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For the current youth generation, the Internet has always existed. Online technologies have profoundly contributed to a dramatic techocultural shift in contemporary society, transforming how we learn, work, play, and socialize. Information from multiple sources on everything from Athabascan birch bark baskets to the calculation of z-scores is there for the googling. Global social networks – made visible, designable, and searchable via services such as “Friendster” (http://www.friendster.com/) and “MySpace” (http://www.myspace.com/) – are increasingly becoming the must-have/must-do activity for businesspeople, college students, and fan communities alike. And whether it’s collaboration on a formal project or informal socializing among peers, our modus operandi has shifted from face-to-face get-togethers, a couple of emails, and the occasional phone call to the overlapping “multimodal, multi-attentional spaces” (Lemke, n.d.) on today’s computer screen – email in-boxes, webpages, collaborative authoring softwares (such as wikis and blogs), multiple instant messaging windows of conversation, videostreaming, file-sharing, voice over IP (VoIP), and even shared online 3D environments where players can fashion digital versions of their corporeal selves and get together in a server-stored tavern for a virtual beer. For those who have grown up with such technologies, this heterogeneous, networked, online global, “flat” (Friedman, 2005) world is the unremarkable mainstream. While the older, “world on paper” natives gasp and wonder and worry about the furious pace and penetration of online technologies into everyday life, the younger generations just adopt them, adapt them, and move on to the next (Lankshear & Bigum, 1999; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003).

The American educational system has done its best to keep pace, providing Internet connections to virtually all schools (99% in 2001), 87% of which are accessible to students via classrooms, libraries, computer labs, and other regulated spaces (Kleiner & Farris, 2002). Still, the culture of schooling carries on with business as usual – as it was ten or twenty years, ago, that is. As a Pew Internet & American Life Report (Levin & Arafeh, 2002) on the digital disconnect between children and their schools details with excruciating clarity, what students do with online technologies outside the classroom is not only markedly different from what they do with them in schools (e.g. instant messaging, blogging, sharing files, consuming and producing media, engaging in affinity spaces, gaming, building social networks, downloading answers to homework, and researching for school projects and assignments), but it is also more goal-driven, complex, sophisticated, and engaged. If we care to understand the current and potential capacities of technology for cognition, learning, literacy, and education, then, we must look to contexts outside our current formal educational system rather than those within.

Videogames are an excellent starting point for such investigation. We know that videogames are a push technology, providing people entrée into other important technologies, such as computers. For example, games precede computers at every step of adoption in the home (see Figure 1) and, these days, have become nearly ubiquitous to the everyday life of the American child:

More than eight in ten (83%) young people have a video game console at home, and a majority (56%) have two or more. About half (49%) have one in their bedroom, and just over half (55%) have a handheld video game player. (Rideout, Roberts, & Foehr, 2005, p. 36) 

______________________

Insert Figure 1 about here.

______________________

More importantly, the online affinity groups that emerge around games function as a kind of push community, engaging members in identities, values, and practices markedly similar to the intellectual and social practices that characterize high level, conceptual communities of innovation in fields such as science, technology, and engineering – Discourses (Gee, 1999) that American schools currently fail to provide young learners access to (in the wake of the Bush administration and their return to “skill and drill”), that the global market demands, and that other countries (such as India and China) can increasingly now offer for half the labor costs (Freidman, 2005). Beneath the veneer of fantasy and seeming childishness (e.g., “l337 speek”), videogames are sites for socially and materially distributed cognition, complex problem solving, identity work, individual and collaborative learning across multiple multimedia, multimodal “attentional spaces” (Lemke, n.d.), and rich meaning-making. For the (now K-12) millennial generation, videogames are a – if not the – leading form of entertainment, despite their complexity and the considerable cognitive investment they exact from those who play (Gee, 2003). 

Massively Multiplayer Online Games

Massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) are the quintessential example of such communities. They share the same features as other game worlds with one important exception – they are played online, allowing individuals, through their self-created digital characters or “avatars” within the game space, to interact not only with the gaming software (the designed environment of the game and the computer-controlled characters within it) but with other players’ avatars as well while in-game. Thus, they are a thoroughly collaborative space, not only beyond the game (in fan sites, discussion boards, game information databases, etc.) but also within the game itself as well. Moreover, given that they are persistent virtual spaces played in real time yet instantiated in digital graphics and architectural code, they function as a highly visible and therefore thoroughly traceable medium (Moore, Ducheneaut, & Nickell, 2005) for the study of cognition, learning, and literacy in online digital contexts.

Conceptually, MMOGs are part of the rich tradition of alternative worlds that science fiction and fantasy literature provide us (e.g. Tolkien’s The Hobbit, 1938); technically, they are the evolutionary next-step in a long line of social games that runs from paper-and-pencil fantasy games (e.g., Gygax & Arneson’s Dungeons & Dragons, 1973) to main-frame text-based multi-user dungeons (e.g. Trubshaw & Bartle’s famous first MUD1, 1978) through the first graphical 2-D chat environments (Morningstar, & Farmer, 1991) and first-person view massively multiplayer online environments (e.g., Kirmse & Kirmse’s Meridian 59, 1996) to the now-common, high-end 3-D digital worlds of today (for a complete history, see Koster, 2002). The virtual worlds that today’s MMOGamers routinely plug in and inhabit are persistent social and material worlds, loosely structured by open-ended (fantasy) narratives, where players are largely free to do as they please  – slay ogres, siege castles, craft a pair of gaiters, barter goods in town, or tame dragon hatchlings. They are notorious for their peculiar combination of designed “escapist fantasy” yet emergent “social realism” (Kolbert, 2001): in a setting of wizards and elves, dwarfs and knights, people save for homes, create basket indices of the trading market, build relationships of status and solidarity, and worry about crime. Successful MMOGameplay is cognitively demanding, requiring exploration of complex, multi-dimensional problem spaces, empirical model building, the negotiation of meaning and values within the relevant gaming community, and the coordination of people, (virtual) tools and artifacts, and multiple forms of text – all within persistent virtual worlds with emergent sociological cultural characteristics of their own (Steinkuehler, 2004a, 2004b).

In this chapter, I outline key research on MMOGs from the diverse disciplines of economics and law, sociology and anthropology, and psychology
, highlighting the import of their findings for understanding cognition and literacy. I then argue that MMOGs instantiate the notion of social construction  – that, oftentimes, the sense we make of events, contexts, and other people sociocultural products, not natural facts – and provide a highly visible medium for understanding, both as researchers and as “just plain folk” (Lave, 1988), how socially constructed worlds of meaning are collaboratively achieved. Toward the development of such an understanding, I then suggest five main areas of future MMOG research that might inform our theories of cognition and literacy within the globally networked, technologically mediated, “figured worlds” (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) we now call home.

