who had
tried to save it. More than a thousand ships had been destroyed in the previous hours,
but the worst was yet to come. A few hours later, RKZ formed up to try to save one
of its last surviving CSAAs. Moments before the CSAA tower came out of
reinforced, Sir Molle (the leader of RKZ) made an error and moved his titan to a
POS tower where coalition forces were lurking. The Avatar (Sir Molle's fourth Titan
loss) was dispatched in the same as way the Mothership few hours ago. Demoralized
by the titan loss, the KenZoku leadership made its single greatest error of the war:
the combined RKZ capital fleet was ordered to log off in one station in NPC Delve.
For the next thirty days, coalition ships camped this station, by preventing RKZ
capital to undock and defend their space. Confidence in RKZ leadership was badly
shaken, and the coalition begun what it came to be called “The Great Purge”.
Eventually, the RKZ capital fleet managed to undock and return back to action. This
was made possible with the help of a combined -A-, Stain Empire (SE) and Red
Overlord (ROL) huge fleet that came to assist RKZ. Invigorated by the influx of
allies, KenZoku began plotting to take their space back.
For the next few weeks, the 49- solar system became the main theatre of action.
A classic timezone war broke out: in the hours after downtime and through euro
primetime, 49- would be packed with hundreds of RKZ and -A- pilots, sieging
coalition POS towers. In the later hours of US and ANZAC timezone, the coalition
would return the favour. Given the overwhelming superiority in each's primetime,
very little direct conflict occurred. For example, see in Figure 25 a schedule of the
hostile POSes to be destroyed by the NC forces. For each POS there is a timer with
the exact time that the POS should be destroyed. The timer is translated in major
timezones for reference because thousands of players from different tiemzones had to
cooperate to succeed their target.
On the day 49- fell to KenZoku, Sir Molle announced that RKZ's vengeance
was at hand. He rationalized the Great Purge as a planned loss, part of a grand
strategy to delay and exhaust the coalition, leaving them ripe for the impending
counterattack. A mere three hours after the announcement, the RKZ capital fleet was
annihilated in a coalition ambush. Nevertheless, the combined forces of RKZ and –
A– and their timezone superiority allowed them to gradually take back some of their
lost systems in Querious, allowing them start preparing for the planned re-conquest
of Delve.
Meanwhile, a breakdown in organizational communication meant that the
average coalition pilot wasn't even aware that things were going so badly. Pilot
participation dropped radically since most coalition pilots viewed Querious as an
irrelevant buffer region not worth expending effort over. In hopes of combating this,
the coalition began publishing daily 'war updates' laying out a frank assessment of its
failings. Participation slowly began to recover. By this point, Sir Molle, leader of
KenZoku (RKZ), had made it clear to his forces that the Second Great War would be
won in Querious, and that all other fronts were irrelevant.
The coalition made an important strategic move. They decided to split their
forces and attack in three different places simultaneously. The alliances of Morsus
Mihi, KIA and ZAF attacked Period Basis while Goonswarm and RZR focused on
Delve. The rest of the coalition forces remained in Querious. Soon enough, this plan
begun to show some progress and the participation in the coalition’s operations was
back in high levels.
In reaction to the increasing success of the coalition in Period Basis, KenZoku
launched a new offensive in Querious on systems H74, the coalition station closest to
KenZoku's strongpoint of 49-. By this point, RKZ was showing signs of weakness
and eventually, April 29th, every hostile tower in H74 was purged. Spurred by the
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rout in H74, KIA, ZAF and RAWR began the next phase of the Period Basis front,
assaulting the Executive Outcomes (EXE) home systems. In a confused example of
strategic indecisiveness, EXE was initially told by Sir Molle to not bother fighting
for Period Basis and move fully into Querious. After many EXE pilots evacuated
their fleet stockpiles from the region, on May 1st Sir Molle announced that RKZ
would make a stand for EXE's territory after all and assembled a huge fleet to defend
their space in Period Basis, starting from the system Z-M.But this plan was soon over
when the coalition managed to bring over 150 capital ships in the systems, scattered
the RKZ fleet and took the system The situation for KenZoku was dire. Period Basis
was completely captured by the coalition, with ZAF, KIA and RAWR free to
reinforce the Querious front.
The coalition invaded 49- on May 4th and took the system. 49- is a notorious
station, a gateway to -A- home region of Catch on the border of Querious, yet also
near the heart of Delve. As a result, the most intense battles of the war thus far had
revolved around this system. The coalition forces begun to siege t he system and
destroy all RZK POS towers and place their own. This siege-work lasted all night,
through to downtime; coalition FCs who had been playing nearly non-stop found
themselves exhausted. Downtime saw a coalition fleet of 250+ pilots logging in,
eager to seize 49-, but not a single coalition Fleet Commander. They had all passed
out during the night, too tired to ensure that the chain of command was secure.
Nothing kills morale and participation like waking up early to find a total lack of
leadership. Worse still, the coalition FCs had told their capital fleet to log out a single
POS tower, something which is almost never done. KenZoku was able to seize
control of the system since the coalition had no organized forces and then 'rapecage'
the POS tower where coalition capitals had logged off. Helpless to prevent it, every
POS tower the coalition had worked so hard to siege the previous night was repaired
by RKZ, and then the coalition towers themselves were attacked.
By May 10th, every coalition tower in 49 was destroyed, meaning that there
wasn't even a foothold left. Participation plummeted while RKZ's spam of POS
towers in various systems in Delve increased. On May 11th, more than twenty
coalition carriers were destroyed while trying to attack a KenZoku spam towers in
the R64 system. On May 14th, KenZoku began an assault on I1Y syste,, a station
held by Goonswarm - the second major counteroffensive in Querious. What should
have been an easy system to defend was being lost, primarily because of the inhuman
pressure that had been placed on coalition logistics. As KenZoku began to achieve
results, more of their allies from Stain Empire and -A- arrived to help in I1Y, turning
a losing battle for the coalition into a catastrophe. But the war was not over yet.
On May 22nd, more than two hundred and fifty coalition pilots assembled at
downtime and began striking back in I1Y. Over the next two days, I1Y shifted from
RKZ majority control to the coalition. By the 25th, coalition forces completed a fullscale purge of I1Y, mirroring their success in H74 weeks ago. Yet unlike the victory
in H74, the coalition had learned from its mistakes. Instead of pressing into 49- and
risking another 'brick wall incident', the focus shifted to clearing out the 150+ towers
which KenZoku had littered Querious with. A spreadsheet was created, showing
every coalition pilot exactly where hostile towers were. As the Purge continued, they
could watch and chart their progress. Until June 4th, there was essentially no
organized hostile resistance.
The respite of the Purge ended on June 4th with the second KenZoku invasion
of H74. For their third major attempt to recapture the region, RKZ attempted a novel
strategy. Rather than slowly adding towers at the rate of five a day in the target
system - the maximum allowed per alliance per day - Sir Molle assembled nine
separate alliances, mostly KenZoku pets, and gave each of them five towers. H74 has
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65 moons in the system, and only twenty of them had coalition towers on them; in
one stroke, each of the nine alliances would deploy five towers and block every free
moon in H74, forcing the coalition to destroy enough KenZoku-aligned towers
within a week or lose the system. On paper, simultaneous multi-alliance tower spam
was a winning strategy. In practice though, things went somewhat less swimmingly.
-A- and RKZ assembled and disabled the jump bridges into H74 before
downing the jammer72, then prepared to jump logistics ships into the system to
commence the spam. But in the time it took to disable the jammer, a massive
coalition fleet had formed; when the jammer was downed, the coalition fleet also
jumped into the system, scattering the RKZ logistics teams. In the midst of a massive
fleet combat, the nine separate teams of RKZ-aligned logisticians performed with
varying degrees of effectiveness; while EXE managed to get their five assigned
towers fueled and operational, KenZoku, ROL and several other alliances didn't even
manage to get their online before they were destroyed.
The Purge of Querious continued. The KenZoku form-up point in 49 began to
be camped by small gangs of coalition stealth bombers and other 'irregulars' at all
hours of the night. By June 9th, the 'Querious Spam' spreadsheet listed less than
twenty-five hostile towers in the region outside of RKZ's last stations in systems
3BK and 49-. During RKZ's primetime on the 9th, the coalition invaded 3BK and
met no resistance. Over the next two days, the system was purged and captured. On
the 11th, RKZ was left with only one station, 49-. As it was expected, after the fall of
3BK, coalition harassment concentrated on 49-. The coalition forces begun to attack
the 49- station and disable it’s services73. With 49's station services kept constantly
disabled, RKZ pilots could not change the fittings or repair their ships, nor could
they use the cloning bay to prevent skill loss after death in combat. While RKZ
expected an immediate assault after 3BK fell, forming up several times to defend
against an invasion which was not coming. Instead, the coalition opted to rest their
pilots and continued the low-intensity siegework of cleaning up the rest of Querious,
letting RKZ stew in a barely-functional outpost.
On June 14th a small coalition fleet achieved superiority over the defending
forces in 49- and proceeded to take down the 49- jammer. This was not part of an
organized invasion. Experimentally, several RKZ towers were destroyed. On the
16th, KenZoku began losing towers in 49-, allowing the coalition to set up staging
points for its Titans. Unless system control was reasserted within the next 24 hours,
the station would be lost. At 15:00 EVE on June 16th, a RZK director named
Dianabolic announced the evacuation of 49- on KenZoku's IRC network: "Evac what
you can from 49-, Darwin is watching you. Bridge from 49- at 1800." Shortly
thereafter, Sir Molle acknowledged KenZoku's defeat on their private forums:
"Vacate your stuff. As it is, we are playing the sacrificial
lamb the whole time, we're not doing that anymore.
Pull your stuff out from 49- and Delve. Thats the standing
orders. Place it safely somewhere. And we'll work from there.
Expect no ops posted for a week."

When this announcement hit the public forum at EVE Online main web-site,
everyone knew that officially, the Great War was over. A quick look at the EVE
territorial map shows in the most apparent way the great changes in geopolitical
formulations that took place with the SGW (see Figure 11). BoB lost their home

72 The ‘jammer’ is a module that prevents a hostile ship to enter the solar system.
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territory and disappeared from the map. The alliance that was known to the Mythos
members as “The Evil” was defeated for good.
5.3.4.1 Commentary – Immersion
~ For Players virtual game worlds are more that ‘just a game’ ~
Through the virtual character and inspired by the role-playing game scenario, a
player can experience her gaming as a play of different roles and identities. Indeed,
my ethnographic experience suggests that in many cases, the immersion and
engrossment to the virtual game world is so deep and intense that players consider
the virtual world to be something more that just a game. In a forum discussion
whether EVE is just a game or not, a player argued: “Well, I wouldn't exactly call
Eve a 'game'. Super Mario Brothers is a game. Eve is just an operating system that
gives you access to the sandbox. The entertainment is up to the community”.
EVE is a 'sand-box' which means that most of the game flow is playerdeveloped. In this sense, players are responsible for their own goals, the political
frameworks and the intra-group practices. The game provides a background narrative
(e.g. a storyline rich in descriptive metaphors and analogies with the non-virtual
world) that gives meaning to the virtual world but it is to the players that construct
the virtual world as a make-believe ‘reality’. Through their activities, players develop
the sense that they are actually taking part in story development and that they can
alter its progression with their actions. These activities can take place in-game, or in
many situations could be peripheral to the virtual environment, taking place in the
game’s main forums, players’ blogs, and so forth. EVE players name such activities
as meta-gaming. Meta-gaming mainly focuses on the game’s politics with a clear
purpose to either raise one’s reputation using war-stories and novelization or to
reduce the morale of the opponents through propaganda. In an interview for the EVE
TV74, Seleene, the CEO of a mercenary alliance, the man behind the female avatar,
in the question of ‘what is his favourite think about EVE’ confessed that:
“EVE is the ultimate version of strategic games played in the past. It
allows you to do the space combat, the logistics, and just the political
aspect is probably my favourite part of it. The politics, the
backstabbing and the back and forth is just fantastic. There are days
when actually I don’t even have the chance to log into the game
because I have spent half of the time in MSN messenger doing the
political backside of things”75.
For their meta-gaming activities, players usually use different characters. As I
described earlier, when a player subscribes to EVE, she can create up to three
different characters per user account. Nevertheless, each player considers only one of
these characters as her ‘main’ (or primary) character while the other two are
considered as alternative characters (known as ‘alts’). Players use their ‘alts’ to do
the ‘dirty work’ such as trolling in the forums, spying on an enemy guild, or for
experimenting with different roles like be a pirate, a thief, or a mercenary.
~ The intensity Play - Player versus Player ~
PvP is a one of the most popular competitive activities in EVE. The motivation
behind such team-scale conflicts is usually territorial and reputation issues (formed
as ‘e-honour’), since the winner will gain higher status among the entire EVE
community of players. The action of PvP is complex in terms of resources needed for
74

