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Følgende er et uddrag fra Frank Schaaps kandidatspeciale

The Word that took us there 

· not an etnography

Specialet baserer sig på 3 års empirisk research i MUD'den Cybersphere hvor Frank spillede kvinden Eveline. Det er en analyse af hvordan spillere i en MUD "performer" en kønnet karakter - og et forsøg på at formidle hvordan det egentlig føles at spille en sådan karakter.

Derfor har Frank også valgt en ret utraditionel strategi - halvdelen af specialets kapitler er nemlig skrevet som en fortælling - fiktion, der beskriver Evelines oplevelser.

Det tekstuddrag I har fået, består dels af en fiktionsdel og dels en "teori-del" - især fiktionsdelen er ren lystlæsning! Så selvom det ser ud til at være meget tekst, er det altså let læst!

Frank vil meget gerne have at I tænker over et spørgsmål, I kan stille Eveline, når I møder hende. Både Eveline og Frank vil nemlig være tilstede ved gæsteforelæsningen ;)

Når vi mødes, har vi tænkt også at diskutere forholdet mellem krop, performance, fortælling og rum. Hvilken rolle spiller performancen af kroppen f.eks for skabelsen af en fortælling og en rumlighed?
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Two chapters excerpted from the forthcoming book "The Words That Took Us There" by Frank Schaap; Amsterdam: Aksant Academic Publishers. Text copyright 2002 by Frank Schaap, unauthorized reproduction and/or distribution in any form or by any means prohibited.

Meet The Rabbit

I might have known trouble was coming. It was inevitable, a matter of time really. Maybe I was just naive or maybe I was too confident, but somehow I had always thought that I would recognize trouble and would be able to do the right thing. To act morally... I was so innocent it ties my tummy in a knot to think of it now. Once you have crossed that line, that naive moral straw that you were holding on to, only cynicism remains. Maybe it is just this forsaking of your own, deeply felt moral boundaries that makes it possible to truly understand what cynicism is.

Anyway... I was in this dive bar, the Syndrome. At that time it more or less was my living room since the apartment had become too crowded for the three of us to share. Merlin was up to his eyeballs into some heavy shit and just used our place to crash, sleeping with his arm on an Uzi. I wasn't particularly keen on getting killed in my sleep, caught in a gang fight I had nothing do with. I would fight back-to-back with Merlin any day, but bleeding to death in my own bed, no thanks. And Arri... my sweet Arrienne, she seemed to have lost it. I couldn't take her erratic behavior and violent outbursts any longer. One moment we would be having the most incredible sex and the next moment she'd be running around the room, getting all geared up, totin' a machine​gun.

"Let's hunt," she'd say. "Such and so just has to go down today. He rubbed some people the wrong way and besides... he's a prick."

The one time she managed to persuade me to come with her, she dragged me across town, her eyes frantically scanning the crowds. She ducked in and out of the shittiest bars all the way up and down Joseki. With every minute she was getting more revved and I'm still glad we never found who we were looking for then. I wasn't afraid of her, but I was very much afraid for her. The whole situation was something I didn't want to think about, something I tried to shut out.

So there I was, having a coffee in the Syndrome, talking to Tôsama, who, in this whirl of people apparently gone completely mad, had stayed reassuringly sane. Since the moment we met, we had developed a mutual rapport. We teased each other, teased ourselves with the thought that something more than cheeky dialogue and meaningful glances might exist between us. At the same time though, we both knew that going any further than this game was impossible and maybe this was exactly why we were even playing it. Tôsama had just introduced me to a girl he had met the other day. Freya was just the kind of girl that was his type... very feminine and sweet, but with a certain determination to her. Tôsama was still making introductory remarks when I received a message and with a quick flutter of my eyelids I accessed my communications implant.

I think I kept a straight face or maybe Tôsama's attention was all directed towards Freya, but he didn't notice my amazement. I stared out the window, my heart skipping a beat, wondering what a man like mr. simon would want to contact me for. The biggest crime lord in town just commed me saying hello. Surely that was a mistake, a technical glitch... it couldn't be otherwise. A second message arrived and mr. simon was definitely talking to me. It took me a second or so before I could focus on what he had asked, but I remember his exact words to this day. "I have something the VF might want and kinda like... would you like to hear my offer..."

What could mr. simon have to offer the Violent Femmes? We weren't exactly a gang, more like a safe haven for the women of this town, and besides, we hadn't had any real trouble with anyone lately. And why would he be talking to me? Alaria was our leader and I had only joined the ranks of the VF a few weeks ago. It was not like I had much of a say in things yet. I had to com him back though, I couldn't just stand here thinking forever and so I commed him a simple yes. I'd better play this cool and see what he had to say. Maybe what he had to offer was indeed interesting for the VF and that would surely get me some credit with the other members. Within three seconds of my com-message my cellphone rang. I pulled it out and smiled apologetically to Tôsama and Freya and ducked into one of the booths at the far end of the room.

I flipped open my phone after the third ring and when I put it to my ear I heard a dark and resolute voice simply say, "Hello..."

I took a deep, mental breath and said, "Hi... this is Evie. You have a nice voice I must say."

I'm not sure I heard simon grin, but I think he might have been when he answered. "Thank you... I will be right to the point... a NCPD squad car, drivers cleared and a set of keys. You want?"

My mind did a double take. A NCPD squad car? How'd he get his hands on that? The NCPD had completely collapsed after the precinct had been bombed, but driving a squad car about town would surely mean quite a bit of trouble with some ex-NCPD people who felt more entitled to it than the VF. It was a really great catch though, but it wasn't up to me to decide if the VF would want the car.

Disappointed I answered, "Ow... Well, I'm not that high up in the hierarchy. Actually, I think only Alaria can make these decisions."

simon immediately shot back at me, "I'm not asking about the VF. I heard that you are it. I am willing to deal with you if you would like..." He paused and then continued, "I'm not at this moment willing to deal with Alaria. She is too rash and acts a little out of the normal order of biz I like to conduct."

I stared at the cheap formica table I was sitting at and tried to think, not to much avail. I felt the silence drag on and lamely answered, "Eh... I'm still coming off the booze, had a rough night. Sorry, but I don't think I have the cash for it laying around."

My mind dragged itself around in the same self-centered circles and I thought I'd better say something more to simon.

"I like it very much that you think of me, let's have dinner next time, okay? We can chat about more pleasant things," I babbled.

The phone remained silent for a moment, except for a little static.

"Hmm... how would you like it as a gift?"

His voice seemed softer now, sweeter, but at the same time he still sounded very much businesslike. His tone of voice caught me off guard and warily I shot back at him, "Oh, really? And there are no strings attached? Like, for instance, some mad ex-NCPD people?"

Immediately I regretted the way I snapped at him and in my sweetest voice I said, "With​draw your honor... yes."

The phone remained silent and I stared at the greasy, chipped formica, thinking I had just blown it completely. I could have sold that car for a nice price to one gang or another. I could have made enough on that thing to pay for razor-claws at a respectable clinic and I just com​pletely blew it. Then I heard muffled voices in the background and a few times a door slammed shut. The conversation grew more heated but I couldn't make out what was being said. Finally the argument ended and another door slammed shut, the sound of it echoing in some​thing like a vast, empty warehouse. I listened closely, but after that I didn't hear anything more.

A drop of sweat ran down my neck. After waiting another minute I coughed and said into the phone, "Uh... hello? Is this line still open? Can you hear me?"

I heard the soft sound of the phone being picked up from a table and simon's voice, "Yes. Give me a few..."

The synthleather was cool against my skin as I leaned back in the booth, phone to my ear. It was like listening to a shell at the beach. I don't think there was anything I could hear, but I imagined that the silence had an echo, a slow, hollow echo. The image of a huge, empty ware​house was so vivid that I almost jumped up from my seat when simon got back on the phone again.

"Okay... where can I drop it off," he grinned.

I think I mostly stifled a nervous giggle when I answered, "How about in front of the Syndrome? Is there, by the way, anything in particular that I should know about driving a squad car?"

"I think not. I shall drive with you a while and show you how it works..."

Smiling to myself I answered him, "Thanks."

"I shall be there in a few. Is that to your liking?" Simon asked.

