Project Entropia: A Virtual Community?

Introduction
   Massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) , in spite of the purposeful intent of their designers to foster a spirit of community (Ducheneaut, Moore & Nickell, 2004), have often been ignored as “frivolous” and not deserving of serious academic attention in the discussion regarding virtual communities (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004). However, the fact that MMORPGs taken as a whole create an economy equivalent to that of some nation-states and that individuals ‘working’ within some games average the same hourly value of  production as the typical Bulgarian worker (Castronova in Ward, 2004) encourages a different outlook. In addition, taking into account estimates such as those cited by Chek Yang Foo (2001, p.6), whereby perhaps over eight million people were taking part in online games in 1999 and possibly substantially more currently, MMORPGs can no longer be considered unworthy of academic consideration.
   Thus, this essay will examine the general concept of MMORPGs as virtual communities, utilizing the guidelines suggested by Constance Porter (2004) to support the premise that they do, indeed, fall into this category. It will then concentrate on one ‘game’ in particular – Project Entropia (PE) – discussing it in terms of similarity to and differences from other MMORPGs as well as the unique business plan which brought it about. Finally, a brief justification for the chosen style of the student presentation regarding “Project Entropia” will be given. 
MMORPGs as virtual communities
   Porter (2004) lists five attributes of virtual communities. Taking each in turn, it is clear that MMORPGs exhibit most, if not all, of these criteria and therefore justify the nomenclature of ‘virtual communities’:

   The first of these attributes is what Porter terms “[p]urpose (content of interaction)”. She notes, however, that this context is not precise as there may be “an infinite number of shared interests” (Porter, 2004).  For an online game player, these interests may include being in touch with other players, exploring new surroundings, assisting other players and building reputations (Kline & Arlidge, 2003). Common purpose is certainly an element of MMORPGs.
   The second attribute of “place” is seen as “troublesome” by Porter and as meriting further research (Porter, 2004). While this is perhaps the case with some virtual communities, MMORPG players are usually very aware of the topography of the virtual world(s) they are playing in. Game designers construct elaborate geographies for the players to inhabit and action normally occurs in a well-defined part of the virtual landscape of the game. Detailed maps and various methods of orientation are an integral part of many games, thus creating “place” – and community - for their players. 
   The “platform” or “design of interaction” is the third attribute of a virtual community discussed by Porter. She notes that synchronicity of interaction is said by Blanchard to “enhance a member’s perception of social presence, co-presence and sense of place” and by Rafaeli & Sudweeks to “facilitate the construction of social reality for members” (Porter, 2004). Synchronous interaction is, apart from some instances of pre-programmed macro reaction ((Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004), the norm in online game playing and MMORPGs in particular, again supporting the notion of virtual community within these games.
   Porter then goes on to discuss various “pattern[s] of interaction” as the next characteristic of virtual communities. If regarded as computer-supported social networks (CSSNs), MMORPGs could be viewed as enhancing the strong, the weak and the stressful ties proposed by Wellman et al (in Porter, 2004). Strong ties can be seen between those players who frequently assist one another or who belong to the various “guilds” built into many of the most popular games. Weak ties occur when players offer “supportive and reciprocal behaviour” as demanded from time to time to ensure success in strategic situations. Stressful ties can be witnessed in those who simply wish to destroy others and their work within the structure of the game, although these seem to be in the minority (Kline & Arlidge, 2003). The patterns of interaction of players, then, would also seem to support the notion of MMORPGs as virtual communities.
   Finally, the profit aspect of the game must be considered, according to Porter (2004) when thinking of it as a virtual community – does it “create tangible economic value”? Earlier this year, one Zhu Caoyuan sold a fellow player’s virtual sword for 7,200 yuan – over 1,100 AUD. This unfortunate incident ended in the death of Zhu and the incarceration of the sword’s owner Qiu Chengwei (ABC News Online, 2005).  Quite apart from considerations of what is ‘real’ and therefore ‘ownable’ property, this story highlights the value which can be placed on virtual objects. As mentioned above, Edward Castronova has performed a comparison of financial productivity within MMORPGs and various nation-states. In his paper (Castronova, 2003) he notes that “about one third of the adult players … spend more time in a typical week in the virtual world than in paid employment” and that “the economies of these virtual worlds generate a surprisingly high level of per capita production”. Again, MMORPGs would seem to meet the criteria for virtual communities.