EVE TV is an Internet-based TV broadcast service, supported by CCP, available only online
at http://eve-online.tv
75
Available in YouTube at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U8qltZ-Ot6c
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its execution, and because it requires absolute synchronization and alignment among
the members of a group. It is usually planned collectively. Discussions in the
planning phase of a battle include strategic and tactical movements, as well as
political impact to the game’s ‘social order’. Due to the importance of PvP events to
a guild’s history and reputation, usually only experienced players are allowed to
participate in the execution of such tasks. In cases of emergency, less experienced
players may join, but in less critical roles (e.g. scouting or logistics). Nevertheless, in
Mythos, we noticed continuous training programs, where old veterans and new
players were participating in joint activities of PvP. There, newcomers were
experiencing the intensity of the battle, learning how to collectively evaluate a
situation, and how to initiate strategic decisions making. Additionally, experienced
players used the group’s forum to write detailed guides, where they explained core
tactics as well as human, informational, and material resources needed in different
cases of engagement. Especially in an effort to legitimize a PvP tactic, they engaged
in peripheral discussions with the rest of the group. In such discussions, members
usually referred to historical cases of real-life combat situations (e.g. Napoleonian
wars), related textbooks (e.g. Sun Tzu’s Art of War), as well as past episodes of PvP
in the game. Through storytelling narratives, they captured their moments of their
virtual life, legitimized their actions, and in general, shared their knowledge on
handling difficult situations collectively.
Any large PvP battle punctuates a significant point in the game’s history since
it brings changes to the course of the game’s storyline. Players are prompted to
capture their battles on video and make them available to the rest of the community.
Through these video files, others can study strategies of engagement and revise the
group’s tactics. However, a significant use of battle “kills and losses” reports and
video files is as material for propaganda among the players’ communities (also see
Figure 26 for an excellent illustration of propagandistic material). This is how an
experienced player put it:
“Ultimate victory is achieved at the strategic level. Kills & losses are
also relevant as they are the only measure of progress we have
available, and are an indicator of the level of commitment of the
various participants. Kills and losses are also obviously the fuel of
propaganda and morale, which do play a major role at the strategic
level”. (Excerpt from personal field notes)
Propaganda is indeed a common strategy among players who wish to reinforce
their individual or collective identity. Many players with some expertise on computer
graphics and video editing, can engineer fake evidences and present them as
authentic. Unfortunately, in mediated experiences within MMOGs, determining
“authentic” vs. “non-authentic” virtuality is far from straightforward. This process of
‘objectification through testimony’ (Ricoeur, 2004) of the involved parties can last
several days or weeks. In an effort to provide dispassionate observer accounts, many
players take on the role of a journalist, and report on ‘epic’ battles between strong
opponents. They also engage in extensive novelization of different aspects of the
game’s storyline, by creating additional background information to the game’s logic.
~ “sleep is cancelled” ~
In a survey of the EVE player-base (more in section 5.3.5) most players
reported that the average time that they were spending ‘inside’ the game was three to
four hours per day (51.14%) while a 13.03% reported that they spent more than six
hours daily. Here is how a player described his intrusive engagement:
“The game focuses on the big PvP alliances. Combat is similar to RL
[real life] combat... expect to spend hours camping strategic points,
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shuffling supplies around, mining raw materials and so on for every
minute of PvP combat. Seriously! Even on big combat operations it's
mostly waiting or hunting for someone to kill. Alliances have to
channel a huge amount of resources into keeping their top pilots in
high-end ships and supplies, with titans taking many thousands of
man-hours to complete. It's basically a second job”.
Especially in critical situations like the GNW, where many geographically
dispersed players with diverse objectivess try to organize a collective activity (i.e
attacking the enemy when hostile numbers are low) there were cases where extreme
measure were taken to ensure participation in joint operations. For example, the
leader of an alliance can order that “sleep is cancelled” and demand from every
player to respond by participating in the operations. Whether this tactic reveals a case
of addiction to the game or not, it certainly signifies a strong case of alignment and
commitment to the guild or alliance priorities and objectives (E. Wenger, 1998). The
following short dialogue is an excerpt from a long discussion in the Razor Alliance
forum on enforcing mandatory participation in alliance operations. The following
discussion took place in the forum during a period where the alliance was defending
its territory against another hostile alliance.
Player A: I must be crazy but I was sitting in a POS for 12
hrs yesterday, waiting for something to go down. I
know RL [= real life] comes first but try to send
the wife away to her sister or something [Smiley].
We have a POS to save in about 9 hrs.
Player B: I'm sorry to have to be the one to tell you this,
but EVE is a game.
Games are supposed to be fun.
If someone isn't having fun, do you really expect
them to hang around?
Player C: I'm sorry to have to tell you this, but holding
and defending space may sometimes require putting
your own fan second to your alliance's needs. You
know, team spirit and all that.

In crisis cases, where critical decisions had to be made, authoritative behaviour
from the leader of a community (i.e. corporation or alliance) was largely tolerated,
albeit follow her judgement for a short period of time, beyond which communities
would start questioning the efficiency of their leader and the collective morale would
drop drastically. In every case, however, such extreme situations of leadership
measures feature prominently in communities’ documented histories. Usually
followed by a great victory or a great loss, these signposted accomplishments for the
community to remember, or the disbandment of a community in the history of EVE.
For the members of Mythos, which during the war was member of the Razor alliance
and the NC, defeating BoB and its ‘evil’ dictator Sir Mole constituted a seminal
accomplishment in the community’s history. Mythos members were proud of their
active participation in this war, and they were rejoicing their exceptionally good
public image in EVE game community as a group of pilots of exceptional skill.
Unquestionably, the events and lessons learned from the Second Great War will
persist in the collective memories of these players as one of the biggest and most
often narrated chapters in the Mythos’ history.
5.4 EVE demographics
During the ethnographic field work in EVE, in July 2005 the researcher also
conducted a questionnaire based survey. The aim of this survey was to capture the
profile (e.g. demographics) of the ‘average EVE player, but also to discover to what
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extent EVE players appreciate several aspects of the game’s interface and structure
(issues of usability76). The survey was launched via the web required 10 to 15 min of
the EVE participants' time. To ensure that a diverse sample of participants was
surveyed, participants were recruited through the use of in-game characters, forums
posts in official game web page as well on several fun-pages, forums and blogs.
Table 4 Sample profile of EVE players
Country

Percentage of
players (n=1081)

UK

18,96%

USA

17,95%

Germany

Sex

Percentage

10,73%

Males

78.24%

The Netherlands

4,16%

Females

21.76%

Canada

3,89%

Greece

3,70%

Percentage

Sweden

3,33%

Average leisure time in
EVE (in hours) per day

Hungary

3,15%

<2

8.21%

France

2,87%

3-4

68.32%

Poland

2,50%

5-6

14.37%

Denmark

2,04%

>6

9.1%

Russia

1,94%

Spain

1,94%

Age

Percentage

Australia

1,85%

Belgium

1,76%

< 18

1.35%

Italy

1,48%

18 - 25

15.68%

Ireland

1,02%

26 - 35

46.91%

Norway

1,02%

36 - 50

32.57%

Other

15,73%

> 50

3.49%

Moreover, in order to attract non-English speakers, the survey was made
available in an English, Spanish, French, Deutch, and Greek version. The
questionnaire was available for player to participate for a period of two months.
After that period of time, after which not further answers were received. Incomplete
surveys were removed from the data, as were any records where there were evident
signs that the participant was not taking the survey seriously and was merely
completing it for the incentive (e.g. the response for 30 straight scale questions was
‘5’). After data cleaning, 1081 completed responses were analysed.
76

What this survey also suggested was that there are strong relationships between culture and
the perception of usability of MMOGs. Based on the Hofstede’s cultural model (1991), statistical
analysis indicated a series of strong correlations between Power Distance and Media Use, and
between Feedback and Individualism/Collectivism and Uncertainty Avoidance cultures, while the
Learnability, Interactivity, and Socialization were the top three ranked variables. For more details on
these findings see (Zaharias & Papargyris, 2008, 2009).
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Some findings of this analysis, reveal that the average age of EVE participants
in the study was between 26 and 35 years old (46.91%) while a 32.57% was between
36 and 50 years old. Most participants had, on average, 4 hours of leisure time in
EVE per-day. As it was revealed at Fun Fest 2009 from the game’s developers, there
are currently 302,657 subscribers while EVE holds the world record with 53,850
concurrent users online simultaneously.
What is of particular interest in this research is that the game’s design (as a
general attribute that characterises the whole game’s structure) cultivates
cooperation, improvisation, and community knowledge sharing and learning. Indeed,
the inherit capacity of MMOGs to sustain virtual communities is widely recognized
by most of players. In a question of whether a membership in a corporation provides
to players a sense of belonging, trust, and help, a percentage of 72.2% strongly
agreed with this statement, while 62.4% argued that such memberships heavily assist
players to develop their decision-making skills.
5.5 Collective action and the virtual: Meta-gaming elements in MMOGs
Section 5.2.2 above illustrated the various ‘gaming’ elements of EVE. These
represent the pre-designed and embedded functionalities of the virtual game world,
and as such, they frame the boundaries within which the in-game activities evolve.
However, EVE is a sandbox type of MMOG, which means that on the one hand,
players have only a few explicit objectives to pursuit, and on the other hand, an
information rich, and enjoyable environment where players feel free to explore new
directions, experiment with new roles, draw new trajectories and craft new, emergent
collective actions. To this end, this section illustrates some of the most significant
emergent ‘meta-gaming’ practices that evolve in the EVE virtual game world.
~ Interpretations of gameplay ~
Following the commentaries of the last two vignettes, numerous practices that
emerge during the activity of play could be identified. These practices cover the
entire spectrum of the game activities (such as role-playing) but they also move
beyond it, suggesting a boundary-crossing experience. Indeed, the game provides a
broad space for players to improvisationally engage in new practices and experiment
with new ideas, such as strategies and tactics in PVP joint operations. The players
feel that in order to master the game, they have to interpret literally every aspect of
the game's functionalities. In a sense, they need to adopt a ‘hacking’77 approach in
order to exploit the virtual setting, and reconfigure it or supplement it with custom
content, applications (see Figure 30) and interpretation. Examples of such
interpretations are the definition of a corp-theft, the constitution of a Code of
Conduct (see vignette A), the ‘balance of power’ in the EVE galaxy (see Figure 31),
or even the misinterpretations of the EULA rules that try to bring fairness and
coherence to the game.
~ Player-generated content and applications ~
Additionally, the uniqueness of the EVE world also lies in its very complexity
and constantly expanding content. This content is either an official expansion from
the Game Masters (GMs), or player-made content that the GMs integrate to the
game. Examples consist of novels, comics, user guides, and stories that some players
passionately produce, in order to broadcast their vantage point of the word,
communicate their experiences to the rest of the player community, or share their
know-how. The motives behind these activities vary from self-esteem and reciprocal
77

The notion of hacking is borrowed by the computer literacy and refers to re-configuring or
re-programming of a system to function in ways not facilitated by the owner, administrator, or
designer (for more information in the issue of hacking see for example Levy, 1984).
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need to share their thoughts and views, to gaining wide reputation and
acknowledgement. For instance, after an official expansion that adds new feature to
the game, the first player that will issue a comprehensive user-guide, takes all the
credit from the community. The player becomes one of the ‘contributors’ (as the
EVE players usually name them) and other pilots salute her in space (see Figure 14
and 28). Nevertheless, some players may decide to deliberately misguide other
players in order to take advantage of a game’s feature. For example, someone can
spread the false news that some regions of space are extremely rich in raw-materials,
so that others competitors move there and she have the time to gather the all
materials for her own.
~ Extensive novelization ~
In this vein, the deep level of immersion of several players that enjoy the roleplaying aspects of EVE, engage in novelization activities, by producing a huge
amount of EVE inspired fiction content. Great examples include “The Story Of Missy
X”78, a 25 chapters and 23,500 words-long novel, or a comic series like “War Drive
Active”79 (also see Figure 13). Other players adopt the role of a reporter and gather
information around the eve word and issue their own news feeds (see Figure 10).
This contrasts with other virtual worlds, where real-world news service providers
‘play’ this role (see for example the Reuters’ department in Second Life at
http://secondlife.reuters.com). Continuous novelization and repeated narration of
player’s accomplishments can also lead to the construction and preservation of
myths. Such myths can serve as orientation of narrative mobilization and cause a
wide distribution of a story.
In every case, such player-generated content present the most valuable assets of
the game. In complex cases of collective action such as PVP, player-generated
content and applications (i.e. oral communication or navigational tools) offer a great
advantage to those who organise their actions online. The cases of the great wars in
EVE universe are good examples of this (see vignette D). Here is how the Mittani
from the GoonSwarm Alliance puts it:
"Wars are not won by the winner; they are lost by the loser. In other
words, between roughly equal forces, things are usually not won
through the winning side deploying some stunning tactic or beautiful
offence, but rather the loser making a critical error and the winner
identifying the mistake and exploiting it. Until the 'oops' moment, the
strategic situation trends towards stalemate" (Mittani, 2009)
~ Voluntarily meta-gaming ~
An additional example of emergent meta-gaming activity is the case of
voluntarily meta-gaming. This may refer to the members of the ISD who assists for
CCP in order to monitor the public in-game chat channels and answer questions, help
resolve minor problems and act as good-will ambassadors throughout the community
(see section 5.2.2), or to the dedicative effort that some players put in order to
support EVE related fun-sites, blogs, the EVElopedia80 (a wiki based site that
contains valuable information about the game such a user guides and a glossary with
the jargon of EVE), and so fort. Currently, there are over 30 fan sites related to the
events taking place in the EVE universe. These sites provide several services to the
EVE community such as Kill-boards, alternative forums, news feeds, war stories,
78 The “The Story Of Missy X” novel is available at:
http://myeve.eve-online.com/ingameboard.asp?a=topic&threadID=717932
79 The “War Drive Active” comic series is available at: http://winterblink.com/wda
80 The EVElopedia wiki is available at: http://wiki.eveonline.com/en/wiki/Main_Page
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user guides and e-shops for trading in-game virtual assets. Financially supported by
online anonymous donations, most of these sites make the gameplay more ‘agile’.
For example, the Killboard site presents large ‘storage bins’ of personal and
collective narratives regarding the PVP action in the EVE universe. Through kill
boards, players build their in-game reputations, locate their in-game enemies, but
also avoid entering in hostile areas.
~ The impact of the game to the non-virtual world ~
The scale of in-game conflicts (but also the importance that EVE players
ascribe on these events), demand a tremendous amount of effort and money to be
spent in order for players to organize their collective actions such as PVP. Again, the
player’s motivations vary from mere enjoyment to willingness to gain the respect of
others and increase their reputation (‘e-honour’). The conflicts are so complex to
organize or to predict their outcomes (the players call them ‘epic’ battles), that the ingame related news, cross the boundaries of the imaginary world, and find their way
into news channels outside the game. For example, an article in the PC Gamer
magazine described in detail the Great War of EVE:
“There's a war going on. Unlike the 20-minute conflicts that
characterize other multiplayer games, this is a deathmatch that has
taken place between fleets of hundreds in a continuous process that
has lasted years. It's one of the most bitterly contested conflicts
imaginable, fought by an international cast of veteran space pilots. An
entire galaxy is at stake. [...] This was is the Great War of EVE
Online, the largest virtual conflict ever waged” (Rossignol, 2008)
Apart from computer games oriented magazines, some major events in EVE
were reported in the general press. For example a BBC News article titled “Virtual
and real blur in Eve Online” (Darren Waters, 2008), on New York Times articles “In
an Ever-Changing Galaxy, the Action’s Starting to Get Intriguing” and “In a Virtual
Universe, the Politics Turn Real” by Seth Schiesel (2007), that describe the richness
of the EVE world and the massive politics behind the mobilization of large numbers
of pilots during the conflicts.
~ Politics of deception and de-moralization ~
Politics in EVE vary from propaganda and deception, to espionage and
sabotage, yet they all aimto increase the morale of allied players and thus ensure
participation in time consuming – and some times boring (but necessary in a ‘war’)
activities like ‘gate-camps’, and to demoralise the opponent and cause confusion
among their forces. Thus, politics indirectly affects every aspect of EVE, ‘economy’,
and the gameplay of the entire player community. This is not a surprise if we
consider that a Titan for example, which is the largest supercapital class ship in EVE,
is estimated to cost around $4,000 in real money. To destroy a Titan that the
opponent fleet brings to the battlefield, requires the well planned and executed
collective action of hundreds of players for a extended period of time. The allied fleet
splits in specialised role-groups with players piloting different ships, and with
characters that have trained in different skills. Then very crucially a trap is set-up.
This demands some experienced (‘uber’) and crafty players to target the opponent
fleet’s cohesion and communication, and try to misguide them, to break the
communication lines between fleet-commanders and in general to cause panic among
enemy lines. This may require a long period of time of planning and execution, but in
some cases, the results are impressinve in terms of in-game performance. An
example of such success was presented in vignette D, when the NC (Northern
Coalition) managed to infiltrate BoB’s alliance and destroy four Titans, resulting in
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wide-spread ridicule of BoB’s leader, Sir Molle,– see Figure 26) and effectively
causing the disbanding thethe alliance.
5.6

