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Understanding Consumption in The Sims Online

Donald Snyder

Upon its initial release, the phrase “BE SOMEBODY. ELSE” represented the key marketing slogan for The Sims Online (TSO).  Featured in magazine and television advertisements, and highlighted in big red letters on the back of the game’s packaging, the words gave the potential user the chance to become a person of note while exploring the increasingly fluid nature of identity.  In The Sims Online anyone can gain the notoriety and wealth that can be so elusive in their everyday lives, escaping the limitations of the workaday world.  They can “BE SOMEBODY.”   The inclusion of the period between the words “SOMEBODY” and “ELSE” emphasizes this idea—in addition to playing with different identities, the words also imply a sense of denigration of the current status of the player.  They need to “BE SOMEBODY” or “ELSE”.  There is an implicit discontent with the status quo and a suggestion that the best way to succeed is by starting over from scratch.  The producers are appealing to an audience discontent in their own skin . Commenting upon a world where people feel they could accomplish more if it were not for factors outside of their control.  TSO promises them a level laying field where they can really show what they are made of.    The promotion of identity as existing in a fluid state allows the player to adopt any identity within their imagination.  Players can cross traditional boundaries such as race, class, and gender,,and can also choose alien and bear avatars.  Through the game, anyone can explore a world outside of their physical condition to create the identities of their imagination.  They are given the opportunity to transcend their physical nature and enter a synthetic
 realm of symbolic representation.  

In this chapter I situate The Sims Online within the context of consumption; specifically I examine the game through the lens of cultural studies and the theoretical ideas of cultural consumption.  As I have discussed prior with The Sims, the thematic context of TSO is the relationship between consumption and the American Dream.  TSO presents a consumer narrative where the only way to present identity, status, and meaning is through the power of shopping.  The success of multiplayer online games including EverQuest and Asheron’s Call proved there was a viable market for commercial software applications that coupled networked communication technologies with computer gaming environments.
  While not discounting the narratives of consumption in and surrounding these previous examples, The Sims Online excels in creating a world so completely governed by consumer practices.  In The Sims Online, players create and communicate their creativity, their desires, and their identity through various means of game play, both within and outside of the gaming environment.  The Sims Online presents an ideal example for exploring the growing importance of the theories of cultural consumption in understanding our contemporary American society.  Finally, despite the fact that The Sims Online never lived up to the expectations it was assigned by the media, it remains important in that it is a logical predecessor to the online social world Second Life.  The links between Second Life, which in 2007 reached 3 million accounts
, and The Sims Online, in that both presented the user with synthetic spaces for identity construction and consumption.  

Cultural Consumption: An Overview

A major characteristic of our advanced capitalistic nation is the emphasis on consumption in our culture.  In various ways, our identities, forms of communication, politics, and ideological positions are shaped by our interactions with consumer goods and products.  Within this context, the earliest scholarship on this subject presented the consumer as manipulated and ultimately controlled by the “culture industries.”  In their essay, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” Theodor Adorno and  Max Horkheimer argue that the producers of culture have completely subjugated the consumer.  They argue that the strength of “industrial society is lodged in men’s minds.”
  Adorno and Horkheimer believe that the entertainment industry works to distracts the consumer from their economic reality, and manipulates them into accepting the status quo.
In analyzing various forms of the popular culture of the time, they examine the ways in which the logic of modern capitalism creates a system where producers present the consumer with an illusory version of culture that can no longer be distinguished from the real world.  The messages that best serve those controlling the means of production are those that value mainstream images and behavior while reinforcing the dominance and benefits of the current economic and political structures.  The culture industry sees commodities as dangerous propaganda that reinforce the dominant narratives of the society, presenting consumers as passive receptors powerless to their messages.

This argument can easily be applied to a product such as The Sims Online.  Returning the the packaging promise that consumers can “Be Somebody.  Else.” allows players to disconnect from their material reality and instead focus on succeeding in a world that pretends not to be the creation of the entertainment industry.  From the perspective of the culture industry, The Sims Online works only to distract users from the ways that they are already being covertly controlled with an experience seemingly detached from exploitation and inequality.    

One of the major issues with this reading, however, is that the culture industry viewpoint does not explore the  possibilities of resistance and oppositional readings on the part of the consumer.  While Adorno and Horkheimer believe enlightened consumers can be come aware of the manipulation that the culture industries are engaged in, they do not view this as a political strategy.  In addition, their emphasis on a homogeneous mass is too embedded in their own historical context.  American society is increasingly defined by diversity, and this is reflected by growing market segmentation. Americans are clearly not defined by a singular consumer market. For example, denizens of the synthetic world of The Sims Online reflected a diverse population, all of which had different reasons for and patterns of experiencing the world.  To speak of them as a singular mass eliminates specific discussions of use.      

The culture industry also fails to confront the meaning of consumption to the modern consumer.  Colin Campbell argues in his essay “Consuming Good and the Good of Consuming” that the modern consumer has endless wants and desires whereas the traditional consumer has always had fixed needs.
  Producers need to figure out how to keep offering new and novel products to satisfy these needs.  With the multiple layers of consumption in TSO, producers have given users not only a material product to consume but with an entire alternate world for them to consume within.  Additionally, if the person wants to play the game past the initial free month that is included with the game, further consumption is required in the form of a monthly subscription charge.
  Complicating this idea is that, aside from the box containing the software, the product being consumed only exists in the form of a digital code, thus the product being consumed only exists virtually.  Furthermore, according to the licensing contract agreed upon by the consumer in order to obtain access to the product, the digital code remains under the ownership of the corporation.  While TSO appears to be exactly the illusory form of reality critiqued by the culture industry, the process and benefits of such consumption are complex.  In his discussion of consumption, Campbell argues that the act of consumption is actually more important than the product.  He makes the case that the basic motivation underlying consumerism is the desire to experience in reality that pleasurable experience the consumer has already enjoyed imaginatively.  Consumers have already envisioned the joy they will gain from experiencing a product they feel can satisfy something they are lacking—the function of the product does not matter as much as the idea of the pleasure the consumer will feel from obtaining and experiencing the product.  Even though Campbell discusses consumption in very general terms, this argument illuminates the process of consumption within a digital setting.  While the result might be illusory in terms of material reality, the user experiences a meaningful benefit within the formal system of the game.  The social landscape of the game creates important social relationships for the users, and success within the imagined space produces real feelings for users.  