"Yes, most definitely. I'll be outside the Syn."

simon didn't disconnect so I kept the phone to my ear and got up. Tôsama and Freya were engaged in an animated discussion so I waved goodbye to them from across the room. The heat and humidity draped themselves on my shoulders and sucked away my breath as I stepped out​side. I scanned the street and the crowded sidewalk and decided to lean against the drain​pipe that separated the Syndrome from Arabica's coffee​shop next door. Maybe not the best place to be waiting for someone... too many people had died on the sidewalk in front of the Syn. Some shot over the silliest of arguments, others caught in a hail of lead from a drive-by shooting, and then there was the time the Syndrome got bombed.

There was no way telling what exactly simon had in mind, offering me the squad car like this. I had heard gruesome stories about how he had literally ripped apart some of his girlfriends whom he suspected to have betrayed him. On the other hand there were those stories telling of his legendary cold-bloodedness that had saved him from seemingly hopeless situations.

The cellphone was hot in my sweaty hand. "I am curious... so someone told you that 'I am it.' That begs the question of who said that to you and what 'it' means. Maybe you can answer that for me, or is it confidential?" I grinned into the phone, not really expecting an answer.

The connection was terminated with a soft beep and the squad car came around the corner, its tires squealing and the back drifting. The big black man behind the wheel slammed the brakes and the car skidded to a stop at the curb, the engine whining in a high pitch. He tooted the horn and when I stepped forward the doors unlocked with a solid metal clunk. I looked around, but nobody paid any particular attention to me or the fairly impressive arrival of the squad car, so I just got in. The moment I pulled the door shut the doors locked and he pulled away from the curb, burning rubber.

I grabbed the armrest as he dragged the car through a corner and looked at him more closely now. From his voice on the phone I had thought he was a white guy, but here I was sitting next to a big black man who spoke without any trace of an accent. Piercing black eyes shot a glance at me. His whole head was covered in red fishbone tattoos, his nose covered with an assortment of piercings, giving him a particularly fierce look. He was wearing a black, leather bodysuit and over that a pair of pants that shone with black and grey fibers. He had a small black backpack in his lap and half slung across his shoulder, half parked next to the drivers' seat was a long, slightly curved, black sheath, ornately carved with strange, gold inlaid oriental symbols. I wondered why people called him "The White Rabbit."

"Someone told you that you were it?" he asked, keeping his eyes on the road.

I blinked at simon, "I can vaguely remember you saying something of that ilk on the phone. Not wanting to deal with the VF, with Alaria, but that I was it."

He took his eyes off the road for a moment and looked me over, "Ahhh... The VF and I have not seen eye to eye ever, WLI and the VF made a pact not to cross the other. Alaria has crossed that line... many of your sisters have willingly followed her across that line, except for you. You knew nothing of the deal or the breaking of that deal, hence you are it."

Simon noticed my blank expression and added, "WLI... Waydown Labs Inc."

I smiled at simon, hoping that my droopy eyelids did not betray the dullness the cheap alcohol had left in the back of my head, "Ah... yes, I have managed to stay comfortably ignorant of politics the short period I've been here."

mr. simon hummed noncommittingly, "I have just gotten back into town myself."

The streets here were almost completely deserted. He pulled up at the curb and slipped the gear into neutral. He looked me over again and it was only then that I realized I was still wearing the clothes I had dressed in for clubbing. I figured he must have taken me for some sort of bimbo, all dressed up in tight latex pants and this hot lace up vest.

"Slide on over behind the wheel and I'll sit there."

I grinned rather self-consciously and we switched places. simon grinned along with me and urged me to just drive about town a bit. The car had a smooth, powerful ride just like you'd expect from a specially tuned squad car. simon stared out the window at the dilapidated buildings and I softly sang my driving song, "Twenty-five tons of hardened steel... rolling down on ordinary wheels..."

When we drove down Fuji simon turned to me, "Are you willing to be my contact for the VF?"

I stared at the brake-lights in front of me and drummed on the steering wheel with my fingers, "Well, I don't really carry that much clout, but Alaria and I seem to get along just fine. I can try... do my best for you. As I understand the VF, or Alaria messed things up a bit?"

Midtown was much busier than Fuji.

"Correct. Alaria has had the sentence of death put on her head. I have never chosen to act that punishment out."

I sucked in some air, making a soft whistling sound, "Ohh..."

simon studied my face. The engine droned on.

Eventually simon spoke again, "The VF right now is a sliver of what they once were. Do you think your sisters could find a use for a few LAW rockets and a few railguns?"

I kept a straight face. LAW rockets and railguns? Jesus H. Christ. You could practically destroy a whole city block with those things, let alone what damage you could do to a convoy or another gang's headquarters. This could really get me some credit with the other VF members, considering the options we'd been discussing for the VF lately. simon of course was right when he said that the influence of the VF in this city was seriously declining. I drove the car along Bay​front, which seemed to stretch out infinitely and decided to play straight with simon.

"Well," I said, "can I trust you to keep this to yourself? Seeing that we are forming some kind of alliance here..."

simon nodded soberly, "I never cross on biz..."

I lowered my voice, "Okay... among the VF there is a discussion about reforming the VF into an intelligence slash mercenary group. This is something we can be good at because we can have access to the men in this town, if we want to. What still has to be worked out are the allegian​ces some of the members have with other groups in town."

simon folded his hands in his lap, his face expressionless, "Lemme guess... you wanna make a trade?"

I nodded, "But as of yet I can't offer anything concrete. I'm just telling you where things are heading for the VF, but if this goes through there'd be some serious business in it."

"Are you on the up and up?" he asked, almost sounding dangerous now. 

I stared at the road slipping away under the car, "Yes. That's why I say I can't promise any​thing... because I just can't."

"I find you to be a very lovely looking flower and I would hate to have something happen to you. Men as you say will sex whatever they feel will give it up. I'm not a mere man and I find the little games long winded." simon coughed, "One time offer. I will give you 100K right now, to be my spy on the VF... and in the VF."

I shot a glance at simon, biting my lip. His offer meant more money than I had ever seen. It also meant giving up the people who had taken me in as one of their own and my affiliation with the VF had without a doubt saved my life in at least two situations already. I had to buy some time, get some time to think this over... 

I nodded seriously, "Yes, well... that's an interesting offer..."

"200K and weekly payments of 50K."

I looked at simon and he looked back at me with a blank face and he said, "But then I own you. I will protect you even if all falls apart. A personal aid to myself, for life... or until we part ways."

I have never been good at making quick decisions and I really wanted to think this through. Was I willing to give up my relatively safe life as a member of the VF and make more money than I could possibly spend? Was I really even considering of turning on the VF?

I needed time to think, but the only thing I could come up with was a lame, "So, who else is involved with WLI then?"

"Do you really wish to know? The closer you get the harder it gets to walk away." He sounded confident now, as if he was home free. I didn't like the sound of it, but I couldn't think of any way out right now. I pulled the car up at the curb. I just couldn't think and drive at the same time. Not like this. I turned and looked at simon, finding his eyes among the fishbone tattoos and I tried to see what his eyes were saying to me.

"Is this to test my loyalty to the VF? Or is this for real?"

simon squinted, "I don't mess around on biz. It just makes it longer and harder to get what I want."

Slowly my brain started to make some sense out of this whole situation, "So if you don't get what you want from me, you'll get it elsewhere, right?"

"Now I think you're starting to see how I work," he said. Had he been a cat he would have purred from pleasure. I think he knew he had me. I think he knew all along that he would have me. I think I knew it too, but I was not willing to acknowledge it yet.

"Last question," I tried again, "what about the owning part? What does that comprise...?"

simon smiled happily and I grinned uncertainly.

"It is a known fact," he said slowly, enjoying the fact that people knew things like this, "that I 'keep' lovely things around me... people... You would have the life most can only dream of. You can come and go and if anyone crosses you... you are one of mine... they die."

I sat there. I just sat there and he reached out with his hand and ran his finger over my cheek.

He wetted his lips, "Sex is not something I think should be paid for... I'm sorry."

I think he chuckled when he said that. I just know that I felt enormously relieved. Slowly words returned to me and my cheek felt numb as if his finger had silenced the nerves where he had touched my skin.

"Maybe for the better," I grinned, "I tend to fall for women instead of men."