Fostering knowledge sharing in MMOGs: the importance of
playfulness and freedom in EVE’s communities
~ Knowledge sharing is part of the game ~
The ethnography in E&B and EVE revealed a rich and complex game world
where individuals, teams, and communities compete and cooperate in various levels
of engagement. A persistent and seemingly never-ending storyline frames the
evolution of the game as it unfolds, players spend immense amounts of time in order
to advance in the game. This advancement may take the form of a deep respect and
recognition gained among EVE’s players, personal satisfaction and self-esteem, or
even the gain of a financial income. But what this study reveals is that in every
aspect of the game, individuals, teams, and communities have to share their
knowledge at some degree in order for them to ‘survive’ and ‘progress’. This
knowledge sharing is the bedrock for the constitution of a stock of knowledge based
on which players can make sense of the game as a meaningful collective activity.
Moreover, knowledge sharing formulates and legitimises a collective system of
shared understanding, through the negotiated interpretation and engagement in new
collective actions and institutional forms of cooperation. Indeed, knowledge-sharing
is an integral part of the game, meaning that if you don’t share, you cannot ‘win’.
~ Knowledge sharing is enforced by the game design ~
Knowledge-sharing is the anchor point of success in virtual game worlds. Even
the most naïve new players come to this conclusion sooner or later faced with the
progressive complexity of the task accomplishment based game scenarios and the
escalating challenges of the gameplay that appear as long as the player engages with
the game world. Starting as a ‘solo’ pilot, she will have to move deeper into the
game’s most complicated tasks where it is difficult to survive without any friends.
Based on a survey presented by the CCP81, EVE players move into null-sec (0.0)
space on average after 6 months of EVE experience. The same survey indicates that
two activities in general stand out as the most popular character activities: mission
running and PvP. Mission running takes place in the safe area of the empire space
where PvP is prohibited. But even though, as a player subscribes for more difficult
(e.g. higher level) missions in order to maximise her ‘profits’, it is highly likely to
from either temporary teams (e.g. gangs) with other strangers, or more permanent
communities (e.g. corporations) and try to deal with missions’ difficulty through
joint operations.
A perpetual joke among EVE players that everyone is ‘born’ in the EVE world
as a mission runner and ends up as a PvP combat pilot. This is true for the majority
of EVE players since missions are the easiest way to advance one’s character skills
and gain ‘profits’. But as the player’s experience and knowledge of the game
advance, she can shift towards the more complex action of PvP. Well established
corporations and alliances always seek out new ‘talented PvPers’ to join their ‘elite’
pilot fleets or other loyal players willing to support the production and logistics
aspects of their ‘campaigns’. This progression was clearly observed in my
participation in all corporations and guilds in EVE and E&B game worlds. Especially
when I became member of the OoC guild in E&B, the community had a distinctive
PvP orientation but when it migrated to the new and strange game environment of
EVE, all members abandoned their combat activities and engaged into intense

81

http://wiki.eveonline.com/en/wiki/Sovereignty_infrastructure
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mining and trade missions. This provided ample room for skill development and
experience accumulation before they jumped back to PvP activities. Nevertheless,
what kept the players together in the first ‘learning’ period in EVE, was the element
of commitment amplified by the established trustful relationships among them.
~ Knowledge sharing is about trust and commitment ~
When a newcomer becomes member of a MMOG community, she will have to
decide whether the established shared-understanding of the game world fits with her
beliefs, interpretations and expectations. As we saw in the second vignette, many
communities sustained an explicit form of rules and codes of conduct that everyone
is committed to and expected to follow and honour through his in-game actions.
Following this code and by contributing to the collective (e.g. through the
participation in collective actions) were important for gaining the trust of the rest of
the community. Commitment depends on a negotiated system of shared values in the
community which means that players should invest extra time and effort in order to
participate in collective actions (e.g. joint in-game activities, social meetings, voting
procedures and so forth). In my EVE experience, often the alliance leader asked his
members to sacrifice a night or an entire weekend to contributeto joint operations
(e.g. the "sleep is cancelled" call in order to defend a home base). In other cases
though, the high level of commitment is evident in actions that emerge from the grass
roots of the players’ community. Such a case was the collective action taken by a few
members of the Ypsilon corporation in EVE to question their leader’s decisions.
Based on their opinions, they decided to leave the corporation and form a new one in
order to preserve the history, ideals and values of their community.
~ Knowledge sharing as a synonym for creativity ~
In section 4.1.2 it has been argued that MMOGs sustain and cultivate a strong
sense of playfulness and freedom. These two elements are in tandem to the fact that
players can engage in pleasurable collective action, and experiment with alternative
roles in a secure and information rich, multi-user environment, foster the emergence
of creative forms of action. In MMOGs, creativity is manifest in innovative
behaviours, processes and structures (i.e. sophisticated tools). It is the very act of
play, connecting a player to others, that fosters creativity, flexibility, and learning. It
helps players to develop weak ties and improve their social skills, and as such to
adapt in strange environments and diverse cultural contexts. Indeed, play is not a
passive quality, but an action that necessitates interaction, exploration, and
imagination. It facilitates imaginary situations that complement reflective
understanding of practice. Virtual game worlds are rich in information and literacy
practices (Steinkuehler, 2007), and the educational and pleasurable elements of
virtual worlds can elevate the creativity, improvisation and spontaneity (Coleman,
1968; Huizinga, 1955). The creative and imaginary value of games stems from the
very action of play that detaches messages, experiences, or objects from their context
of origin, creating a new frame that allows for greater freedom, interactivity, and
creative possibilities.
As illustrated in the four vignettes, in an activity of play, the players seek out
new directions, meanings, interpretations and familiarisations in order to make-sense
of the game world and cope with unfamiliar, imaginary, or diverse collective actions.
The adult player is seeking to be a part of a constructive, collective social interaction,
with significant others, where feelings of wholeness, authenticity, patterns of
coherence and total presence in a collective unity are experienced (Sutton-Smith,
1997). Play mirrors the conceptual resources of the existing cultural world (Huizinga,
1955). The roles, themes, narratives or episodes of play express the players
understanding and appropriation of the socio-cultural material of society. To this end,
play offers adults the opportunity to invert the cultural code, values, and norms of the
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real world. In information rich and diverse environments of MMOGs, the stock of
knowledge is called into question through emerging interpretations and renovated
practices. It is called into question in such a radical way that it becomes impossible
to resort to ‘old’ habitualised knowledge and continue with it. Engagement and
familiarization with virtual game worlds are then becoming “ways of revealing” the
everyday world (i.e. play allows the playful deconstruction or inversion of existent
social hierarchies and normative laws).
Another point emerging from the ethnographic fieldwork, is that communitiess
history attracts attention and impacts the discussion of future directions. The case of
a member of a community serveing as the ‘best narrator’ to communicate collective
memory among the community’s members and beyond, in my observations indicates
that this role emerges and is situated in the circumstanced episode of a discussion.
However, members with a tendency to speak ‘loud’, ‘clear’ (and often), may end-up
identified as the official narrator of the community’s history. In my research, such a
role was granted unofficially, yet unanimously to one of the longer-standing member
of a community. The ‘chosen one’ was also granted the ‘heavy’ duty to broadcast the
community’s achievements to the rest of the EVE community (by issuing
newsletters). The point is, however, that the interpretation of the past by one
individual was valued as closer to the ‘average’ interpretations of the rest of the
community, and as such, it served as the dominant voice, which in turn influenced
and introduced authority in the constitution of collective memory.
~ Creative knowledge sharing constitutes collective memory ~
Shared experienced events entail different levels of significance for the
members of a community. For example, although the Great Northern War (GNW)
was considered widely to be a major event in the game’s history, not all players
conceived it as an important element of EVE’s history. This is not a surprise since
the GNW had different levels of emotional, economic and political impact to various
corporations in EVE. The game developers also didn’t grant significant importance
to this event, and thus no ‘monument’ or official landmarks ever appeared in the
game environment. On the contrary, other events were considered to be more
significant by CCP, such as the social event of a riddle contest in 2005. The players
that managed to solve the puzzle posed by developers were rewarded with a
monument in one of the most crowded systems of the EVE’s universe (see Figure
31). Other such ‘monuments’ included wrecks of huge titan class ships, and served as
‘archaic remainders’ of epic PVP battles. Despite the engineering of official
landmarks by CCP, players used the game’s mechanics to leave traces of their
history all over the place: in the names of their ships, in their publicly viewed
character’s description, but also by constructing their own monuments. In EVE, such
a case is the ‘EVE cemetery’ (see Figure 22), a location in EVE’s space where a
group of players decided to ‘honour the dead pilots’ by leaving little cans in space to
serve as ‘gravestones’. Although ‘death’ in EVE is not a permanent termination of an
avatar, this ritualistic attitude in the game world was supported by a compelling need
to remember the past of the “lovely citizens of Eve” as Azia Burgi, the player who
engineered the EVE cemetery described. The EVE community embraced this as a
“nice idea” and many players prompted CCP to make the cemetery a landmark in the
game world and include it into the official evolving storyline. This landmark, a lieux
de memoire (Nora, 1996), represented a ‘debt from the past’ to honour the ‘deaths’ as
significant events worth to be remembered.
An additional issue that deeply affects the constitution of collective memory in
MMOG communities are the cases of mis-interpretation and episodes of
misunderstanding. These episodes are characterised by a contrast in points of view
and interpretations of an event by a collective, resulting in disputes over significant
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evidence worth keeping to document them. In terms of contestation of collective
memory, such episodes reflect the agony to reveal or emerge of the ontological
constitution of the virtual world. In the process of constructing emergent meaningful
forms of simplicity and coherence, the misunderstandings support the dialogical
sense making among the members of a community and play the pivotal role of
recognizing external anticipations as well as important extracted cues (Weick, 1995)
that support interpretation. Episodes of misunderstanding can motivate (open
minded) individuals or collectives to withdraw their perceptual and intellectual filters
that block interpretation and expand their interpretational inner and outer horizon
(Schutz, 1953/1962). Or in Gadamer’s words, misunderstandings can lead to the
‘fusion of horizons’ (1975; 1976), that is a state of shared understanding recognised
and appreciated by the members of a collective.
The following pages contain several figures illustrating various elements from
E&B and EVE virtual game worlds.

Figure 8 - A typical screen of EVE’s User Interface: ‘flying in space’1.

1

EVE is a multiple-window environment, consisting of a ‘Neocom’ toolbar [1], a Ship Control Panel [2], an Overview scanner [3], a chat window [6], and a
main screen. All these windows except of the chat window have a fixed position when visible on the main screen. The main screen shows the space environment
outside of the spaceship [4], which in this example presents a combat situation. Hostiles are represented by a red cross, plus a yellow blinking rectangle in case they
are firing on us. Locked objects [5] are listed at the top of the main screen in order to help us monitor the progress of our firing solution. Lastly, at the very bottom of
the screen there is a clock plus any minimized windows [7].

Figure 9 - A typical screen of EVE’s User Interface: ‘ docked in a space station’2.

2

In a space station, a player has immediate access to a ‘Neocom’ menu [1], but she/he can interact with other pilots only via chat [2]. Additionally, each
station provides certain services such as ship insurance and repair shop, medical facilities, mineral reprocessing services, etc [3]. Stations provide a secure
environment where gamers can perform manufacturing and trading transactions, issue contracts and auctions, etc [4].

Figure 10 - The EVE history wiki (http://eve-history.net). A place where players can freely contribute and get informed on various aspects of the
game’s history.

Figure 11 – The effects of a large-scale war in the geopolitical balances of EVE universe3.
3

Pictured above are two territorial maps of EVE’s universe, illustrating the distribution of alliances before (on the left) and after (on the right) the end of the
Great War. Different colours represent different alliances.

Figure 12 – Storyline-based, player-generated content and novelization4.

4

These images show the diversity of player-generated content that refers to EVE’s game storyline. Although CCP has the privilege to narrate the official
evolving story of the game, some fully immersed players role-play with this story, and produce their own supplementary short sorties [1] or extensive novels [2].
CCP values these novelizations and in some cases integrates them in the mainstream narrative emplotment, presenting them as chronicles.

Figure 13 – Comical player-generated content5.

5

In addition to EVE's storyline-based stories and novels (see Figure 12) players also produce comic-based content. Some of these comics are embraced by the
players’ community and are issued regularly (like the "Warp Drive Active" [1]), or appear in a couple of issues and then vanish (like the "Highly Exaggerated
Accounts" [2]). Note that these two comics use the game's graphics and imaging to support their story. The story's theme can vary from personal accomplishments to
pointing out with humour specific design issues of the game (such as the poor design of some ship models in EVE). Another genre of popular comical playergenerated content is produced by some inspired players who take mainstream comics and alter the dialogues to describe their stories or opinions. Such an example is
shown in [3] which makes a strong statement on the low usefulness of projectile type of weapons, using the Garfield comic. Such comics appear once, but if players
like them, they reproduce the images to state their arguments.

Figure 14 – Player-generated charts and detailed explications on the game's mechanics6
6

These charts reveal the physical and deterministic rules based on which EVE world is build. Some players tenaciously try to 'hack' the game's logic and reveal the factors
that affect the efficiency of their in-game actions (such as firing an enemy ship with a projectile type weapon as shown in this example). Based on their observations, their common
sense logic, and their understanding of the nature's laws of physics, and of course through trial and error experimentation, they reveal the very mathematical equations that the
application server interprets in order to react to a player's interactions. Following these charts, a player can make the calculations and prepare her ship for specific missions. Also note
the sophistication sustained in this player-generated content. The map at the left is flash-based and through the use of vectors, a player can understand and learn the effects of a ship’s
transversal velocities in a firing situation, and calculate the probability of accomplishing a 'good hit'.

Figure 15 – The E&B galaxy illustrated in a player-generated map 7
7

The E&B world consisted of just a few tenths of solar systems. Compare this to Figure 31 that illustrates the map of the EVE galaxy consisting of about 5,000 solar systems.

.

Figure 16 – The different avatars that the researcher created and used during his ethnographic field work8

8

The two avatars on the top are the main virtual characters: [1] is ‘NETRINO’ in E&B, and [2] is ‘POSITRON in EVE. The other three are (male and female)
alternative virtual characters in EVE.