Review of the Research

Economics & Law

In 2001, Castronova published an article entitled “Virtual Worlds: A First-Hand Account of Market and Society on the Cyberian Frontier” that captured the imaginations of mainstream media and public and established MMOGs as a nascent yet valid topic for research. In it, he argues for the offline, “real” significance of online worlds by demonstrating their value well-established terms – the American dollar. While gamers before him had written on the in-game economies of virtual worlds (Rathedan, 2001; Scatter, 1999; Thompson 2000; Wong 2000), Castronova was the first economist to relate such virtual systems of exchange to real ones in terms that gave the non-gaming public insight into the real significance of virtual trade. His reasoning was straightforward:

In economics, the value of objects does not depend on their characteristics or their components, but rather on their contribution to the well-being of the people who use them. Value is subjective, wholly created in the minds of people. If people in free markets determine that a shiny crystal called “diamond” is worth $100,000, economists basically accept the reality of that valuation. If the object in question is not a shiny crystal called “diamond” but is rather a magic sword called “Excalibur,” that exists only in an online game, economists would still put the value of the item at $100,000. Similarly, if people are willing to incur large time and money costs to live in a virtual world, economists will judge that location to be lucrative real estate, regardless of the fact that it exists only in cyberspace. The mere fact that the goods and spaces are digital, and are part of something that has been given the label “game,” is irrelevant. (Castronova, 2002, p. 15)

Yet his findings surprised many: Thanks to out-of-game trading (on Internet sites such as eBay, http://www.ebay.com/) of in-game items, Norrath, the virtual setting of the MMOG EverQuest, was the seventy-seventh largest economy in the real world in 2001, with a GNP per capita between that of Russia and Bulgaria. One platinum piece, the virtual unit of currency in Norrath, was trading on real world exchange markets higher than both the Yen and the Lira. Thanks to the continued publicity given his findings, the nongaming public finally realized that the online game worlds some folks were inhabiting on a regular basis were virtual, albeit, but far from trivial.

In the few years since Castronova’s first publication, the study of the nature and dynamics of in- and out-of-game virtual world economies has indeed taken root (e.g., Cato, 2004; Maier, 2003; “Model Economy,” 2005; Nash & Schneyer, 2004; Terdiman, 2003, 2004; Zackariasson & Wilson, 2004) 
 and, with it, the networks of companies and entrepreneurs who now make their living from online out-of-game trade of virtual in-game virtual goods (e.g., Book, 2004; Dibbell, 2003b; Dibbell, in press; companies such as IGE, http://www.ige.com). The in-game effects have been, in some cases, been rather profound. For example, entire “sweat shops” of “adena farmers” in China now earn lucrative salaries by making virtual currency within Lineage and selling it online, with whole territories of the game world now inaccessible to the leisure gamer and core game mechanics for which the game was once famous (between-clan sieges for castles in the virtual world) effectively transformed into Americans-versus-Chinese raids on said farmers by a community desperately trying to rid themselves of what they see as a “cancer” to the virtual world (Steinkuehler, 2004a). If our world is indeed increasingly “flat” (Friedman, 2005), then the MMOG is, in some respects, our proverbial canary in the coalmine.

The legal implications of virtual worlds, not just in terms of out-of-game trade of in-game items
 but also and as crucially in terms of intellectual property rights, in-game governance, and the legal jurisdiction of play, are still being worked out (Balkin, 2004; Balkin  & Noveck, in press; Castronova, 2004; Crawford, 2003; Dibbell, 2003a; Hunter, 2003; Johnson, n.d.; Lastowka & Hunter, 2004, 2005; Noveck, 2004; Shirky, C. 2003). Issues such as who has intellectual property rights to what in the context of MMOGs are far more complicated than they at first appear. Important aspects of the “content” of games are, in fact, the work of gamers, not game companies (Hunter & Lastowka, 2005; Herz, 2002; Taylor, 2002; Taylor, in press). The game player communities that inhabit the worlds to which game companies declare sole ownership, in actual practice, create much of the substance that makes such virtual worlds what they are. As Humphreys (2004) points out,

Player activities are being commodified by the publishers and structured into their business models. This shift in “consumer”/publisher relations requires a reconsideration of how the relationship is theorized. Most discussion of games and the law characterize commodification as the process of giving “real world” value to in-game items such as the virtual swords and armour accumulated by a player. The initial bedrock process of harnessing player productivity (Herz, 2002) in all its forms, including the social and emotional, is the commodification that is ignored… (p. 3)

In theories of cognition and literacy, this blur between production and consumption is a familiar one, as it lies at the heart of all constructivist theories of human sense making (e.g., Cobb & Bowers, 1999; Piaget, 1978; Von Glasersfeld, 1995; Vygotsky, 1978). People actively construct the world around them, engaging in what de Certeau (1984) calls the “hidden production” of consumption. Yet in the context of MMOGs, this blurred relationship between production and consumption is caught up with the broader economic, legal, social, and ethical dilemmas of a world that is increasingly networked and accessible yet corporate owned (Boyle, 1996; Coombe, 1998; Lessig, 1999). In MMOG communities, as with other participatory cultures (Jenkins, 1992, 2004), consumption is production, manifested in gamer-authored practices, products, and social networks, which are then commodified by corporations and sold back to the very groups who authored them in the first place. Through their in- and out-of-game activities, game communities effectively assert their right “to form interpretations, to offer evaluations, and to construct cultural canons. …fans raid mass culture, claiming its materials for their own use, reworking them as the basis for their own cultural creations and social interactions.” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 18) Yet, to date, game companies
 claim full ownership of all content within the virtual worlds they publish and often ban the account of any enterprising player who is caught selling in-game materials for out-of-game profit, even when the object of trade is, for instance, the gamer’s own digital body, their online avatar. The grand irony, of course, is that the games companies themselves freely borrow not just from their players but also from other literary and creative sources (e.g., the orc characters that appear in many of MMOGs, which are the explicit property of Tolkien estate, Taylor 2002), including other games (e.g. yellow exclamation marks used to denote quest-giving characters – a design feature first used in World of Warcraft, then magically appearing in Lineage just a few months later with their next software update). Thus, from this perspective, the difference between game players and game companies appears more a matter of access to power (in shaping legislation) than rightful claim to authorship/ownership per se: Both game players and game designers actively appropriate and rework the cultural resources at hand, with designers laying legal claim to their creative outputs and full rights to all profit from their sale yet gamers doing equally substantive game-related creative work yet paying for use under terms defined by company EULAs that deny them ownership of any form. In effect, a system of inequity emerges as intellectual property rights, originally designed to protect individual creative authors, are now evoked by corporations to create “monopolies over public meaning” (Coombe, 1998, p. 26). As Taylor (2002) writes,

The act of appropriation is but one of many ways media consumers try to creatively work with and through the cultural artifacts they encounter. Indeed their reworkings highlight the ways the bits and pieces of culture are quite malleable, open to multiple interpretations, and in some ways “made real” only through engagement with audiences. The idea that one might regulate all aspects of a media product and try to control and contain its meaning runs directly against what sociological and anthropological studies of culture teach us. (p.233)

Sociology & Anthropology

Interpretive communities such as those found in MMOGs take up the symbolic, cultural materials offered them by media and the like to collectively create the form and substance of their own cultural worlds (Squire & Steinkuehler, in press; Taylor, 2002, in press). In this way, they are no different from the folk cultures of old, except that, now, the consumers have increasingly user-friendly tools at their disposal to work with: in-game virtual environments to play within and off of, softwares for the creation of digital images, movies, soundtracks, and stories, and the online access and socialtechnical networks that enable their easy distribution. As Jenkins (1998) summarizes,

