




































Somewhere, a mercifulprogrammer noticed that certain aspects of the game were SO
GODDAM DULL and downtiffiewasSO EXTENSIVE that peoplewete doing things like
laundry and watching television while they waited to hunt, level, cast spells, travel to
meet friends ..• in short, to play EQ. Out of the goodness of his heart, he leapt into
action (on his own time) to solve the problem. The result? Gems. (Thomas n.d.)

Beyond chatting with people in the game to get through lulls or simply to so~

dalize, as detailed in the previous chapter there is a deep reliance on each

other to be able to progress. The reliance onnot just groups but good groups
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While somewill watch television or read dUring these periods, itis justas typ~
ical to hear them talk about using in-game communicationtoentertainthe~
selves during these boring play periods. The amount of downtime and dull
moments should not be underestimated, and it is something even the de­
signers acknowledge (albeit implicitly). Players noted with amusement the
introduction within EQ of a Thtris-like game called Gems (figure 3.4); The

game allows people to playa very simple puzzle within EQ (overlaid onto
the standardinterface). As one reviewer wrote:.
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Figure 3.4

Gems, a 7etris-like game within EverQuest

(productive ones in which a player gets a decent rate of experience with min­

imal deaths and downtime) become central to high-end game play, which is

where power garners in EQ cluster. "Knowing people you trust to play the class

well" becomes crucial. A simple example is of group members being able to

trust that the group's Cleric, a healer character, will follow the fight attentively

and cast healing spells on members in a timely manner so they do not die.

Being a good team player is key, and power garners are particularly good at

not simply knowing the strengths and limitations of their own class, but that

of the others in the game as well. Chris suggests that the key is to ask "how am

I going to work in conjunction with people based on class, skill, and equip­

ment" in any given group·? Rather than being asocial, power garners seem

extremely relational in their orientation-paying attention to how the com­

petencies of people relate to each other and how they can be coordinated. On

the more sophisticated end, then, it is not simply that the Cleric, for example,
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accounts) cannot be this play style. Because of the kinds

of investments power gamers can put into the group, it is worth notingthat

they can often travel in packs, sometimes even from game to game, porting

their collective knowledge with them. It is not uncommon for. people to start

and leave games with each other so that entire groups move for example,

from EverQuest toStar Wars Galaxies to World ot"Warcratt. Power gamers know

the value of a good working team and can go to some lengths to preserve it;

Guilds

As shown in the previous discussion, reputation systems playa significant

role in the construction of the high-end game,. thus not only linking power

gamers to a broader community but at times making them quite beholden to

it. The development of high-end raiding guilds proVides social support and

legitimacy tothe power gamer. These guilds are often central to player success

as they proVide a consistent and reliable source of not only game knOWledge,

but labor. (in the fonn of help from guildmates). As Jackie suggests:

The evolution of the game environment was becoming more and more guild focused
and less and lesS individual focused. I saw that guilds gave players a large advantage in
terms of organizing and the game has become more focused on defeating large power­
ful mobs that require a lot of organization and coordination ... it's impossible to do it
[reach the higl1-end game] without a guild.

Within a guild, power garners not only have a very local mechanism for.

sharing knowledge and tactics, they also are called upon to suppor.t the other
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members and advance the cause of the guild. Most raiding guilds in EQ are

very dedicated to tackling ever-increasingly difficult or unexplored zones.

New challenges always are being sought after and created. Doing so becomes

in part a status marker, but it also serves as an important mechanism for con­

tinuing to enjoy the game. I would argue that the participation of power

garners in guilds points to a sociability we do not normally associate with this

kind of focused play style. Not only is there a broader community the players

are involved in, they quite often are called upon to put aside their own indi­

vidual needs for the good of the group. As Chris put it, "Somebody calls a raid,

you get there. You drop everything. '[But] I'm half a bub [bubble, a visual

marker of progression through a level] to level!' No, you get there."

This commitment to a larger group moves the idea of socializing beyond

simply chatting, or informal friendship networks, to a recognition that there

is a fundamental necessity to rely on others in a game like EverQuest. The

power garners are not exempt from this. Their intense focus, commitment to

instrumental action, and love of efficiency does not in the context ofEQ pro­

duce an isolated and individualistic player but a highly networked one.