"That's cool. I once was almost removed by a lady of the night. I hardly ever let my soul's wishes turn into food for the flesh. I have seen too many fall under the sheets after their last hard fuck."

simon leaned forward, took my cold hands in his and lowering his head he placed a soft kiss on my fingers. Then he took out his credstick, put his thumb on the plate, the lo-glo lettering shimmering between his fingers and I heard my own credstick beep when it accepted simon's payment. He unlocked the door and swung it open.

Suddenly this all didn't seem like such a good idea anymore and I realized that while I thought I was happily playing along with simon, he had been playing me all along.

"Wait," I scrambled for words. "This will take my freedom away! I can give you info for free if you will let me be free."

simon stepped out of the car. "I think you will find life is going to get much better for you. Have a nice night and enjoy the car," he said before closing the door.

Despite his imposing figure he immediately disappeared into the crowd on the sidewalk, leaving me at the wheel of the car. I just couldn't believe it. He had played me like a six year-old. I took out my credstick. 200K... I locked the doors of the car. 200K! What about the VF? I couldn't let anyone know where this money came from... Jesus...

I commed him, "I didn't say yes, did I? Let's just see how things go. If you're smart, you'll keep quiet about this... and so will I."

He commed back. "If I am smart??? If you're smart you would know that there is a log of that transaction, anyone who has a reason to go looking will find that you were paid 200K by me. I suggest you worry less about me and more about yourself. I have nothing to loose and everything to gain. As do you."

I swallowed and replied, "Ah... how silly of me. How could I forget..."

I put the car in gear, pulled away from the curb and drove into town.

Role Playing

Maybe next time use your eyes and look at me

I'm a drama queen if that's your thing baby

I can even do reality

— Geri Halliwell, Look at me

Eventually, role-playing is what it is all about. It is both the substance and the goal of the game. After coming up with a character-concept, a name and a suitable description the objective is to go out amongst the other characters and role-play. The character is not just a static image, the character has to be animated. It has to live and it has to be lived for that is the character's purpose. Role-playing is hard to describe; in my experience the only way to truly grasp what it is about, is to experience it hands-on, to play a character yourself. Because that may not be an option right here and now, I hope that the preceding pieces of prose and the more theoretical explanations have nevertheless painted a picture of the extensiveness and engrossment of the role-playing experience.

The world of the game is created in particular instances, like for example the way simon mentions WLI. Waydown was a character that had long since gone when Evie and simon were driving around in the squad car. He had been running an operation called Waydown Labs Inc., but it had ceased to function after his 'departure' for all intents and purposes. Eveline had gathered this minimal information, but other than that she didn't know the first thing about WLI and its history. This knowledge and the realization that there must be a whole history behind it, is what simon invokes by referring to WLI when he brings up the agreement between WLI and the VF. simon in effect appropriates the right to call the VF on this agreement, and by doing so simon implies, creates, recreates and invokes in Eveline a sense of history, interconnected​ness and scope of the world that goes way beyond the very limited here and now of simon and Eveline together in a squad car. The world would be an empty shell without the characters remembering its history and giving meaning to all the little nooks and crannies it offers. I often went down to the cemetery to think.

Decrepit Graveyard

The razorwire fence was put up only after the old cemetery had been vandalized

 from a skinhead rally last decade.  Now the place is deserted.  Weeds have

 long ago overtaken fallen tombstones, and the neomarble crypts, their doors

 torn off, look like gasping death itself.  Off in one corner, though, there

 is a tombstone that looks to be newer, the letters still sharp on its

 surface.  The stench of bodies buried, scores deep, takes a while to get used

 to.  But signs of people living in the crypts prove that, to some, the filth

 was home.  Others came for drugs, or solace and silence, or for a route to

 the underground.  A thick cable stretches over the graveyard, sloping down to

 the east.  A sharply cut tombstone stands astride its fellows, a granite

 coffee mug bolted to its foundation. The dark marble is speckled with a

 glimmer of silica.  A tombstone apparently built of motorcycle parts occupies

 a quiet corner.

You can go east (e).

A chill wind blows through your hair.

And while it may look like a desolate and depressing place to be, it also is a very quiet place where one can be outside and not be hassled. It is where I found a little note left by/for Lillith. I found it there shortly after I had learned she had died and in many ways it was of great comfort to me. At some level I felt, hoped maybe, that the message was meant for Eveline, but I think Lillith's player wrote it for her character, her way of saying goodbye. This is what the note said:

It's raining here too, girl

And I guess that's a damn good thing

'Cause no one can tell I'm crying

'Bout the way you used to sing

I remember days stacked onto nights

Where you'd hold me and tell me 'bout pain;

Singing, 'girl, it's all good, bleed all ya want

And don't take no shit 'bout the stain'

It's winter here too, girl

But I ain't all that cold

'Cause I've been drinking a blue streak

But it's getting damn old;

I'm getting real tired

And the words are tough to see

Though the world don't have you

You always got me

In the same fashion that the world is constantly being re/created, the characters have to be performed. A character that simply stands in a room has a name and a description that the other players can see, but without someone animating the character it might as well not be there. Only through inter​action with other characters can one establish an identity for one's character, both outwards for other characters and inwards for the player hirself. In a very key sense, the character's identity is the sum (and then some) of all the character's experiences, interactions and reflections.


The basic techniques of role-playing are really not that difficult. A player has to find hir way around the MUD, primarily using the "go" command, while using the "say," and "emote" commands to interact. After very little practice someone new to mudding can walk around, find someone to talk to and spice up the conversation with a couple of grins, frowns and goatee-scratchings. The hard part is staying true to your character and this is something that one has to learn simply by playing a lot. Even though I as a player may have thought up what kind of character I want to play, I must learn how this character will think, feel, move and act. As my experience as this character grows, it will become easier to switch into the frame of mind that allows this character. This process becomes easier the longer one role-plays, but every new character one plays needs a lot of effort in consciously thinking through how s/he would act in a given circumstance.

The character is thus being formed through the various interactions with other characters and their reactions to the performance of the character. Initially reactions will be based on the name and the description of the character, more than on the actual role-playing. When you get to know a character better, the role-play becomes more and more of a defining factor, because, paradoxical as it sounds in a textual world, actions speak louder than words. The actions, though fast paced and thrill filled as a cyberpunk world may be, are for a large part simply the mundane enactments of the character; the way the character coughs before talking to someone, the way someone will always be fiddling with his gun, or the way someone habitually enters a bar and orders a scotch on the rocks. A 28 year old male player, whom I shall call Sayor here, when asked how he acted out idiosyncrasies of his characters, answered:

I mostly pay attention to a very detailed description, and make certain to have a highly developed personality. I try to keep the personality in mind, using certain key phrases, phrases and expressions that I [the player] don't use, as though they were by habit. Same with body language. I make sure I have several "hooks" which I can use to remind myself exactly who and what I am playing.  In many cases, these "hooks" are very stereotypical.

Habitual behaviors, like Eveline always "brushes some hairs from her cheek, tucking them behind her ear with one fluid motion of her hand and then lets her hand trail down her neck," install a sense of continuity for/in the character. Characters acquire a particular, continuous identity through the re-enactments of certain idio​syncratic behaviors, ways of speaking and dressing, and, of course, ways of reacting and thinking.

In Real Life we assume that someone is the same person we met the other day, simply because s/he is embodied in the same body as last time and speaks and acts in a way largely congruent with the image s/he presented earlier. Only if someone suddenly behaves radically different from the established pattern or shows up in a radically different body (both situations are often "played out" in novels and movies for dramatic effects) do we (have to) start to question the continuity and integratedness of the identity of this person. Online, where we lack the physical access to someone's body, characters depend even more so on the enactments of their bodies and personalities in order to achieve a natural, continuous identity that installs the character as real and believable.

Having "hooks" for your character is important, especially for the performance of gender. "Gender hooks" are often stereotypical, derived from the imagery surrounding men and women in Western societies, in order to get the point across unequivocally. Establishing the right image is especially important when playing a cross-gender character.

Playing the opposite gender is the ultimate in role-playing challenges. It is much like trying to play another race (elf, dwarf, etc) but is more difficult, in that nobody can actually say "Hey, you're not really an elf!". In other words, not only is it difficult to do, but you can be found out more easily than any other role-playing situation.