Historically, our culture evolved through a collective process of collaboration and elaboration. Folk tales, legends, myths and ballads were built up over time as people added elements that made them more meaningful to their own contexts. The Industrial Revolution resulted in the privatization of culture and the emergence of a concept of intellectual property which assumes that cultural value originates from the original contributions of individual authors… Our emotional and social investments in culture have not shifted, but new structures of ownership diminish our ability to participate in the creation and interpretation of that culture. Fans respond to this situation of an increasingly privatized culture by applying the traditional practices of a folk culture to mass culture, treating film or television as if it offered them raw materials for telling their own stories and resources for forging their own communities… (¶ 32)

The cultural production that communities accomplish with/in virtual worlds has been fairly well documented over the past decade of research, beginning with text-based MUD and MOO environments (Clodius, 1997; Reingold, 1993), the technological predecessors of today’s highly graphical MMOGs. Gamers are the form and substance of the thick social networks within each virtual environment that comprises much of what differentiates MMOGs from single-player games: They create rich political systems, hierarchies, and power structures (Curtis, 1992; Rosenberg, 1992) and the means for their enforcement (Lin, & Sun, 2005; Reid, 1994; Taylor & Jakobsson, 2003). They collaboratively construct a sense of “space” and “place” in worlds that exist, in reality, on servers alone (Clodius, 1994; Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2004). They generate social capital, often in the form of formal guild and alliance networks (Clodius, 1996a; Steinkuehler, 2004d; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2005). In-game social groups devise rituals and performances that connect the individual to the social networks of which they are a part (Clodius, 1995; Clodius, 1996b) and generate in-game antics and adventures, archetypes and characters, and derivative fan art and stories (Steinkuehler, 2004c; Steinkuehler, 2005e). Such communities instantiate their collective intelligence (Levy, 1999) in the form of unofficial user manuals that are far more accurate than official ones, authoring and maintaining database-backed websites that function as the “how to” manuals for the game (Squire & Steinkuehler, 2005; Steinkuehler, 2005f), and they create in-game apprenticeship systems (Galarneau, 2005) that enculturate newcomers into valued cultural practices: Gamers who have already mastered the social and material practices requisite to gameplay apprentice, through scaffolded and supported interactions, newer gamers who lack such knowledge and skill (Steinkuehler, 2004b). Game communities are even part of the on-going production cycle of the literal game designs themselves (Humphreys, 2004): They debug games not only during beta testing periods but also on a continued basis once the game goes retail; they offer ideas for fixes and improvements to game companies’ “property” via official discussion boards and focus groups that are implemented (or ignored) at the companies’ will; and, when all technical solutions fail, they generate in-game social norms that balance flawed game design (Steinkuehler, 2004a). MMOGs are not merely designed objects; they are emergent cultures. And those cultures are created, maintained, and kept fresh through the labor (of love) of those who actually play them.

Through such activities, participants in virtual worlds collectively create cultural resources for the construction of members’ identities, not through shared geographical location, nationality, or other demographics per se but through shared social, (virtual) material, and discursive practices (Carlstrom, 1992; Cherney, 1999; Clodius, 1997; Masterson, 1994, 1996; Raybourn, 1998; Reid, 1994; Schaap, 2002) These resources – and the individual sense that is made with them – are not always straightforward or unproblematic. Nor should they be. Rather they enable (if not prompt) gender(ed) play and conflict (Bruckman, 1993; Danet, 1998; Herring, 1996), the problematizing of race (Nakamura, 1995), the enactment of player “types” not always aligned with the game design or community (Bartle, 1996; Ito, 1997; Steinkuehler, 2005d; Stivale, 1997; Yee, 2005), and of course, sex (Dibbell, 1998; Kaufman, 1996; Van Gelder, 1996). Yet, as Walls (2005) remarks,  “it is through MMOGs that players have the greatest ability/responsibility to explore, construct, and resist those concerns of dominant culture’s representations” (¶ 1). And it is through such semiotic, virtual, sociocultural resources that participants in virtual worlds reify themselves on screen in a process of “becoming and being, which centers around images and text projected and manipulated on a screen” (Nash, 2004, ¶ 3; see also, Filiciak, 2003).

Psychology

By far, the most influential work in psychology on issues of identity in MMOGs is Turkle’s (1995) book, Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the Internet. In it, Turkle outlines how MUDs (and therefore MMOGs, their technological descendants) function as laboratories for individual identity play (also see Kitchin, 1998; Suler, 1996) by providing a “psychosocial moratorium” (Erikson) where one can have meaningful experiences without the consequences accompanying then in everyday real life. Such spaces function as a “window” (Turkle, 1995, p. 184) where individuals can project themselves into roles that may not have available to them in the everyday offline world – not just fantasy roles, such as an elf or Halfling, but also sociocultural roles, such as the powerful leader of a successful castle campaign. According to Turkle, this ability to create alternate personas in alternative “windows” or frames allows individuals to cycle through multiple versions of who they are – an experience of self not readily available in life offline where “lifelong involvement with families and communities kept such cycling through under fairly stringent control” (p. 179). In her own words,

 [Virtual worlds] imply difference, multiplicity, heterogeneity, and fragmentation. Such an experience of identity contradicts the Latin root of the word, idem, meaning “the same.” But this contradiction increasingly defines the conditions of our lives beyond the virtual world. [Virtual worlds] thus become objects-to-think-with for thinking about postmodern selves. Indeed, the unfolding of all [virtual world] action takes place in a resolutely postmodern context… Since [virtual worlds] are authored by their players, thousands of people in all, often hundreds as a time, are all logged on from different places; the solitary author is displaced and distributed. Traditional ideas about identity have been tied to the notion of authenticity that such virtual experiences actively subvert. When each player can create many characters and participate in many games, the self is not only decentered but multiplied without limit. (Turkle, 1995, p. 185). 