Figure 17 – Character profiles I 9

9

These examples illustrate the multi-tabbed windows displaying publicly available information of three EVE characters (i.e. avatars). Example [1] lists the
‘Employment History’ (membership in corporations) of ‘POSITRON’. The other two examples illustrate cases of content that players use in their customized ‘BIO’
tab. Character ‘Seismic Impact’ [2] contains a song, while ‘Lord Wimbishi’ describes in detail his character. From this information, one could identify the former as
a ‘peaceful miner’ and the later as a ‘warrior’.

Figure 19 - A list of the

various emotes that E&B
characters can perform.
Figure 18 – Character profiles II 10
10

These examples are extracts from EVE characters’ ‘BIO’ information, presenting more creative ways (such as
ASCII art) to make a statement or inform other on their ‘identity’.

Figure 20 – Player-generated posters to support collective action11

11

This example illustrates a common practice which alliances and corporations engage into, in order to recruit new members, or to raise the participation of
their members in important collective actions (usually PVP).

Figure 21 – A memory artifact in EVE’s space 12
12

This is a monument that the EVE Game Developers placed in a popular solar system (Jita) to honour the winners of an in-game competition.

Figure 22 – A virtual ‘cemetery’ in EVE’s space 13

13

This is an example of player-generated monument; a cemetery “to those fallen in battle”. It’s creator, EVE player Jay Marshall, legitimises it as a “A place where one can
go and say those final words they would like to the fallen, and even though we are in a clone-age, where one really doesn’t die, the bodies entombed around the cemetery are both a
reminder and warning about our own mortality” (http://www.eveonline.com/news.asp?a=single&nid=2348&tid=7)

Figure 23 – A typical screen of E&B User Interface:’ docked in space station’14.

14 In contrast to EVE (see Figure 9), E&B players can ‘walk’ inside ‘space stations’. In this figure, a player interacts with a Non-Player Character before
choosing a ‘mission’ to accomplish. Note that the question-answering dialogues are pre-defined and game design specific.

Figure 24 – A typical screen of E&B User Interface: ‘flying in space’15.

15 This figure illustrates a PVE activity in E&B. Player receives information flow from chat [1] and ‘spaceship radar’ [2].

Figure 25 - A typical schedule with enemy POSes to be destroyed by the allied forces16.

16

Considering that each POS requires many tenths of players to cooperate in order to destroy it, notice the
large number of POSes that should be destroyed in one day around the clock. Players from different time zones
should mobilise and cooperate.

Figure 26 - An example of a player-generated propagandistic leaflet17.

17

This particular leaflet is one of the tenths that were produced, making laugh of BoB leader, ‘Sir Mole’ that
lost his third titan class ship.

Figure 27 – A typical storyline mission in EVE virtual world18.

Figure 28 – Player- generated Guides19.

18

Note the narrative (mission briefing) that resonates the significance, scope, and objectives of this simple
mission and accords it to the storyline of the virtual world. Rewards upon the successful completion of the mission
are also clearly stated.
19
Experienced players codify and compact their know-how in Guides, which are either made available to
download for free, or sold into eBAY.

Figure 29 – The learning curve in EVE, as it was depicted by its players20.

20

Note the comical interpretation of the learning curve's stiffness and how EVE players conceive it in
contrast to other popular MMOGs.

Figure 30 – An example of a player-generated application21.

21

This open-source application (EVEMON) was made in order to allow EVE players monitor their virtual
characters without logging into the game. The application also supports ‘ship fitting scenarios’ for players to
experiment on with alternative customizations of their ‘ships’.

Figure 31 - The EVE virtual world Map22.

22 Each dot represents one of the 5.000 solar systems in EVE while lines between dots refer to ‘gate’ links.
At the approximate centre of the EVE ‘universe’ lays the “empire-space”. Outside of the cycle, at the periphery,
extents the “zero-space” where several alliances (each one coloured with a different colour) can claim sovereignty.
This player-generated coloured EVE Territorial Map is updated regularly to illustrate the “balance of power” in
EVE, and informs players on ‘war-zones’ and ‘contested space’.
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6 Collective Memory Construction in the
Virtual: Conceptual Propositions and Design
Implications

6.1

Introduction
This chapter addresses several critical conceptual propositions that derive from
this research. These propositions concern collective memory construction in the
virtual and build on the theoretical formulations presented in the first three chapters
regarding collective knowledge and memory, as well as the relation between
collective action and the virtual. But it is the empirical study and the reflexive
interpretation of the narratives from the field that heavily inform the constitution and
validity of these propositions. Furthermore, this chapter presents several design
considerations for the construction of collective memory systems. These design
issues reflect the implications that the conceptual propositions entail, and they
conclude into a conceptual architecture proposal for a virtual workplace world. This
architecture provocatively suggests a radical transformation of the workplace by
introducing the element of (collective) play to challenge embedded habitualised
practices, towards the virtualisation of collective memory and knowledge sharing in
the workplace environment.
6.2

Revisiting the relation among collective memory, knowledge sharing
and the virtual.
The main question behind the research’s initiative was to explore and
understand how virtual communities share their collective knowledge and construct
their collective memory. The deconstruction and the in depth examination of this
question resulted various conceptual constructs. These constructs address the
exceptional capacity of virtual communities to share their knowledge and thus
construct their collective memory, while they suggest a transformative character of
the virtual. Indeed, the virtual entails several distinctive challenges, but also unique
opportunities for the collective action of knowledge sharing and collective memory
constitution. To this end, this section addresses the propositions that derive from the
conceptual relations of collective memory, knowledge sharing and the virtual.
Collective memory and knowledge sharing are two ostensibly dissimilar
concepts with regard to the notion of the virtual, however. This research, from its
very beginning, claimed that collective memory is not static (such as an object of
codified knowledge) but it is an action of knowledge sharing and negotiation of
meaning. Additionally, it should be clear by now that the virtual is neither a confined
space of interaction, nor a passive medium that tunnels action away from here-andnow. On the contrary it actually intervenes and qualitatively distorts collective
action, by proposing radically different possibilities to act (i.e. evaluating and
projecting towards possibilities).
Indeed, memory constitution is a phenomenon situated in collectives such as
communities. The collective attribution of memory suggests that memory is a
collective process of remembering and forgetting, heavily influenced by social
pressure that for example may cause selective remembering. In this sense, memory is
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an image of the past and thus it is closely coupled with history. Collective memory
however, should not be confused with a collective’s history which refers to the
documented narrativisations of the past. These documentations represent a written
memory and it’s primarily source are testimonies by eyewitnesses and as such they
also embraces the interpretation of the circumstanced intentions of the actors that
were protagonists in past events. This interpretation is a continuous dialogue with the
past, or in other words, it is a search for make-believe truth. In this sense, all that the
history provides to the constitution of collective memory is a familiarity with the past
that a collective ambitiously care to remember or forget.
This process of familiarisation also provides the foundations for the
construction of the narrative identity of the collective. Identity is constructed by the
narratives the members of a collective value as significant, spread in time and space,
and interpret as a meaningful and relevant part of their history. That is to say that
collective identity stems for the very collective memory that a collective preserve as
distinctive and significant. Or in other words, memory provides the reason upon
which identities is dialectically constructed (e.g. individuals or collectives identify
themselves as same or different).
In this vein, what is also crucial in both collective memory and identity is
imagination that the collective employs in order to interpret the situated meaning of a
memory. Indeed, in terms of identity construction, imagination holds an important
role on the interpretation of the narrative self. Remember that in the communication
and ten interpretation of a narrated story, the audience should apply genuine
imaginative variations in the narration’s emplotment – that is an imaginative act of
meaning evoking towards the construction of shared (i.e. intersubjective) meaning. In
this sense, imagination prompts for a creative reconstruction of the interpretation of
collective memory.
What the above suggest is that collective memory is framed by the concepts of
history, identity, and imagination.
Proposition 1: Collective memory is a phenomenon framed by the interplay of the
notions of history, identity, and imagination.
Building on the relation of collective memory to history, identity and
imagination, enables a critical review of processes of knowledge sharing. Knowledge
sharing is about the communication and interpretation across a collective, towards
the constitution of a social stock of knowledge. Communication can be oral, written
or sustain any other symbolic form, but in order to result a meaningful act of
knowledge sharing, it should reference a system of shared meaning. This system is
an intersubjectively constituted shared understanding on the socio-historical context,
roles and actions that a communicative act entails and takes place. As such, it
emphasizes the achieved intersubjective typifications and commonsense assumptions
that a collective shares. It is only on the basis of this shared understanding that
knowledge sharing is possible. The very process of knowledge sharing, however,
suggests more than a communicative act based on a shared understanding. It also
suggests a negotiation of meaning that is a process through which individuals
negotiate their intersubjective interpretive schemata and collective achieve a shard
understanding. As such, negotiation of meaning is a process through which
collectives experience the world and their engagement to it as meaningful. This fuses
the second proposition:
Proposition 2: Knowledge sharing constitutes collective social action entailing
negotiation of meaning and projected towards the intersubjective
constitution of a social stock of knowledge.
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The first two propositions could stand on their own as they address generalised
constructs on the social character of collective memory and the acknowledgment of
the process of negotiation of practice as the focal point of collective memory
constitution. We now turn to the relation of collective memory to the virtual.
In the third chapter, this research made a critical review of the nature of
virtuality. Virtuality is conceived as an experience of interacting with a technology of
virtuality and as such it directly refers to the meaning that this experience entails.
The role of virtuality in collective memory constitution is dual: on the one hand it
poses several critical challenges due to the provoking absence of a familiar
environment of action, and on the other hand it authorizes, in a sense, the agent to
redescribe her taken-for-granted reality, renovate her habitualised practices, and
ultimately reconstruct her understanding of the world. This suggests a radical
transition from the taken-for-granted stock of knowledge to the virtualisation of
meaningful action and then the actualisation of different interpretations and
meanings. In this sense, the virtual poses a genuine opportunity for the agent to
challenge her stock of knowledge and transcend the familiarised lifeworld.
In the case of OoC guild, members were forced to leave their E&B ‘homes’
and migrate to the new and strange space of EVE (Vignette B) when the game
developers decided to discontinue the E&B game service. In the E&B environment,
these were experienced (veteran) players, and the OoC guild was one of the largest
and more prestigious communities in the entire E&B player-base. EVE presented
them with a strange environment, posing high levels of unfamiliarity. The game’s
rules and interface, the world’s storyline and objectives, the EVE community’s
jargon and sense of fair-play were all absent from their social stock of knowledge.
Their previous narratives regarding their actions in E&B were now irrelevant and
started to fade out. Only stories regarding intra-guild actions (such as collective
decision making) were relevant and kept surfacing in stories and documentation
narratives. At the beginning, players tried to apply their habitualised practices of
gameplay and guild organization to the new world. They experimented with new
roles and procedures and took advantage of their trusted relationships in order to gain
time to adjust and to learn the new environment. This was a long process but they
kept their cohesion and stayed focused on their shared objective: to rebuild the old
OoC guild and make it a strong and better corporation.
In the virtual the familiar, taken-for-granted non-virtual world is totally under
question, mainly due to the fictional storyline that each game is based one, but also
one the game’s unique science and mechanics, that literally reconstruct not only the
image of the physical world, but also alter the accustomed actions of interacting and
navigating onto it. For example in most virtual worlds such as Second Life and
There, players can use their avatars to fly around virtual islands and cities. But in
some cases, game developers try to reach the limits of their imagination, and create
virtual environments where a player can fly to the distant galaxies and destroy a
planet, or dive indo the deep ocean and play chess with a mermaid. Nevertheless, the
aim of all these fantasy words is to establish a pleasurable environment where
participants will socialise, compete, collaborate, or just spent some time somewhere
differently. There, players will have the change to meet others from different
nationalities and professions, learn how to value new customs and behaviours, reject
institutionalised stereotypes and a priori prejudged and so forth. In other words,
through the continuous interaction and socialization with the virtual word, a player
will consciously or unconsciously reconsider her interpretation schema, based on
which her lifeworld is meaningful. To summarize this, the following proposition can
be stated:
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Proposition 3a: The virtualisation of collective action results in a critical challenge to
familiarity (i.e. hermeneutic interpretation) of the lifeworld.
What this proposition indicates is a transformative character of virtuality.
Additionally, it is clear that action in relation to the context of the virtual is in sharp
contrast with habitualised action. None of these transformations however, occur
instantly. They rather emerge progressively through the immersion into the virtual
and the engagement into intentional interactions with a technology of virtuality. The
examination of the different modes of acting in relation of a technology of virtuality
led this research into addressing three diverse modes, namely the Acting-ThroughVirtuality, Acting-In-Virtuality, and Acting-Like-Being-In-Virtuality. Each one of
these three modes of acting shifts the meaning of virtuality, in the first mode
virtuality is juts a functional catalyst of non-virtuality. In the second mode, I immerse
into the virtual and I experience an imaginary space as a genuine interplay of virtual
and non-virtual. That is to say, that in this mode, technologies of virtuality act like
translation technologies.
Finally, in the third mode of acting, the meaning of virtuality stems from the
experience of an ‘as-if’ situation where the renovated practices and meanings
transcend the boundaries of virtuality and become relevant and applicable in
everyday practice with the non-virtuality. In this sense, the meaning of an experience
of acting like-being-in-virtuality does not refer merely to the imaginary situation of
acting (or projecting) as in-virtuality, but rather to the understanding of virtuality as a
significant and inextricable existentiale of our praxis. This means that the acting likebeing-in virtuality drifts our attention from the non-virtual world and focus on the
virtual one as the focal point of our hermeneutics. Gradually, virtuality withdraws in
our familiar lifeworld and becomes the most relevant interpretation schema of
experiencing the world, the agent’s averageness.
In virtual game worlds, players engage into all three modes of acting so
passionately, that sometimes it is hard to distinguish which mode prevails. This is
mainly because many collective actions in these worlds are well organized and
planned complexes of diverse actions. Nevertheless, the tales from the MMOG field
suggest that the majority of MMOG players act -in or like-being-in the virtual world.
The players that prefer to act-through the virtual miss the beauty of the game, and
they use it only as a medium for communicating with distant friends, or for selling
assets in return of real money and so forth. On the contrary, players that immerse into
the game world take advantage of its capacities of play, enjoyment and engrossment.
They act-in the virtual as they learn the game world and they experience the evolving
storyline as the game unfolds, as part of their everydayness. It is then not a surprise
to meet players in face-to-face events (such as the EVE Fun Festival that takes place
in Iceland every year - fanfest.eveonline.com) that are so deeply affected by the
game’s fantasy and culture, that their ‘off-line’ behaviour, clothing and
communication style resembles a virtual character acting as-if she was in the virtual
world. They are acting like-being-in the virtual game; like they haven’t logged-off
yet. In other cases, the players in these imaginary worlds are so much hooked to their
virtual characters that they may experience emotional outbursts or engage in
emotionally loaded behaviour (e.g. revengefulness) if something ‘bad’ happens to
their virtual character. An extreme case of this was a Chinese player who stabbed to
death another player for selling his virtual 'sword' for real money (Farrell, 2005). As
the in-game actions take over the habitualised practices, and the in-game narratives
alter the interpretative schemata, the borders between the virtual and non-virtual blur.
To this end, and in accord to the previous proposition, this research makes the
following proposition:
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Proposition 3b: The understanding of the virtualisation of collective action entails the
examination of different modes of acting in relation to virtuality that blur
the boundaries between the virtual and the non-virtual.
During the experience of interacting with a technology of virtuality, the agent
is able to cope with the absence of familiarity due to the capacity of virtuality to
sustain a sense of freedom and playfulness. These two elements are crucial in
creating a imaginary, yet pleasurable environment where the elements of spontaneity,
experimentation and creativity are dominant. Within such an environment, the agent
voluntarily experiences an atmosphere where she can literally play with her
imagination, and appreciate the transformative capacity of virtuality to elicit a series
of great transcendencies. The agent plays with the imaginary and symbolical
constitution of the virtual and as she immerses into the virtual, she advances into a
creative renovation of taken-for-granted habitualised practices, memories and
identities.
This renovation is evident in every aspect of the virtual game worlds. From the
novel applications and architectures83 that these worlds rely on in order to
materialise, to the gameplay practices, styles and behaviours that players craft in
order to maximise the enjoyment of their experience with the virtual. For instance, in
the case of EVE, players gradually constructed a new language with many symbolic
and metaphoric forms of communication, upon which they resorted to tell their
stories, share know-how, emotions, face expressions, common gestures (such as the
waves “~” for saluting another pilot) and their status ‘in front of their screens’ (i.e.
the AFK for Away From Keyboard, G2G for Got To Go, GIC for ‘girlfriend is
coming’ and so forth). They also crafted new roles (such as spies and fleet
commanders that played a crucial role in altering the balance of power in the Great
EVE War84), and develop new custom technologies to facilitate better gameplay85.
The pleasurable and secure environment of the virtual game world also
provides the opportunity for players to experiment with new ideas and redescribe
their interpretations of the commonsensical world. For example, the game’s
unfolding story challenges stereotypes and reinforces or weakens them. Such a
reinforced stereotype is the case of ‘farmers86’ in the game. The majority of the EVE
community believes that they are Chinese players that exploit the gameplay of all
other players in order to gain large amounts of virtual currency and then exchange it
for real money. Additionally, the habitualised character of various communication
mediums was altered to meet the needs of organizing collective actions. For
example, the community’s forums do not only support communication and
documentation of past actions and events, but they also evolved into genuine
mechanisms for evaluating the trustworthiness of other co-members in a community.
In every case, the players feel free to play ‘their’ game and invite others to play along
with them. As the EVE game world evolves, so its players evolve with it.
What these examples suggest is the following proposition:
83 For instance new sophisticated compression algorithms that reduce the network traffic
between the server clusters and the thousands of clients that the players of the virtual world use to
experience their interaction without ‘lag’.
84 More details in Vignette D.
85 Such as the TeamSpeak VoIP application for oral communication over the net
(teamspeak.com), or the popular EVEMON open source application for organizing the skill training of
a virtual character (evemon.battleclinic.com). (see Figure 30)
86 The term ‘farmers’ refers to players that play a MMOG in order to gather as much resources
as possible for their financial benefit.
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Proposition 4: The experience of a technology of virtuality (such as a virtual game
world) sustains a significant sense of freedom and playfulness that can fuse
a renovation of practices and a reinterpretation of the lifeworld, albeit in a
creative manner.
In sum, what the previous four propositions suggest is that interaction with a
technology of virtuality entails a genuine experience that radically differs from
everyday non-virtual activities. The longitudinal ethnographic field work reports and
suggests a unique, transformative character of the virtual.
Indeed, virtual game worlds, offer a multi-user, persistent, and pleasurable
virtual environment, where an agent can totally immerse and engross into an
imaginary world of shared fantasy. There, ‘inside’ the virtual world, agents can
engage into new roles and alternative trajectories of action and experiment with the
negotiation of their social stock of knowledge. Moreover, due to the immense
capacity of virtual game worlds to promote the formation of communities, agents are
able to participate in collective practices such as joint operations, collective decision
making, novelizations87 and so forth. Every agent comes to the virtual with her own
stock of knowledge culture and interpretations of the world. She brings different
vantage points that dialectically enrich the collective interpretation of the virtual
world as meaningful. This collective interpretation values this diversity (such as
cultural heterogeneity – see Section 3.5) and emerge through the persistent (i.e.
recursive) collective action of negotiation of the meanings (i.e. images) of virtuality.
In this vein, it is not a surprise to see the transformation of knowledge sharing
and collective memory constitution practices in the virtual communities that emerge
and evolve into virtual game worlds. These communities treat their collective
knowledge as a valuable resource which literally and metaphorically defines their
success in the game world (they usually refer to it as the “win button”). Additionally,
these communities value their collective memory and consider their shared
experiences as the only significant and relevant construct that constitutes their
collective identity as a community88. To this end, what the next two sections address
is the emergence of collective practices that cultivate collective memory constitution
(e.g. memory as a process) and the genres of collective knowledge that virtual
communities value as part of their collective memory (i.e. memory as an object).
The next section continues by exploring the emergent practices to cultivate
knowledge sharing that result the exploitation of the embedded functionalities of the
virtual.
6.3

