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Abstract 

“Rule no.3: Never raid with pants on.” – An Anthropological Study of Communication, 

Co-Operation and Friendship in the ’Virtual’ World of Warcraft 

Author: I. Haraldsson, 2017 Uppsala University The Department for Cultural 

Anthropology and Ethnography 

 

The significance of technology and technological devices in the modern western society is 

steadily expanding, and affecting how the consumers of these products interact with one 

another. Both through these devices, but also how they interact without them the 

importance of studying these forms of interaction is therefore of rising significance. This 

thesis explores the world of online-gaming in order to map out how the players use, and 

are affected by the virtual aspects of the platform they use to create and reproduce their 

social bonds with one another. By analysing the relationship between the virtual and the 

actual it is possible to shed light on the potentials as well as the limits of online 

communication. The thesis purpose is to add to a deeper understanding within the 

anthropological discipline for interpersonal interaction within the frames of virtual spaces. 

The research has been conducted through a qualitative ethnographic field study with a guild 

of players who interact through the game World of Warcraft. This thesis will show that 

there is a strong interaction between the virtual worlds and the actual world. Thus it is 

possible for events that occurred in either space to affect the player. 

 

Keywords 

Online gaming, World of Warcraft, virtual worlds, online-culture, communication, social 

structure, social organisation, homo ludens, gamer culture  
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Chapter One. Introduction 

This chapter will introduce the reader to the thesis subject as well as providing the necessary 

theoretical framework and background information for the subject. It also contains 

information about the research method, literary sources and a description of the fieldwork 

which provided the bulk of the data that this thesis is based on. 

 

1.1 The Problem at Hand 

In every social context there are rules that govern and shape behaviour. These rules can be 

formalized into laws that are used by the governing forces in the society to punish members 

of the community who do not follow the laws. Social rules can also be informal, the guild1 

rules for the ‘Band of Wayfarers’ belong to this category. A purpose of the rules is one of 

charm and entertainment rather than restricting behaviour and interaction between the 

players. Certain rules are of a more informal nature, as the third rule of the guild states: 

“Never raid with pants on” (Duwal, Nien and Erethorn 09-05-2017 GT). This rule arches 

the divide between social structure and social organization2 in the same way that the 

friendships and communication within the guild crosses the borders between the ‘virtual’ 

and the ‘actual’ (see: Ch. 1.3.1), as well as representing the tension between the social 

structures end the social organisation. 

Technology is changing the way that people interact with one another and how they 

communicate, both in ‘virtual’ worlds and the ‘actual’. This opens up new possibilities and 

new challenges for the anthropological discipline. And whilst anthropologists are turning 

their gazes towards the home-field, the modern western citizen is turning towards screens 

for their entertainment, rather than to another person. The need to study how people interact 

through these medias is therefore of importance. The purpose of study is to analyse and 

study the online gaming community and its members in order to understand how they 

communicate within these frames, and how the ‘virtual’ room affects the friendships that 

are formed there. 

                                                 

1 A guild is an association of several players in an online videogame see Ch. 1.3.3. 
2 Social structure is the formal framework of rules that governs behavior in a specific culture or within a 

group; it is represented by the formal institutions and formalized positions of status within the society. Social 

organization is what the individuals actually do; it is the organic and human factor within the frames of the 

social structure (Firth 1951). 
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1.1.1 Research Question 

This study will analyse how the ‘virtual’ aspects of online games affect the player, and their 

social interaction, both within the frames of the ‘virtual’ world of online gaming and in the 

‘actual’ world. This will be achieved by studying how players interact when they play 

together and what types of social structure affect their social organisation. 

Research question: How does the players in the World of Warcraft guild The Band 

of Wayfarers use the ‘virtual’ world of online gaming to form and reproduce their social 

bonds? 

 

1.2 Research Method 

This is a two pronged study that will compare the image of the online gaming world that is 

presented by current academic research, with ethnographic data collected from the author’s 

field study of the guild ‘The Band of Wayfarers’ in the online game World of Warcraft. 

The field study was conducted from the 2nd of April 2017 to the 17th of May 2017. The 

study was conducted through interviews and participant observations when the members 

of the guild played World of Warcraft whilst simultaneously conversing over a voice-chat 

(see: Ch. 1.4). These observations also include discussions that took place before and after 

the raids (see: Ch. 1.3). Several semi-structured interviewees where conducted, using the 

text message and voice-chat functions in a voice chat computer program called Discord 

(see: Ch. 1.4). A number of semi-structured interviewees was also conducted in person. 

When the informants where raiding together they were all sitting in their own 

homes. This means that they were geographically separated whilst at the same time 

occupying the same ‘virtual’ space in the game. Because of this geographical separation I 

only met two of my informants in the ‘actual’ world during the field study. During the 

fieldwork 30 individuals participated in the raids, of these 22 were members of the guild 

(see: Appendix 1). Eight of these players were women, which is a significantly high number 

compared to the player demographic in World of Warcraft. Yee (2017) concludes that 

according to his studies, only 23 % of World of Warcraft players were at the time of the 

study female, compared to the 36 % average in other high-fantasy MMOs in the same study, 
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and the 42 % of the general gamer population according to the Entertainment Software 

Associations annual report from 2016 (2016, p.3).  

 

1.3 Definition of Terms 

This section will introduce and explain the key terms that will be used in the thesis whilst 

simultaneously providing the necessary background information for the thesis subject. 

However, the emic vocabulary that my informants used during my fieldwork will be 

introduced in their context in chapter two.  

 

1.3.1 The ’Virtual’, the ’Actual’ and the ’Real’ 

Golub (2010) makes a clear distinction between the ’virtual’, the ’actual’ and what is 

perceived to be ‘real’. In this study the terms ’virtual’ and ’actual’ will be used to define 

in which space events occur. The events that happen in the ’actual’ world happens in what 

we perceive to be in real life. These are things that happen to a person’s physical body. The 

events that occur in the ’virtual’ world does not directly affect the physical body, they occur 

on a screen and affect the player´s avatar. However, this does not make them any less ‘real’, 

the interaction between players and the experiences from the ‘virtual’ world still affect the 

player in the ‘actual’ world (Golub 2010). 