The Pleasures of Instrumentality

In the examination of power garners, we begin to confront a model of play

that at times looks and sounds quite unlike how we usually speak of gaming.

The simple idea of "fun" is turned on its head by examples of engagement

that rest on efficiency, (often painful) learning, rote and boring tasks, heavy

doses of responsibility, and intensityof focus. Indeed, many power garners do

not use the term "fun" to describe why they play but instead talk about the

more complicated notions of enjoyment and reward. At times it almost ap­

pears as if they are speaking of work. One of the problems with the term

"fun" is that it cedes the discussion of the pleasures of play to an overly di­

chotomized model in which leisure rests on one side and labor on the other.

The question about where the boundary between work and play lies is some­

thing Roger Caillois has taken up, writing that play is "an activity that is free,

separate, uncertain, unproductive, regulated, and fictive" (2001/1958, 43).

He speaks of the "contamination" of play when it is encroached upon by re­

ality, obligation, or professionalism. He writes that in these instances, "What

used to be a pleasure becomes an obsession. What was an escape becomes an



obligation, alldwhat was a pastime is now a passion,compulsion, and source

of anxiety. The principle ofplay has become corrupted, It isnoW necessary to

take precautions againstcheats and professional pIayers, a unique productof

the contagionofreality" (ibid., 45). This feeling, that onCe outside factors be­

gin to leak into the world ofplayitloses itsspecialness, its sanctity even, still

circulates With some. frequency. Butmight we imagine a space inwhich our

games at times are not always "fun" and, converselY,our labor can be quite

pleasurable? Doe.s the framework inwhich workis about sUfferlngand playis

about its relief g~t us vE\ty fat in understandingthemultiple ways people not

only gamE\ but expE\riencE\ the activity? Certainly when we look at power

gamers we see a production of pleasure that may seem unfamiliar at first

glance. On the other hand, evE\n the most casual of gamers probably has eJl:­

perienced those instancE\s in which their play slides into boredom or repeti~

tion or where theyfeelcompelled to finish justone more round of theit game.

And what do we make of professional players in this model? Ultimately it

strikes me as a fairly narrow formulation not onlyofwhat constimtes a game,

but just as significantly what constimtes pleasurein the broader sense.

Julian Dibbell, an asmte long-time observer of virtual worlds, has, for ex­

ample, pushed this question of the boundaries between fun and work even

further with his attempt to E\arn aliving solely by buying and selling in-game

good:$from mtima Online fot real~worldicash (Vibnell 20(6). Through. his

year-long experimentto earn a living (well, $11,000 in 9 months) just by sell­

ing items from mtima Online, he explores the ways our play time is increas­

ingly intersecting With work and productive activities. Whether it is the

gamer who decides to sell off a character on eBay once he has grown bored

with the game, the companies that ariseand marshal cheap labor to send into

gameworlds for the purposes ofcreating massive storehouses ofvirtual goods,

or, just as powerfully; the webs of connections and practices that weave be­

tween the game and "nongame" space, the idea that there is an autonomous

circle of play set off from the "real world" seems increasingly tenuous. Re­

searchers like Brian Sutton~Smith (1997), whose fascinating work on chil­

dren's play historicizes this divide by pointing to the ways play has always

been tied up with weighty notions of identity, community, and the very pro­

cess of civilization. SimilarlyJohan HuiZinga (1955), whose work is undergo­

ing a kind of renaissance through its use by designers and theorists likeJesper

Juul (2006) and Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman (2004), while circumscribing
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the sphere of play through its "spatial separation from ordinary life," simul­

taneously notes how it is often entangled with the serious-indeed the civi­

lizing-in complicated ways.

As Dibbell suggests, "It is precisely because of the proliferation of play in

the digital age-and of the peculiar compatibility of digital logics with the

logic of games-that modernity's longstanding balance between the produc­

tive and the ludic now stands threatened with undoing, the realm of work

verging now on overwhelming that of play" (Dibbe1l2004). While some see

this development and worry, he notes a provocative call from the Situationist

movement of the 1960s, which sought for "the central distinction that must

be transcended" between play and ordinary life (ibid.). While quickly noting

that this development, as it so deeply intersects capital and commercial cul­

ture, may not exactly be what they had in mind, he raises a crucial question

about the status of play and the pleasures found in it.