The critiques of culture industry sparked scholars to refocus their attention to the ways that the consumer holds the power in their relationship with producers.  At the end of the twentieth century, new discussions about the consumer society challenged the hierarchical structure of consumption.  In their introduction to The Consumer Society Reader, Schor and Holt argue that the interest in the consumer has begun to trump that of the producer.  They write,

the old social hierarchies were dead; consumption had become a democratic exercise in which anybody could be anything merely by donning the right outfit or car or style.  These accounts challenged the Veblenian idea that consumer innovation flowed from the top to the bottom, they argued against the view that group identities were formed through consumer patterns, and they emphasized the use of commodities to construct individual, creative selves.  Instead of being a passive form of mass conformity, consuming was seen as a resistant, liberatory, and creative act. (xvii).
   

During this time, consumption began to be examined solely through the lens of the consumer.  Scholarship switched to a focus on the ways consumers resisted the power of the culture industries and created oppositional meanings from the products they consumed.  

While this can be viewed as a welcomed shift from arguing that consumers were cast as purely passive and powerless, much of this scholarship sacrifices the entire discussion of production.  In order to understand the complexities of consumption and consumer behaviors, scholars must examine the dialectical relationship between the processes of production and consumption.  Specifically, this relationship must be understood within the context of Capitalism.  More than just an economic system, Capitalism reflects and informs the ideas and practices of everyday life.  The power of Capitalism is economic, but we experience it culturally, as discussed by Bourdieu
.  Failure to fully investigate both the economic and cultural aspects yields an inadequate analysis and a limited view of reality. Working from this perspective, John Storey
, in his overview of cultural consumption, argues that Gramsci’s writings provide the ideal perspective for such an endeavor.  Understanding culture through the lens of Gramsci’s ‘compromise equilibrium’ forces us to understand the ways it blends both ‘authentic’ working class culture and the “culture imposed by the culture industries” (130).   Through the process of hegemony, power exists in the relationship between producers and consumers, and in order to fully understand the process of cultural consumption, both aspects demand investigation.  This does not mean that production is not in any way the determining factor for consumption, but rather that it is insufficient to explore the layers of “audience appropriation and use” without first locating “the commodities people consume within the field of the economic conditions of their existence”.

This is the perspective I am approaching The Sims Online from.  In this chapter I am reviewing the discourse surrounding the multiple contexts of consumption in and around the gaming experience.  In the next two chapters, I apply an in depth analysis of the relationships between the producers of the game and its consumers.  Of note here is the growing complexity of these roles as in mediated synthetic worlds like the one created in The Sims Online.  Producers are using consumers to create the game, consumers are utilizing the game for economic gain in their material lives, the concepts of leisure and work are conflating, all while the complicated meanings of these terms are being challenged and expanded.  The Sims Online provides us with a unique window into the blurring of lines between the economies that exist within these synthetic worlds and the outside economy that enables it to exist. 

While there are specific qualities that exist within MMORPGs, it is important to understand that these questions are not new and have precedent in earlier media technologies.  In his book Television Culture, John Fiske examines the relationship between producers and consumers in relation to the cultural consumption of television programming.  Critiquing economic reductionism, Fiske presents a mode of analysis where commodities are situated in two separate economies which continually interact: a financial economy and a cultural economy.  The more traditionally understood financial economy concerns itself with profit and exchange value, while cultural economy fixates on the various practices of appropriation and use associated with ‘meaning, pleasures, and social identities’ (311)
.  Where meaning in the financial economy is fixed, the power of the cultural economy derives from the way the production of meaning and pleasure is fluid and circulates without any real differentiation between commodity producers and consumers.  The ultimate meaning of a commodity is never completely found in one economy, but rather the complex interactions between the two.  Relating back to Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, Fiske is interested in the way that creative consumer practices and behaviors make incorporation a constant process.  While prior theorists have focused on the insidious practices of the dominant ideology, Fiske explores the ways that consumers continually resist and evade that power, forcing ideology into a struggle to maintain itself.  To an extent the relationship between the financial economy and the cultural economy is replicated in The Sims Online.  Once a player has subscribed to the game, there is limited discussion about the cost of the product--interaction instead focuses upon the the cultural meanings manifested within the synthetic space.  What is important to note however, is that the cultural economy within The Sims Online encapsulates an additional financial economy, which becomes solid through the meanings created within the cultural economy.  This postmodern layering of economies points to the complicated ways that consumers are making sense of and challenging their roles within this capitalist framework.  When consumers are willing to pay money to participate in an economy that works in some of the same ways as the economy that already exploits them, we must examine not only how they are being exploited, but the benefits they gain from interacting within the system.     

The limiting factor in this approach concerns the level of real power consumers have in this relationship.  While they may be able to claim a sense of agency, several critics including Ang and Silverstone
 rightfully argue that recognition of agency is not enough, rather it is the nature and extent of that agency that is paramount.  In his work on consumption, Daniel Miller confronts this question of agency.
  Ultimately, Miller argues that agency is of importance because cultural consumption has the ability to create culture, which was once thought to be only possible within the realm of production.  Miller’s interest is in:

The very active, fluid and diverse strategies by means of which people transform resources…purchased through the market…into expressive environments, daily routines and often cosmological ideals: that is, ideas about order, morality and family, and their relationship with the wider society (1987: 8).