The ethnographic material used in this study was mainly collected within the frames 

of the ‘virtual’ world in the online game World of Warcraft. An environment that is strongly 

influenced by its ludic nature. The Dutch history professor and culture historian Huizinga 

was the first scholar to use the term ’homo ludens’, he used this to describe the ’playing 

human’ and the ludification of modern western culture (Huizinga 1950). He describes and 

defines the formal characteristics of play as ”a free activity standing quite consciously 

outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not meant’, but at the same time absorbing the player 

intensely and utterly.” (Huizinga 1955, p.13). Huizingas ideas about the importance and 

role of play has later been embraced by scholars, especially within game studies. As a way 

to study ‘virtual’ worlds and the importance of play for individuals and cultures (Frissen et 

al. 2015). Sceptics might argue, and rightly so, that it is ‘just a game’. That it is not ‘real’ 

since it happens in a ‘virtual’ world and not in the ‘actual’ world. What these claims fail to 

take into account is the fact that the games can be perceived to be ‘real’, but that does not 
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mean that players believe that they are a Blood elf3 mage4. Just like dreams, fantasies, books 

and movies can be perceived to be real by the consumer, so can games (Frissen et al. 2015, 

p.18). 

 

1.3.2 Ethnograpy in ’Virtual’ Worlds 

Ethnography in the ‘virtual’ fields of modern technology is a steadily growing field within 

the social sciences (see: also: Bainbridge 2012 ; Bollestrof 2008 ; Chen 2012 ; Golub 2010 

; Nardi 2010 ; Pearce and Artemesia 2009 and Taylor 2006), this does not mean that the 

anthropological theories and methods that are used in the ‘virtual’ field are new. They are 

simply adapted to the new field. Boellstorf  et al (2012, pp.6-7) argue that ethnography in 

its essence is a reactive academic discipline and methodology that constantly adapts and 

changes when it comes into contact with new fields of research. The study of ‘virtual’ 

worlds are therefore according to them, not that different from ethnographic studies in the 

‘actual’ world. The room might be different, but the method and the aspiration to pursue 

answers to research questions is the same (Boellstorf et al. 2012, pp.6-7). Fieldwork in 

‘virtual’ worlds can however be demanding in different ways than fieldwork in the ‘actual’ 

world Boellstorf et al. (2012, pp.65-72) claim that a ‘virtual’ fieldwork demands that the 

anthropologist learn a new skill-set in order to be able to fully participate with the 

informants in their activities. This is difficult since they have to learn how to play the games 

in order to study their field. 

The ‘virtual’ worlds are no less ‘real’ than any other ethnographic field, just like 

places in the ‘actual’ world they are places that you can travel to, interact with, and where 

other individuals can be interacted with. They also exist regardless of and independent from 

any single user, the ‘virtual’ world does not cease to exist just because the user 

disconnected. Just like studies in the ‘actual’ world it is possible to interact with and 

observe informants interacting in the space and conduct ethnographic research within these 

‘virtual’ frames. It is possible to conduct both quantitative and qualitative studies by 

observing who is playing, where they are playing and why they are playing (Boellstorff et 

al. 2012, pp.7, 13, 33 and Golub 2010, pp.19-20, 25). 

                                                 
3 Blood elfs are one of the many playable races in World of Warcraft. 
4 A mage is one of the playable classes in World of Warcraft, they are versatile characters that mainly use 

spells rather than weapons when fighting against enemies. 
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1.3.3 World of Warcraft a Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game 

World of Warcraft, or WoW for short, is known as the world’s largest massive multiplayer 

online role-playing game, or MMORPG for short. MMORPGs are genre of electronic 

games where the player take on a ‘virtual’ persona called ‘avatar’ or ‘character’ and interact 

with a large number of other players, usually within the frames of story-driven game 

mechanics (Collins English dictionary 10th ed [No date]). WoW is created and owned by 

Blizzard Entertainment, it was released 2004 and was at its most successful in 2010 with 

12 million subscribing players. That number has dropped to 5.5 million users in 2015 

(Statista [No date]). The game takes place in a medieval high-fantasy5 world where the 

players can test their skills against a large variety of opponents including other players. The 

players can also form guilds, which are a type of in-game association of players. The guilds 

also act as platforms for social interactions and an opportunity to take advantage of other 

players, their knowledge and their characters skills. The members of the guilds can also 

join raids, which are a series of organised battles against opponents who are too powerful 

for any single participant of the raid to defeat (Golub 2010, p.19 and Taylor 2006, pp.41-

43, 164). 

 

1.4 About the Sources 

In all academic studies the results and their academic relevance stands and falls with the 

credibility of the sources that are used. The written sources used in this study comes 

foremost from peer-reviewed journals and anthologies from the anthropological discipline 

as well as literature about game studies.  In addition to literary sources this study also 

contains material collected from a short field study with a guild of WoW players called the 

Band of Wayfarers. I came in contact with the Band of Wayfarers and my field, through a 

close friend, henceforth referred to as Remoute, he is a member of the guild and petitioned 

my request to do fieldwork with the guild. Before embarking on this study I had little to no 

personal experience of online gaming, nor WoW in particular. But upon the first 

introduction to the guild my decade of experience with table top role-playing games made 

me less of an outsider in my informant’s eyes and that combined with Remoutes 

                                                 
5 High-fantasy worlds usually features several forms of human-like species for example elves and dwarves. 

J.R.R Tolkien’s world ‘Middle-earth’ that is featured in The Lord of the Rings trilogy is a typical example of 

a high-fantasy world. 
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recommendations appeared to ease my way into the field. My status as a scholar was a great 

benefit throughout the study and my presence was rarely questioned, rather the opposite 

and on several occasions I was invited to partake in different in-game events. I also had a 

standing invitation to join the group voice-chats whenever I wished to. 