Sayor's point is underscored by Graye:

I think that it's very crucial to attempt to approach situations from the perspective of the gender you're playing, not your own. Being jocular and making cracks back when playing a woman and somebody says "Hey bitch, nice tits. Let's go fuck" makes about as much sense as a man discussing the comfort of different bra makes or men going to the bathroom in groups; not only does it happen very rarely (giving you away, to a degree), it's also something that's not culturally natural for the given sex to do. If they DO still think you're female after you do something like that, likely as not they'll assing you to a stereotype of female; lesbian, ultrafeminist, bitch, whatever. People are cruel, and playing the opposite sex means thinking like the opposite sex, using the language of the opposite sex (women don't call their breasts jugs or gazungas, nor do men call women's breasts breasts or chest in regular conversation about them (unless they're feeling polite, of course).

A certain hook, such as being teasy (which is usually associated with female characters), allows a player to stay close to hir character, to act and react as hir character would. Playing a teasy girl might for instance lead a player to regularly make suggestive comments as hir character, which in turn reinforces the hook, which in turn allows the player to firmly stay in the frame of mind of hir character. When I asked Shadowschild what, apart from descriptions, was especially important to her when "evaluating" the performance of a character, the following dialogue ensued:

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Social behaviour. A male character that does

 not respond when I do this... (look at me)"

Shadowschild poses for you.

Shadowschild smiles at you.

Shadowschild asks, "See anything you like?"

<OOC> Eveline [to Shadowschild]: sure do baby...

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "he is too young or gay or played by a straight

 female."

Shadowschild grins mischievously.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "See?"

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "and... when I'm playing around and say..."

Shadowschild [to Eveline]: Know where a girl can get a good big hard sausage?

Shadowschild says, "It's been ages since I've been able to find a good

 Dulvichney sausage... "

Shadowschild sighs loudly.

Shadowschild grins mischievously.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "He should respond somehow..."

Shadowschild grins mischievously.

<OOC> Eveline grins

Shadowschild giggles behind her hand.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "i about killed Storm the other day with that one....

 *grin*"

<OOC> Eveline hmms, "does this not have to do more with staying in character

 than with who plays that character?"

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Not really..."

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Hmm... actually... it is both"

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "A really good female player could ride that sort of

 thing... but when you are roleplaying, you tend to get into character (or I

 do) and then just react as the character should/does react. If you don't

 react, yourself... you may not realize the character should have reacted..."
In Shadowschild's last comment the slippage between IC and OOC worlds becomes apparent again. A really good female player may have incorporated her male character's worldview to the point where she will have her character react like a man under all circumstances. The slippage here lies in the telltale "but" trailing that statement. Although you get into character and have your character react as you think it should, "getting in character" does not necessarily mean that you incorporate/adopt a convincing and continuous frame of mind for that character. Especially when playing a cross-gender character, you may not realize that certain character traits and/or behaviors stem from your own RL sensibilities and attitudes, rather than from a logical, continuous, and believably gendered mental construction of that character. But even if you do realize it, keeping up the image of a cross-gender character may not be easy, as Dave illustrates:

ahh, well, its kinda hard to come up with source material, since I'm not a woman <grin>, at times I let the male side of me slip, which made her [Dave's female character] turn into more of a tomboy/bitch type thing. it ended up making her really argumentative, and.. well.. unlikable to some. most people figured I was a guy playing a girl from the start <grin> and so I think they treated her more as they'd treat a guy... yeah, I mean, every night it was like 'okay Dave, think girl stuff'. it got really hard especially when talking to OTHER women, cuz I felt like such a fake.

While the slippage here may result in failing to present a convincingly gendered male or female character, the same sort of slippage is essential to role-play other situations convincingly. Graye argues that,

IRL and IC feed off each other.. competing ideas, as it were. it's hard to write or imagine something you've never experienced at all, and it's hard to relate to something you've never done. I think that IRL and IC kind of help you bridge what you've never done with what you've done... maybe incorrectly, but it tries for a connection, shows you what [you] have done (IRL) and what you WOULD do, or wish you COULD do, if you had the chance (IC).

A character may be more or less comprehensively imagined, but for a convincing performance a player must rely on hir own real life experiences, one simply cannot imagine everything without having some personal experience to ground the role-play in.

This however does not make playing a cross-gender character convincingly impossible. As I have quoted Kessler and McKenna earlier, "[t]o be successful in one's gender is to prevent any doubt that one's gender is objectively, externally real" (1978: 158). The fundamental doubt with regard to gender online is the fact that the body that is accessible for scrutiny is a consciously constructed body; the player's real body is virtually inaccessible, but that body is nevertheless constructed as ultimate touchstone for the character's performance. A female player playing a male character may be commended on her great RP, but she's still a woman playing the role of a man. The female player's performance is not "objectively, externally real" and hence, as good as she may RP, not successful. Thus there seem to be two options for being successful at playing a cross-gender character. The first is not to reveal any information, or at least no gender-specific information, OOCly to other players. The second is for the player to OOCly pretend to be of the same gender as hir character. A lot of players think that both options are misleading beyond what is permissible. Playing a cross-gender character is considered "good role-playing," but the moment someone mistakes you OOCly for the wrong gender it is not ethical to "lead them on" for one's own "perverted and demented pleasures."


After Shadowschild pointed out the importance of role-playing your character conform the social and game (or theme) related expectations, I asked her if she'd noticed anything particular about how male and female players actually used emotes.

<OOC> Shadowschild thinks...

Shadowschild grins mischievously.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Well.. that is one of them, right there.."

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "I have noticed... (in my personal experience) that

 female players tend to fill in the space... a female [player] will emote just

 to fill the space while they type in a more complex thought or say or

 action.... A male player doesn't... they tend to just emote the 'important'

 stuff... and leave dead air."

Shadowschild giggles behind her hand.

Not a minute after this conversation took place another character wandered into The Last Exit. Shadowschild was anxious to demonstrate what she had just told me and acted out her little performance again. I watched with interest, but Eveline was not much impressed.

Cyric [to Shadowschild]: How're you doin t'night, madam?

Cyric walks over and stands next to Shadowschild.

You gaze out over the crowd, occasionally glancing at Cyric and Shadowschild.

Shadowschild smiles at Cyric. "Quite well, thank you.  That is a lovely shirt

 you have..."

You lean one hand on the bar and start tapping it with your fingernails.

Shadowschild raises an eyebrow at Cyric.

Cyric

Ebon skinned and nearly six feet tall, Cyric is the epitome of intimidating.

 His dark grey eyes fade from pitch black, to light grey seemingly at will and

 with a mind of their own. Not a single hair rests on his head, or anywhere

 else that you can see for that matter. He catches you watching him, and

 flashes you a crooked smile of sharp teeth covered in gold. 

A silk teal dress shirt hangs in billows over his muscular chest and down his

 arms. Only the highest quality silk was used to make this shirt. Of course

 you wouldn't expect anything else to be worn by this man.  Strapped to Cyric

 left shoulder is a heavily oiled holster.  Covering Cyric's lower body

 loosely, is a pair of kacki dress pants in near perfect condition, except for

 the occasional reddish black stain on them. A pair of dress shoes, and black

 socks adorn his feet, showing off his true personal style.

He is in excellent health.

Cyric is empty-handed.

Cyric looks down at his shirt, "Why thank you" he replies with a slight smirk,

 "I got this from Bangkok... back when real silk was some where near being

 affordable.." 

Shadowschild says, "Mmm..."

Shadowschild reaches out to lightly touch the shirt.  "Teal is one of my

 favorite colors..."

You stop tapping on the bar and rest your hand on the bar, next to a few empty

 glasses.

Shadowschild says, "and Thai silk is the best there is.. or so I am told."

Shadowschild poses for Cyric.

Shadowschild [to Cyric]: See anything you like?

Shadowschild grins at Cyric.

[-] *Shadowschild*  OOC There he goes... *grin*

Cyric smirks, "Oh, baby.. you do that soo well."

You glance at Cyric and pull up the nearest stool.

[-] *Shadowschild*  OOC Male, probably early 20's.. been playing

[-]  for a while here... *grin* want to ask him if I'm right?

You sit down on the bar.

[-] Write: 'OOC please do :)' sent to user Shadowschild.

[-] *Shadowschild*  OOC *big grin*

Cyric chuckles softly, "quite a bit actually.."

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Cyric.. can I ask a question?"

<OOC> Cyric says, "sure.."