In forming his argument, Miller turns to Hegel’s theory of objectification and the idea of “sublation”.  In Hegel’s view, society first externally creates the culture that surrounds us, and then through the process of sublation, society internalizes it, which then helps to create our social identity.  Miller views cultural consumption through a similar lens.  He sees culture as being produced through the relationship between producers and consumers, making the point that we are constantly making and being made by culture.  While producers are active in alienating consumers through the production of commodities, consumers have the potential to reappropriate these objects into a subjective position that reflects their own social identity.  
Miller highlights the importance of both aspects.  According to Miller, the act of consumption merely begins with the moment of purchase.  Miller explores the ways in which consumers recontextualize and reshape the product until it becomes something that “could neither be bought nor given” (190).  While it is clear that commodities are transformed from symbols of capitalism into objects of personal meaning and attachment,  it is equally important to understand the structure of production because mass goods “are an integral part of the process of objectification by which we create ourselves as an industrial society.”  The power of goods can be understood in relation to the “degree to which they may or may not be appropriated from the forces which created them, which are mainly, of necessity, alienating” (215).  In response to the analysis of the culture industry toward consumer behavior, Miller concedes that his model does not reflect general practices but rather the rare ideal situations.  The potential exhibited by these rare instances are important and do exhibit the way in which cultural consumption works to create the culture that surrounds us.  Once again, Miller understands the limits of cultural agency, but argues that the instances where cultural consumption works to create an inalienable form of culture are too important to completely negate. 

In support of his argument, Miller provides several instances where “segments of the population are able to appropriate industrial objects and utilize them in the creation of their own image” (175).  For example Miller discusses children’s candy and the power youth culture holds over the consumer society.  Miller notes that several types of candy display values and desires that are in opposition to those of adults (including candy in the shape of skulls), and their subsequent success, Miller argues,

Here a social group which is in relationship of inferiority to the dominant adult world.  This suggests a degree of autonomy in cultural production on behalf of the dominant group. (168)

Even while the candy is produced within the framework of mass consumption for the purposes of making a profit, the consumers are not completely passive in the process.  The result is neither “the product of a dominant ideology, nor a pure act of resistance, but the mutually constituted relationship of two sets of interests and self-images” (168). 

With this argument, Miller allows for the possibility of recontextualization by consumers in certain instances while not denying the dominant culture’s power to successfully promote its values and ideals through commercial objects at the same time.  Miller describes recontextualization as the ability of specific segments of the population to “appropriate such industrial objects and utilize them in the creation of their own image” (175). Recontextualization allows for many readings of a text or object, and Miller views it as a possible tool for political struggle.  He argues, “the notion of recontextualization permits a more positive reading of the possibilities for the receptor of the commodity.  The change form user to consumer is not necessarily the kind of fall from freedom…but may lie closer to possibilities which are addressed in other trends within the sociology of art, where interpretation is understood as recreation” (176).  Within this argument, Miller makes the case that people have the potential for power over the objects they consume—they can recreate their meanings.  This is not to say, however, that these meanings are always progressive or necessarily resistant.  The meanings created by recontextualization can be just or even more limiting than those intended by the object’s producers.  Likewise, Miller warns against blind condemnation of mass industrial culture, noting that this view, “has the effect of stifling any positive advocacy of a potentially popular alternative which remains within the context of industrial culture” (176).  Miller is careful to promote neither “blanket condemnation or blanket populism” of consumption, but rather to point out the need for cultural critics to examine the recontextualization practices in order to “investigate the key issue of what conditions appear to generate progressive strategies in consumption” (207).

One of the major reasons, as Miller argues, that critics must shift their attention from production to the consumption of the object is related to the radical change in historical conditions in our of how we spend our time.  Miller notes that the relationship between this perspective and “the changing historical conditions in the period since Marx wrote, during which the mass of the population have reduced their time spent in labor and enormously increased their time spent in consumption” (190).  Because the meanings of production and consumption have evolved, the traditional discourses surrounding those terms also need to be updated.  In his examination of the emergence of a “network society” Manuel Castells argues that the development of information and communication technologies has profoundly impacted the material, social, and cultural condition of our advanced society.
  For example, as I will discuss in depth shortly, technology has created a network by which the traditional boundaries between producers and consumers are increasingly blurred.  Similarly the technologies of the network society, specifically the computer, have become essential tools of both labor and leisure.  In more and more cases, work can be performed anywhere from the home to the coffee shop.  With the development of cell-phones and blue-tooth electronics, citizens of the networked society are becoming tethered to their jobs outside the traditional scope of nine-to-five work-days.  Likewise, these same technologies can be used during the hours of recognized labor for the purposes of consumption and leisure, allowing employees to shop online, communicate with friends, and even play video games like The Sims Online as they are being paid for their salaried “work”.  Examining the boundaries of society in the dialectical framework of production and consumption is becoming ever more difficult. 

Within the context of diminishing distinctions between production and consumption, Miller complicates the meaning surrounding the term “work”.  Because the act of purchase only begins the process of consumption, Miller feels scholars need to “emphasize the period of time following the purchase or allocation of the item” (190).  Through the process of recontextualization, consumption becomes a form of production.  Miller writes:

Thus consumption as work may be defined as that which translates the object from an alienable to an inalienable condition; that is from being a symbol of estrangement and price value to being an artifact invested with particular inseparable connotations…Work in this sense does not necessarily mean physical labour transforming the object; it may signify the time of possession, a particular context of presentation as ritual gift or memorabilia, or the incorporation of the single object into a stylistic array which is used to express the creator’s place in relation to peers engaged in similar activities.  (190-1)

After the act of acquisition, the consumer recontextualizes the commodity until the object has no meaning outside of the one the owner creates—the object is merely a device used by the consumer in order to create and express their own identity.  Through the work of cultural consumption, culture is created.  Meanings are not imposed upon us by the culture industry, but rather, meaning is always dependent upon the specific context of consumption.  