Based on such reasoning, MMOGs become the instantiated means with which individuals can think about and with a thoroughly postmodern conception of the self, one marked by “multiplicity, heterogeneity, flexibility, and fragmentation” (Turkle, 1995, p. 178)
It has been a decade, however, since Turkle’s foundational publication and important aspects of MMOGs, in particular, and the role of technology in everyday life, in general, have evolved. In the last ten years, we have witnessed increasing economic, sociocultural, and technological “media convergence” (Jenkins, 2001). MMOGs are no exception: “Real world” companies now advertise in virtual worlds (Book, 2004) and entrepreneurs and corporations can now trade in their in-game “loot” for out-of-game profit (discussed above). References to MMOG such as World of Warcraft now show up in the mainstream materials of wildly popular comedians (Thorsen, 2005) 
, and large percentages of MMOGamers play online with “real life” romantic partners, family members, co-workers, and friends (Seay, Jerome, Lee, & Kraut, 2005; Yee, 2005). Even the technological “magic circle” that once bounded the virtual world from life beyond has become increasingly porous thanks to recent innovations such as VoIP (voice over IP softwares that allowing real-time verbal communication during gameplay) and integrated IM (for example, the in-game chat system of Lineage II is now consolidated with MSN’s instant messaging service, allowing individuals to slay dragons while attending online meetings with coworkers at one and the same time). In truth, the discursive space of MMOGs is one with fuzzy boundaries that expand with continued play: What is at first confined to the game alone soon spills over into the virtual world beyond it (e.g., websites, chatrooms, email) and even life off-screen (e.g., telephone calls, face-to-face meetings), and the communities such practices serve likewise expand from collections of in-character playmates to real-world affinity groups. Not only does offline life bleed into virtual worlds, but virtual worlds bleed back into offline life as well. Caught up in such economic, sociocultural, and technological convergence, MMOGs function less and less as “laborator[ies] for experimenting with the constructions and reconstructions of self” (Turkle, 1995 p. 180) and more and more as just another of the many “figured worlds” (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) we inhabit. From this perspective, it is not the self that is “decentered but multiplied without limit” (Turkle, 1995, p. 185) but our interpretive frames.
Turkle’s (1995) argument that virtual worlds instantiate concepts in postmodern theory (e.g., the fragmentation and fluidity of the self) and render them accessible to the general public has served the last decade of research well. Still, given the changing face of today’s world both within virtual environments and beyond, it would seem worthwhile to reconsider what theory MMOGs actually instantiate in the lived-in worlds of those who inhabit them. I argue that they instantiate the broad notion of social construction, rather than postmodernity per se. MMOGs are highly visible mediums for understanding the way in which specific cultures shape individual sense making, and vice versa. Through participation in and reflection on such worlds, we are better able to understand how it is that the sense we make of events, contexts, and other people are not fixed and inevitable “truths” out in the world but interpretations that are created, maintained, and transformed by specific groups of people at specific historical times for specific reasons. MMOGs allow us to discern, both as researchers and as “just plain folk” (Lave, 1988), how it is that socially constructed worlds of meaning are collaboratively achieved. 

A Proposal for Research

One potential theoretical starting point for understanding MMOGs as social constructions is Gee’s “big-D” Discourse Theory (1992, 1996, 1999). Coming out of New Literacy Studies (e.g., Barton, 1994; Cazden 1988; Cook-Gumperz 1986; Gumperz, 1982; Heath, 1983; Knobel, 1999; Kress, 1985; Lankshear, 1997; Street, 1984, 1993), Discourse theory maintains a focus on individuals’ (inter)action in the social and (virtual) material world, but, by foregrounding the role of d/Discourse (language-in-use/”kinds of people”) in such interactions, it provides a fulcrum about which theory and method can be coherently leveraged to gain insight into the situated meanings individuals construct, the definitive role of communities in that meaning, and the inherently ideological nature of both.

To begin, we need a more robust account of meaning-making process itself. The meaning of a symbol, event, or activity is not a stable, abstract, entity transparently encoded from the environment; rather, it is situated (Gee, 1992, 1999): It is multiple, varying across different situations, integrally tied to specific contexts of use, and based on how the current context and prior experiences are construed (Agar, 1994; Barsalou 1991, 1992; Clark 1993, 1996; Kress 1985; Levinson 1983). What guides individual’s sense making is (often tacit) assumptions about how the world “works,” assumptions that hang together to form cultural models (Holland & Quinn, 1987), explanatory theories or story lines of prototypical people and events. Such “emblematic visions of an idealized, ‘normal,’ ‘typical’ reality” (Gee, 1996, p. 78) allow us to get on with the business of interpreting in the world by setting up what counts as normal and typical (and, therefore, what counts as marginal and non-typical as well). Such cultural models are exceedingly community specific (i.e., what counts as “normal” varies wildly depending on what community of people one is, here and now, calling from), change over time, compete with one another (especially when the distribution of goods are at stake), overlap or connect up with one another in complex ways, and are distributed across individuals heads, other people, practices, and material resources (Gee, 1992, 1996, 1999). The sense we make of our world at any given time, then, is contingent on the cultural models we bring to bear on it. Yet these cultural models are created, maintained, and transformed by specific social groups whose ways of being in the world underwrite them (Gee, 1999). These “ways of being in the world” or “forms of life” (Wittgenstein, 1958) are what Gee (1992, 1996, 1999) calls big D Discourses.
 

[Discourses are] different ways in which we humans integrate language with non-language “stuff,” such as different ways of thinking, acting, interacting, valuing, feeling, believing, and using symbols, tools, and objects in the right places and at the right times so as to… give the material world certain meanings… make certain sorts of meaningful connections in our experience, and privilege certain symbols systems and ways of knowing over others. (Gee, 1999, p. 13)

A “big D” Discourse, then, is the social and material practices of a given socioculturally defined group of people associated around a set of shared interest, goals, and/or activities (e.g., gamers within a particular MMOG community). These practices include shared discursive resources such as word choice and grammar (e.g., “l337 speek”) as well as other communicative devices involved in language-in-use (e.g., text conventions for prosody, gestures or emotes); shared textual practices for both production and interpretation (e.g., in-game letters, unofficial player written manuals, discussion board flame wars); customary practices for social interaction (e.g., social conventions for in-game group hunts); characteristic ways to coordinate and be coordinated by material resources such as tools, technologies, and systems of representation (e.g., conventions for the use of VoIP technologies while in-game); and shared folk theories (e.g., that female characters receive more gifts in MMOGs than male characters, regardless of level); appreciative systems, which are ways of valuing some “things” and not others, (e.g., selecting avatar equipment based on function rather than form); and epistemologies (e.g., the privileging of a game community’s collective intelligence instantiated in game databases over official hardcopy game manuals). Such practices function as the observable means with which individuals display their membership within a given Discourse community and others recognize them as such. As Gee (1996) states, “It is in and through Discourses that we make clear to ourselves and others who we are and what we are doing at a given time and place” (pp. 128-129).