You shift a little on your stool and lean your back against the bar, your

 hands resting on your thighs.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "See.. Eveline and I were having a discussion a

 little bit ago... and I want to see if my conclusions are correct."

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Are you male IRL?  How old are you?  and how long

 have you been MUDing or MOOing?"

<OOC> You say, "right, blame it on me... *grins*"

<OOC> Cyric says, "yes. 22. and here almost 3 years."

You brush some hairs from your cheek, tucking them behind your ear with one

 fluid motion of your hand and let your hand trail down your neck.

<OOC> Cyric doesn't MOO/MUD anywhere else.

<OOC> Shadowschild jumps up and down.  "Yes!  What did I tell you??"

Shadowschild kisses Cyric softly on the lips.

<OOC> Shadowschild says, "Thank you.. .now.. back to the previously scheduled

 programming..."

Shadowschild again uses a social command, kissing Cyric on the lips, ICly enacting an OOC expression, which she in the following OOC comment immediately qualifies as OOC by saying "back to the previously scheduled programming," meaning "back to IC." While admittedly the emotes and social commands that are used to substitute for body language in text-only virtual environments are often both more affectionate and more violent than iRL (cf. Cherny 1994), it is very interesting to see Shadowschild perform such a "womanly" act as kissing Cyric on the lips out of character. Role-playing is never wholly IC. Even if I as a player am not conversing OOCly with anyone right now, in a crowded room I am bound to see other characters talk OOCly. OOC talk and actions are taken to represent the player hirself and help other players to form an image, however tentative it may be, of that player. Especially in the case of gender these OOC exchanges can provide valuable information. One can imagine that were Lusiphur's player (who for a while also pretended to be a guy OOCly) were to kiss another decidedly male charac​ter/player on the lips, whether in IC or OOC fashion, this would raise quite a few eyebrows. Shadowschild says, "so if the character does not react in the 'expected' fashion.. something is going on. Further encounters will inform you if it is player or character derived."


Role-playing is thus never wholly objective, nor is it wholly subjective. The player and the character are inseparable and the one cannot be meaningfully read without the other. If a character does not react as expected, it is not automatically taken as an unusual or idiosyncratic reaction of that character, but as a possible indication that the character is acting "falsely," in an out of character fashion that reveals something about the player behind it. In the same way OOC remarks by a player, especially if they seem to indicate that the player may not be of the same gender as hir character, cast doubt on the character's performance. As Fine points out, the fun of the game derives from the fact that player is consciously substituting a fantasy reality for hir everyday reality and that this substituting need not be continuous; it is rather a shifting in and out of, or oscillating between a fantasy reality and everyday reality.
 The fun, the thrill is imagining oneself as an Other, living in an Other world and dragging the lingering, phosphor​escent afterimage of the screen, this feeling of Otherness from the realm of fantasy into the realm of everyday life, savoring the feeling of oneself, one's self as an Other, relishing the possibility of being/becoming an Other.


The performance of the character's body is the focus of some considerable effort. After all, preventing any doubt to arise adds to the believability of the performance and the engrossment in, and construction of the shared, virtual environment. The name and description are important, but rather static parts of the character. They are the basis for the actual perfor​mance, the role-playing of the character, and as both Tôsama and Shadowschild have indicated, the role-playing experiences that a player (through hir character) has with another character are added to, layered on or integrated into the mental image that the player has formed. For the player the name and the description of hir character are, in a sense, hooks themselves. Shadowschild rightly says, "Body language is second most important. That's what separates the good players from the mediocre ones. Instead of just [using the] say [command to express] "whatever", it's so much more inspiring if one uses emotes." Not only, I would say, is a good use of emotes inspiring, it is crucial in the construction of the character's body in such a way that both the player hirself and the players with whom s/he interacts can imagine and relate to the character as if s/he were real.

The player must construct an image of the situation, imagine where the characters' bodies are relative to each other and their surroundings in order to evaluate what courses of action are reasonable. The player must not only construct such an understanding for hirself, s/he must construct it cooperatively with the other players involved in the role-playing situation. Fine illustrates this point as follows:

Frequently the physical location of the characters is the issue—where they stand in relation to other characters. Both referees and players are required to state precisely where the characters are located, and what they and others in the situation are doing. This is not a question of game rules, but is related to the establishment of a consensual game reality. Because characters have no physical presence, the construction of a "reality" is essential. It is a reality without sensory cues, a reality created by talk that is external to the frame. (1983: 108)

Of course, in an online RPG the "talk" that creates the reality is not external to the frame and referees do not control or interfere with the role-playing as such. Precisely because in an online RPG one acts as one's character the emotes, the "spoken" references to the surroundings and the other players are integral to the role-playing.
 Players negotiate the shared fantasy reality of their surroundings mainly by performing their characters' bodies through emotes, in relation to their immediate surroundings and the bodies of the other characters present.

There are two extreme situations where a character's body is extensively played out, namely combat and net.sex. Combat, on Cybersphere, is handled by MOO-code and rarely does one see an emoted fight. When a player has hir character <attack another_charac​​ter> the combat code takes control; it will decide, through virtual rolls of the dice and the evaluation of the fighting characters' statistics, how, where and how severely the characters "hit" each other. Net.sex, or less crudely, erotic encounters on the other hand show the process by which the character's body is evoked in a less restricted way. In an erotic encounter there is no MOO-code that the player can invoke. Friction, resistance, counter-play and imagination are what evokes the character's body here. 

East end of the beach

The somber gray beach terminates here

 in a gargantuan stone breakwall to

 the east, running high and long out

 into the water.  Huge waves crash

 against the breakwall, slowly

 wearing it down over the endless

 decades.

Far out to the northeast, in the

 ocean at the end of the breakwall,

 you can see the silhouettes of

 buildings on some kind of peninsula,

 unreachable from here.

The beach extends west for quite a

 long distance.

Lillith [to Eveline]: Eveline..

Eveline [to Lillith]: Lillith.. swim

 with me...

Lillith stares at you in slight

 confusion.

Lillith smiles.

Lillith says, "Yes."

Lillith stands up.

Eveline undoes the zipper of her

 anthracite latex pants, and strips it

 down her legs bit by bit making squishy

 sounds.

Lillith pushes down at the waist of her

 long lace skirt. It falls with a soft

 whispering noise to her feet.

You giggle behind your hand.

You stand up.

You take Lillith's hand.

Lillith carefully drapes her cloak over the katana,
 attempting to conceal it.

You look at Lillith with a mischievous smile on your face.

Lillith carefully lays her cybermodem on the large heap of collective

 belongings, and takes your hand.

You giggle at all the stuff on the beach, "now let's run..."

Lillith nods soberly to you.

You dash down the beach towards the surf, water splashing from under your feet

 as you reach the waterline, tagging Lillith along.

Eveline shouts, "aahhh... cold!"

Lillith stifles a quiet yelp of surprise as the cold water covers her, quickly

 immersing herself to the neck.

You go under a couple of times and shriek with joy while wiping your hair from

 your face.

You smile and splash some more, swimming closer to Lillith.

Lillith runs her hands over herself, studying the raised bumps of her body,

 pushing her short hair from her eyes.

Lillith says, "I can't... swim very well, Eveline."

You wrap your arm around Lillith's waist, kissing her salty lips, "sokay...

 i'm here... don't go in too deep water."

Lillith

You see a 5'8" female, about 18 or 19, poised on the brink of womanhood.

Her dark black hair is cut boyishly short, long bangs hanging in soft

feathery tufts around her eyes- pale, smoke-grey, flickering slightly

with each change in her environment. Her skin is a deathly pale white,

and although rather slender, a well-proportioned figure suggests a graceful

body.

Her face has been powdered white. A pentacle has been transposed in heavy

 black makeup over her face. A small diamond stud glitters in her left

 nostril.  Her long neck is slender and pale, her throat quavering slightly

 with each breath. A dark black crescent moon is tattooed just above her

 collarbone.  Her bare shoulders are thin and rounded, curving gracefully into

 her arms.  A small, bright silver pentacle rests at the base of her throat,

 held on a thin chain about her neck.  Her arms are long and thin. Slight

 toning of her upper arms prevent her from appearing bony, and freckles

 lightly dust the pale white skin.  Her hands are a soft white, each long

 finger ending in a nail painted a glossy black. Bright white scars criscross

 each wrist just below her palms.  Her bare stomach is flat and firm. Ribs are

 slightly visible on her thin frame, curving sharply in at her waist.  Her sex

 is covered by a small tuft of dark hair, her abdomen sloping gracefully into

 her upper body.  Her bare legs stretch out long and graceful, the muscles

 slender, but obviously firm and well-toned. Uniformly hairless, the soft skin

 is a chalk white.  Her small feet are pale white. Each toenail is painted a

 shiny black.