In this dissertation, I examine The Sims Online I perform an analysis based on Miller’s model of recontextualization.   While the game seemingly reinforces and justifies the practices of the culture industry through the promotion of the dominant ideology of capitalism and the “pursuit of happiness”, consumers have used the game to produce narratives that both reinforced and challenged these ideas.  Moreover, players used the game as a tool to express their own meanings.  This is evident in game play and the peripheral construction of game related narratives.  Certain elements and strategies of game play reproduced the ideology of the dominant structure while others created counter narratives that questioned these assumptions.  Some players worked hard within the system in order to obtain their sim success, while others begged, bartered, and turned to lives of organized crime to ensure theirs.  

In a later chapter, I focus on one such example, one of the many consumer created and run radio station operating within the game, KSIM.  Here I would like to make mention of several of the more interesting examples of consumer behavior and production that relate to Miller’s idea of recontextualization.  The example that has been most chronicled concerns University of Michigan philosopher professor Peter Ludlow.  Ludlow wrote for an in game newspaper, “The Alphaville Herald” which reported on events and developments related to the synthetic world
.  These newspapers are quite popular within the game, and contribute to discussions about the culture, economy, and social life of players.  They also are a factor in creating interesting content within the game--relatable to Boorstin’s pseudo-event, where media creates events so they have something to repot upon.  This practice is not unique to The Sims Online, and there are numerous examples for almost every MMORPG on the market.  The specific details of the Ludlow incident are interesting in terms of addressing the point where the line between producers and consumers is drawn.  In an article for “The Alphaville Hearld” Ludlow explored and documented a practice where players, including--according to his claim--teenagers, where participating in what her termed, “cyber-prostitution.” While representations of sex are limited in the game (as in The Sims, avatars are shown moving around under sheets or at the bottom of a hot tub, while sounds that are more silly than pornographic accompany the soundtrack), players would offer cyber-sex chat in exchange for simoleons, the in-game currency.  While I do not find this claim particularly shocking, as this discussion has accompanied almost every mainstream discussion on the Internet since its popularization, Ludlow’s initial story received limited media attention.  As reported, the producers of The Sims Online, however, did not respond positively to the press or Ludlow’s claim, and in response they terminated his account--in effect killing his sim identity.  The exact reasons for the termination are fuzzy, as the user agreement that all players are required to sign in order to play the game basically argues that the company has the right to terminate any account for any reason they deem fit.
 Ludlow purports that it was a case of censorship and his termination was because of EA’s displeasure of his account, EA argues that he violated the rules by including a link on his in-game profile to his newspaper site.  This however was common practice.  Some reports argue that the reason is that the newspaper was hosted on a commercial site, and TSO does not want to encourage commercialism that they do not profit from, while others made the case that the site linked to another site that told players how to cheat in the game.  Whatever the case, this story gained much wider coverage than the original and Ludlow enjoyed a small amount of celebrity because of it
.  

The fact that Ludlow’s account was terminated is worth further discussion in terms of this relationship between producers and consumers.  In part I think the confusion created around instances like this one are partially responsible for limiting the games’ success, specifically in terms of the experience produced.  Here I turn to the more popular Second Life in order to compare the way these games are structured to either encourage or discourage consumer participation.  Ludlow, while reporting on something that the producers deemed unfavorable, was still active as a consumer and a producer of the game.  The producers of The Sims Online, unable, and even to a degree uninterested in addressing what might be a problem, attempted to regulate the messenger.  The termination is especially interesting in relation to Wright’s claim that the game would be largely unregulated in terms of how the players decided to play the game.  The act of cyber-prostitution is acceptable as it organically grew from the culture of the players, but the negative press required action?  It is difficult to gauge Wright’s participation in these post release matters--all that has been reported is that he often played the game to see what interesting kinds of things the players were doing.  However, it seems clear that his original vision of a free and open society was challenged and subsequently handled poorly.  

After Ludlow’s termination, he found a new home in Second Life and “The Alphaville Herald” was reborn as “The Second Life Herald” .  More expansive in its population, similar issues of underage sexuality in Second Life have been reported and represented ad nauseam.  Linden Labs however has taken the position that these issues should not necessarily be enforced from above (though this remains an option) but rather discussed and debated in the public space created by the game.  What I am reminded of is Julian Dibble’s Village Voice article “A Rape in Cyberspace” which documented a series of despicable public acts in LambdaMOO.
  Players discussed the nature of unregulated space and if the interests of the community outweighed the beliefs in freedom and free speech.  The conclusion was difficult, as agents endowed with the power of termination circumvented the discussion acted without consensus, but this also led to the creation of a democratic system where players could decide how to deal with issues such as cyber-prostitution.  

From my own experience in the game, I had never observed an instance of cyber-prostitution, however, there were definitely other examples where typical game play was being tested and challenged.  Unlike most MMORPGs acts of violence are not really possible.  As a player you perform interactions on other players such as hitting, or even body-slamming, but these were performative acts and had no actual affect on the other player.  The lack of violence, however, did not prevent the mafia from invading the world of The Sims Online.  Organized groups of players would offer “protection” to other participants in exchange for simoleons.  If “protection” was refused, the group would then turn to a pattern of harassment which included sending the player insulting messages, listing them as enemies, which hurt their popularity rating in the game, and even infiltrating their property in order to completely destroy their house.
  Once again, this practice was reported to the producers of the game, who decided not to take action against those responsible.  The goal I believe was to have the players self regulate the game, and little guidance or assistance in these matters was offered.  Of specific note here is that imaginative manipulation of the game’s structuring elements enabled these mafias to succeed.  The granting of building privileges was never intended by the producers as a form of attack, yet some of the consumers were able to transform the ability in exactly that way.  