Exploiting the embedded functionalities of the virtual - emergent
practices that cultivate collective memory constitution.
Knowledge is actually the most critical element that makes an individual or a
community to win a game situation. It is a common knowledge among the players of
a MMOGs that virtual communities that emerge and evolve into virtual game worlds
treat their collective knowledge as a valuable resource. In doing so, MMOG virtual
communities are in a continuous alert to master the game world as a technology of
virtuality. This entails two interrelated stages of mastery: First, it entails a critical
awareness of the embedded functionalities of the virtual, such as the user interface,
the physics and mechanics of the game’s engine, and the like. Second, it entails an

87 See Vignette C and Section 5.5.
88 See Vignette B on the formation of a new corporation in order to preserve the community’s
identity.
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awareness of the social dynamics and actions that emerge into the virtual game
world, such as the virtual economy and the player-driven market, community and
alliance politics, industrial espionage and demoralising propagandistic news feed,
and so forth. The following paragraphs further explain each one of these two stages
of mastery.
To master the game means for someone to acquire an in depth knowledge of
the pre-designed game features, by ‘hacking’89 the embedded functionalities of the
technology. This means that MMOG players experiment with the technology and try
to configure it. Moving across the thin line between legal and illegal actions in
contrast to the End User Licence Agreement, players are in a constant rush to find
new ways of playing the game. The first that find and exploits a new feature, will
gain competitive (such as tactical) advantage. Once the new feature becomes
commonly known to the player-base, it looses its unique value. Nevertheless, those
who manage to find a new feature of the game and shares its knowledge with the rest
of her community, alliance or the entire game community, becomes a hero. As such,
players are judged by their ‘hacks’ and how they manage to embed them into their
game tactics, not by ‘false’ criteria such as sex, age, race or profession.
For instance, in the case of the EVE virtual world, perhaps the best known
example of brilliant ‘hacking’ was the case of “POS Bowling Tactic”. According to
this tactic, which later became obsolete because the game designer removed from the
game’s features’ list, a player could use a Titan or Mothership class capital ships to
‘bump’ ships outside of the POS forcefield. Remembers that a POS have a wideradius forcefield where allied ships can dock and an enemy player cannon penetrate,
and that two different objects (such as ships) cannot occupy the same space at the
same time. According to the game’s physics, of two ships placed into the same space,
thy will bump each other like the billiard ball. One of the main game’s features in the
POS warfare is that if an enemy ship warps into the exact POS location, the ship will
exit the warp inside the POS forcefield, but it will immediately bump outside of it.
What a player found was that if inside the POS forcefield there is a fleet of ships and
she warps with her Titan or Mothership into the POS location, the large class capital
ship will exit warp and like any other will bump outside the forcefield, but also
bumping other ships that are inside the forcefield, similar to the effect of a bowling
ball. This tactic was found and applied by the BOB alliance and they manages to
gain a tactical advantage over the enemy fleet by positioning their gunships in firing
range outside the POS and through multiple POS Bowling actions, they managed to
latterly force the enemy ships exit the POS secure forcefield and destroy them.
The second mode of mastering entails an awareness of the social dynamics and
actions that emerge into the virtual game world. MMOGs are crowed places where
thousands of players compete and cooperate simultaneously. The game mechanics
and rules provide just the seed capital for institutions such as communities to form
inside these game world. It is then up to the level of creativity, improvisation and
innovation that each community will apply to their gameplay that can make the
difference between the large empires and the doomed alliances (see for example the
practices that crafted and the tactics that employed during the Great EVE war
narrated in Vignette D). To this end, communities express their creativity by
adopting and adapting into various political schemes of community leadership, they
construct new roles, ranking systems and codes of conduct for their members, they
create new technologies of communication, management and organization, and they
89 The notion of hacking is borrowed by the computer literacy and refers to re-configuring or
re-programming of a system to function in ways not facilitated by the owner, administrator, or
designer (for more information in the issue of hacking see for example Levy, 1984).
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come up with new ‘tactics’ of manipulating the market, misinforming the enemy, and
keep the morale, reputation and e-honour of their members as high as possible.
As already mentioned in section 5.5, the examples are endless, and the tales
from the field suggest a strong meta-gaming layer of game-play that deeply affects
the embedded gameplay inside the virtual game world. For example many
organizations use the Google Documents service for creating and making available to
their members custom made spreadsheets for logistics management. They organize
fund-raising events in order to raise money and pay for the hosting of their website,
forums, blocks, wiki, TeamSpeak servers and bandwidth quota and so forth. They
organize secret meetings with other communities in order to plan long term combat
strategies, agree on Non Aggressive Pacts (see Vignette D), cooperate in the
production or exploration level, rent a portion of their claimed territory for the right
amount of money, or even misinform and misguide them and cause their defeat. The
more the amount of information flows that a game situation demands in order to
executed successfully, the more the meta-gaming practices emerge in the game world
or around it in its periphery.
What these examples suggest is that virtual game worlds are clusters of
evolving narratives, inscribed in player’s gameplay that flows and evolves in
relation to the game. Players rely on these narratives in order to develop their own
identity and play the game in an evolving, creative and progressive manner. These
narratives serve as the main mediums through which players organize their
individual or collective experiences and collectively construct their identities. It is
thus through these narratives that the identity of the player as becoming a member of
the community, will develop as meaningful and relevant. That is to say that
collective memory and identity unfold as the narratives mobilize and unfold within a
collective.
It is now becomes evident that the narratives are the focal point (i.e. significant
carriers of meaning) in the constitution of a meaningful virtual game world.
Consequently, the virtualisation of narration and the sense of freedom and
playfulness that accompanies this action of virtualisation in the virtual, also results a
series of transitions from the non-virtual to the virtual, from the local microcosm to
the global cosmopolitan social world, and from individuality to the collective. In
these transitions, from the one hand, individuals and collectives cope with the
challenges of virtuality (i.e. the cultural heterogeneity, the mediated experience and
the envisioning of Others – see Section 3.5), and on the other hand, they experiment
with new forms of communication and organisation. And in these fascinating
transitions, individuals bring with them whatever they essentially value as more
useful to trigger and legitimise the play of their imagination. To this end, it is not
surprising to see that the narratives or the virtual game worlds are enriched with
descriptive metaphors (i.e. ‘knight’ – see Vignette B) and analogies (e.g. ‘defend our
territory’– see Vignette C) that point back to the non-virtual and familiar world.
Through these metaphors and analogies (but also myths and humorous allegorical
war stories) players can make sense of the virtual world as a space of meaningfully
collaborative performances and engage into meaningful interaction with the virtual.
This brings us in the fifth conclusive proposition:
Proposition 5: Virtual game worlds comprise clusters of evolving narratives and the
experience of immersion in one of these settings prompts a play of
imagination, which in turn affords the ground for the emergence of new
collective actions of knowledge sharing and memory constitution.
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Four genres of collective knowledge that virtual communities
identify as part of their collective memory.
This section places a short semicolon on the line of thought that unfolds in this
chapter, and moves back to the distinction of collective memory as an object and as a
process of remembering and forgetting. The aim is to address those genres of
collective knowledge that communities in the virtual identify and value as part of
their collective memory. The notion of genres refers to a way of knowing (see
Section 2.1.1.), and as such, a genre provides an interpretation schema that it
consciously or unconsciously assists individuals or collectives to interpreting explicit
knowledge. This ethnographic field work suggest four distinct genres of collective
knowledge that collectives such as virtual communities identify and value as part of
their collective memory: a) historical archives of past events, b) personality checks,
c) mental schemes, and d) repertories of ideas.
First, historical archives refer to intra- or extra-community events that
members consider to have an increased significance for the development of both the
game's and the community’s history. Examples such events include past joint PVP
operations, elections for a new leadership scheme, and important decisions made
during community meetings. Participation in such events cultivates the sense of
someone playing a crucial role in the development of the game’s history and sense of
belonging. These events are documented in player-generated reports, in the game’s
main forums, in blogs and fan sites like eve-history.net, eveonlinenews.com and
eveinfo.com. Some times, some events transcend the virtual and hit traditional news
media. In other cases, these past events can remain codified in myths, anecdotes and
war-stories, persistent rumours, and so forth. Game developers also place importance
on documenting the major events taking place in the EVE galaxy. As such, they
continuously document and report to the player-base a news feed constraining all
major events, or they construct in-game symbols that play the role of monuments that
refer back to some major time for the history of the EVE world. For example, in the
Jita solar systemof EVE game developers placed outside a station a huge monument
commemorating the winners of the Ruevo Aram Riddle competition, for winning a
in-game puzzle competition (see figure 21).
Second, personality checks refer to memories of individualized actions that
affect the collective identity of a community. Such memories serve as the safeguards
of the legitimized and trustful relations between the members of a community, and
include past decisions, attitudes, emotional expressions, and episodes of
communicative behaviours especially in conflict reconciling discussions (i.e. on the
topic of rights of ownership). Such memories assist members of the community to
envision the behavioural presence and expectations of other remote members,
beyond the incompleteness of the inherit anonymity of that the virtual world entails.
Knowledge regarding personality checks resides in personal notes that each player
maintains, usually in regular notebooks that the player consults during her gameplay.
Participant observations of EVE players, suggest that these notebooks contain
valuable information on the profiles of the virtual characters of other players,
organized in either a chronological order or categorized as friends or foes (FOF). In
every case, profile data are interlinked and enriched with major past events that took
place in EVE that each player was a protagonist. These notes represent a virtually
social network of FOFs, and consist of an excellent document of how each player
envisions Other through their co-participation if various game activities.
Third, mental schemes refer mainly to cognitive maps that clarify the context
of collective action as meaningful and not fragmented. In short, these mental
schemes represent the social stock of knowledge and the system of shared
understanding that the members of a community progressively construct in order to
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make sense of the virtual world. That is to say that these mental schemes include all
the nesecary knowledge elements for a player to manage and make sense of the
collective’s common-sense, ethics, metaphors, and interpret the collective actions
and symbols (such as language, myths and regulatory rules). They cultivate the tacit
assumption and expectation of a shared world, and thus help members to resolve
polarization of meanings, and crises of misunderstanding (see Vignette C). As such,
these mental schemes are in constant negotiation, refinement, and revision.
Finally, the fourth genre of collective knowledge is repertories of ideas, which
include knowledge on future actions and trajectories, learning curricula for new
players, strategic plans, as well as norms and rules that serve as basis of crafting,
communicating and negotiating future trajectories of collective actions. As such, the
repertories of ideas are crucial in facilitating alignment of personal plans and
expectations. Through this alignment, members of a community can contribute their
efforts to the collective future beyond their individual engagement in game practices,
needs and personal ambitions. In this vein, repertories of ideas provide a shared
vision and understanding of the community’s objectives, styles and discourses of
collective action.
These genres of collective knowledge share the vital role of being the key
narrative schemes that players rely on in order to make sense not only of the virtual
game world as a whole (i.e. the social-historical context environment), but also
envision Others (i.e. their identities), and understand the collective actions (e.g.
memory constitution and knowledge sharing) as these action are ‘mediated’ by the
technology of the virtual, and performed as acting-through, -in, and –like-being-in
the virtual. These four genres of collective knowledge do not represent only the
codified social stock of knowledge but also the distinctive quality upon which the
reciprocity of perspectives among actors of the virtual is legitimised and validated.
This brings the sixth conclusive proposition:
Proposition 6: In virtual game worlds, virtual communities value four genres of
collective knowledge constitute collective memory: a) historical archives of
past events, b) personality checks, c) mental schemes, and d) repertories of
ideas.
These six propositions suggest that while the virtualization of collective action
(knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution), entails significant
challenges, agents in the virtual mitigate the lack of familiarity through the play of
imagination, by creatively exploiting the strangeness of the virtual, and by
renovating their habitualised practices, memories and identities.
The above statement, as well as the six propositions stated earlier, strongly
suggest some critical design implications. These implications concern the design
architecture of a collective memory system, with an emphasis on game elements. To
this end, the next section suggests eight Design Considerations (DCs). These DCs do
not comprise an exhaustive list of mandatory design elements.
6.5