Theorizing MMOGs as Discourses rather than corporate owned designed objects (in the case of standard intellectual property legislation) or “identity workshops” (Turkle, 1994) enables us to examine not only meaning-making and social and material (inter)action at the individual level but also the reciprocal relationships between individual practice and the Discourses those practices constitute. On the one hand, Discourses are normative and regulatory. Because members of the Discourse share similar cultural models and social/material practices, they are, to some extent, assured similar experiences and interpretations of similar (thoroughly theorized) worlds. On the other hand, because they are constituted by the actual ongoing activities of their members, Discourses are prey to inadvertent or deliberate transformation by the very people who constitute them. For example, the early Discourse of the MMOG Lineage II included a glorification of in-game siege participation and a displayed contempt for all gamers who bought in-game gold with real world dollars (and admitted it). When castle sieges became more and more difficult to participate in (at a point when several castles were held by Chinese clans of unknown profession), individuals effectively converted the high status given sieges into serious in-game cachet for those willing to go on group raids in order to “exterminate” any and all (who were perceived to be) Chinese “adena farmers” (Steinkuehler, 2004a). This transformation to Lineage II Discourse can be traced, historically, back to a handful of individual gamers, their facility with creating game movies with dramatic hard-rock scores, and the rhetoric they used to frame the supposed farmers as a “cancer” and “plague” and, therefore as a logical consequence, their outright aggression toward them as a magnanimous salve to a wounded game. Thus, the Discourse of Lineage II gaming changed over time, not as some hegemonic monolith with a life of its own but rather, through the everyday routine activities and performances of a few members with a certain set of tools and skills.
Human beings participate in multiple Discourses, and these Discourses are often in conversation with one another in complex ways. Some are more or less aligned (e.g., the Discourse of academic games scholarship and the Discourse of doing being a Lineage princess). Some are in conflict (e.g., the Discourse of lawyers versus the Discourse of game culture studies scholars in the construction of what constitutes “intellectual property”). Both cases are a source for change. At the micro-level, participation in multiple discourses lends itself to a “blending” of one into the next. As long as one’s novel performance in one Discourse is “close enough” to the norm to be recognized, then one can “‘infected’ one Discourse with another and widened what ‘counts’” as doing being a member of it (Gee, 1999, p. 21). At the macro-level, because Discourses are often in conversation with one another, as one evolves, the others evolve to greater or lesser degrees in response (e.g. the changing Discourse of education, since the Bush administration, has changed the games and learning Discourse as it responds to new rhetoric, new framing, and new disputes). Thus, theorizing MMOGs as Discourses rather than “laboratories for the construction of identity” (Turkle, 1995) alone allows us to maintain a focus on individual identity and sense-making without losing sight of the ways in which much broader contexts shape, constrain, and transmute those individual pursuits. It essence, it is to theorize not just the individual “cycling through of windows” (Turkle, 1995) but the way those “windows” frame the identities enacted within them and other “windows” beyond them.

Questions for Research

Toward the development of an understanding of MMOGs as Discourses that are created, maintained and transformed by individuals who participate in them, I propose the following five areas of research: (1) investigation into the ways in which the small, routine activities of participants constitute, and are constituted by, macro-level Discourses within the game (Steinkuehler, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c), (2) exploration into the cultural resources game community participants leverage in the authoring of identities (both their own and others) within such virtual worlds (Steinkuehler, 2005c), (3) research that examines how individuals are enculturated into such Discourses (Steinkuehler, 2004b), (4) analysis of the literacy practices within and beyond such virtual spaces and how they operate to build a coherent world of both practice and perspective (Steinkuehler, 2003, 2004c, 2005e, 2005f), and (5) exploration of how the Discourse of MMOGs is caught up in conversation with other Discourses and how participation in them is situated within gamers’ everyday lives (Steinkuehler, 2004a; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2005). This list of areas for further research is surely not complete, yet my hope is that they might start us down path toward research that, on the one hand, will explicate the function and meaning of MMOGs in the lives of those who inhabit them while, on the other hand, will better inform our theories of cognition and literacy within the globally networked, technologically mediated, “figured worlds” (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) we increasingly call home.

Methodology

Within the framework of “big-D” Discourse theory (Gee, 1992, 1996, 1999) and given the potential questions for research previously listed, the proper unit of study for research on MMOGs is not individual “identities” per se but rather their construction as crucially situated within the context of broader Discourse(s) that inform them. From this perspective, then, one vital research method is discourse-analysis based ethnography. Because cultural models are “not in anyone's head, but embedded in the history and social practices of the group” (Gee, 1992, p. 105), “think description” (Geertz, 1973) is necessary in order to unearth the assumptions, values and beliefs embedded in the social and material activities of the group under study. Such thick description, however, need to be rooted in discourse analysis procedures (Fairclough 1989, 1995; Gee, 1999; Gumperz 1982; Halliday & Hasan, 1989) – “the analysis of language as it is used to enact activities, perspectives, and identities” (Gee, 1999, p. 4-5). Such analyses focus on the configurations of linguistic cues used in spoken or written utterances in order to invite certain interpretive practices (Gee, 1992). Configurations of such devices signal how the language of the particular utterance is being used to construe reality in terms of: (1) semiotics, what symbol systems are privileged, how they construe the relevant context (the world), and on what epistemological basis; (2) the material world, what objects, places, times, and people are relevant and in what way; (3) sociocultural reality, who is who and what their relationships with one another are, including the implied identity of the speaker/writer and who the audience is construed to be, all in terms of affect, status, solidarity, and (shared or disparate) values and knowledge; (4) activities, what specific social activities the speaker and her interlocutors are taken to be engaged in; (5) politics, what social goods are at stake and how they  are and “ought” to be distributed; and finally (6) coherence, what past and future interactions are relevant to the current communication (Gee, 1999).  Particular configurations of linguistic cues prompt specific situated meanings of these six aspects of “reality,” meanings which evoke and exploit specific cultural models which are indelibly linked to particular Discourses, allowing speakers and hearers to display and recognize the “kind of people” each purports to be. Through microanalysis of how group members’ utterances construe the world in particular ways and not others, we are able to infer the cultural models and concomitant Discourse(s) as play. Moreover, with such analyses comes explication of the full range of social and material practices with which they are inextricably linked, since the meaning of those practices is done with and through language-in-use. Through such discourse-analysis based ethnographic work, we might better capture the sense human beings make of virtual worlds and their (inter)action with/in them. And, in so doing, we may very well discover something new about cognition and literacy in this increasingly heterogeneous, networked, online global, “flat” (Friedman, 2005) world of ours.

REFERENCES

Agar, M.  (1994). Language shock: Understanding the culture of conversation. New York: William Marrow.

Balkin, J. M. (2004). Virtual liberty: Freedom to design and freedom to play in virtual worlds. Virginia Law Review 90(8), 2043-2098.

Balkin, J. M. & Noveck, B. (Eds.). (in press) The state of play: Law and virtual worlds. New York: New York University Press.

Barsalou , L. W.  (1991). Deriving categories to achieve goals. In G. H. Bower (Ed.), The psychology of learning and motivation: Advances in research and theory (Vol. 27), (pp. 1-64). New York: Academic Press.

Barsalou, L. W.  (1992). Cognitive psychology: An overview for cognitive scientists. Hillsdale NJ: Erlbaum.

Bartle, R. (1996). Hearts, clubs, diamonds, spades: Players who suit MUDs. Journal of MUD Research, 1(1).

Bartle, R. A. (2004). Designing virtual worlds. Indianapolis: New Riders Publishing 

Barton, D. (1994). Literacy: An introduction to the ecology of written language. Oxford: Blackwell.

Book, B. (2004). These bodies are FREE, so get one NOW!: Advertising and branding in social virtual worlds. Social Science Research Network (SSRN No. 536422). Retrieved June 28, 2005 from http://ssrn.com/abstract=536422 

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice (R. Nice, Trans.). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1990). The logic of practice (R. Nice, Trans.). Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Boyle, J. (1996). Shamans, software, & spleens: Law and the construction of the information society. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruckman, A. S. (1993). Gender swapping on the Internet. Paper presented at The Internet Society, San Fransisco CA, August.

Carlstrom, E.-L. (1992). Better living through language: The communicative implications of a text-only virtual environment. Unpublished Manuscript. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from ftp://ftp.game.org/pub/mud/text/research/communicative.txt

Castronova, E. (2001). Virtual worlds: A first-hand account of market and society on the cyberian frontier. CESifo Working Paper Series No. 618.