Communicating Identity

As discussed in the previous chapter, TSO incorporates the consumer context of The Sims.  The Sims presented its narrative of consumption within the context of a mythical suburban neighborhood where one bedroom homes harmoniously coexisted alongside elegant mansions.  While the open ended structure of the game is quite interesting and promising, the economically diverse landscape coupled with the initial scarcity of the in-game form of money, simoleons, implicitly informs the player about the ultimate goals of the game.  The player begins by placing their family in an inexpensive house and purchasing goods that will help meet the needs of their sims.  They have to purchase a fridge filled with food to fight off their hunger, a television to keep them entertained, a bed to sleep in, a bathtub to keep them clean, and a toilet to relieve their bladders.  The endless cycle then begins.  Players get their sims jobs so that they will be able to afford better objects that allow the sims to have their needs to be more easily met, which in turn helps the sims to further advance their careers.  Although not explicitly stated in the TSO manual, the game replicates the myth of the American Dream: upward social mobility is inherently desirable and reflected by the size of our homes and the cost of our toys, even in a digital space. The mansion on the hill with the enormous price tag, which is present in each neighborhood, reminds the player that one of the goals of the game is being able to afford to live there.  Ultimately, The Sims is a capitalist narrative focused on the power that intelligent consumption has in advancing our social and economic position in society.  Consumption within the game evolves from a very practical exercise to a means of communicating taste and success. 

The goals of TSO are less clearly defined, in part because it has to accommodate a multitude of potential gaming styles.  The environment needs to be engaging to all players, from the serious power gamers to the curious fan who is new to the world of online gaming.  Gameplay is less structured than The Sims and players are faced with endless possibilities about how to interact with the world that surrounds them.  This is reflected in the replacement of the suburbia from  The Sims with a more regional variety of landscape choices.  I am not arguing that the suburban American mythic dream context is erased but rather that players in TSO are no longer initially presented with upward social mobility as the ultimate goal.  Users are encouraged to use the software in innovative ways, and to create their own meanings of the game.  Players can build houses, businesses, and unconventional spaces (examples include radio stations, miniature golf courses, medieval castles, and UFOs) or they can decide to build nothing at all, and instead wander the lots developed by other players.  In addition, the landscape presented by each server promotes a wide range of possibilities, by including regions on the map highlighted by waterfront beaches, wooded mountains, and wide open plains.  Finally, as success hinges on the creation of a space that encourages socializing, the game’s architecture demands cooperative play in the form of group cohabitation.  If a player desires to create a house without the help of any “roommates,” there are strict limitations concerning the size of the house that player can build.  The difficulty of quickly mastering the in-game economy also facilitates players to band together—leaving the suburban ideal of family ownership—and creating living spaces reflective of the group houses that commonly surround college campuses.  As such, there is a shift away from the family unit and towards the identity of the individual gamer.  

The distinction concerning the different landscapes and goals illustrates the ways in which specific theories of consumption drive the narrative design of each game.  The Sims forces the player to confront the perceived connection between consumption and financial rewards.  TSO shifts the focus to the way that cultural consumption communicates one’s identity to other players.  The game is no longer about having the sim advance through a chosen career towards economic wealth.  As a solo game, the player can create multiple sims and play with them like dolls.  Unless the user decides to share them through the various official and nonofficial sim websites and communities, the sims remain as representational actors within the software’s simulation.  The simulation is de-emphasized in the multiplayer version.  The player is the sim.  The sim avatar directly reflects the identity, success, and importance of the actual player to other players who also have sim avatars in the shared environment.  Instead of controlling sims in a simulation, TSO offers players an avatar representation with which they can communicate any identity they wish to.  

In their book, The World of Goods: Towards an Anthropology of Consumption Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood argue that the benefits of consuming goods are not solely in their use but in a “double role in providing subsistence and in drawing lines of social relationships” (39).
  Consumption is a mode of communication that helps us to make sense of our relationship to the world that surrounds us.  The authors argue that all goods carry meaning and rather than focusing on their actual use, we need to understand consumption as a language.  By overlooking the real value and usefulness of consumer goods, we can begin to understand how “commodities are good for thinking” and how they become a “nonverbal medium for the human creative faculty” (40-1).  The choices we make in consuming goods reflect the messages we intend on transmitting to other consumers.  The digital environment of TSO along with the specific emphasis upon consumption within the game provides the perfect lens for understanding the primacy of the symbolic meaning over the economic worth of commodities.  In TSO everything is symbolic.  We can completely separate use value from its power to communicate meaning.  

The dynamic between the illusion and the reality of a product is essential to understanding modern consumption.  These tensions create a permanent feeling of longing and want with the lingering sense of current dissatisfaction and a desire for obtaining something that could be better.  In this sense, consumption is really a means of seeking pleasure for the consumer, and not strictly the act of obtaining a service or product.  Modern consumption becomes a strange form of motivation.  In “Consuming Good and the Good of Consuming,” Colin Campbell argues that “such acts of consumption are critically interwoven into the motivational structures of individuals, providing the energy they need to carry through difficult tasks as well as the gratification necessary if they are to believe subsequently that their efforts were worthwhile” (26). 
 Not only consumption, therefore, but also “anticipatory consuming” which exists mainly in our imaginations, becomes a possible motivating force in our daily actions.  We live and work in order to satisfy our endless need to consume.  

The growing importance of consumption in our culture has been connected to the theory of postmodernism
 and the writings of Jean Baudrillard.
  In his analysis of material culture, Baudrillard argues that the Marxist analysis of material culture as only having “use” and “exchange” value, promoting the idea that the real value of objects is connected to their “identity” value (du Gay et al.).
  The value of material objects does not come from their power to generate satisfaction in the consumer, but rather in their ability to communicate cultural and social difference.  In our consumption of things we are really constructing a unique identity.  Baudrillard describes consumption as a “system of meaning like a language.”  He views commodities as the words that our society is using in order to create a common code of meaning.  The real power of consumption lies in the way it has constituted a “global, arbitrary, and coherent system of signs, a cultural system” (Baudrillard, 1988, 45).  For example, when someone purchases a car, its material use as a means of transportation is secondary to the way the car identifies the identity of the driver in the larger cultural system.  Someone who buys a Prius might care about the environment, but they also understand they will be presenting themselves to the world as someone who cares about the environment.  However, the point needs to be made that the “use” value still exists, it just becomes secondary to the “identity” and “exchange” values
.  