Knowledge sharing practices espoused by communities in virtual
worlds: informing the construction of new technologies of memory
Some virtual worlds and MMOGs (such as EVE) are sandbox type of games,
which means that they consist of a limited number of pre-designed objectives and
tasks (game scenario) while players are free to define their own objectives, to plot
their trajectories and to follow their own agenda. The game’s uniqueness lies in the
player-created content and their emerging practices. In fact, it is the capacity of an
in-game community to collectively engage into these practices that can facilitate
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knowledge sharing (Lave and Wenger, 1998). And as it was stated earlier, the main
reason that provides room for the emergence of such practices in the play of
imagination. The play of imagination is evident in almost every aspect of a player’s
actions. Indeed, the predominance of imagination is evident in the various narratives
that players construct and deploy in order to make-sense of the game’s context, the
individual and collective identities, and the embedded or emerging practices. The
descriptive power of the narrative is encapsulated in the emplotment of the events
and actions to be narrated and as such people conceive themselves in terms of stories
(Polkinghorne, 1988). In this sense, the process of narrativization (e.g. storytelling) is
a fruitful medium for the negotiation of shared meaning and the constitution of social
stock of knowledge. To this end, the first DC should suggest that:
DC 1: User creativity in virtual worlds, aroused by the promotion of the play of
imagination and a sense of freedom, is sustained by practices of intensive
narrativization.
Like every game, MMOGs offer different levels of engrossment (Fine, 1983).
My fieldwork suggests that some players tend to role-play their virtual characters and
fully engross to the game’s storyline. Although these players usually play ‘solo’ and
don’t join player communities, their role is crucial in the communication of
collective memory. In virtual communities knowledge can be considered as a public
good (Cabrera & Cabrera, 2002; M.M. Wasko & Faraj, 2000) and like free-riders
(i.e. getting the knowledge in it without sharing any knowledge they have) (Kollock,
1998) these players have the advantage of being highly mobile and like nomads they
are in a constant move from one place of the game (informational or territorial) to
another. Like a bee that flies from one flower to another, what they bring with them
is valuable informational resources and knowledge on best practices. This knowledge
can be revealed and spread through engagement in joint activities, publication of
their personal achievements and tactical analysis of their success, novelization by
constructing fantasy, yet knowledge rich narratives and so forth.
Role-players also serve as information brokers and they systematically use the
game’s forums to initiate discussions on major issues of the game play. Common
themes include the evolution of the storyline, clarification of details in major
historical events, and development of chronicles and factious novels about the social
activities of the game. Although consensus in not easily achieved, this continuous
novelization and storytelling offer a prosper ground for the spread of collective
knowledge among the EVE players. In extreme cases of disagreement, game
developers interfere and serve as referees. Game developers represent the ultimate
authority in the virtual world, and what a developer says is treated by the game
community as a de facto universal truth. Enforced by the explicit games rules, game
developers in cooperation with Community Managers, represent the ultimate
authority agency in the game world. They communicate with the players either
online inside the game environment or offline through forums, regular newsletters
and ‘Dev Blogs’. Their presence is crucial to the game by ensuring a fair-game
attitude among the players and an enjoyable environment for the game. Based on
these comments, the following two DCs are suggested:
DC 2a: Intensive user engagement in virtual worlds is related to allowing ample
room for new user roles to emerge and to the support and encouragement of
free-riders.
DC 3: The role of referee in virtual worlds is crucial for promoting a sense fairness
and equity among the users.
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Inevitable, the diversity of personal views and the polyphony in
communication channels also bring many episodes of misunderstanding. But it is
these episodes of misunderstanding that further facilitate knowledge sharing and thus
enrich the constitution of shared meaning that encapsulates the richness of their
gaming experience. Indeed, these episodes are characterised by a contrast in different
point of views and interpretations of an event by a collective, as significant evidence
that worth to be documented. In terms of constitution of collective memory, such
episodes result to an agony to reveal the ontological understanding of the virtual
world. In the process of constructing emergent meaningful forms of simplicity and
coherence, the misunderstandings support the dialogical sense-making among the
members of a community and play the pivotal role of recognizing external
anticipations as well as important extracted cues (Weick, 1995) that support
interpretation. Episodes of misunderstanding can motivate (open mind) individuals
or collectives to withdraw their perceptual and intellectual filters that block
interpretation and expand their interpretational inner and outer horizon (Schutz,
1953/1962). Or in Gadamer’s words, misunderstandings can lead to the ‘fusion of
horizons’ (1975; 1976), that is a state of shared understanding recognised and
appreciated by the members of a collective. The following DC summarizes just this
crucial point:
DC 4: Sense making among users in virtual worlds is promoted through the
resolution of episodes of misunderstandings and equivocality, supported
instrumentally through tools and practices that promote dialogue (e.g.
collaborative narration).
Moreover, due to the nature of MMOGs virtual worlds, most communities are
multinational, entailing a great challenge of cultural heterogeneity. This diversity can
give rise to serious ethical and social issues and thus block knowledge sharing (Pan
& Leidner, 2003). In the case of MMOGs, communities craft and establish their own
symbolic forms of conduct (e.g. code of ethics). They construct a common language
for comprehensive and knowledge rich communication. Beyond the use of simple
descriptive words that are supposed to be known to everyone, this language is rich in
various descriptive metaphors and analogies that assist individuals to interpret the
virtual world as a tendency of possibilities. Indeed, metaphors and indirect speech act
as a way of proceeding from the known to the unknown (Nisbet, 1969, p. 4).
Especially in virtual environments, metaphors are considered to play an important
role on constructing the “reality” of the “virtual” (Schultze and Orlikowski, 2001).
Nevertheless, communication and negotiation of meaning through metaphors is not a
straightforward process. This is due to the fact that in order to successfully use a
metaphor in a communicative act, the speaker and the listener should share the “same
principles” (Searle, 1993; Turner, 1974). Only then the listener can perform an
ontological mapping (Lakoff, 1993) across conceptual domains of reality and
virtuality, and separate the speaker’s utterance meaning from the word or sentence
meaning (Searle, 1993). In this sense, metaphors and analogies encapsulating the
meanings of virtuality, and like myths, build shared meaning (Tsoukas, 1993) and
serve to anchor the differentiation and diversity of worldviews. To this end, the next
DC suggests that:
DC 5: Convergence of understanding among users in virtual worlds is achieved
through the introduction of incentives that encourage the creation of usergenerated symbolic forms of communication and conduct, supported by
specific authoring tools for defining descriptive metaphors and analogies
(e.g. wiki-based thesaurus).
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What these symbolic forms of communication and conduct achieve is a
progressive interpretation of the virtual, in a way that players are fundamentally
familiar with the virtual world. In return, these metaphors challenge and destabilise
the taken-for-granted stock of knowledge and as such, the institutionalised meanings
escape the boundaries of the virtual.
Indeed, virtuality is not passive but it has a rather transformative attitude which
intervenes with the collective memory constitution and knowledge sharing. This is an
inevitable consequence of the technology of virtuality, that dictates the technical
standards (i.e. the format) for storing and transmitting information, it entails a level
authority over the utilization of technology, while it promotes a technologically
textured social world. Fortunately, in MMOGs, players have the freedom to
participate in the design of technologies that support the virtual world and alongside
with game developers offer their ideas and make proposals. Some of these proposals
are nicely conceived and extremely good designed. Most of them, however, point out
to a single direction: the total integration of Information Technologies. These tools
include communication management systems that support video streaming,
community support systems based on wiki, decision support systems based on voice
chat, advanced hypermedia features embedded in knowledge bases and information
archiving databases, and conceptual knowledge structures such as conceptual maps,
dictionaries and so forth. This brings in the foreground the following two DCs:
DC 6: Passive users in virtual worlds are encouraged to become active knowledge
contributors and to participate in the further design of the virtual world.
DC 7: Total integration of ‘technologies of the virtual’ (e.g. mobile, navigation
devices, Internet, P2P and social networks) is critical for sustaining
knowledge sharing among users in virtual worlds.
Finally, what is made evident from the entire study is that an experience of
virtuality is dominated by the sense of freedom and playfulness that drives users to
virtualize, that is to re-examine the possibilities, reconstruct, and renovate their
practices. As Pearce points out rightly, “the Internet has the potential to free us from
hierarchical structures, allow for individual expression, and enable the ultimate
definition of our individual and collective humanity” (1995). What I personally
consider to be of greater importance, however, is the sense of playfulness. This
entails a ‘ludic turn’ towards the cultivation of enjoyment and creative thinking,
during the experience of virtuality. In terms of IS design, this is about taking leisure
seriously and thus creating hedonic IS (i.e. B. Brown, 2005a; Heijden, 2004). Hense,
the next DC is more that crucial:
DC 8: User engagement of user in virtual worlds is related to sense of playfulness
and the interweaving of leisure and recreational activities (e.g. wasting time,
sociability and enjoyment) with more formal tasks.
The six propositions and the eight Design Considerations mentioned above
suggest some important theoretical, methodological and practical implications
concerning the knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution in virtual
communities. These implications are presented in detail in the next section.
6.6

Theoretical, methodological and practical implications of this
research
By exploring the leading terms of this research – collective memory,
knowledge sharing, virtual worlds and virtual communities – we can identify some
significant implications of the theory of the virtual and knowledge sharing, the
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methodology on studying the constitution of collective memory in virtual
communities, and the practical issues of applying designs for memory outside the
virtual game worlds (i.e. in organizational settings). This is quite a challenge because
there is still shame and guilt relative to playing in and around organizations, under
the assumption that play is threatening, reducing the possibilities of success and
social recognition.
From all the propositions listed in the previous section, propositions 1-3a
concern the theoretical appreciation of virtuality, memory construction and
knowledge sharing. To this end, by understanding collective memory as a
phenomenon framed by the interplay of the notions of history, identity, and
imagination, we can integrate the diversity of memory studies in sociological,
psychological, philosophical and organizational studies and interplay different views
of memory (i.e. collective, social, organization memory etc) into a coherent view.
Similarly, by understanding knowledge sharing as collective social action of
negotiation of meaning, projected towards the intersubjective constitution of a social
stock of knowledge, we gain a richer view of what is the essence of collective
knowledge – and how it is constructed intersubjectively. Finally, regarding the
ambiguous notion of the virtual, the implication of constructing an ontological
understanding of virtuality can enrich our understanding of the phenomenon of
(inter)acting with information technologies like virtual worlds on the Internet.
Consequently, such theoretical formulations impose methodological
implications that have to do with the methods, the techniques and the ethics of
conducting an inquiry in relation to a virtual community. As made clear in the fourth
chapter, the methodology of virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000) was adopted in order
to gain an authentic experience of how it is to be a member of a virtual community in
a virtual world. Moreover, in order to interpret the actions taking place in relation to
these virtual settings, I crafted a model of different modes of acting in relation to
virtuality. Methodologically, this model provided me with a point of reference in
order to categorize my observations and then reflexively draw on different vantage
points (see proposition 3b).
Finally, in terms of practical implications, the last three propositions and the
eight DCs stated in the previous section suggest a series for designing systems of
memory issues. The main argument is that organizations should escape from the
confined space of the traditional workspace and dare the transition to virtuality and
the virtualization of their environment. This will challenge not only their working
practices, but more importantly, their understanding of intangible assets (i.e.
knowledge and memory), their productive workspaces and the strategic
reinforcement of their knowledge flows. For example, they will be required to
abandon stereotypical ideas that virtual objects designed or crafted inside virtual
worlds are real objects (tangible or otherwise), and understand these objects as
services, targeting specifically the mood, reputation, or motivation of an individual
or a community. Only then they could make sense of the 80 million users90 that
‘waste their time’ playing Farmwille in Facebook by ‘collecting’ virtual ‘vegetables’.
As stated in DC 4, the experience of a technology of virtuality (e.g. a virtual world)
sustains a significant sense of freedom and playfulness that can fuse a renovation of
our practices and a reinterpretation of our lifeworld, albeit in a creative manner.
Organizations should definitely fuse this sense of freedom and playfulness in the
workplace. Especially in the case of virtual Communities of Practice, organizations
should support their knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution by
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identifying the critical genres of collective knowledge and by deploying sociotechnical facilities that will allow the members of the community to legitimate their
play of imagination.
An example of how these practical implications could apply to an
organisational environment, is illustrated in the next section, by describing a
pleasurable system (i.e. a virtual organization world) that dares to introduce play in
the workplace, in an effort to foster the sense of playfulness and freedom and thus
facilitate knowledge sharing through creativity, improvisation and spontaneity. The
improvisational attitude of play has also been recognised as an important element
during the performance of small Jazz groups (i.e. Meyer, 1998; Tsoukas & Chia,
2002; Weick, 1998). What is important to note here is that collective actions that
emerge in such performances are unscripted and they are only governed by some
general rules and loose outlines that guide the collective performance. Just like the
sandbox of a virtual game world, players are free to contrast a ‘script’ for action by
collectively ascribing symbolic meanings to objects or signs that can be found in the
virtual word. This fuses the emergence of new meta-representations that in return not
only make the playing of the game possible (i.e. meaningful) but they also allow
players to transcend their patterns of action and stock of knowledge.
6.7