The rhetorical linking of cheats with professional players strikes me as not

unlike the kinds of arguments people make when they equate power gaming

with cheating-both are seen as styles of play to be mistrusted. 7 They are seen

as corrupting some kind of "authentic" game-space. In this model there is a

notion of what pure play looks like, and it is inherently incompatible with in­

strumentality, extreme dedication (such that it appears sometimes to look

like "work"), and even occasional boredom. The model of legitimate play

that underpins much of this rhetoric is one that continues to bound off

play and work, pleasure and pain or suffering (or boredom!). This kind of

dualism does not appear to match the varying experiences players report

about their engagements with a game like EverQuest. Unpacking the complex

pleasures of play-even when they do not match common notions of fun­

is the only way we will be able to understand the power gamer like Chris

who said, "It's learning a skill and getting better at a skill. Even if they are

pixels, it's rewarding."

Sentiments such as Chris's prompt us to think more about what engagement

in games brings for players. Some find Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's (2002) no­

tion of "flow" particularly useful for understanding the attraction mastery in

games can have for people. He proposes that optimal experiences arise when

one's skills are adequate to cope with the challenges at hand, in a goal-directed, rule­

bound action system that proVides clear clues as to how well one is performing. Con­

centration is so intense that there is no attention left over to think about anything

irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness disappears, and the sense of



time becomes distorted. An activity that produces such experiences is so gratifyingthat

people are willing to do it for its own sake, with little concern for what they will get out

of it, even when it is difficult, or dangerous. (Csikszentmihalyi 2002, 7l)

While there is certainly something about this model that expresses some

of the "zones" power garners find themselves in, it is also one in which the

"flow channel" is fairly narrowand unforgiving to boredomor more socially..

embedded forms, something we see a lot of in EverQuest. 1find Torill Morten­

sen's examination of "alternate pleasures," drawn from her extensive research

on a role-playing MUD useful in broadening the discussion. In Mortensen's

2004 article, she highlights how the kinds of nuanced social play found in

role-playing spaces might be. better understood in terms of seduction and

"mutual interplay." While she is basing her work on a particulargenre of game,

it highlights the ways the production of, and engagement with, the social can

form a pleasurable and motivating experience. In a related spirit, Espen

Aarseth's (1997) work on the (potentially illusory) "pleasure of influence"

evokes something more than flow. In his formulation, there is a kind of rela­

tional quality between player and game, one that is founded on taking risks

and asking "Whathappens when Ido this?" (1997, 4). Ashe notes, it is the po­

tential to "explore, get lost, and discover secret paths" that animates this en­

gagement (ibid.). While power garners certainly inhabit the functional and

instrumental orientations to the game, they simultaneously-through their

affiliations, networks, and engagements-point to these more relational plea­

sures, be it with others or the game artifact itself.

So what can power garners teach us about "fun," about work, about the so­

ciallife of gaming? The recognition that online participants are not isolated

individuals but more often than not "regular" people having meaningful

everyday connected experiences with each other is something being dis­

cussed in relation to general Internet use more and more. Rather than simply

framing the power garner with a throwback isolation rhetoriC, they can typ­

ify the kind of sociability we see not only in garnes, but online in general.

Their reliance on social networks and their contribution to broader collective

knowledge locate them as decidedly networked players. And the way they

refigure popular notions about the distinction between work and fun is strik­

ing. The simultaneous weaving of both instrumental and social orientations

is notable and something we typically hear little about.

Recognizing power garners as a unique type also pushes us to refine cate­

gories we often gloss over. In much the same way that Internet studies has
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moved from speaking about generic Net users to focusing on particular activ­

ities and specific communicative environments and acts (newsgroup readers,

bloggers, MUDders, file-traders, etc.), we are coming to a stage in game stud­

ies where we would be well served to tease out specificities around not only

different game genres but styles of play, forms of interaction/communica­

tion, and the various pleasures of gaming. The variety of subject positions

and forms of engagement available to players can help us understand the

lived meaning of play in diverse sets of communities.


