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I. Introduction


An immersive Massive Multiplayer Online Role-playing Games (MMORPG) like Blizzard Entertainment’s World of Warcraft (WoW) offers a unique opportunity for cultural critique.  The direct interface of players with one another allows the player’s real life culture to bleed into the game play while the interface itself allows for distortions of that culture.  With the built-in impediments to the players’ ability to communicate raised, the two sides (Horde and Alliance) engage in malicious warfare with one another creating stereotypes and prejudices about the opposing faction.  However, as a MMORPG the game provides opportunities to dispel pre-existing socio-cultural prejudices.  In this paper, I will investigate how the WoW experience engenders a cultural critique of prejudice by both promoting and dismissing it.


World of Warcraft (hereafter referred to as WoW) is a fully immersive Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game created by Blizzard Entertainment as an extension of the wildly popular Warcraft computer games.  Following the trend of other fantasy MMORPGs, WoW allows the players to create a player character based along certain set guidelines (race, gender, etc.) and move that character in a fully immersive 3D world capable of a variety of interactions.  Player Characters (PCs, players) and Non-Player Characters (NPCs) and a variety of monsters, enemies, and interactive nodes such as crates, plants, and fishing populate the world and allow for greater levels of interactivity.  Furthermore, the game allows players to speak to one another in a variety of ways segmenting and categorizing communication channels.  The communication itself is unique in that it functions as a chat-room would, dotted with commonly in-game known and used abbreviations, slang and terms not found in everyday language.  It is these abbreviations, slang, terms and chat channels which help create an immersive atmosphere in WoW and which further the clashes between the two factions.


There are eight playable races divided equally into two factions the Alliance (humans, gnomes, dwarves and night elves) and the Horde (undead, tauren, trolls and orcs).  The two warring factions, Horde and Alliance, are described by Blizzard as 


“two sides battling for control of the world. In years past, they fought brutal 
wars against each other, but today, they have settled into a tenuous 
stalemate. Occasional skirmishes still erupt between the two sides, but 
open warfare is no longer raging across the continents. Still, the Horde 
and Alliance are hostile to each other, and members of one faction are 
never welcome in the cities of the other.  
(http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/)”
Thus the game is set up with an environment of warfare, prejudice, and racial hostility.  The reasoning behind the continuous warfare is not explained, but the Horde and Alliance lack a unifying language – Horde speaking Gutterspeak and Orcish while Alliance speak Common – and could be one reason for the subsequent lack of understanding and peace.  

II. Prejudice


Allport writes in The Nature of Prejudice that in order for hostility to decrease knowledge of the “other” must deepen and increase.  He suggests that those who “know most about other races and peoples tend to have favorable attitudes about them” (Allport, 220) but that knowledge alone is not enough.  He concludes that when communication barriers are insurmountable, as in the case of World of Warcraft where players are completely unable to converse with the opposing factions, “ignorance tends to make a person an easy prey to rumor, suspicion, and stereotype” (Allport, 220).   Factions in WoW are only able to interact nonverbally, decreasing and nearly eliminating the chances of direct communication and the furthering of cross-cultural understanding.  It is through the use of “emotes,” or physical actions, such as /wave, /bow, /spit, etc. that cross-faction interaction takes place with certain actions seen as honorable or peaceful (/wave, /bow) and others as aggressive (/rude, /spit).  

[image: image1.jpg]Player opinions of opposing faction

20

51% disliked
opposing faction
29% liked other
faction/players




It is not just the lack of conversation that creates the air of hostility and prejudice in WoW, but the actual layout of the entire game.  Structured into a war environment with all that war entails, the game results in the “exigencies of warfare” and fosters “institutions that maintain in-group loyalty and cohesion and combativeness toward out-groups” (Brewer, 431).  Out of 174 people who answered my survey, 51% expressed clear dislike or outright hatred of the opposing faction based on stereotypes, poor contact or game constructed details (in-group vs. out-group).   Many of the players surveyed responded that the opposing faction was evil, “gay” (used in a derogatory way), inept, poorly organized, or immature.  Player 1.61 admitted that the game was “bred to instill hate…I despise the Alliance but have absolutely no valid reason to [hate them] outside of being ganked,” or killed by opposing members.  The remaining responses were distributed among those who found the opposing faction to be amiable while still being willing to kill, those who liked the opposing faction or viewed them as “just other players,” and those who believed the “us-them” dichotomy was to blame for the ill will produced and disliked the very institution (this being the smallest number of respondents).  Player 1.17 answered, “[Horde] can be complete asses sometimes, but there are a few diamonds in the rough.  I know Alliance is the same way, so I blame no one,” while Player 1.7 likened the game hostility to the way “athletes (with good sportsmanship) feel about the other team in a sporting event.”  Hecht argues it is the “mere categorization of people into two groups [that] is enough to foster intergroup discrimination” (Hecht, 5) and not any particular trait of the player characters themselves.  This is an interesting theory supported by the fact that members of both factions hold the same mixed negative-positive opinions of each other.


The Player versus Player (PvP) environment is especially apt at engendering such negative stereotypes and feelings between factions through the radial network model of prejudice insomuch as intergroup threat is high due to the history of conflict and competition.  Both the friendly competition and the outright hatred has created such terms as “red=dead” and “KOS” (Kill On Sight) meaning any player with a red name denoting aggressive possibilities (enemy) should be automatically killed by any who view it.  Being one who rarely engages in Player versus Player (PvP) killing, I have felt scrutiny and disdain from fellow Horde for having allowed an Alliance member to live.  Societal pressures to conform to the faction warfare mentality can push people to perform discriminatory acts in order to retain favor with the in-group.  Holloway suggested that aggression was a “learned response to interpersonal and social events and not…a biological given” (Ehrlich, 150).  This is supported by the number of players who when ganked (killed by another player) will thereafter gank in return, and the in-game phenomena of the “blacklist” – those who kill friends and therefore must be killed.  