A proposed scenario for a hedonic Organizational Memory System:
introducing pleasurable workplace knowledge sharing
In this section, design considerations for the virtualisation of CM are
transcribed into a proposal for the conceptual design of an Organizational Memory
System (OMS) in the vein of a virtual world. The aim is neither to compare or
juxtapose the proposed architecture with existing software applications, nor is it to
re-assess key design issues of traditional Knowledge Management systems91.
Drawing on MMOGs’ capacities for knowledge sharing as these have been
documented, analysed and discussed in this dissertation, in this section it is proposed
that OMS of tomorrow could exhibit and share many characteristics with a virtual
game world, and yet sustain strong organizational prerogatives for the sharing and
distribution of business and practice related organizational knowledge. The scenario
that follows is illustrative and indicative. It does not purport to address exclusively
design systems for organizational management systems; instead it focuses on new
proposed attributes of such systems that currently do not fall within the realm of
mainstream Knowledge Management design.
The essence of this scenario is the introduction of the element of play in the
creation, sharing and sustained development of organizational knowledge. The main
design element of the scenario will be the creation of a persistent system, where
users (i.e. employees) will design and sustain their profile portfolio. The system will
also support various formats of user-generated content. It will simulate everyday
tasks that will be projected into a fully interactive participation and action map
which will indicate active contributors, experts, and participants in a task’s
execution. Users will be able to organise their tasks through a journal, and directly
initiate a communication session with other users. All communication media (such as
instant messaging, P2P, chat, mail, and forums) and channels will be interlinked and
embedded into a main communication console. Users will feel free to construct and
use their own language and communication codes and they will motivated to form
91
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and join in emerging teams. The system will provide private and public spaces of
communication in the main intra-organizational forums, and the organization will
encourage peripheral discussions and social networking. In this vein, social gaming
will not prohibited. To support the system, the organization will value the uniqueness
of user-generated content and will promote the implementation of user-generated
software applications, as well as the sense of co-design of the OMS. Finally, the
organisation will promote the ideals of voluntarism (i.e. create voluntary mentoring
programs) and the sense of fairness and equity (e.g. sue of a referee to resolve
crises).
This imaginary OMS could function as a transparent informational layer,
overlapping with and integrating the installed organizational IS infrastructure,
enveloped in a gaming attitude to knowledge sharing. Moving away from
stereotypical views of games as being a synonym to laziness and unproductive waste
of time, the scenario considers the case of a large and complex organization that
seeks out knowledge sharing and innovation in everyday practices.
In this system, each employee will be encouraged to adopt a virtual character,
an avatar with a fully editable profile. Users should be able to freely edit their
profiles, enrich it with multimedia files and cross-references to others, and relate it to
narratives. For example, any user-generated biographical details should be able to
correlate with a historical narrative of past tasks and project completion and all
together fabricate a network of participation and engagement into individual or joint
tasks. In user profiles, the capacity to create friend-lists and direct reference to social
networks should also be provided. This will create a profile portfolio that will
‘place’ users inside the wide network of employees. Based on this rich profile, users
will be easier located and tracked down in terms of their skills, capacities, expertise
and likes, and thus allocated or invited in joint tasks. I addition to user generated
content and social network construction actions, an embedded system that uses datamining techniques can help determine what skills a person practices regularly, and
how likely she is to respond to requests for help. Such functionality could capitalise
on systems that assist organisations to find experts more accurately already in the
market (e.g. such as IBM's Altas) or in testing phase (e.g. C3 Networking) (Naone,
2009).
In order for users to be able to navigate to the OMS, a fully interactive
participation and action map should be provided. Based on this map, users will be
able to find and locate their friends and colleagues with similar membership status or
inactivity, and identify ‘open slots’ of tasks or actions taking place into the virtual
world. The map will represent the entire organizational environment in terms of
physical location and functional spaces of interaction. Using different information
layers, the user will be able to navigate into a virtual room and access the data
warehouse, virtually arrange job priorities and manage logistics and so forth. With
the additional use of location awareness technologies, the OMS will enhance
knowledge mobilization but also representation (e.g. locating experts or clusters of
relevant information). Similar to experimental implementations in IBM who created
a private Second Life in order to control remote departments, this map will be the
visual representation of the virtualized workplace (Pasick, 2008).
Based on the map and the profile portfolio, the OMS system should also come
with a multi-tabbed journal where user will be able to control and organise pending,
in progress and completed tasks, notifications, important events and so forth.
Especially in joint-tasks, the user should be able to access others’ profile information
directly, communicate with them, or make comments and suggestion on the progress
of the task. If the joint-tasks have the form of an official project, the organisation
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hierarchy of the project team should be explicitly stated so that every member of the
team can deploy requests, throughout the team’s hierarchy.
In addition to the above features, it should be clear that all communication
media and channels should be interlinked and embedded into a main communication
console. There should be, however, direct links and references to each one of these
from key points of interest (e.g. profiles, tasks, places etc). Embedded
communication mediums should include mail, forums, news feeds, chat (textual and
voice), web browser, blogs, on-screen notifications, common board, status
notifications and “info–beacons” that will act like post-it notes attached by users into
social organisational information points of interest . In every case, the user should be
able to sent messages to others anonymously. Nevertheless, while her real name will
remain masked to the message receivers, the administrators or the message
moderators should be able to find out the sender’s id. Moreover, additional media
feeds could be integrated in the systems so that users can play their own music or run
their own applications in a sense that they will not ever have to ‘leave’ the OMS
system and will always stay ‘in’ the same virtual world.
There should also be available simple to use authoring tools for creating,
editing, commenting, and ranking user-generated content (e.g. blog texts, reports,
user defined emotes etc). The system should allow private messages and thus provide
opportunities for self-disclosure and self-presentation - that is the exchange of
personally revealing information about ones self. In this sense, the legitimisation of
engaging in collaborative tagging and social indexing practices should be encouraged
and promoted. This will support the rise of a 'local' folksonomy - that is a system of
classification derived from the practice and method of collaboratively creating and
managing user-generated metadata (e.g. tags) to annotate and categorize content
(Pink, 2005; Specia & Motta, 2007).
Moreover, the system should provide a secure space, allowing user
experimentation, evaluation and use of user-generated software applications, thus
promoting the sense of freedom. Nevertheless, to preserve this very sense of
freedom, the game environment should provide a ‘space’ to the players to freely
‘play their games’. The freedom of creativity associated with play is absent in any
activity that has become rigid, unconscious, habitual, or compulsive, even if it started
out as play. This is why players should be able to explore new interpretations of the
game’s rules, new paths in character development and new ‘messages’ that could
provide new meanings to their game experience. The OMS’s games will have
nothing to do with the actual business, but rather include simple P2P networks and
social networks that will act as ‘decompression; areas of recreation and relaxing.
These games, however, should be networked in order to promote cooperation.
The organisation should foster the sense of cooperation by allowing (if not
motivating) the creation of teams and communities that will have nothing to do with
organizational issues (e.g. informal social networks instead of project teams). At the
same time, the OMS system should provide to the users the privilege of mutlimembership and support the team leadership through an extensive management and
recruitment functionality. These emerging teams can be private or public but they
should by explicitly identified by a unique name and have an explicit purpose or
objective. The organisation should provide the basis for the formation of regulatory
terms and rules for team operation and management. These rules should, among
others, explicitly state that teams with a core non-organisational related interest are
welcome to operate in private spaces of the OMS. In this sense, different networks
can be formed based on shared interests, ambitious, hobbies and so forth. Through
these networks, the management hierarchy will be flattened and employees will be
less reluctant to share their opinions with others.
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In addition, these networks and teams should have their own designated private
and public space in the main intra-organizational forums where they will be able to
promote their achievements and events, recruit new members, launch competitions
and discuss their accomplishments. Additionally, there should be a special space (e.g.
a fun section) in the main forums for teams as well as individuals to freely discuss
non-organisational related issues such as news, post ads, social and cultural issues,
political and economical developments and so forth. The emerging teams as well as
this fun-space will serve as the common meeting point for everyone inside the
organization to socialize, while the emerging peripheral discussions will constitute
the seed capital for the establishment of weak ties among the employees (M. Hansen,
1999; Haythornthwaite, 2002) and thus OMS users will become “effective
organizational members” (H. J. Klein & Weaver, 2000).
Indeed, when more and more users engage into peripheral discussions they
will manage to explore through negotiation the wide spectrum their stock of
knowledge (Wenger, 1998). In these discussions, users will learn to negotiate their
meanings, and trust their own opinions, a process that eventually will transform them
from passive free-riders to active content/knowledge contributors. Indeed, free-riders
(or lurkers) represent a valuable pool from which active participants can be drawn.
The real challenge then is to recruit them to active membership without having their
presence disrupt the ongoing community. For example, many free-riders spend their
time learning about a team before joining it, because they do not know that their
contributions are welcome, or because they are shy (Preece & Maloney-Krichmar,
2003). When they become members however, through the progressive appreciation
of similarity and difference among the different cultural and knowledge backgrounds
that each user comes with, weak ties will emerge and a sense of alignment and
communal orientation will prevail. This will provide the prosper ground for the
constitution of collective memory.
The consolidation and evolution of collective organizational knowledge (i.e.
memory) should be supported by granting privileges to users to be able to evaluate,
tag, archive and calendarise (Ricoeur, 2004) records of reports, stories, logs etc and
cross-reference and rank them. To this end, wiki-based authoring and referencing
tools and procedures should be available. This will give rise to a content-based web
of significance and relevance where users will value as part of their collective
identity and memory. These emerging repositories of information in the form of
endogenous web of significance and relevance should be freely accessible any time
and by everybody inside the organization. This will help for example the newcomers
to identify similarity and relevance in others' ideas, interests, norms, objectives, and
working style. All user should also have free access and editorial rights to contribute
their points of view interpretation and nuance of meaning in content that the rest of
the team values as relevant. This will encourage storytelling and knowledge sharing
in the format of free-form narratives, expansive images of virtuality, or histories of
practice.
The constituted collective memory will also serve as the collective stock of
knowledge where newcomers could rely in order to gain access to the general view
of the organizational shared understanding of the workplace. For OMS, new users or
newcomers should be more that welcome. They will not only refresh and sustain the
community population, but they will also bring in new perspectives and ideas.
Newcomers could also be assisted by the formation of voluntary mentoring
programs, where online assistants and advisors will help new users to learn the
OMS system, concepts and potentialities. To this end, dedicated knowledge-bases
should be in place containing the most popular or frequently asked questions,
technical and operational issues, ethics and rules of conduct and so forth. This
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knowledge base, however, should not be read-only and every user should be able to
edit, rank or make cross-references to other media. The OMS should invite users to
generate their own guides, preferably in video format. These videos will illustrate
best practices and workarounds in everyday activities, enriched with personal
insights and tacit knowledge.
Finally, the OMS should introduce and embed in the virtualised workplace
several sandbox spaces where people could spend (or even waste) time and engage in
playful, voluntary, and creative actions (e.g. games). These spaces should be
supported by straightforward and simple rules and procedures. Users would be able
to freely experiment with new complementary roles and practices and act with their
own responsibility in a secure game environment. Such games can have the form of a
simple puzzle, adventure and other browser-based MMOGs. In addition, the OMS
could also support a transaction system for users to be able to ‘buy and sell’
information or virtual items and goods. These items can vary from imaginary game
related items (i.e. a virtual key to ‘unlock’ an advance game level) to actual items
(e.g. food coupons and parking tickets). To this end, the organization should provide
a virtual currency to serve as the token on every transaction in the system while each
user’s profile will sustain an e-wallet (in the case of teams that could have the form
of a common vault). Through this e-wallet the user will have direct assess to inprogress transaction (e.g. open auctions). Sandbox spaces can also be introduced in
the main forums where a reserved ‘room’ can be created for users to talk freely for
anything that does not relate to their work. In there, they will socialize and explore
their social networks and identify others with similar interests or needs.
In support of better communication of the virtualised workplace, the users
should also have the green light in introducing their own language and
communication codes. Indeed, due to the virtual nature of OMS, users may want to
explore new symbolic forms of communication in order to better and faster explicate
their experiences. At the same time, the organisation should promote the use of
storytelling where individuals will be encouraged to externalize and narrate their
experiences. The story’s passion, fantasy, and impulsion will underscore the
significance of the experience and it will be the emplotment of that unfolding
experience that will encapsulate the desired knowledge. Additionally, these stories
will serve as the seed capital for dialogues and negotiation of meaning.
In every case, the OMS systems should never be considered as complete and
static. The organization should deploy certain initiatives and ask users to make
suggestions on the system’s design. The aim is to allow users to express their true
needs and reveal their desires and expectations. The design and development (or
should I say evolution) of the OMS will be constant and active. Everyone will be
invited to freely contribute their ideas in a way that it will promote the sense of codesign. To support these co-design initiatives, top management should trust the
employees’ base and carefully take into consideration their ideas on the system’s
design and their practices of pleasurable working. To this end, the organization
should introduce a series of tangible rewards and motivate every OMS user to use the
public forums and share their opinions. This will allow them to engage in on-line
dialogue, debates and discussions and creative problem solving in organization’s
forums in order to create a ‘synergy’ effect among the employees (M. M. Wasko &
Faraj, 2005).
The conceptual scenario of the OMS system described above is an example of
a pleasurable (hedonic) application with a strong statement: to promote the sense of
playfulness and freedom and let it act as the catalyst for knowledge sharing and
creativity. The key idea is simple: to create the conditions for sandbox spaces of
interaction and socialization to emerge and assist employees to engage into creative
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collective actions of knowledge sharing. The OMS will eliminate the workplace
representation as a private office space and introduce a flexible virtual world of
interaction. In this sense, the virtual world of the OMS will exist as separate yet
reciprocally related to non-virtuality (Robey, Schwaig, & Jin, 2003).
The OMS will not be a mere simulation of work but rather a virtualisation of
the workplace. Enriched with factious elements of reality, it will “invent” and
“discover” reality (i.e. the workplace) in a different, fresh and productive way. The