The ethnographic data collected from the field study has, apart from interviews, 

been divided into four categories; these can be viewed in Table 1. The majority of the data 

was collected through the use of Discord which is a computer program as well as a mobile 

application over which users can communicate, both via text and voice-chats with 

individuals and groups. During the study I was given access to the guilds group-chat and 

their voice-chats on discord and used these for interviews as well as observations. Several 

observations was also conducted whilst looking over Remoutes and Vandrachens shoulders 

whilst they were playing WoW, this gave me much needed visual aid to understand what 

was happening when the informants where raiding. 

Table 1. Categorization of ethnographic data. 

This table illustrates the classificatory system used in this study to structure the ethnographic data collected 

in the field study. As well as providing the reader with an explanation of the references to that ethnographic 

data in the remainder of the study. For example: Maxwell (18-04-2017 IT). This means that the information 

was shared by the informant who call is called Maxwell, in an individual conversation that was conducted 

via text messages over Discord on the eighteenth of April 2017. 

Room Participants Form Reference 

Discord Individual Text IT 

Discord Group Text GT 

Discord Individual Voice IV 

Discord Group Voice GV 

  

Individual text conversations was mainly conducted as semi structured interviews 

and stretched from just a few minutes or a single question to several days over which several 

topics and questions where discussed. During my study I interviewed a total of twelve 

individuals using this method. Group text interviews were mainly conducted through the 

guilds main text-chat on Discord, to which every member of the guild has access to. This 

forum was useful mainly for general information and clarifications. Individual voice-chat 

was used for a semi-structured interview with an informant. 
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Group voice-chats made up the bulk of the material, 14 group voice-chats and 

participant observations were made during the field study. These group conversations were 

conducted through Discord before, during and after raids which was when I did my 

participatory observations. The raids would usually start with a general discussion over 

voice-chat before the raid, where people had time to catch up with one another, as well as 

trade in-game items and prepare for the raid. During the raids I had the opportunity to 

observe the communication between the players whilst they were gaming and ask questions 

about what they were doing and why. Usually the number of players did not change 

significantly during the raid. After the raid people became more mobile some choosing to 

hang out and talk whilst others chose to leave the chat which made it harder to keep track 

of who were present at the moment and who was speaking. In order to avoid 

misunderstandings I chose to follow up several of the group discussions with individual 

text conversations.  

The informants in this study has chosen to remain anonymous, I will therefore 

according to their wishes use the pseudonyms that they themselves have chosen to use 

either for their characters in WoW or on the guilds voice-chat. I have also chosen to not 

include a short introduction to each of my informants when they are first mentioned in the 

study, in accordance to their wishes. All participation in the study was voluntary and the 

members of the guild, as well as their guests were informed about the study and its purpose.  

 

1.5 The Organization of the Remainder of the Study 

This thesis is structured as follows: The first chapter contains an introduction to the 

theoretical framework that will be used for the remainder of the study. It also holds a 

description of the research method that was used as well as describing the material used 

and how the ethnographic data was collected. Chapter two contains the bulk of the 

ethnographic data collected during the field study; it is organized thematically and begins 

with a short introduction of the game mechanics in WoW as well as the practical issues of 

raiding. The chapter also contains more detailed information about the guilds 

communication and how it affects the player’s co-operation. As well as information about 

how the members of the guild actively work with their internal communication to optimize 

information transference during raids. The last segments of chapter two focus on the social 
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aspects of the guild and the raiding experience. These segments focus on the close 

connection between individuals as well as the social organization and structure.  

In the third chapter of this thesis the material presented in chapter two will be 

discussed within the frames for the terms that was spelled out in chapter 1.3. This chapter 

is separated into two parts, the first one will look into how ludic culture and social structure 

can interfere as well as strengthen one another within the ‘virtual’ frames of online gaming. 

The second part of chapter three will go deeper into the relation between the ‘virtual’ and 

the ‘actual’ in order to analyse what happens when aspects of an individual’s life are 

affected strongly by both of these. Lastly in chapter four there is a conclusion, featuring the 

highlights of the study. 

 

Chapter Two. The Band of Wayfarers 

This chapter introduces the reader to the ‘virtual’ world of Warcraft and the guild of players 

called the Band of Wayfarers. Here their social organisation as well as their social structure 

will be presented focusing on one of their guild activities. This chapter will also look into 

the social bonds that the players form with one another and how these bonds are affected 

by the ‘virtual’ nature of the platform they use to reproduce these bonds. 

 

2.1 Raiding With the Inhabitants of Azeroth 

World of Warcraft is a MMORPG where subscribing players can explore the ‘virtual’ 

world of Azeroth with other players, or on their own. One of the goals of the game is to 

complete quests6, which levels up7 the player’s character and make it possible for the player 

to take on more advanced quests. These quests can have several types of goals, for example: 

Delivering or fetching objects, protecting non-player characters8 or slaying monsters (Unna 

11-04-2017). Players in WoW can join in associations, for practical as well as social 

                                                 
6 Quests are tasks and missions that the players do in exchange for experience points and other in-game 

rewards. 
7 The player’s characters are ranked within the game based on their level, players raise their characters level 

by gaining experience points, mostly through quests or by defeating monsters (Taylor 2006, p.163).  
8 A none-player character is a character in the game that is played by a computer, for example, the majority 

of the characters that the players interact with when accepting to do quests and play the quests are none-player 

characters (Taylor 2006, p.163). 
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reasons, these associations are called guilds. This chapter will feature the ethnographic data 

collected during the author’s short field study which was conducted with a guild within 

WoW. 

“I tried to explain to my coworkers today, you know what we do here. 

What raiding is…I told them that I push buttons and I kill things!” 

- Duwal 09-04-2017 GV 

Raiding in WoW with the Band of Wayfarers, or BoW for short, is a somewhat 

chaotic experience with a dozen or more player characters9 on the screen, ‘add´s’10 and the 

main boss, or bosses11. The communication over the voice-chat is usually spartan, a few 

short words that communicate complicated tactics and manoeuvres with a single word 

spoken in a language that they all know. It is for all intent and purposes a lean, mean, 

machine with several parts moving in a synchronised fashion, each of them with a distinct 

function. A raid in WoW is a group activity where ten or more players join in a communal 

effort to defeat a series of enemies. During the raid, or ‘instance’ as they are sometimes 

called, new players can be added to the group and players can leave the group. But the 

instance cannot be affected by someone who is not involved in the instance. The instance 

becomes its own micro-universe within the game. These micro-universes are also multi-

universes since several groups can play the same instance at the same time, independent of 

one another (Duskington, Duwal and Unna 11-05-2017 GV and Golub 2010, pp.40-41). 