Are these digital worlds completely postmodern in that the objects no longer have any material reality?  What happens to “use” value in a digital spaces?  One of the ways to approach these questions is reflected in my choice of the word “digital” over “virtual.”  I use digital as a descriptive term--the objects are formed by digital code and appear in digital form.  Virtual, however, carries a meaning that there is a complete lack of reality.   The term devalues the importance that these spaces and objects hold for the people who are creating real experiences, relationships, and meanings through their use.  These spaces are postmodern in that their relationship to the material world is partially severed.  In TSO, there is no need to present a world that exactly follows the parameters, rules, and restrictions that define our physical reality.  Players can create avatars with animal heads, use tele-porting machines, and build structures with no regards for their structural integrity.  And yet, as much as there is an idea that the user enters these worlds, they never really leave their bodies behind.  They are still sitting in front of a computer screen.    Their various roles in numerous social worlds continue to inform their interactions in digital realms.  Despite the digital context of software titles like The Sims and TSO, the experiences that occur within have real meaning and affect users in direct ways, both within the gaming environment and in their daily lives outside of the game.  For example, the connections that a player makes with other players in TSO have the potential to me meaningful and lasting.  This sentiment is becoming commonplace as more and more people are familiar with someone who has at least developed a friendship, if not more, in digital space that then has transferred into a face to face relationship. Participation in the online space can also have an adverse affect.  One of the more common narratives in the mainstream media coverage of the topic centers around the typical story where a loved one or family member has to compete for the attention of a person entrenched in the online space.  Once again the connection between the material and the digital is not severed, each has a real impact on the other. 

One other way to examine the connection between the online space of TSO and the larger contexts of our material world is through a discussion of the relationship between the economics of TSO and the flow of capital in economic markets
  As I will elaborate upon in the next chapter, players who came to TSO because they enjoyed building elaborate and lavish homes in The Sims often expressed a sense of frustration or disappointment at their inability to earn simoleons as quickly as they would have liked.  Especially considering the investment of time needed to become wealthy enough to build the homes of their imagination.  As was common in other MMORPGs prior, such as EverQuest, a market quickly developed that exchanged American currency for units of simoleons.  The history of this data is unavailable, but as of this writing in 2008, there still exists a small market for the purchasing of simoleons and rare objects in TSO.  For example, the website, www.paythegame.com offers simoleons, pets, rare items, and properties for sale.
  Even though the game never reached the success that had been predicted, there was a sizable market for simoleons following the game’s official release.  While this practice is often frowned upon in MMORPGS, the context of The Sims made it seem more acceptable, specifically because in The Sims cheating was an accepted and common practice. 

With the fantasy based MMORPGs, items, especially rare ones, were commonly exchanged for American currency.  This was much less common in The Sims Online.  There are rare items in TSO, but unlike rare items in other MMORPG games, they have no or little affect on overall gameplay.  In EverQuest, for example, a rare sword might have a higher quality or have the ability to do more damage than a common one.  In TSO the rare items were primarily status based or acted as markers for longevity.  The expansive fan run site, The Sims Online Stratics, provides a complete list of the “Longevity Rewards, Incentives and Rares” 
  As previously mentioned, participants in the beta stage were rewarded with founder status.  This came in the form of a special “founder” icon attached to any sim created by a founder.  Founders were also given an “simmy.”  The Stratics page explains, “Simmies were one-time rewards given to Sims created on or before December 17, 2002.”  As such they had sentimental value, and were exhibited as markers of status.  Aside from their decorative value (they were statues that  displayed the TSO logo below a blue, red, or silver globe) they were meaningless in the game.  They had no “use” value
.   

The discussion of use value in a digital environment needs to be addressed further.  The question needs to be raised: if everything in TSO is digital, can anything have use value?  Here I return to the discussion of TSO as a postmodern space.  What needs to be understood is that many of these digital objects have considerable use value in terms of their benefit to the development of gameplay.  Digital objects are valuable in successfully navigating digital spaces.  MMORPG environments have realized (sometimes fully, sometime partially) economic systems, of which use value is determinant upon.  This is the postmodern layering of economics--there is the economics of the game and there is the economy in the game.   As previously mentioned these economies are independent of each other but still connected through the transferring of wealth between them.  Objects of value within the game can become objects of value in the exterior market, because users inhabit both worlds.  Use value then becomes a relative term.  Within a gaming environment, a digital object can be extremely useful in terms of advancing a character.  In most MMORPGs players can acquire digital objects in order to make them more powerful within the gamic space.  Specific digital objects grant players with superior abilities, and these digital objects become valuable not only in the game but in the financial markets that encapsulate the game as product.  These times can be sold in the game for digital currency, or in external markets for market capital.      

The question then becomes, why don’t rare objects in TSO contain meaningful use value within the system of the game?  The answer points to a core distinction between TSO and other previous MMORPGs which can primarily be explored through inherent differences in the ways each MMORPGs structures their economy.  For brevity, I once again turn to EverQuest as emblematic of the more common quest based fantasy online game as a foil to TSO.  The economy in EverQuest is tied to the class and skill of the constructed character.  If the player creates a warrior, then the accumulation of economic wealth will be determinant upon the character successfully killing as many adversarial creatures possible.  This player can earn money by completing a task provided by a non player character (coded and controlled by the program).  These tasks vary in reward and difficulty, the more difficult the quest, the larger the compensation.  In addition, after killing the creatures, the player can have their avatar loot the dead carcasses for valuable material such as bones and hides.  The player can either use those materials, or more likely sell them to another player avatar who is participating in the game not as a warrior but as a member of the professional class.  Players in this class can use these resources to construct items of value, that then can be exchanged for game currency.
  