She is in excellent health.

Lillith is empty-handed.

You notice Lillith looking at you.

Eveline

A small and slender, but firmly muscled woman stands before you. Her thick,

 black hair is cut very short, though it still manages to cover her ears. She

 has high cheekbones and there might well be running some Asian blood through

 her veins, even as her complexion is definately Caucasian. Her eyes, ever

 darting around, are of an emerald green that (again) give her a little bit

 of an exotic appearance. In general she has a friendly aura about her.

Two bundles of muscles run from just behind her ears along the sides of the

 neck down to her shoulders, forming at the nape of the neck a sort of a

 gully.  Her shoulders are well developed, showing the twitching and rolling

 work of the muscles as she moves.  A huge tattoo of a Red Tiger covers the

 biggest part of her back. The Red Tiger's fierce head sits just under her

 left shoulder blade and is set against an azure backdrop that reminds you of

 what a scaled dragon is supposed to look like. The tiger's body seems curled

 up comfortably between her shoulder blades and lower back, its tail curling

 up over her right shoulder, the black fluffy end resting lazily on her chest,

 just above her right breast. Judging the lively colors the tattoo must be

 still quite new.  Very dark nipples sit (contently is the word that comes to

 mind) on her breasts. Though not small her breasts seems smaller in the

 presence of her firm shoulders.  On her left arm, just under her shoulder,

 sits a little abstract Polynesian tattoo. Its fine lines and little triangles

 run in a ring around it.  On her arms tiny hairs, completely washed white by

 salt and sun and therefore contrasting with the more bronzed tint of her

 skin, make her skin there feel very soft.  Her fingers are slender but seem

 to be a bit shorter than average, giving her hands a bit of a 'petite' look. 

 The only part of her body that seems not that muscled is her belly. Just

 under the round navel it is soft and round, so much so you would give the

 world to snuggle up and lay your head there.  Under a little scar that might

 as well have had a neon sign saying 'appendix removed,' little black curls

 cover her vagina. Curiously enough her pubic hair is very short without

 showing any signs of regularly being cut in any way.  Her legs again show

 athleticity, well formed and muscled.  Her small left foot features five

 delightful wiggly toes.  And so does her right foot.

She is in excellent health.

Eveline is empty-handed.

Lillith leans into your grasp, using you for support. "When I was a very young

 girl, I imagined drowning very often.. when I bathed, I would hold my head

 under water as long as I could, until my body forced me out.."

You hug Lillith closer to you leaving little room for water between our bodies

 and nod, "strange morbid childhood fantasies... yes..."

Lillith [to Eveline]: What..?

Eveline [to Lillith]: *flatly* i had something like that too... i imagined

 being cut up into little pieces... *shakes her head* the strange things

 children think...

Lillith [to Eveline]: Children are very wise. As we age, we forget. We replace

 that wisdom with something else that we euphemistically call wisdom..

Lillith presses her body against yours, running wet hands down your back.

You shiver at the memories and the cold water, sliding your hands down

 Lillith's back and onto her buttocks, "forgetting can be very wise too..."

Lillith sighs at your touch, taking her time to compose herself. "Eidetic

 memories leave one without the option to forget."

You nibble at Lillith's earlobe, "i will not forget this... never..."

Lillith relaxes in your arm, cooing softly.

You stroke Lillith's buttocks and let your hand slide up her side, touching

 the side of her and your breasts with your fingertips, your lips kissing

 their way from her ear down to her shoulder.

Lillith kicks gently in the water, lifting herself a few inches from the sandy

 bottom, and cranes an arm around your waist to press your upper body against

 hers.

You turn around your axis, slowly fighting the water's resistance, little

 eddies forming around us in the water.

You move your hand up and follow Lillith's hairline with your finger, before

 letting your hand slide down over her shoulder and her back again.

Lillith [to Eveline]: Eveline.. I'm getting very cold.. may we dress?

Lillith slides her body in a slight circular motion against yours, indicating

 that she enjoys the experience nevertheless.

You nod and wade half swimming back to shallower water with Lillith in your

 arms, "i'm cold too... and so *grin* tired..."

Lillith smiles happily.

Lillith wades onto shore, and runs a hand over her body, enjoying the

 sensation of the water evaporating.

You sigh and shake your head vigorously, water spraying around from your hair.

You bend forward and twist your hair between your hands, water dripping on the

 sand, forming a little puddle.

Lillith lets herself drip dry, and bends down, gathering up her possessions.

You look up at Lillith and smile warmly.

You take the black Sisters of Mercy T-shirt.

Eveline slips the black Sisters of Mercy T-shirt over her head and sticks her

 arms through the holes that were left by ripping out the sleeves and tucks it

 down over her chest.

Lillith [to Eveline]: That was sudden inspiration, wasn't it, Eveline? I could

 tell by your eyes..


Disappointingly maybe, and although probably interesting for analytical purposes, I felt that quoting an all-out net.sex scene is a bit too personal. Nevertheless, I think that the above scene is still a good example of how two players can create their characters' bodies and surroundings through role-playing. Analytically we can distinguish two sorts of emoting in the above example, which I shall call here "self-emoting" and "co-emoting." With self-emoting I mean those actions of a character that do not have any direct effects on another character or the surroundings. With co-emoting I mean those actions of a character that directly, or indirectly through an alteration of the shared surroundings, implicate another character in the action. Since all the role-playing eventually is about co-creating a shared experience, one could say that all emoting is co-emoting. Certain actions however, are more about perform​ing/confirming one's own character in the given situation than that they're about explicitly sharing/co-creating that situation. For instance the way Lillith wades onto shore and runs a hand over her body, or the way Eveline sighs and shakes her head vigorously, or the way Eveline behaves, peripherally, during the little RP situation between Shadowschild and Cyric, these are all emotes where the other character(s) present are not explicitly implicated, nor is the shared context altered in such a way that it affects the other character(s). These emotes can of course be taken as a cue for a reaction. Lillith might have emoted getting wet from the water spraying from Eveline's hair or Cyric might have reacted to Eveline tapping her fingernails on the bar.

That's different though, from those emotes where Lillith and Eveline are holding each other, which means that both players must, independently, form a mental representation of the situation. How are our bodies positioned relative to each other? Can I move my left arm up and around her, or is that the arm she's holding on to? How deep is the water and is there a strong current, or, alternatively, is there a lot of room in which we can maneuver, or are we sitting on a small couch? These are important issues because the persistence and "immersivity" of the shared fantasy reality depends on the player's ability to extend that game-reality without overextending it; it's a simultaneous adhering to and extending of the shared context's possibilities. Lillith and Eveline are at the beach and extending the situation with the possibility of swimming in the water, which from a strict MOO-code point of view is not there (although it is mentioned in the description of the "East end of the beach"), is not beyond the scope of the possible. Magically sprouting fins and transforming into a mermaid however is some​what beyond that scope. Fine notes:

As with realism, absolute logic is not necessary; what is required is consistency and the belief that the game is logical.... [P]layers require this logic, both to incorporate their game selves into the fantasy world—that is, "feel" what the world is like—and also to construct lines of action for their characters with a reasonable presumption of what will happen as a result. Game logic primarily involves a sense of causal consistency—a perceived connection between cause and effect—coupled with the "folk ideas" of the world. (Fine 1983: 83)

The player has to incorporate a model or scheme "representing" the way the virtual world works, in order to be able to "feel" what that world is like. When the player can "feel" what the world is like, what the context does or doesn't allow for, what the form, location and import of the immediate surroundings and the other characters' bodies are, s/he can role-play successfully.

Graye at one point tried to describe what it is like to grasp for that world in the form of text in front of you, a world that seems so real in your imagination, yet at times defies all attempts at translation.