“Focus people!” – Duwal (23-04-2017 GV) 

When players from a guild or independent players form a raiding party the 

characters fill one of three roles healer, tank or damage. The healer’s role is to keep 

everyone else alive. In a raiding party of ten players there are usually one or two healers. 

The tanks mission is to draw the enemy’s attention to themselves and then survive all of 

the damage that they are dealt. Most raiding parties have two characters who play tanks. 

Damage, also known as damager per second or DPS for short12, has the task to kill the 

                                                 
9 Played characters are played by a person in the ‘actual’ world, unlike the none-player characters who are 

played by a computer. 
10 Add´s are minor enemies that appear during boss fights. They are usually less dangerous than the boss, but 

come in greater numbers. 
11 The main boss, or the main bosses are the main antagonists and opponents that the players meet whilst 

raiding. 
12 This role is named both after its task, to do damage, but also after the source of competition between the 

players who play DPS characters. The competitive element of who can do most damage per second during a 

fight. 
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enemies and those characters are built to deal as much damage as possible. DPS characters 

make up the bulk of the party and in a party of ten there are usually six or seven DPS 

characters. These three roles complement each other and the groups’ success usually stands 

and falls with the communication and co-operation within the group, as well as the 

individual players skill and the characters development (Golub 2010, pp.30-7 and Taylor 

2006, pp.37-38). 

Taylor, (2011, p.51 ; 2006, p.98), Cermak-Sassenrath (2015, pp.96-97), Golub 

(2010, pp.40-41), Kazumovic and Kuznekoff (2015, p.2) claims that online gaming is a 

forum where it is possible for individuals to meet on a fairly equal basis, since it is 

anonymous, and physical as well as social attributes are secondary to skill. According to 

them, these circumstances has the potential to make for a more even playing field. Whilst 

simultaneously provide opportunity for scientific research largely isolated from physical 

interference. Since the players individual skills comes in focus, this might also lead to a 

situation where skill is the base for conflicts between players. Kazumovic and Kuznekoff 

(2015) conclude in their study that players treat each other differently based on their 

respective skill. When playing WoW the individual player’s skill and characters 

advancement is important since the fights in the end game13 of WoW easily turns into a 

highly choreographed dance. In certain fights player have to repeat certain actions on a 

regular interval, the characters might take damage for standing in certain places or face 

other game mechanics that will make the fight more complicated for the players. These 

fights can be condensed down to their game mechanics, and therefore it is not unusual for 

guilds to try to optimize their individual skill, their characters, the tactics as well as the 

groups efficiency at large in order to defeat the increasingly difficult game mechanics of 

the fights (Golub 2010, p.32-33). 

 

                                                 
13 The term end game in WoW refers to the part of the game after the player has reached the maximum level 

currently available in that expansion. It is described as a set of high-end activities designed to provide the 

character with better gear, which becomes the only mean to better you’re character. This is usually done 

through increasingly difficult raiding. In some circles the end game is seen as the real game and everything 

that comes before it is just to prepare the player for the end game. According to my informants this might be 

because it is simpler to level up a character than it is to raid, the game mechanics are more complex and 

requires more skill of the player (Duwal, Jenhala and Udine 08-05-2017 GT). 
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2.2.1 Playing Your Role 

Remoute told me during an interview (03-05-2017) that The Band of Wayfarers is not a 

dedicated raiding guild14 but they consist largely of experienced players, several of who 

have been members of dedicated raiding guilds and who have been playing a number of 

different electronic games for several years. During one of my participant observations 

(Alfos, Duskington, Duwal, Hollyé, Ise, Unna and Remoute 25-04-2017 GV) the subject 

of the guilds current raiding accomplishments and the fact that they were making steady 

progress. It was mentioned with a touch of pride by Duwal (25-04-2017 GV). A notion that 

was mirrored by the other members who were present in the voice-chat at the time. They 

made a point of claiming that they were not better players than those from dedicated raiding 

guilds, but rather described themselves as more determined, since they face the same bosses 

and game mechanics, but without the advantage of having optimized their characters for it 

(Alfos, Duskington, Duwal, Hollyé, Ise, Unna and Remoute 25-04-2017 GV). 

The players are fully aware that several of the characters, and classes that they 

play whilst raiding with BoW, are not optimized for their roles in the raiding party. They 

are also aware of how to optimize a character for the roles in the game since there are plenty 

of websites (See also: Theorycraft and SimulationCraft) that offers statistical data on the 

different classes potential in the different roles, as well as analytical tools to optimize both 

individual characters and raiding parties. Since BoW is a RP15 guild the members are free 

to play the characters and classes that they prefer, rather than choosing the ones that are 

most ideal for raiding (Duskington and Duwal 25-04-2017 GV). This does however not 

stop the players from going out of their comfort-zones and explore new types of characters 

and roles with the aid and guidance of the other members of the guild (Duwal and Unna 

07-05-2017 GV). By pooling their collective knowledge and experience about the game, as 

                                                 
14 A dedicated raiding guild is a guild where the main activity that the players do together is raiding. One of 

my informants, Eeri (26-04-2017 IV) described these guilds and the players in them, as more focused on the 

game mechanics and in-game achievements rather than the social aspects of the game, which is the focus for 

the members of BoW.  
15 RP is a common term within the gaming community and stands for role-playing which is a combination of 

improvised theatre without a script and a type of social interaction with other players where the player is 

expected to act in accordance with their character. When they are playing rather than as themselves (Rollings 

and Adams 2003, p.347). This activity is a large part of WoW and there are game-servers dedicated to this 

specific purpose where players are expected to be role-playing when they are active. RP servers usually fall 

under the PvE category as well, this means that the players mainly fight against their environment, animals, 

plants and none player characters for example (Bartle 2004, p.406). Players can still challenge one another or 

participate in gladiator games, but unless you actively consent to a direct confrontation with another player 

they do not have to fight other players. 
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well as using available tools, they can chose when to optimize their characters for raiding 

and when to create a character just for the pleasure of role-playing it. 