TSO, on the other hand, has no class based system, nor does it have quests or resources.  Once again the point needs to be reinforced that in many ways TSO is more like a dollhouse built from legos or more directly a software program like the text based environment in LambdaMoo, than quest based fantasy MMORPGs.  This is not to argue that there are not similarities, but rather the differences are important in understanding how TSO attempted to appeal to a wider demographic range by creating a new experience.  The goal was to create a system that rewarded committed participants while not punishing the casual first time MMORPG players drawn to the environment solely because of the Sims name.  This discussion becomes the focus of the next chapter, but I want to highlight a couple of points here in terms of how the economy of the game works.  Players earned simoleons in TSO in several ways.  An initial way they could earn wealth was through interaction with a work object, which included workshop tables for building gnomes and easels for painting pictures.  Basically, a player would click on an easel and instruct their avatar to start painting.  In addition to building the creativity skill level of the sim, the finished painting could then be sold for simoleons.  The simoleon value of the painting was determinant upon two elements.  First the skill creativity level of the sim affected the quality of the painting--the higher the skill, the better the quality, the more simoleons earned.  Secondly as a way to encourage TSO as a social space, the software was coded to reward interaction with other players.  Therefor, a painting created in a house occupied by only one sim earned less than a painting created in a house occupied by multiple players.  The promotion of social interaction is not unique to TSO, as other MMORPGs have a similar structure.  However the application is quite different.  In TSO, players are rewarded solely for the fact that they are connected by a similar space.  In EverQuest, the promotion of social interaction occurs through a system of risk and reward.  The higher risk involved in a quest translates to increased rewards, and many of the riskier quests need multiple players to complete.  Reward is more connected in EverQuest to success than social interaction.  The closest examples in TSO to the quest system are the group objects of Pizza and Map, which I discussed previously in this chapter.  Here the sim acts as a surrogate for the player to participate in a kind of mini game that requires cooperation and a certain level of attention to detail and logic.  

There are two other ways to earn simoleons in TSO.  The first is based on an elaborate system of popularity.  Built into the software are measures of success based not on the completion of goals but rather on creating high traffic environments.  Players who have created or live in a house that is popular are compensated for their success.  While this was probably as an incentive for players to be creative, it actually had the opposite affect.  Because earning simoleons was such an important aspect of gameplay during TSO’s initial run, houses that were factories for creating and selling paintings or gnomes became the most successful.  Ironically these spaces became sites of production, and socializing became a secondary task.  The final way for players to earn wealth was more abstract.  Players were encouraged to be creative in finding ways to use the environment to prosper.  There were several objects, such as buffet tables or pay doors attached to bathrooms which could be placed in homes to earn profit.  The major issue with using these elements were that the benefit of popularity outweighed the profit earned through charging for services.  If a house charged for these basic needs, the players would migrate to a house that gave them away for free.  The real success connected to this way of earning simoleons can be found in the development of a service sector.  This included the aforementioned sex industry, home designers, and in game psychiatrists among others.  This is the closest TSO gets to the system of class based characters in fantasy quest based MMORPGs.  One of the major complaints from players migrating from The Sims to TSO was that they wanted the ability to expand upon their creativity in designing clothes and objects.  As discussed in a prior chapter, fans of The Sims played the game not only by running the simulation, but by participating in a larger fan community, where original content was created and shared.  They wondered if they could create a sim to look exactly the way they wanted to in The Sims, why couldn’t they do the same in TSO.
  One of the primary reasons was a fear of Intellectual Property lawsuits.  There is very little that is unique in TSO, as everything is programmed by the code.  Consumption then is very limited and ultimately becomes a problem in the game.  If the TSO server hosts a representation of Superman are they then in copyright violation.  In contrast, Second Life allows users to create their own content for the game using a complex set of authoring tools.  Second Life attempts to address the copyright issues by associating responsibility to individual IP addresses and the terms of service agreement ensures the user is responsible for their infraction in such a case. 

In many ways the economy in TSO is simple.  The selling of goods between players is limited, as all players have access to the Ikea style catalogue of objects available in the game.  There are very few rare objects in the game, and those rare objects have no real value to them.  I think this reflects the attempt to create a system that mirrors the consumer narrative of The Sims.  Everyone has the real potential to buy any object in the game, and the benefits of these objects are available to everyone.  Though the software is expansive in terms of the number of objects available, there is still a limit in terms of what players can purchase.  By restricting the value of real objects the software attempts to define the space as a space of equality.  However, this also limits how far one can take the game, as once a specific level of wealth is obtained, the need to develop a character dissipates.  The other MMORPGs contain leveling systems, where the goal is to continually develop and hone the characters skills--there is no leveling in TSO and thus gameplay basically ends after the accumulation of wealth.  As the game elements increasingly disappear, it becomes more and more apparent that users aren’t playing a game as much as they are inhabiting an expansive chat space with its very own built in shopping mall. 

� I am here referring to the term “synthetic worlds” coined by Castranova.  Distinguishing our material reality as the real world, trivializes the importance of real spaces created through the assistance of technology.  Likewise, though virtual has been commonly used, one of my major points is that the interactions and meanings that occur in these spaces are also real to the people involved. 


� For a good overview of the business and economic history of MMORPGs read Edward Castranova’s Synthetic Wolrds (2006)


� Linden Labs, Second Life’s creators released this number in 2007, however this claim has come under some scrutiny because it contains many inactive accounts.  David F. Carr argues discusses this issue in his essay, “Second Life: Is Business Ready for Virtual Worlds?” March 1, 2007, Baseline: Where Leadership Meets Technology, � HYPERLINK "http://www.baselinemag.com/article2/0,1540,2098837,00.asp" ��http://www.baselinemag.com/article2/0,1540,2098837,00.asp�


� Theodor Adorno and  Max Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception”, � HYPERLINK "http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/adorno/1944/culture-industry.htm" ��http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/adorno/1944/culture-industry.htm�


� Colin Campbell, “Consuming Good and the Good of Consuming” in Lawrence B. Glickman (ed.) Consumer Society in American History: A Reader,  19-32. 


� Even despite the limited success of the game, this remains true.  Players can either purchase three month subscription cards for $29.95 or subscribe with a credit card, which will automatically be charged a monthly fee.  It is important to note that while the game is not regarded as a success, EA and Maxis are still making money--however limited--on the venture.  


� Juliet Schor and Douglas Hot, The Consumer Society Reader, 2000.