Castronova, E. (2002). On virtual economies. CESifo Working Paper Series No. 752.

Castronova, E. (2004). The right to play. New York Law School Law Review, 49(1), 185-210.

Cato, G. (2004, December 15). MMOs: It’s the economy, stupid. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://overanalyzed.com/portal.php?topic_id=19

Cazden C. (1988). Classroom discourse: The language of teaching and learning. Portsmouth, NH: Heinnemann.

Cherney, L. (1999). Conversation and community: Discourse in a social MUD. Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications.

Clark, A. (1993). Associative engines: Connectionism, concepts, and parallel distributed processing. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Clark, A. (1996). Using language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Clodius, J. (1994). Concepts of space and place in a virtual community. Unpublished Manuscript. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://dragonmud.org/people/jen/space.html

Clodius, J. (1995). Ritual and religion on DragonMud. Unpublished Manuscript. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://dragonmud.org/people/jen/ritual.html

Clodius, J. (1996a). Orality in a text-based community. Unpublished Manuscript. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://dragonmud.org/people/jen/oral.html

Clodius, J. (1996b) Shar's return: Performance as gifting. Unpublished manuscript. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://dragonmud.org/people/jen/shar.html

Clodius, J. (1997). Creating a community of interest: "Self" and "other" on DragonMud. Paper presented at the Combined Conference on MUDs, Jackson Hole WY, January 15.

Cobb, P. & Bowers, J (1999). Cognitive and situated perspectives in theory and practice. Educational Reasearcher, 28(2), 4-15.

Cook-Gumperz, J. (Ed.) (1986). The social construction of literacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Coombe, R.J. (1998). The cultural life of intellectual properties: Authorship, appropriation, and the law. Durham: Duke University Press.

Crawford, S. (2003). Who's in charge of who I am: Identity and law online. Paper presented at First Annual State of Play Conference, New York Law School, November 13-15.
Curtis, P. (1992). Mudding: Social phenomena in text-based virtual realities. In P. Ludlow, Pl (Ed.). High noon on the electronic frontier: Conceptual issues in cyberspace, (pp. 347-374). Cambridge MA: The MIT Press. 

Danet, B. (1998). Text as mask: Gender, play and performance on the Internet. In S. G. Jones (Ed.), Cybersociety 2.0: Computer-mediated communication and community revisited, (pp. 129-158). Thousand Oaks CA: Sage Publications.

de Certeau, M. (1984). The practice of everyday life (Steven Rendall, Trans.) London: The University of California Press

Dibbell, J. (1998). My tiny life: Crime and passion in a virtual world. New York: Henry Holt.

Dibbell, J. (2003a). Owned!: Intellectual property in the age of dupers, gold farmers, eBayers, and other enemies of the virtual state. Paper presented at First Annual State of Play Conference, New York Law School, November 13-15.
Dibbell, J. (2003b, January). The unreal estate boom. Wired, 11(1).

Dibbell, J. (in press). Play money. Or How I quit my day job and set out to strike it rich selling imaginary castles and make-believe gold. Cambridge MA: Basic Books.

Ducheneaut, N., Moore, R. J., & Nickell, E. (2004). Designing for sociability in massively multiplayer games: an examination of the “third places” of SWG. In J. H. Smith & M. Sicart (Eds.), Proceedings of the Other Players Conference. Copenhagen: IT University of Copenhagen.

Erikson, E. (1963). Childhood and Society (2nd Ed.). New York: Norton.

Fairclough N. (1989). Language and power. London: Longman.

Fairclough N. (1995). Critical discourse analysis. London: Longman.

Filiciak, M. (2003). Hyperidentities: Postmodern identity patterns in massively multiplayer online role-playing games. In M. J. P. Wolf & B. Perron (Eds.), The video game theory reader, (pp. 87-102). New York: Routledge.

Fleck, L. (1979). The genesis and development of a scientific fact. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Foucault, M. (1966). The order of things: An archaeology of human sciences. New York: Random House.

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings 1972-1977 (C. Gordon, L. Marshall, J. Meplam & K. Spoer, Eds.). Brighton, Sussex: The Harvester Press.

Friedman, T. L. (2005). The world is flat: A brief history of the twenty-first century. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.

Galarneau, L. (2005). Spontaneous communities of learning: A social analysis of learning ecosystems in massively multiplayer online gaming (MMOG) environments. Paper presented at the Digital Games Research Association Conference (DIGRA), Vancouver, June 16-20.

Gee, J. P. (1992). The social mind: Language, ideology, and social practice. New York: Bergin & Garvey.

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (2nd Ed.). London: Routledge/Falmer.

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. New York: Routledge.

Gee, J. P. (2003). What videogames have to teach us about learning and literacy. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures. New York: Basic Books.

Geertz, C. (1983). Local knowledge: Further essays in interpretive anthropology. New York: Basic Books.

Gumperz, J. J. (Ed.) (1982). Language and social identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gygax, G. & Arneson, D. (1973). Dungeons & Dragons (1st ed.). Lake Geneva, WI: TSR, Inc.
Halliday, M. A. K. & Hasan, R. (1989). Language, context, and text: Aspects of language as a social-semiotic perspective. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and classrooms. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Heidegger M. (1996). Being and Time (J. Stambaugh, Trans.). Albany: State University of New York Press.  (Original work published in 1927).

Herring, S. (1996). Gender and democracy in computer-mediated communication. In R. Kling (Ed.), Computerization and controversy: Value conflicts and social choices (pp. 476-501). San Diego CA: Academic Press.

Herz, J. C. (1997). Joystick nation: How videogames ate our quarters, won our hearts, and rewired our minds. New York: Little, Brown & Company.

Herz, J. C. (2002). Harnessing the hive: How online games drive networked innovation. Release 1.0, 20 (9), 1-22.

Holland, D. & Quinn, N. (Eds.) (1987) Cultural models in language and thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Holland, D., Lachicotte, W. Jr., Skinner, D., & Cain, C. (1998) Identity and agency in cultural worlds. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.

Humphreys, S. (2004). Commodifying culture – It's not just about the virtual sword. In J. H. Smith & M. Sicart (Eds.), Proceedings of the Other Players Conference. Copenhagen: It University of Copenhagen, December 6-8 2004.

Hunter, D. (2003). Cyberspace as place, and the tragedy of the digital anticommons. California Law Review 91(2). 439-520.

Hunter, D. & Lastowka, G. (2005). Amateur-to-amateur. Enforcement of copyright laws on information technology. William & Mary Law Review 46(3) 951.

Hutchins, E. (1995). Cognition in the wild. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Ito, M. (1997). Virtually embodied: The reality of fantasy in a multi-user dungeon. In D. Porter (Ed.), Internet Culture, (pp. 87-110). New York: Routledge.

Jenkins, H., III. (1992). Textual poachers: Television fans & participatory culture. Routledge: New York.

Jenkins, H., III. (1998) The poachers and the stormtroopers: Popular culture in the digital age. Paper presented at the University of Michigan.

Jenkins, H., III. (2001). Convergence? I diverge. Technology Review, 104(5), 93.