“# Not all tanks!” - Duskington 09-04-2017 GV 

The three roles in a raiding party all have their prejudices connected to them and 

the gamers who play them. A common prejudice about healers is that it is the role most 

suited for women to play and the joke about a man wanting his partner to play WoW mostly 

because he needs a healer rather than desiring to share an interest with her, is a common 

one within the gaming community. In BoW there are currently five healers, four of these 

characters are played by women and one is played by a man. Nien (14-04-2017 IT), one of 

the healers said that even though every class takes time to learn how to play well. She would 

claim that playing healer is different from playing tank or DPS because the player 

constantly have to use their judgement. Tanks and DPS players can, to some extent rotate 

between spells16 and abilities on a regular interval. Healers not only have to keep track of 

their spells, abilities and mana17 but the enemies as well so that they can respond to the 

party’s needs. They have to be proactive as well as reactive at the same time. The healers 

need to juggle the time they have and the needs of the party as well as the individual 

characters when prioritising who to heal, how much and how quickly. All of this whilst 

making sure not to get killed themselves and keeping track of their mana. 

During a group voice-chat after a raid the players talked about why the played their 

different roles, during this discussion the players were all in agreement that the role that 

they themselves where not playing, were the one or ones hardest to master. They elaborated 

by explaining that it is common for a player to get used to a certain way of playing and it 

is not unusual that a player continue to play one type of character and role in the raiding 

party once they have learned to play it. It is in their experience unusual for a player to be 

good at playing more than one of the three roles. Although they do know individuals who 

do, they are rare. It is believed by the players that the individual’s actual personality and 

character in the ‘actual’ world will affect what kind of character and role the player choose 

to play in the ‘virtual’ world (Alfos, Duskington, Duwal, Hollyé, Ise, Remoute, Shantri, 

Udine and Unna 25-04-2017 GV). One of my informants even went so far during a later 

conversation, as to say that he felt that it was against his “nature” to stand back and act as 

                                                 
16 Spells are magical abilities that the characters use for different purposes. 
17 Mana is a renewable but also depletable energy source used to cast spells (Taylor 2006, p. 163) 
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healer rather than tank or DPS. He simultaneously pointed out that it might be because he 

is not used to it (Duwal 11-05-2017 IT). Regardless of which role or class the player choose 

to play they demand time and effort to master. The player also need to be adaptable since 

the classes are regularly updated and altered when new expansions to the game is released. 

This means that the players have to some extent re-learn how to play their character on a 

regular basis. 

 

2.2 Co-operation Through Communication 

This section will shortly introduce the reader to how the members of the guild communicate 

with one another when they are playing, and how that communication affects their 

capability to co-operate. The Band of Wayfarers communication is somewhat ambiguous 

in its nature; it flows back and forth between a happy chaotic banter with sly remarks, jokes 

and discussions about game mechanics and intense concentrated silence when all you hear 

on the voice-chat is keys on keyboards being pressed. During the fieldwork I experienced 

that communication over a voice-chat with a group of people, is not like talking to several 

people at once in a room. On the chat, every layer of sound is stacked on top of one another, 

rather than blending like they do in a room. All sounds also come from the same direction, 

which means that you cannot sort out the irrelevant information as easily. Because of this, 

it is important that the players keep unnecessary communication to a minimum whilst in 

the middle of complicated fights. 

 

2.2.1 A Typical Raid in Azeroth 

During a typical raid the fights would start with the raid leader Duwal explaing the tactics 

and answer question from the party concerning the game mechanics of the fight. After that 

he usually steps back and the tanks are the ones who actually decide when to attack. When 

Duskington and Remoute has decided on who should draw the bosses attention18 they do a 

count down so that the party has time to prepare and then the actual battle starts. During 

the battle Unna is the one who calls out most of the game mechanics that will interfere with 

                                                 
18 They draw the boss’s attention to themselves by using a game mechanic called ‘taunting’. By using this 

mechanic they can shift the bosses attention and therefore also the attacks that the boss performs between 

themselves. 
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the fight, for example reminding the players not to stand in certain areas, perform certain 

task and direct the party towards certain enemies. 

This is partially because Duwal plays a melee character and therefore do not have 

the same overview of the battle as Unna has with her ranged character, but mainly because 

she does a good job of directing the party, a skill that was openly recognized by the players. 

Other players might be called upon to keep an eye out for specific things during some of 

the fights. Nien (14-04-2017 IT) explained this division of labour to be because ”I[t] makes 

it better if it doesn’t come from the same person, the raid stops paying attention. They get 

used to the voice I guess” Also by giving different players responsibility for different tasks, 

the players who listen are more likely to know if the information is aimed at them.  

 

2.2.2 Learning by Doing 

“# All tanks!” - Remoute 10-05-2017 

Since the communication between the players is vital for the party’s success it is also of 

interest to note when there is a distinct absence of communication. During fights 

Duskington and Remoute who fill the roles as tanks in BoW, rarely speak to one another in 

longer sentences than four words. Unless, either of the players is showing clear signs of 

fatigue or being unfocused. The majority of their communication is for the benefit of the 

healers so that they can plan their actions rather than informing one another what they are 

about to do. Duskington and Remoute have slightly different explanations for these 

phenomena, their long experience of gaming together as well as playing tanks together. Has 

to some extent taught them how to ‘read’ one another through the game and the tone of 

their voices (Duskington 26-04-2017, 27-04-2017 IT and Remoute 03-05-2017). 

They have also extensive knowledge about their respective characters and classes 

and can therefore plan their tactics, to some extent independent of the groups. Since their 

job is to take damage, rotate the bosses’ attention between themselves, not die and move 

the boss from one part of the battleground to another when needed. They are doing these 

tasks to some extent independent of the group, but at the same time highly dependent of 

the other players and the roles that they fill. It is important to point out that none of the 

players in the party can be totally independent or indifferent to the rest of the party’s tactics. 