[T]he verbs we use on here are kind of like stream-lined senses: look, inspect, search. streamlined senses...not really. I meant....more like they're pared down senses? We're still grasping for images....a picture to fit the frame of the text we're given, right? in that way, we feel out other people on the net...through their descriptions, and through their emotes. [...] we use them to fit together different parts of the puzzle...look, build, scent, etc....but they never quite perfectly define things. it's like we meet people in a fogged room. They write things down on paper, and we're all deaf. We can't hear them, but we can read what they write, and hope we can figure out what their motions mean. but it's impossible to completely define a person...hence the use of verbs. if we didn't need that...if we just encountered people as a voice, it'd still be Graye: Hi there. our heads would do the rest...but they were never equipped for that. So we've got to fill in the gaps, and hence the diversity of nudity on the net, clothing, inspect messages, descriptions, details, and the like. diversity to produce a unified image, breaking things down in parts because we can't transmit the whole experience yet.

The player builds up hir "model" of Cybersphere from the help files on the theme and history of the world, the knowledge of the cyberpunk genre, information gotten through role-playing, but always based on the same general rules of "causal" or maybe "casual" consistency and "folk ideas" that underlay the player's understanding of hir RL world.

Unlike the setting, these "folk ideas" are typically not consciously created by the referee. Rather, the American folk ideas to which these individuals have been socialized are expressed in these fantasy worlds. (Fine 1983: 76)

While the general setting, as laid out in the help files and in the MOO itself, may have been created by the wizards of Cybersphere, again I feel I must underscore the importance of the individual player in the re-creation and continued existence of an online RPG. The folk ideas of "these individuals" are also those of the wizards, but primarily those of the players, which can have some drawbacks, as Graye notes:

[S]omething I always find interesting is how people's interpretations of [Cybersphere] affect their RP and more importantly, their OOC attitude and behaviour. we all see a slightly different theme, and work off a slightly different set of rules. s'why nobody ever agrees on how to RP here, or how to play. Different for everybody. Probably explains why there's such shit IRL, as well.

It may be true that there is a perpetual OOC discussion, to put it mildly, about the exact status and meaning of different elements of the virtual world, but this can be seen as part of the process by which that world is perpetuated. Graye indicates as much when he says that,

I find that meta,
 the admin/player dichotomy, the RP/PKiller dichotomy,
 and the IC/OOC dichotomy to be as much an experience as the RP, or the gadgets, which is probably why I stick around for the bullshit... I have FUN with all the bullshit on this game.

Virtual worlds are hardly ever based on a radically different metaphysics. While of course there are "fantastical" elements, some of them inversions of the norm, the basis for the operation of the virtual world is the players' common-sense knowledge of (generally) the Western world.

With regard to the performance of gender, Penumbra perceptively notes that,

[p]eople like to swap roles, but they don't want [to] _redefine_ roles. *nod* Yeah... and in the end, the persona that you're playing online is really mostly a projection of your _perceptions_... so maybe all the gender swapping is only serving to _restrict_ people's views instead of broaden them...

I'm not so sure that gender swapping actually restricts people's views on gender, but my discussion of all the strategies for presenting a believably gendered character, all the strategies for preventing other players to doubt the particular presentation of the character, and all the strategies for "reading" the cues with respect to the characters' and the players' gender, seem to confirm Penumbra's observation that most players are not interested in redefining gender roles. Most players rather seem interested in establishing "gender knowledge" about other players. Maybe it is exactly the fact that players do play cross-gender characters, creating a situation of uncertainty that causes a restriction in the possible behaviors that can still be meaningfully read as either female or male. In order to present a meaningful and 'unquestionable' image players adopt more or less stereotypical feminine or masculine "acts" in their role-play. However we shouldn't forget that the ultimate social anchor of gender, the actual physical body, is not present for scrutiny. This forces players to fragment the presentation of their characters, as Graye notes. Not just the performance has become fragmented, the reading of that performance has too. The character is "written" and "read" through individual cues and partial enact​ments in a myriad of situations and contexts, and players try to fashion all these frag​ments into a fantasy whole, animated before the mind's eye.

The inaccessibility of an "objectively, externally, physically" real body means that these fragments ultimately cannot be "grounded," they cannot be checked against a singular, con​tinuous, non-mediated manifestation of the player. The conclusion is that every fragment, every tiny cue and every enactment can be constructed as an indicator of both femininity and masculinity. Even the most stereo​typical male or female behavior can be constructed as 'proof' of the fact that the player is playing a cross-gender character, as for instance the explicit sexualization of the character in Maera's case. Only by trying to maintain a certain casual consistency in and between the IC and OOC realms, by skirting the most stereotypical enact​ments while not losing oneself in too idiosyncratic ones, can a player hope to present an at least superficially convincing character. "If," indeed, as Kessler and McKenna say,

there are no concrete cues that will always allow one to make the "correct" gender attribution, how is categorizing a person as either female or male accomplished in each case? Our answer... takes the form of a categorizing schema. The schema is not dependent on any particular gender cue, nor is it offered as a statement of a rule which people follow like robots. Rather, it is a way of understanding how it is that members of Western reality can see someone as either female or male. The schema is: See someone as female only when you cannot see them as male. (1978: 158)

Kessler and McKenna's schema reflects the findings of their study of the prevalent "folk ideas" for gender attribution. Especially their finding that in order to "see" someone as male that person needs to sport at least one male gender cue (such as facial hair, chest hair, build, etc.), while the common sense schema says that a person is to be seen as female when they don't sport any male attributes (cf. Kessler and McKenna 1978: 158-159), seem to correspond with my own "virtual" experiences. The female gender, as Kessler and McKenna's study shows, is defined by the negation of the male gender, and this schema is very much apparent in online situations.


Online however, the fact that one is dealing with both a character and a player complicates the matter. Players read both IC and OOC emotes and comments as cues for both the player and hir character; the player and hir character are understood to not be performed in a completely detached sense (as the ideal of RP says), but rather the sensibilities and predispositions of the player and the character are understood to influence each other. IC expressions inform the reader about both the character and the player, and OOC expressions do so too.

IC and OOC cues are used to form an image of both the character and the player, but the cues are also used to cross-reference the resulting images. There are four "cross-referenced" or "composite" images if we only take the female and male gender into consideration: male player-male character, male player-female character, female player-female character, and female player-male character. The ultimate goal for the player is to "know" the gender of the other player and the schema that guides the player is the same that Kessler and McKenna put forward. The complication lies in the fact that the character's expressions and the player's expressions are individually judged on their "congruency" and "convincingness." But these findings are also continually cross-referenced and the level to which they either confirm or discredit each other is taken as an indicator for which type of (the four above mentioned) character-player hybrid one is dealing with.

The schema, see someone as female only when you cannot see them as male, is not a statement of positivist fact. It is not that "male" gender characteristics are simply more obvious than "female" ones or that the presence of a male cue is more obvious than its absence. The salience of male characteristics is a social construction. We construct gender so that male characteristics are seen as more obvious. It could be otherwise, but to see that, one must suspend belief in the external reality of "objective facts." (Kessler and McKenna 1978: 159)

Virtual reality would seem the ideal place to suspend one's belief in the "external reality of objective facts," but the contrary seems to be the case. Players have learned to adjust to the fact that there always remains a sliver of that fundamental doubt. That sliver of doubt however is the reason for all the convoluted strategies that the players employ to attain a possibly false, but persuasive sense of security from the illusion of knowledge of a really real reality behind all the masquerade.

� Shadowschild and I met in a public, but rather quiet bar, The Last Exit, specifically to do an interview and we spoke for over an hour before anyone else entered there. When Shadowschild first entered the bar we both perfunctory acted out the meeting of our characters ICly, but Shadowschild immediately stated "I'm OOC here." She however did not use the @ooc command, which displays a "Shadowschild-goes-OOC" message to all present and sets a flag for the character indicating that s/he is OOC. During the interview we both did use the OOC command (which is different from the @ooc command) which prepends <OOC> to each utterance, indicating that the character, or rather the player spoke OOCly. However, when Shadowschild wanted to illustrate how her character would act, she emoted the actions ICly and not OOCly. This partly has to do with the fact that she uses several so-called "socials": commands that yield a preprogrammed line of text. (Were I to type the command <smile> everybody present would see "Eveline smiles happily"; <smile shadowschild> would show to Shadowschild "Eveline smiles at you" while everybody else would see "Eveline smiles at Shadowschild." The same goes for some 60 such commands as <grin>, <sigh>, <snuggle> and <point>.) "Social" commands don't respond to the @ooc command and always output their preprogrammed text ICly. An other reason, I suspect, is that by emoting ICly Shadowschild wanted to teach an "object" lesson, whereby the IC emoting is seen as a really real enactment of/by the character, while emoting OOCly is can be seen as "speaking of that enactment."