Jenkins, H., III. (2004). Quentin Tarantino’s Start Wars? Digital cinema, media convergence, and participatory culture. In D Thorburn, H. Jenkins, & B. Seawell (Eds.), Rethinking media change: The aesthetics of transition (pp. 281-312). Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Johnson, D. R. (n.d.) Lawmaking and law enforcement in cyberspace. Unpublished manuscript. Retrieved June 28, 2005 from http://www.cli.org/DRJ/make.html

Kaufman, M. (1996). They call it cyberlove. In R. Kling (Ed.), Computerization and controversy: Value conflicts and social choices (pp. 525-532). San Diego CA: Academic Press.

Kirmse, A. & Kirmse, C. (1996). Meridian 59 [Online computer game]. Near Death Studios, Inc. Retrieved Oct. 2, 2004 from at http://meridian59.neardeathstudios.com/

Kitchin, R. (1998). Cyberspace. Chichester UK: John Wiley & Sons.
Kleiner, A. & Farris, E. (2002). Internet access in U.S. public schools and classrooms: 1994–2001 (NCES 2002-018). Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.

Knobel, M. (1999). Everyday literacies: Students, discourse, and social practice. New York: Peter Lang.

Kolbert, E. (2001, May 28). Pimps and dragons: How an online world survived a social breakdown. The New Yorker, 77(13), 88.

Koster, R. (2002). Online world timeline. Retrieved Oct. 2, 2004 from http://www.legendmud.org/raph/ .

Koster, R. (2004). A theory of fun for game design. Phoenix AZ: Paraglyph Press.

Kress, G. (1985). Linguistic processes in sociocultural practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Lankshear, C. (1997). Changing literacies (Changing education series). Buckingham UK: Open University Press.

Lankshear, C.& Bigum, C. (1999). Literacies and new technologies in school settings. Curriculum Studies, 7(3), 445-465.

Lankshear, C. & Knobel, M. (2003). New literacies: Changing knowledge and classroom learning. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Lastowka, G & Hunter, D. (2004). The laws of the virtual worlds. California Law Review, 92(1) 3-74.

Lastowka, G & Hunter, D. (2005). Virtual crime. New York Law School Law Review, 49(1), 293-316.

Latour, B. (1987). Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through society. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.

Lave, J. (1988). Cognition in practice: Mind, mathematics, and culture in everyday life. Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press.

Levinson, S. C. (1983). Pragmatics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lemke, J. (n.d.). Why study games? Notes toward a basic research agenda for education. Unpublished manuscript.

Lessig, L. (1999). Code and other laws of cyberspace. New York: Basic Books.

Levin, D. & Arafeh, S. (2002). The digital disconnect: The widening gap between Internet-savvy students and their schools. Washington DC: Pew Internet & American Life Project.

Levy, P. (1999). Collective intelligence: Mankind's emerging world in cyberspace (R. Bononno, Trans.). Cambridge MA: Perseus Books.

Lin, H. & Sun, C.-T. (2005). The “white-eyed” player culture: Grief play and construction of deviance in MMORPGs. Paper presented at the Digital Games Research Association Conference (DIGRA), Vancouver, June 16-20.

Maier, M. (2003, March). Can a metaverse have inflation? Business 2.0
Masterson, J. T., III. (1994). Ethnography of a virtual society, of how a gangling, wiry half-elf found a way to fit in. Unpublished Manuscript, University of Montana. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.johnmasterson.com/thesis/ 

Masterson, J. T., III. (1996). Nonverbal communication in text based virtual realities. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Montana. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.johnmasterson.com/thesis/toc.html

Miller, C. R. (1984). Genre as social action. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 70(2), 151-167.

A model economy; Economics and gaming (2005, January 22). The Economist, 374(8410); 85.

Moore, R., Ducheneaut, N., & Nickell, E. (2005). Leveraging virtual omniscience: Mixed methodologies for studying social life in persistent online worlds. Workshop presented at the Games, Learning, and Society Conference, Madison WI, June 23-24.

Morningstar, C. & Farmer, F. R. (1991). The lessons of Lucasfilm's Habitat. In M. Benedikt (Ed.), Cyberspace: First steps. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Mulligan, J. & Patrovsky, B. (2003). Developing online games: An insider's guide. Indianapolis: New Riders Games.

Nakamura, L. (1995). Race in/for cyberspace: Identity tourism and racial passing on the Internet. Works and Days, 25/26, 13(1&2).

Nash, S. S. (2004, December 8). Stop! You're scaring me! Hyperidentities in e-learning. Xplanazine. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.xplanazine.com/archives/2004/12/stop_youre_scar.php

Nash, J. & Schneyer, E. (2004). Virtual economies: An in-depth look at the virtual world of Final Fantasy XI: Online. Unpublished manuscript, The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania. Retrieved July 1, 2004 from http://lgst.wharton.upenn.edu/hunterd/VirtualEconomies.pdf

Noveck, B. (2004). Unchat: Democratic solution for a wired world. In P. Shane (Ed.), Democracy Online: The prospects for democratic renewal through the Internet, (pp. 21-34). New York: Routledge.
Piaget, J. (1978). Success and understanding. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Rathedan, P. (2001, May 14). A real player economy. Stratics Retrieved June 28, 2005 from http://swg.stratics.com/content/feature/editorials/editorials.php?Cat=1&uid=13

Raybourn, E. M. (1998). The quest for power, popularity, and privilege in cyberspace: Identity construction in a text-based multi-user virtual reality. Proceedings of the Western Speech Communication Association Conference, Denver, February.

Reid, E. M. (1994). Cultural formations in text-based virtual realities. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Melbourne. 

Rheingold, H. (1993). The Virtual Community: Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier. Reading MA: Addison.

Rideout, V., Roberts, D. F., & Foehr, U. G. (2005). Generation M: Media in the lives of 8-18 year-olds (Publication No. 7250). Washington DC: The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation.

Rollings, A. & Adams, E. (2003). On Game Design. Indianapolis: New Riders Publishing.

Rosenberg, M. (1992). Virtual reality: Reflections of life, dreams, and technology. An ethnography of a computer society. Unpublished manuscript. Retrieved June 28, 2005 from http://www.eff.org/Net_culture/MOO_MUD_IRC/rosenberg_vr_reflections.paper – ethnography of WolfMOO

Scatter. (1999). The model economy. Imaginary Realities, 2(9).

Schaap, F. (2002). The words that took us there: Ethnography in a virtual reality. Piscataway NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Seay, A. F., Jerome, W. J., Lee, K. S., & Kraut, R. E. (2005). Project massive. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.projectmassive.com/
Shirky, C. (2003). Constitutional experimentation in online social spaces. Paper presented at First Annual State of Play Conference, New York Law School, November 13-15.

Squire, K. D. & Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005). Meet the gamers. Library Journal, 130(7), 38-41. 

Squire, K. D. & Steinkuehler, C. A. (in press). Generating CyberCulture/s: The case of Star Wars Galaxies. In D. Gibbs & K. L. Krause (Eds.), Cyberlines: Languages and cultures of the Internet (2nd ed.). Albert Park, Australia: James Nicholas Publishers.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2003). Massively multiplayer online videogames as a constellation of literacy practices. Paper presented at the International Conference on Literacy, Ghent, Belgium.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004a). The culture of play. Paper presented at the State of Play Conference, New York University Law School, New York, October 28-31. 