Healers for example need to have good insight in the tactics for both DPS and tanks since 

they need to be able to respond to the events that are going to happen, not only to the things 
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that are happening. For example the healers need to know when the boss will deal out a lot 

of damage in a short period of time. If the healers are not prepared for that characters might 

die as a result. The three roles in the party complement one another and there is no objective 

way of determining which role is the ‘best’ or most ‘important’ in the party since they are 

all dependent on one another. 

 

2.3 Friendships that Crosses the Borders of the ‘Virtual’ and the ‘Actual´ 

“The Band of Wayfarers is really a guild made of friends, friends of 

friends, and random encounters… Many people join us just to PvE or RP 

with us just for a day, and then never leaves.” 

- Maxwell 18-04-2017 IT 

The Members of the Band of Wayfarers come from a wide variety of backgrounds and 

countries including the United Kingdoms, Greece, Norway, Ireland, Finland and Sweden. 

The members work with everything from costumer service to cooking for the elderly and 

teaching (Eeri 26-04-2017 IV; Nien 14-04-2017 IT and Udine 07-05-2017 GT). Despite 

their geographic distance and their different personalities the members form a close-knit 

group, who know each other both in the ‘virtual’ and the ‘actual’ world. Golub (2015, 

pp.40-41) claims that who the person behind the screen is in the ‘actual’ world matters. 

Since the ‘virtual’ and the ‘actual’ persona are not mutually exclusive of one another. For 

the members of BoW this is a very tangible fact, the member’s routinely describe the guild 

as a ‘community’ and when talking about the other players they usually refer to them as 

‘friends’ rather than accentuating the ‘virtual’ aspects of the space where the friendship is 

expressed and reproduced (Duskington 26-04-2017 IT ; Duwal 14-04-2017 IT, 24-04-2017 

IT ; Maxwell 20-04-2017 IT and Nien 14-04-2017 IT). 

The possibilities of technology have not only brought the world to the consumer’s 

living room, it has also made it possible for the consumer to stay there. Timmermans (2015, 

pp.281-282, 284) argues that modern technology makes it possible for people to isolate 

themselves from human interaction in the ‘actual’ world and instead communicate through 

social media. But despite the fact that technology and internet is such a large part of daily 

life, it can still be considered somewhat controversial to have a social life that is mainly 

conducted online. Eeri (26-04-2017 IV) has a long experience of a largely electronic social 

life and according to her can online games be a “good way of spending time with people 
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when you don´t have ‘normal’ routines.” (Eeri 26-04-2017 IV). Seen from this perspective 

the online community is also an option for those who are unable or unwilling to make 

themselves understood or interact with others in the ‘actual‘ world (Eeri 26-04-2017 IV). 

This is a notion that reconnects to the earlier statement that the online gaming community 

has the potential to be a space where individuals can meet on a more equal basis, less 

restricted by physical capabilities (see: Ch. 2.1). 

Relationships and interaction between individuals can, and are according to ‘Eerie’ 

(26-04-2017 IV) affected and shaped by the nature of the space where the interaction 

occurs. But it is also shaped by the individuals who are part of it. Eeri (26-04-2017 IV) has 

been playing WoW since late 2004 and has been a member of several guilds, but also 

several types of guilds. In her experience, it is more common for guilds that focus on role-

playing and the social aspects of online gaming to talk about and eventually arrange guild 

meetings in the ‘actual’ world. Dedicated raiding guilds and guilds who have a heavier 

focus on PvP19 are in her experience a lot less likely to even mention a meeting in the 

‘actual’ world. The members of those guilds appears to her to be more interested in playing 

with good players, which means players who know the game mechanics, rather than 

hanging out with nice people. 

In BoW there is a heavier focus on personal chemistry and several of the members 

of BoW have not only met in the ‘actual’ world they also plan to do so again. The members 

are, whilst this thesis is being written planning a guild meeting where the members will 

meet in the ‘actual’ world. When I made inquiries about the frequency of this type of 

interaction between the members Ise, Dolly and Udine (07-05-2017 GT) informed me that 

in this guild, meetings and ‘real life’ events are not uncommon on a regional basis. But 

larger meetings involving members from several countries are rarer. Members who live 

close to one another and who are friends in the ‘actual’ world are more likely to meet up 

for dinners and board games on a regular basis. 

                                                 
19 PvP stands for Player versus Player, this form of play also have their own WoW servers and it is a more 

confrontational type of play compared to the RP and PvE. In PvP it is possible to attack other player’s avatar 

and test your skills against theirs (Bartle 2004, p.407). 
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Chapter Three. Discussion 

This section will tie together the first and second chapter by analysing the ethnographic 

material within the frames of the terms introduced in the first chapter. The chapter will be 

focusing on the tensions that can develop between a group’s social structure and the social 

organisation. And will also delve deeper into the relationship between the ‘virtual’ and the 

‘actual’ aspects of communication and how the players use these to interact with one 

another. 

3.1 Ludic Culture Balancing Between Social Structure and Social Organisation 

The members of BoW have a playful interaction with one another whilst being occupied 

with this ludic part of their life; their banter is easy and relaxed, at least on the surface. As 

with all social interaction there are tensions within the group. One point of friction that 

surfaced during my field study was the question about how the guild should pursue raiding. 

Viewed from a perspective of social structure, the guild has a set of rules that covers the 

social and practical issues of raiding. The rules are: Respect the other players and respect 

the other player’s time. Do not chatter during boss fights. Tactics are explained by one 

person at a time and the rest keep quiet. Do not complain about the things that we cannot 

change. If you “pull it you tank it”20 and if you do not follow the rules you will be warned, 

and if you repeat the offense you will be kicked from the raid for the night. These rules 

apply to everyone, including the raid leader and their assistants (Duwal 13-05-2017 IT). 

Although these rules could be viewed more as guidelines than rules they still shape how 

the guild raid. At the same time the raiding is also affected by social factors which 

sometimes lead to conflicts of interest. 