� Note that I deliberately reacted OOCly to Shadowschild's IC emotes. I did this both to indicate that it was me, the player, reacting and not Eveline and to show that even though Shadowschild emoted ICly, I took those emotes to be OOC expressions. Earlier in the conversation I had already underscored me being OOC by "perpetrating" this gender incongruous emote: "<OOC> Eveline slaps his forehead."


� I asked why he had played the character for as long (several months, possibly as long as six) as he did. Dave answered, "yeah, I mean, it felt like I had put so much effort into her, plus I had all this cool gear, it wuz kinda hard to just dump her, by far the biggest RP challenge I've had." When I asked whether he had learned anything from the experience, he said: "sadly enough not really, I basically played off of what I could think of, although now that I think about it, I actually did learn a bit more about the way... women do things, talking and acting, etc."


� Cyric uses "directed speech," which lets him speak directly to Shadowschild. Players use directed speech primarily when saying something to one particular person in a crowded room, indicating to all present to whom exactly they are speaking. Sometimes it is also used to indicate that they are particularly focusing on the conversation with you.


� Eveline gazes out over the crowd, but because I use the "pose" command instead of the "emote" command, the MOO program renders my action in the second person singular to me, while the others in the room actually see that "Eveline gazes out over the crowd." The pose command requires the player to enter the action in the first person singular, heightening the sense of involvement, while the emote command requires input in the third person singular. Thus, using the pose command, the MOO program, imitating a referee, tells me (the player) what I (the character) am doing. From the helpfiles:


Pose is more powerful (and prettier) than emote because it conjugates your


message for every interested party in the room.  Enter your pose as if you


were typing in a first-person voice.





-- Pose recognises the following:


Names    -- Exact matches on the aliases of gendered objects in the room.


Pronouns -- Pronouns will match for the last player mentioned.





Additional verbs you wish conjugated to your gender should be prefixed with a


period.





-- For example:


Typed------> .kick chuck, bruising him on his shin as I .laugh madly.


You see    | You kick chuck, bruising him on his shin as you laugh madly.


Chuck sees | Quinn kicks you, bruising you on your shin as he laughs madly.


Others see | Quinn kicks Chuck, bruising him on his shin as he laughs madly.


It's also interesting to note here, how one can set the atmosphere by, for instance, referring to a crowd in one's role-playing. There are no other characters present but Eveline, Shadowschild and Cyric, but the bar is understood to be a busy hang-out for deckers (matrix cowboys, netrunners) and by mentioning that crowd explicitly I (the player) create a part of the shared atmosphere for our three characters.


� Eveline "looks" at Cyric because Shadowschild mentions his shirt and thus "sees" what Cyric looks like.


� Shadowschild sends me a page, which the MOO sets apart from the other text by prepending "[-] *Shadowschild*" to her message. Since a page is private, Cyric does not see this message and because pages are considered an IC form of communication on Cybersphere, Shadowschild has typed out "OOC" preceding her message to indicate that it is indeed an OOC message.


� I send Shadowschild a page back.


� While the text here appears monolithically, as a text, in one piece as if written down fluently, I must underscore that this is just appearance, a transformation of the moment into a "quote" caused by the fact that it has been embedded in another (con)text. Individual utterances appear on the screen several seconds or sometimes even minutes apart. This is due to the fact that each player has to consider what hir character will do or how s/he should react and subsequently must type out the commands and text representing that course of action. As you can see there is quite a period of time between Cyric saying "Oh, baby.. you do that soo well" and him adding "quite a bit actually.." There is at least enough time for Shadowschild and me to exchange several pages and Eveline to sit down at the bar. 


� See Fine (1983) Chapter 6. Fine uses Goffman's (1974) ideas on frame analysis, "...how human beings reside in finite worlds of meaning, and that individuals are skilled in juggling these worlds" (Fine 1983: 181), to explain how players manage different sets of knowledge and logic to maneuver between fantasy and everyday realities. I will have to leave the discussion of Fine's use of frame analysis applied to online RPGs for another article. It is however important to note what Fine says about engrossment in the light of frame analysis: "Although perhaps contrary to common sense, people easily slip into and out of engrossment. Frames succeed each other with remarkable rapidity; in conversations, people slip and slide among frames. Engrossment, then, need not imply a permanent orientation toward experience" (1983: 183).


� In pen-and-paper RPGs one usually speaks for one's character, telling the referee (and the other players) that, for instance, "My character walks over to the couch and sits down." The referee evaluates this statement and only after s/he gives hir approval does the character really walk over to the couch and sits down. In online RPGs there is no referee who watches over the individual actions of players, judging whether they behave appropriately to the theme and telos of the game. The responsibility for maintaining the fantasy reality therefore rests to a much greater degree on the shoulders of the individual players and I as a player must decide myself if walking over to the couch and sitting down is a plausible course of action, because the moment I <emote walks over to the couch and sits down.> my character really walks over to the couch and sits down.


� I have edited this RP situation slightly for readability. Every item of clothing has a set of messages that are displayed when taking it off or putting it on. We each took off half a dozen or so items, so I left these two as examples of what these messages look like. I have also edited out several pages from other characters (to which Eveline didn't respond anyway) and a MOO wide message from a wizard.


� Katana, a traditional, slightly curved, single edged Japanese sword. The katana is said to represent the samurai's soul. A lot of myth surrounds the katana and it is called the best kind of sword ever made. The steel is said to be folded a thousand times and the cutting edge of the blade is hardened under much higher temperatures than the other side, which is kept cooler by having it covered during the hardening process. Thus the blade has an extremely hard cutting edge, while still being flexible enough not to break in combat.


� As also becomes apparent, different characters' actions may not always follow each other in a strictly chronological order. Another player's composition of a reaction may take so long, or my inspiration for the next emote may be so great, that I enter it even before the other player can react. Often two emotes will arrive almost simultaneously, player A's second emote preceding player B's reaction to player A's first emote. If the "chronology conflict" isn't too great, usually both players will quietly assume that player B's emote must be read as preceding player A's second emote, and player B will rush to compose a reply to player A's second emote. If the chronology conflict is too great, then either player A's second emote or player B's emote must be discarded. Often the solution to this problem is not discussed OOCly, but RP simply continues from the last emote as if the incongruous emote preceding it did not occur at all. Another solution is to proceed from the most logical or most desirable emote which is something that is often OOCly discussed. For example:�You smile to Chali, "indeed... and you must be Chali..."�You extend your hand to Chali.�Chali extends her hand to you, "Yes. Very glad to meet you."�<OOC> Chali giggles, "Okay. I'll take mine [i.e. my emote] back."�In the case above I emote taking Lillith's hand, after which Lillith emotes laying several items on the beach. Since the conflict is not very serious—Eveline could have temporarily let go of Lillith's hand or Lillith may have put down those things using only one hand or Eveline 'actually' took Lillith's hand after she'd put those things down—Lillith simply emotes taking Eveline's hand when she's done.


� While our characters are in the "room" called East end of the beach, there is no "room" called "In the water." Our character-objects, the pieces of MOO code representing us, remain where they are while we emote running down the beach. Had there been a room called "In the water" we might have typed in the command <go water> and our character-objects would have entered that room, in which case upon entering that room a fixed message saying "You dash down the beach towards the surf..." might have been displayed.


� The MOO automagically notifies you when someone <looks> at you. For the reader's, ahem, pleasure I have pasted in Eveline's description as Lillith would have seen it.


� Again, I've cut most of the messages of the clothing being put on.


� The OOC discussion board meant to discuss matters on the (meta-)level of the players (to which players can post messages for all to read) is called "Meta."


� Since player-characters can be killed, frequently discussions are centered on the question whether a character has been killed (PK'ed, or player-killed) with due role-play. One school of thought says that since killing is part of the game there may have been sufficient role-play preceding the killing (in which the killed character may not have taken part because it was a plot to assassinate hir) to legitimize the on sight shooting of a character, while the other school vehemently argues that all player killing must (ideally) be consensual, but at least surrounded (not just preceded) by due role-play involving also the soon-to-be-dead character.