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004b). Learning in massively multiplayer online games. In Y. B. Kafai, W. A. Sandoval, N. Enyedy, A. S. Nixon, & F. Herrera (Eds.), Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference of the Learning Sciences (pp. 521-528). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004c). The literacy practices of massively multiplayer online gaming. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, San Diego CA.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004d). Providing resources for MMOG guild leaders. Paper presented at the MUD Developers Conference, San Jose CA.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005a). Cognition & learning in massively multiplayer online games: A critical approach. Paper presented at the Learning Sciences Colloquium, University of Wisconsin – Madison, January 21.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005b). The literacy of massively multiplayer online gaming versus national standards. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Montreal Canada, April 11–15.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005c). Massively multiplayer online videogaming as participation in a Discourse. To appear in Mind, Culture, & Activity.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005d). Styles of play: Gamer-identified trajectories of participation in MMOGs. Paper presented at the Annual Conference of the Digital Games Research Association (DIGRA), Vancouver, June 16-20.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005e). (Tech)tual play: Literacy learning in massively multiplayer online games. Paper presented at CAL05 Virtual Learning? Conference, University of Bristol, UK, April 4–6.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2005f). Why should libraries care about videogames? Paper presented at the Online Computer Library Center (OCLC) Annual Meeting, Washington DC, May 11.

Steinkuehler, C. A. & Williams, D. (2005). Where everybody knows your (screen) name: Online games as ‘third places.’ Manuscript submitted for publication.

Stivale, C. J. (1997). Spam: Heteroglossia and harassment in cyberspace. In D. Porter (Ed.), Internet culture, (pp. 133-144). New York: Routledge.

Street, B. (1984). Literacy in theory and practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Street, B. (Ed.). (1993). Cross-cultural approaches to literacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Suler, J. (1996). The psychology of cyberspace. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.rider.edu/~suler/psycyber/psycyber.html

Taylor, T. L. (2002). Whose game is this anyway?: Negotiating corporate ownership in a virtual world. In F. Mäyrä (Ed.), Computer Games and Digital Cultures Conference Proceedings, (227-242). Tampere: Tampere University Press.

Taylor, T. L. (in press). Pushing the borders: Player participation and game culture. In J. Karaganis & N. Jeremijenko (Eds.), Network_Netplay: Structures of participation in digital culture. Durham: Duke University Press.

Taylor, T. L. & Jakobsson, M. (2003). The Sopranos meets EverQuest: Socialization processes in massively multiuser games. FineArt Forum, 17(8).
Terdiman, D. (2003, August 8). Commerce Drives Virtual World. Wired, 11(8).

Terdiman, D. (2004, January 23). Virtual cash breeds real cash. Wired, 12(1). 

Thompson, Z. B. (2000). The in-game economics of Ultima Online. Paper presented at Computer Game Developer’s Conference, San Jose, CA, Mar. 2000.

Thorsen, T. (2005, June 29). Dave Chappelle loves World of Warcraft: Famed and elusive comic praises Blizzard's popular MMORPG at San Francisco nightclub appearance. GameSpot. Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.gamespot.com/news/2005/06/29/news_6128319.html

Tolkien, J. R. R. (1938). The Hobbit. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Trubshaw, R. & Bartle, R. (1978). MUD1 [online computer game]. Essex: University of Essex. Retrieved Oct. 1, 2004 from http://www.british-legends.com/

Turkle, S. (1994). Constructions and reconstructions of self in virtual reality: Playing in the MUDS. Mind, Culture, & Activity, 1(3), 158-167.

Turkle, S. (1995). Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the Internet. New York: Touchstone.

Van Gelder, L. (1996). The strange case of the electronic lover. In R. Kling (Ed.), Computerization and controversy: Value conflicts and social choices (pp. 533-549). San Diego CA: Academic Press.

Von Glasersfeld, E. (1995). Radical constructivism: A way of knowing and learning (Studies in Mathematics Education Series, No 6) London: The Falmer Press.

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of the higher psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: The Harvard University Press. (Originally published 1930, New York: Oxford University Press.)

Walls, D. (2005). “Just who wears the tights in this household?”: Technological dramas, gender trouble, and Cryptic Studio's City of Heros. Paper presented at the Digital Games Research Association Conference (DIGRA), Vancouver, June 16-20.

Williams, D. (2004). Trouble in River City: The social life of video games. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan.

Wittgenstein, L. (1958). Philosophical Investigations. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

Wong, G. (2000). A working mud economy. Imaginary Realities, 3(5).

Yee, N. (2005). Playing together. The Daedalus Project, 3(3). Retrieved July 1, 2005 from http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/001338.php

Yee, N. (2005). Motivations of play in MMORPGs. Paper presented at the Digital Games Research Association Conference (DIGRA), Vancouver, June 16-20.

Zackariasson, P. & Wilson, T. L. (2004). Massively multiplayer online games: A 21st century service? In J. H. Smith & M. Sicart (Eds.), Proceedings of the Other Players Conference. Copenhagen: IT University of Copenhagen.

� There is a growing body of literature written on MMOGs specifically from a design perspective that is well worth investigation. For the purposes of this chapter, however, I have chosen to exclude such work from my review as it leans more toward technical rather than theoretical discussion and has been amply reviewed by designer scholars already: For those interested in such work, I would strongly recommend: Bartle (2004), Koster (2004), Mulligan & Patrovsky (2003), Rollings & Adams (2003).


� It is worth noting at this point that much of the research on virtual worlds has been done by a younger generation of scholars – undergraduates, graduate students and new professors –who have grown up with such technologies and tend to readily post their work online (primarily, blogs and websites) long before publishing in traditional print journals (if at all). Although this may seem troubling for some, the reality is that “game studies” is a nascent field growing at an incredible rate. In some respects, the print journal publication process is simply too slow for scholars to get their work out to the public rapidly enough for substantive conversation and feedback on their ideas while they are still relevant and of practical and intellectual use. Given the pace with which technologies and practices change, holding out for print publication only often means having your work seen only after your object of study is grossly out of date.





� Including contexts where the MMOG is owned by a company in one nation, with legislation based on one set of definitions of notions such as ownership and value, yet inhabited by citizens in other nations with very different legislation based on very understanding of such concepts.


� With the exception of Second Life, which grants its players intellectual property rights to any content they create.


� “‘You know what I've been playing a lot of?’ the comedian [Dave Chappelle] reportedly asked the crowd. ‘World of Warcraft!’ When a few cheers broke out, he reportedly responded, ‘I knew I had some geek brothers and sisters up in here!’” (Thorsen, 2005, ¶ 3)


� They are similar to what various other theorists have called (“small d”) discourses (Foucault, 1966, 1980), communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), discourse communities (Miller, 1984), distributed knowledge systems (Hutchins, 1995), thought collectives (Fleck, 1979), practices (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Heidegger 1927/1996), cultures (Geertz 1973, 1983), and actor networks (Latour 1987).