   To sum up, it can be said that massively multiplayer online role-playing games do, at least in Porter’s terms, comply with perhaps all of the conditions necessary to define them as virtual communities. This, as Porter herself points out, is more than most so-called communities can manage (Porter, 2004).
Project Entropia

   The name ‘Project Entropia’ has been given by its creators, MindArk, to a particular MMORPG which went online in much the same format as those which had gone before it. Players arrive in Calypso, the ‘virtual world’ of the game, where they must make their way as best they can. They can choose to work for others, go hunting, mining or learn one of a series of other skills available to them. Progress is measured in terms of financial wealth, status and reputation within the populace of Calypso – much as in any other recent MMORPG. Project Entropia could be said to be creating a virtual community much as many other MMORPGs.

   There are some differences, however, which make PE “probably something completely new” (Damgaard, 2002, p. 8). Whilst some games companies have tried to block players buying and selling their virtual assets in a black market (Damgaard, p. 14), MindArk actively encourages such pursuits and allows for the transfer back and forth of money in the form of US$ or PE$ at the fixed rate of 1 to 10. Exploiting markets on Calypso is seen as positive and has led to speculation on a scale previously unheard of in the virtual world – as in the case of David Storey’s $26,500 purchase of an island on Calypso, the hunting and mining rights pertaining to the island and a virtual castle thereon (Lettice, 2004). In the “infomercial” promoting the game, the ability to earn money other than virtual is one of the key points and Vili Lehdonvirta (2005, p. 17) views Storey’s purchase in much the same light as Foreign Direct Investment (FDI).  
   Most game companies earn revenue by charging players a fee for downloading the software and taking part – usually on a monthly basis. MindArk provides PE software free (although in the case of this examination, the five hour ADSL download failed four times before successful installation) and makes no charge for playing time. The fact that players are willing to spend time and money building and equipping their online characters (avatars) has prompted MainArk to take this route - preferring to make money directly from player purchases of goods and other items created by the programmers for sale to the players (Damgaard, p. 21). The exchange of monies from US$ to PE$ is taken care of by a secure transfer system.  
   MindArk prefer to describe PE as “virtual entertainment”, rather than a game (Zachariasson & Wilson, 2004) and hope that, eventually, PE will replace web browsers such as Windows and Netscape ( Damgaard, P.8). Where at present purchases for your avatar are made by using a virtual credit card, MindArk foresee a time when the same avatar will be able to examine the goods of various e-commerce companies in PE, pay for them there in PE$ and order them to be delivered to a ‘real life’ address (Damgaard, p. 22). This establishment of “bricks-and-mortar-based brands” in virtual space will be accompanied by reward systems such as “airline points, credit cards, hotels, car rentals etc” – systems we are at home with already (Lindstrom, 2004, p. 179).
   Quite apart from debates over whether or not virtual communities exist in MMORPGs, there are also fundamental questions regarding legal rights to virtual property (see Damgaard, 2002; Dibbell, 2003; Humphreys, 2004; Lehdonvirta, 2005) and issues regarding online addiction to be addressed (see Kline & Arlidge, 2003). 

   I would argue that much needs to be done in terms of qualitative and quantitative research in all the areas mentioned above. What is obviously a significant new arena for community must be of concern to us all.   
Student Presentation
   The choices for my presentation basically consisted of a PowerPoint slideshow, a blog, or a web site. I dismissed the blog concept because I was preparing a discussion based on issues rather than on any element of time. As a student currently reading Internet Design as well as Internet Studies, I decided to put my limited experience in writing in HTML and CSS to the test and to present “Project Entropia” as a web site. 

  A quick Google search soon uncovered a background and images which ideally suited the PE storyline of Calypso, a world in another galaxy. The use of the images and code was free from StevesTemplates.com , given that I did not remove a link to the provider on the home page. PE’s own logo did not seem to transfer well, so I created a new title bar using free fonts and textures available online from GRSites.com .
   Since I had found it impossible to capture screenshots from my experiences on Calypso, images were from those supplied in the promotional material by MindArk. 

   I wanted to get away from the rather staid approach of presenting evidence (or lack of it) for virtual communities online and, since I was investigating a game, decided to take a rather lighter approach and hopefully engender some greater interest in this way. Judging by the very positive response since I published the site, this endeavour seems to have borne fruit. All comments thus far have been positive and show that my methods at least got some attention.

   One concern was that, in tackling the presentation in this way, it might be felt that I had not demonstrated any depth of argument on the topic of whether or not I considered MMORPGs, and PE in particular, to be virtual communities. I therefore decided to link this document retroactively to the presentation in order that those who may wish to follow my reasoning can do so without enduring the repetition of reading it all in each place. I also did this in order to include the extensive, but by no means exhaustive, bibliography which informed me in this assignment as an aid to others who may wish to pursue a similar path of enquiry. 
I trust I succeeded in both raising interest and presenting a cogent case.
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