During my fieldwork one such event of note took place. In this case the social 

organisation and the social structure partially collided. The ideal within the guild is that all 

members are welcome to join the raids, but in practice this has meant that members 

sometimes join the raid despite their characters not being properly equipped21 to pull their 

own weight in the party. The minimum amount of players needed for raiding is ten, every 

                                                 
20 This means that if a player initiates a fight with a boss that player also has to be prepared to take the position 

as tank in that fight. This rule discourage players from starting fights that they will be unable to finish and 

saves the tanks from having to jump into fights unprepared to save other players who are getting into trouble. 
21 A character in WoW has something called ‘item level’ which is an indicator of how good gear the character 

has. It is not however a measurement of how well suited the gear is for the role that the character is filling 

whilst raiding. 
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additional player that is added to the party after that affects the enemies, giving them more 

hit-points22 and they also do more damage to the played characters which makes them 

harder to defeat23. Experienced players with properly equipped characters can ‘carry’ a 

character who is not properly equipped through the raid or an instance in order for them to 

gather the equipment they need, without much effort. It is however a delicate balance and 

this puts strain on the players who put a lot of time and effort into raiding or running 

instances with the guild and curating their gear. 

During the later parts of the fieldwork I also noticed that the players who had not 

been actively raiding with the guild during the earlier parts of the field study, or did so less 

frequently were less likely to fall into the rhythm that the other participants found during 

the fights. Raiding in WoW can be done on three levels of difficulty, normal, heroic and 

mythic. When the field study begun the raiding party had managed to get halfway through 

the raid called ‘Night Hold’ in the in-game town of Suramar on the normal difficulty 

(Duwal 22-05-2017 GT). Later they moved on to the next difficulty. Which meant that the 

late joining players not only had to learn the game mechanics of the fights, they also had to 

learn them on a higher difficulty. Their lower performance rate does not make them bad 

players, it simply recognises that they did not have as much practice as the players who had 

been there more frequently. The newer players were less likely to know what to expect 

from the fight, and from themselves. They were also less likely to be properly equipped for 

the fights since they had not participated in the earlier segments of the raid. 

The situation that unfolded was based on the divide between the two types of raiders 

within the BoW, casual raiders who are raiding mostly because it is fun, and the more 

dedicated ones who have more interest in making progress in the raid than the casual 

raiders. When the ratio between dedicated and casual players in the raiding party becomes 

imbalanced, it creates social friction within the group. The more dedicated raiders were 

disappointed because the party did not make as much progress as they had done earlier due 

to the dedicated players ‘carrying’ a heavier burden of the inexperienced players. The 

casual players on the other hand were struggling with the difficult game mechanics of the 

fights. This friction escalated into a discussion about the guilds rules concerning raiding 

                                                 
22 Hit-points are a number that indicates the characters and their enemies’ health. When a character reach zero 

hit-points they, generally but not always, die (Taylor 2006, p.163). 
23 This is called ’scaling’, the purpose of this game mechanic is to prevent players from abusing the system 

by creating large groups who can easily take down a boss if they have a fixed amount of hit-points (Duwal 

11-04-2017 GT). 
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and above all, respect. This later resulted in the publication of a list of elements that the 

raiding leader thought that the players who participate in the raids needed to improve 

(Duwal 17-05-2017 GT). This list contains several points that refers back not only to the 

social structure of raiding which are the formal rules, but also the social organisation and 

what the participants actually when they are raiding. 

The first point is a simple reminder that every member of the raiding party should 

read the rules that they as a group have decided on. This is a simple and straightforward 

remainder that there is a social structure that the guild has decided upon and that the 

members who choose to participate in the raiding party should respect and follow. There 

are several points on the list that all touch upon the theme of respect, reminders that the 

participants should take the few seconds needed to let the others know if they will be 

participating in the raid and showing the other players the courtesy by being on time and 

being prepared to raid when you get there. This also involves making sure that your 

character has the proper equipment, a high enough item level and making sure that you 

have all the  consumables24 that your character will need during the raid. These preparations 

also involves looking up the tactics beforehand, attending the raid with their best character 

and every player knowing their character as well as what is expected of them and their role 

in the party. These guidelines can appear to be harsh but they are also mixed up with 

encouragement. If a character has a to low item level or the player need guidance on how 

to play a certain class, the player is more than welcome to turn to their guildmates for 

guidance and assistance. Pointing out that they have access to these resources in addition 

to electronic ones. 

This list can be seen as an active attempt from the raid leader side to not only remind 

the players about the social structure that they have decided upon in the guild but also shift 

the player’s current pattern of behaviour closer to a middle point, conforming the 

individuals into a unit in order to better their collective performance, it is not only a question 

about social structure and organisation or becoming better raiders. This is a matter of 

making sure that every player has an equal chance of enjoying the raids. As well as a 

reminder to the players to use the resources that they have, mainly one another. This 

promotes not only co-operation but also encourages the players to work together in smaller 

                                                 
24 During raiding it is common for the players to use in-game resources such as potions and food in order to 

heighten their characters abilities. These resources can be bought with in-game money or produced by the 

players. 
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groups and play together outside of scheduled raiding time. Not only bettering themselves 

and their characters but the group at large since the players learn how to raid together by 

playing together. Just as the informal guild rules that prohibits the members from wearing 

pants or have fun when they are raiding these guidelines are a part of the complicated and 

often contradictive culture that governs behaviour and interaction between the players. This 

ludic part of their life and social interaction is governed by the guild rules, the rules that 

cover raiding and the social rules of their interaction. These three frameworks interact with 

one another creating the social organisation and the base for their interaction with one 

another.  

  

3.2 The Feedback-Loops Between the ‘Virtual’ and the ‘Actual’ 

During my fieldwork I was able to observe that my informants started to reflect over their 

interaction and their actions, both within the game and within the group. This made me 

more aware of the fact that I was affecting the field and how I was affecting my informants. 

This is an inevitable, but undesirable effect of the anthropologist as their own foremost 

research tool. One way in which I affected my field was by sharing some of my 

observations with my informants after a raid, when they questioned whether it was actually 

interesting for me to be there. Their main concern being that I was just listening at them 

talking and not playing with them. To this I answered that I had spent a lot of my time that 

evening listening to and noting how the conversation shifted based on how the fighting 

went and which boss-fight they were playing. 