experience of OMS will intertwine both fictional and non-fictional elements of the
organizational history and strategic thinking. As an overplayed parallel reality, the
virtual world will enrich the emergence of local meanings and bring together cultural
or departmental heterogeneous employees. Indeed, the virtual organizational world
will act as a metaphorical lens (i.e. a way of revealing) through which actors will
reconstruct the workplace in an enjoyable and creative manner. In other words, OMS
will foster imagination as a free play of possibilities, and will create a redescription
of reality (Ricoeur, 1979).
The OMS system alone, however, will fail to meet its aim if certain
managerial and organizational elements are not in place. For example, a community
manager that acts as a referee and moderator should always be present or available in
users’ requests for assistance and petitions. The community manager will also act as
a referee and as such she should cultivate the sense of fairness and equity. The
community manager should also remain alert in resolving user petitions. These
petitions, if possible, should be able to be sent anonymously by the OMS users. The
subject of each petition can vary from reporting inappropriate behaviour of another
OMS user to identifying a system bug. In every case, the authoring of a petition
should follow a standard template so that users will be self-guided and abe to express
their requests in details, but also for archiving petitions in the systems’ knowledge
base.
The referee will also be responsible for assisting users in resolving crises such
as episodes of misunderstanding. Poole et al. (1989, p. 273) term these critical
incidents as “organizational breakdowns” since crises have socio-psychological
effects and give rise to latent behaviours, identities, perspectives and expectations.
For example, when a crisis occurs, it causes the members of a community to suspend
their existing frames of reference and look at the world differently. In a playful
environment like a virtual game world, opposing frames of reference may become
united through the common experience of a spontaneous crisis. In this sense,
opposing players can alter or even drop these meanings in recognition of the need to
‘keep having fun’, for the sake of the fair-play and so forth.
In support of this, the organization should also offer extrinsic rewards for good
group play (i.e. teamwork) and group accomplishments. My study indicates that
group e-honour (i.e. in the form of glory and shame) can have a tremendous impact
on the individual morale and willingness to participate in difficult and time
consuming tasks. To this end, the OMS should support rewards and recognition of
communities and individuals, especially new employees.
Additionally, the organisation should cultivate and promote face-to-face
meetings. As the Utz and Sassenberg's (2003) study of MUD players showed, the
longer their involvement in the MUD and the more real world contact they had with
others, the more they felt a bond with other players. These meetings should retain an
informal character and take place outside the OMS or even the physical workplace.
The aim of these meetings will be to promote social interaction among the OMS
users. Social interaction provides opportunities for people to get acquainted, to
become familiar with one another and to build trust (Preece, 2000). To this end,
communities and teams should be able to arrange spontaneous meetings with open
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agendas and with a central objective of knowing each other better. The trustful
relations will emerge in response to the sense of care among the members of the
communities. This sense of care will serve as the seed condition of mutuality and
commitment among the members of communities (Ren et al, 2007).
Finally, but equally crucial, is the element of persistence. The OMS system
should be persistent and always online. This will promote the sense of continuity and
secure future expectations and trajectories drawn by individuals or communities. In
addition, it would be of great value if users could be able to have access to certain
virtual places of OMS even from extra-organizational physical context like their
homes, cars, mobile phones and iPads. This will allow them to better organize their
tasks but also keep in touch with their co-members and contribute more information
to the community.
As we saw in MMOGs communities, most of the core-members often perform
a large proportion of community building and maintenance work such as
infrastructure maintenance, writing and reading messages, and moderating the
community’s website. The organization should support the community’s
organization and maintenance by disseminating best practices and success stories, or
even promoting the formation of a group of volunteers willing to assist communities
especially during their early stages of evolution. This group of volunteers can also
act as the ‘ambassadors’ of the organizational culture, ethics and values. In this
sense, they will be responsible to cultivate the ethos as a group quality that refers to
the cultural and moral tone of a community (Gurak, 1999). This will preserve the
sense of equity and respect inside the community while it will protect accountability
and credibility of the provided information.
6.8 Limitations of this research and future research directions
No study comes without limitations and the current one is not an exception.
The limitations of this research stem from the theoretical and methodological
constructs and practices that were elaborated and practiced during the entire
development of this thesis.
The first limitation regards conceiving communities in the virtual worlds as
communities. There is an active debate on whether these groupings in the virtual are
indeed communities or just social networks (Delanty, 2003; Etzioni & Etzioni, 1999;
Kollock & Smith, 1999; Wellman & Gulia, 1999). The researcher adopted the former
view, and thus he did not apply the methodological and analytical tools that the later
view entails (such as Social Network Analysis, economies of collective action92, and
so forth). Nevertheless, this does not advocate a critical limitation, but rather
suggests a future research direction, in order to enrich the understanding of the
relations between virtuality and collective action. To this end, this research makes a
silent argument that virtual communities as communities do exist in the virtual and
additionally that researchers from different disciplines have the opportunity to
approach and explore their dynamics and capacities for learning, socializing,
knowledge sharing, managing diversity, organizing complex collective action and so
on.
The second limitation is twofold and concerns the research setting and the
ethnographic field work that the researcher conducted in it. The researcher based on
his appreciation of the technologies of the virtual, conducted his empirical research
in two virtual game worlds (MMOGs). The adoption of these worlds as the research
setting was made following the reasoning outlined in section 4.4.1.1. According to
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this choice however, the researcher could not and did not explore nor study other
technologies of the virtual that might have provided an alternative vantage point to
the phenomenon of collective memory constitution in the virtual. Moreover, virtual
ethnography that the researcher practiced during field work, came with certain
inherent limitations drawn from the narrow focus on virtual communities, and the
lack of every informant (i.e. player) identifiers present in the virtual world. On the
plus side, the researcher was able to engage in a longitudinal and intense field work,
gain a vivid ‘image of virtuality’ and experience what is like to become a member in
a community in the virtual and collectively experience the interactions with a virtual
game world.
The third limitation stems from the interpretation and ‘generalisation’ from the
‘tales from the field’. Indeed, certain narratives were not fully analysed or
theoretically elaborated. For example, issues of power in the constitution of
collective memory or issues of motivation to act collectively in the virtual were left
outside the core discussion of this thesis, thus possibly limiting the scope of
interpretation.
Indeed, future research should point towards the study of the dynamics of
collective memory constitution in relation to the virtual, in terms of power (i.e.
malleability and abuse of collective memory93), and the intrinsic or extrinsic
motivations to share ‘sticky’ knowledge94. Additionally, this research proposed
several design considerations for hedonic organization memory systems. Further
research is required in order to fully analyse the proposed conceptual architecture,
informed by residual design elements that characterise existing knowledge
management and organizational knowledge systems. The next section further
addresses this need for further research.
6.9 Further research: the future is (almost) here
Section 6.7 described a conceptual system architecture of a pleasurable
(hedonic) organizational memory system, a virtual world that promotes knowledge
sharing. As a first step for the next generation of OMS this proposal albeit radical
and provocative, argues for the serious introduction of play in the workplace.
Indeed, play is a fundamental human activity in which individuals both adapt
and explore new possibilities. In this sense, the rhetoric of play is closely related to
creativity and “playful improvisation” in arts and other aspects of life (i.e. SuttonSmith, 1997). This begs for the following question: “why not enrich workplace
activities with the elements of playfulness and freedom in order to support
knowledge sharing, and creativity?”. As Norman (2005) states: “technology should
bring more to peoples’ lives than the improved performance of the tasks: it should
add richness and enjoyment” (p. 111). In the virtual game setting, creativity means
an ability to act imaginatively and with a purpose, but also to fashion critical
responses to problems across all subjects in the game and meta-game spectrum of
action. Unfortunately, play has relegated to being the frivolous opposite of work, an
unproductive activity only serving the purpose to have fun.
Therefore, it is suggested that we abandon the play/work dichotomy that is still
repressive in today's organizations. Play is a pleasurable, limited (in time and space),
structured and voluntary activity, involving the imaginary and a sense of freedom
and spontaneity which involves the active free choice of the player (Huizinga, 1955;
Piaget, 1951; Vygotsky, 1966). As such, play is a way of achieving innovation and
93
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creativity because it helps us see things differently or achieve unexpected results. As
new networked communication technologies are adopted into our everyday practices,
organizations should not miss the opportunity to integrate virtual worlds into existing
ICTs and work practices.
Playfulness is a state of mind rather than an action, and as such a playful
approach can be applied to even the most serious or difficult subjects. Indeed,
playfulness can be seen as a disposition, “a way of coping with the tension between
physical freedom and social constraints, which characterizes all forms of interaction”
(Parker-Rees, 1999, p. 64). What is important to realise is that the application of
pleasurable systems (i.e. ‘hedonic’), products and activities actually contributes more
significantly to an organization's competitive advantage when introduced in to the
work environment (Oh & Khong, 2003).
As Dougherty (1992) notes innovation requires the insights of multiple
"thought worlds"- that is, the interpretive schemas of different communities of
specialists who think differently from each other, and negotiate their diverse
interpretations, views, and insights. The network of these communities and
organizational practices constitutes the ‘organizational intelligence’ (Glynn, 1996)
which in turn, this thesis argues, can be supported by a virtual world that will bring
together the elements of diversity, virtuality, playfulness, and freedom in order to
foster creative knowledge sharing and collective memory constitution. This is not,
however, an entirely new idea. It is well known that freedom and play trigger
productive creativity (Feldhusen & Hobson, 1972; Gorgoglione & Garavelli, 2006).
Indeed, more and more studies report promising results on combining enjoyment,
virtuality and learning (e.g. Kam et al., 2008; Phunsa & Tirakoat, 2008) or on the
constitution of mutual knowledge through the collective actions emerging in the
Internet (e.g. Lévy, 1997; Zhao, 2007).
The proposed OMS a case of a hedonic Information System. Recently, hedonic
systems attracted research attention as they arguably provide self-fulfilling value to
the user, in contrast to utilitarian systems, which aim to provide instrumental value to
the user (e.g increasing task performance while encouraging efficiency). In its purest
form, interacting with a hedonic system is designed to be an end in itself (Heijden,
2004, p. 696). As such, the value of the OMS system is a function of the degree to
which the user experiences fun when using the system. And through fun comes
creativity. Indeed, there are many studies indicating that IS can foster creativity (e.g.
Gorgoglione & Garavelli, 2006; MacCrimmon & Wagner, 1994). And in return, this
emerging collective creative thinking can result innovation. As Dougherty (1992)
noted, innovation requires the insights of multiple "thought worlds" - that is, the
interpretive schemas of different communities of specialists who literally think
differently from each other. In other words, the virtualisation of the workplace that
the OMS will introduce, will unblock the play of imagination and constitute a
renovated stock of knowledge, offering new perspectives and interpretations.
What the gaming character of the proposed system actually illustrates, is a
persistent serious game. By definition, a serious game is a “mental contest, played
with a computer in accordance with specific rules that uses entertainment to further
government or corporate training, education, health, public policy, and strategic
communication objectives” (Zyda, 2005). In a few words, a ‘serious game’ is a game
designed for a primary purpose other than pure entertainment (e.g. solving a
problem). And as such it is used for training, advertising, simulation, or education. In
this sense, a serious game may be a simulation which has the look and feel of a
game, but corresponds to non-game events or processes, including business
operations.
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Serious games are already being used in educational contexts, framing the
initiative of edutainment. Edutainment (or educational entertainment) is a form of
entertainment designed to educate as well as to amuse. Several studies indicate that
educational serious games are quite promising for both the instructors and the
students. This is also evident in the latest report of the U.S. Department of Education,
Center for Technology in Learning95. The findings revealed that on average, online
students outperformed those receiving face-to-face instruction. In addition, they
identified that learners in the online environment spent more time performing a task
than student’s offline.
Organizational serious games already exist although they are in embryonic
form. Examples include the EIS simulation96, an advanced multimedia learning tool
used for the implementation of organizational change and leadership, or the
extensive participation of major organizations in virtual worlds such as Second Life.
What these games lack though is the elements of play. But, these games are mere
simulations; carefully designed theme-parks where employees can learn how to deal
with traditional operations, albeit in a virtual environment. What we really need are
persistent virtual worlds that will not simply simulate the workplace but they will
virtualise it, albeit in a creative manner. Further investigation, however, is needed to
understand how we may promote the use of play and work simultaneously in a
productive and constructive way integrating more play into work.
The messages are controversial: on the one hand, on 11 June 2009, the French
highest court (the Constitutional Council) declared access to the Internet to be a
“basic human right” and thus every citizen has the right to access any kind of data97.
On the other hand, we have many cases of a government that blocks access to the
Internet by banning websites and services that offer ‘unofficial’ and alternative
views. See for example the case of Iran, where the government decided to block
access to YouTube due to it’s standard censorship of “offensive material”. Similarly
in Turkey a court in Istanbul has issued a short-lived order to block YouTube
because of videos offending Ataturk, the founding father of the Turkish Republic98.
In the more extreme, China banned the opening of new Internet Cafes while it
introduces a series of laws to control the network traffic on the 113,000 existing
internet cafes99. In these cases, the virtual seems to assume a more secular character.
We live in an era that young peers are familiar with new technologies of the
virtual. They know how to use or misuse them, and how to alter their pre-designed,
embedded functionalities in order to ‘master’ them. We live in an era that social
media and virtual representations take over reality. Today, social media are the
number one activity on the web. The ‘thirst’ for new media made the video streaming
service of YouTube the world’s second most popular search engine100. People do not
simply seek fragmented data; they do not merely use the Internet in order to actthrough it and locate distant information. On the contrary, they value their experience
with this technology of virtuality and try to renovate habitualised practices. For
instance, when they search for something into the Web they do not just seek text
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providing information but they love to experience the media-enriched representation
of it. The habitualised practices of information seeking are transformed, and text is
‘virtualised’ into sounds and images (i.e. music and video).
The future is here! Despite current challenges, particularly related to
organizational and political forces in specific contexts, and in line with the
conceptual identification of the three types of action-virtuality relations in this
dissertation, the author asserts that society is beyond the stage of acting-through
virtuality, and already in the stage of acting-in-ready to experience acting-like-beingin virtuality. What this means for our everydayness is that we have the opportunity to
transform our perceptual spaces, redesign our interaction with our world, and reinscribe our lifeworld reality. For organisations this implies that they should adapt
and allow the virtualisation of the workplace, services and products towards the new
direction of work play-space.
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