� David Swartz, Culture & Power: The Sociology of Pierre Bourdieu, 1997.


� Storey, John, 1999, Cultural Consumption and Everyday Life,


� Storey, John, Inventing Popular Culture: From Folklore to Globalization, 2003.


� Fiske, John. 1987, Television Culture, 


� See Ien Ang, Living Room Wars: Rethinking media audiences in a postmodern world, 1996 and Roger Silverstone, Television and Everyday Life, 1994.  


� See Daniel Miller, Material Culture and Mass Consumption, 1987.


� Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, 2000.


� Alphaville refers to one of the many game servers.  In MMORPGs, severs can only accommodate a limited amount of bandwidth.  To ensure that the game runs smoothly, population is controlled through the proliferation of servers.  So while there might be millions of subscribers to Second Life and Worlds of Warcraft, you might only interact with a small number of those participants because most will be exploring identical worlds on other server space.  The radio station I am writing about existed on the Interhogan server, so the events and game play on that sever had no impact on what occurs on the Alphaville server.  


� For a good discussion on user agreements in MMORPGs, see Edward Castranova’s Synthetic Worlds.  Castranova examines the legal text presented within the game Star Wars Galaxies.  In short the language is written to protect the corporate entity from any possible legal issue that might develop, placing the responsibility solely with the consumer.  As I mentioned in a previous chapter, this can be related to the refusal in The Sims Online to accept user generated content because of their potential liability in hosting copyrighted material.  


� See Amy Harmon, "A Real-Life Debate on Free Expression in a Cyberspace City," New York Times, Jan. 15, 2004, at A1; Farhad Manjoo, "Raking Muck in 'The Sims Online,'" Salon.com, Dec. 12, 2003., Eric Goldman, “Online Gaming and Free Speech: Showdown at the Virtual Corral - Peter Ludlow and The Sims Online”, InformIT, Aug 12, 2005. � HYPERLINK "http://www.informit.com" ��http://www.informit.com�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.juliandibbell.com/texts/bungle_print.html" ��http://www.juliandibbell.com/texts/bungle_print.html�


� It is somewhat difficult to describe this process.  Basically, houses are controlled by an owner, but usually owners have roommates that have certain privileges in the construction of the house.  So while roommates couldn’t sell items that didn’t belong to them, they could change the actual construction, meaning the way the house actually looked.  This included the ability to remove the actual walls of the house.  With the mafia, they would bribe or infiltrate a house in order to destroy it.  This was a very costly attack and the threat helped the mafia thrive in The Sims Online.  


� See Mary Douglas and Baron C Isherwood, The World of Goods: Toward an Anthropology of Consumption, 1996,


� See Colin Campbell’s essay, “Consuming Goods and the Good of Consuming” in Lawrence B. Glickman (ed.), Consumer Society in American History: A Reader, 1999.


� This term will have been interrogated in the previous chapter, which discusses postmodern tribes and space in relation to the digital environment.  Here I am interested in the way that postmodernism is connected to the idea of cultural identity.  Postmodernism focuses on the performative aspect of identity—identity is multiple, ever changing, and incomplete.  This runs in opposition to the traditional understanding of identity as complete and universal, and the modern view of identity as in a linear state of development. Within the context of TSO, the postmodern idea of identity is highlighted through the emphasis on performance (the avatar becomes a performance of identity), multiplicity (users can continually create and edit new identities), and culturally constructed (gender and racial play, and in the case of TSO, animal species and alien play).  


� See Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures, 1998.


� See Paul Du Gay, Stuart Hall, Linda Janes, Hugh Mackay and Keith Negus, Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman, 1997.


� From this point I am reinforcing the idea that while Baudrillard’s theories do help to define the way consumption has become a tool for identity creation, that we still exist in a world where “use” value still has importance.  I would argue that culture has postmodern impulses but still operates within a modernist context.  


� I am going to give a short review of this discussion, as the trend existed in TSO on a very small scale.  Edward Castranova’s Synthetic Worlds does a great job of discussing the economic relationship between in game economies and economic markets in Worlds of Warcraft, Star Wars Galaxies, EverQuest, among others.  


� As expected, the market for the game is quite limited.  There are no accounts for sale.  The two properties, which are considered rare and desirable because they are islands, are listed at $149.99 and $199.99.  Rare Pets range from $6.99 to $44.99.  The real indication of the lack of interest is reflected in the cost of simoleons, where 200 million simoleons can be purchased for $65.99.  I viewed the site several times during the latter part of 2007 and the early quarter of 2008 without noticing any movement.  


� This was posted by Fryegoddess (Allison Wonderland) and edited by Katheryn.  � HYPERLINK "http://sims.stratics.com/content/gameplay/buymodecatalogs/rares/" ��http://sims.stratics.com/content/gameplay/buymodecatalogs/rares/� (January 28, 2008)


� This is true of most of the rare items in TSO--their value is solely connected to their uncommon status.  As the Stratics site goes into detail about, most rare items acted as markers of TSO’s own history, or as rewards for players who remained consumers of the game.  TSO also offered recruitment rewards, hoping that the promise of a rare object would help bring new players into the game.   A couple of these rewards did have game benefits, such as a tree which would provide an enhanced level of entertainment.  While most of the rare objects were just given as gifts to players en mass, the addition of pets to the game was highlighted by the inclusion of rare breeds.  Players who wanted a pet, purchased a crate without knowing what kind of animal was inside.  Rare breeds were deemed highly desirable even though they too had no real added benefit beyond that of any pet in the game.  � HYPERLINK "http://sims.stratics.com/content/gameplay/buymodecatalogs/rares/" ��http://sims.stratics.com/content/gameplay/buymodecatalogs/rares/� (January 28, 2008)


� The in game economy of the fantasy based MMORPG is usually rather complicated.  For further discussion see Castranova’s Synthetic Worlds. 


� Before releasing The Sims, the developers released authoring tools that enabled users to create their own objects and sim skins (the design elements that are wrapped around the avatar). 