Prejudice is implemented within each faction against same-side races and as well as created by interactions in a PvP environment.  There are short descriptions of each race on the WoW homepage that clearly illustrate opinions held of each race and their histories.  For example, humans and dwarves are courageous and honorable while trolls are cruel and vicious with loyalties to the Orcs and Tauren but with little love for the Undead (Forsaken) who are dark and manipulative.  Thus armed with these descriptions of the playable races, players make their choices as to which faction to belong and defend.  Unfavorable language is used in regards to the Horde while the Alliance are described in generally favorable terms, and these terms resurface in some opinions of the classes in the surveys.  Responses such as “ganktastic Tauren shamans and undead rogues” and ideas that “there is a certain type of person who is drawn to play Horde over Alliance” from Alliance players reveal biases toward the Horde based on race.


The separation between Horde and Alliance is not due to differences in race and communication alone, but also due to the setup of the game play itself.  “Spatial segregation in residence…and recreational areas are the major societal mechanisms controlling the interethnic contacts of people” (Ehrlich, 137) and with the world of WoW divided into four separate areas with specific PvP attributes it is no wonder that prejudice continues.  The worlds are divided into the four categories of Alliance territory, Horde territory, contested territory and neutral ground that dictate where and whom can initiate PvP.  In Alliance territory, Horde are incapable of attacking Alliance PCs without first having an Alliance PC initiate PvP and vice versa.  Contested territories and neutral ground are open to both parties to initiate PvP upon sight or contact, but while in contested territory there is only the PvP fight, in neutral areas guards will attack those who attack other PCs first.  


Players initially level in factional territory, listening to the Local Defense and the General chat as players in the area talk about various topics including the opposing faction.  My first interaction with the opposing faction came when Alliance wandered into the Undead area and were summarily attacked by a mob of other Horde players attempting to chase them from Horde territory.  While I was too low level at the time to participate in battle, it created an atmosphere of aggression surrounding the Alliance who attacked my area.  Other successive contacts have been generally favorable as I have usually been in Horde territory meeting Alliance, but occasionally I get ganked and usually by dwarves.  As a result, I admit that I now harbor a deep distrust of most dwarves by virtue of the frequency of my ill contact with them.  Allport attributes this to the “law of frequency” which potentially “strengthen[s] adverse mental associations” (Allport, 252) in proportion to the amount of contact with the out-group.  This prejudice can then manifest in physical attacks or an increased frequency in discrimination against out-groups. 

III. Cultural Critique


The game offers, however, not only a venue for cultural critique in that it blatantly shows the prejudice inherent in the world via the general acceptance of the dichotomous system of hatred in the game play but also in the fluidity of that system.  In a way, WoW and nearly all MMORPGs mock the very idea of prejudice based on a dichotomy because the player is able to choose their avatar in every respect from gender to race to skin color.  Of those surveyed, 95% were male and 5% were female but if this is a representative sample of those who play WoW, then some males must be playing female avatars.  The fantasy base of the playable races also serves to discourage “real” hatred and distance players from reality due to the fact that races such as undead, trolls, tauren, night elves, gnomes, etc. do not exist in the real world but serve as models of different ethnicities.  Discrimination and hatred then is not due to their race, gender or sexuality (which is never even questioned in the game due to the lack of such interactions other than the ubiquitous /kiss and /hug which can be done to anyone) but their aggressive actions against the in-group which threatens survival.


The unknown factor of whom or what is behind the screen allows for greater fluidity in all fields, granting freedom to the player to test gender, racial and sexual boundaries without fear of rejection.  For example, I am a female but my PC on WoW is a male undead warrior and many who perceive me without knowing my gender treat me as if I were a genuine male behind the screen.  Tim Russell, a friend of mine, commented that the internet and internet based games “ideally delete gender, sexuality, race, etc. issues by creating a more black and white hate based system of us versus them.”  20% of those surveyed recognized that it is just a game and they are facing other players, not real enemies, eliminating any real basis of ill will toward them.  


A few surveyed readily admitted they played both factions and the practice of creating more than one character is not discouraged and widely practiced.  There is no rule stating that one must only play one faction ever, allowing players the ability to jump from the Horde to Alliance on different characters and to see the world from a the view of a former enemy.  The act of playing both sides moreover allows players to experience the futility of the faction-based hatred and realize that WoW is indeed “just a game.”  This is the luxury of the MMORPGs: the freedom to redesign the self completely when entering the virtual world and the ability to play from both sides of the map.

IV. Conclusion


World of Warcraft is unique in the idea of people unable to communicate rooted firmly in an immersive fantasy based PvP war campaign.  It allows for a great deal of cooperation on the part of the participants as well as an entertaining medium for cultural critique.  I chose to research the mock prejudice in the system, but one could easily analyze the innumerous examples of popular culture bleeding into the game or any other aspect.  


WoW is a continuous experiment because as people play it, the game designers are constantly improving and changing the system with patches and upgrades at no cost to the players.  At one point, for example, players discovered that using 1337 speak was one way to communicate to the opposing faction and the following patch removed that ability.  Players are not always at odds with the opposing faction and they are not always enemies, in rare instances Alliance and Horde will assist each other kill monsters even in contested territory because the monsters are the true enemies, without a face or a connection to the real world.  Thus the players’ ability to influence gameplay and interactivity enhances the overall effect of the immersive world, bringing in both the positives and negatives of the outside world while effectively neutralizing genuine outside prejudices through the safety net of internet anonymity.  
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