I had noticed that during easy fights and battles that the players had played and won 

several times, the voice-chat was a chaos of sly comments, jokes and word-puns. Despite 

this they were still making fast and steady progress. But the second the battle shifted or 

they attacked a boss who required concentration, everything quieted down to a single-

minded focus, and the players became quiet only to return to happy and chaotic banter the 

second the fight was over. So in a manner of fashion it was possible to ‘read’ how the 

raiding party was doing, based on their communication, without necessarily listening to 

their words. When I shared these observations with my informants it was received in a 

positive manner, but they were also surprised and above all curious. Both in a personal 

capacity since I was making observations of their actions, but also in an interest of 

optimizing their gaming, and how these insights could be used to make the communication 
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within the raiding party more effective (23-04-2017 GV). It is worth noting that in writing 

moment, it is still unclear if this awareness about their patterns of communication has had 

any tangible effect on the effectiveness of their communication. 

“Talking to you is reality, what happens on the screen is just a game.” 

- Remoute 25-04-2017 GV 

I found it most fascinating throughout my fieldwork how the members of BoW 

almost exclusively communicate through technological means in the ‘virtual’ world, both 

when they are gaming, chatting or posting pictures of their dogs in group chats. This 

‘virtual’ connection and closeness arches into their lives in the ‘actual’ world, tying the 

two together. Eeri (26-04-2017 IV) said that one of the advantages of communication 

through an online forum is that it accessible on your terms. You can choose when to be 

online, if you come home from a long day, you can put on your sweat-pants, sit in your 

favourite chair and still be social with your best friends. Without having to leave your zone 

of comfort you can choose to talk, or not to talk with other individuals in the same situation. 

This is according to her one of the reasons why friendships that are created and reproduced 

online are no less real or close than those shaped in the ‘actual’ world. This notion is 

supported by Calleja (2015, p.213) who writes that online communication and online 

gaming can be viewed as a structured relief from the chaotic mess of the ‘actual’ world, in 

games there are clearly defined rules, goals and clear instructions that ensure success, if 

followed properly, unlike the much less certain navigation of everyday life in the ‘actual’ 

world. The experience might not occur in the ‘actual’ world but it can still be perceived 

and experienced as real by the player as they get submerged into the game and the 

experience (Cermak-Sassenrath 2015, p.105). 

Though the ‘actual’ and ‘virtual’ have several aspects in common (see: Ch. 1.3.1) 

there are also some distinct differences that affect how the player interact through the 

‘virtual’ world. One such example is how the player perceives their surroundings. Hollyé 

(25-04-2017 GV) noted during a group chat after a raid, that whilst playing in the ‘virtual’ 

world the player use their senses differently than they would do in the ‘actual’ world. For 

example, in the ‘actual’ world a person can orient ourselves with sounds, they can hear 

where other people are in the room, but when the player navigate in the ‘virtual’ world they 

use sight to find the character belonging to the player who just spoke. This creates a sense 

of ‘spaceless-ness’ or ‘roomless-ness’ in a space that can still appear to be ‘real’. Herbst 
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(2008, pp. 75-76) and Cermak-Sassenrath (2015, p.101) claim that since there is a constant 

struggle in animation and game design to make the experience as life-like as possible, or 

even better than life in some ways since the player can assert a large amount of influence 

on the events that occur on the screen. To some extent the events on the screen are already 

‘real’ since the events on the screen has the capability to affect the player’s emotions in the 

‘actual’ world. Cermak-Sassenrath (2015, pp.103-104) also points out that the ‘virtual’ 

world is not a false one, unreal or an inferior representation of the ‘actual’ world. ‘Virtual’ 

worlds are simply realistic representations of a different reality that exists within the limits 

of its own logic. It is therefore possible for the player to experience the ‘virtual’ world as 

strongly as they would the ‘actual’ or maybe even more intensely since the ‘virtual’ 

experience stimulates our senses in a different way, creating a different experience. 

 

Chapter Four. Conclusions 

The beginning of this thesis stated the research question: “How does the players in the 

World of Warcraft guild the Band of Wayfarers use the ‘virtual’ world of online gaming to 

form and reproduce their social bonds?“ This last section of the thesis will introduce a 

possible answer to that question. 

It is my conclusion based on the literature used for this thesis and the observations 

that I have observed during my fieldwork. That the events that occur in the ‘virtual’ world 

is a by-product of the ‘actual’ world, both the game mechanics and the culture created by 

the players. The players cannot leave their ‘actual’ self completely behind when they enter 

the ‘virtual’ world. In the light of this I would like to claim that players largely act, in the 

‘virtual’ world, in accordance with how they have been brought up to act in the ‘actual’ 

world. The players ‘virtual’ life can therefore be seen as an extension of their ‘actual’ life.  

Spaces, places and the lines that separate them are something that becomes 

somewhat blurred when studying ‘virtual’ worlds. Because you are in the ‘actual’ world 

and taking notes whilst sipping coffee, but at the same time you are in the ‘virtual’ world 

of the voice-chat. Talking to individuals who are sitting in their own homes in the ‘actual’ 

world, playing a ‘virtual’ game. In which they are running an instance that is its own micro-

universe amongst an endless number of multi-universes. Viewed from this perspective 

online gaming is a multi-dimensional activity that binds individuals together through space. 
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This space is being used by players to communicate with like-minded and those of 

opposing points of view. It is also an oasis where the players to some extent, can take a 

break from their lives in the ‘actual’ world. These connections also makes it possible for 

individuals to interact over long distances to meet and keep in contact with people in a 

manner that communication in the ‘actual’ world does not allow for. The ‘virtual’ world 

of online gaming allows players to meet others who share their interest and spend time with 

them in the comfort of their own homes, on their own terms. Online gaming has also a 

strong element of cooperation, especially whilst the players are raiding, these difficult task 

demands that the players communicate and work together to reach a common goal. It is 

therefore not difficult to see why this ludic part of their life can have such a strong effect 

on the players, creating long lasting friendships through the communal struggle.   
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Appendix 1. The Members of the Band of Wayfares 

This table introduces the members of BoW who was actively participating in the guilds 

raiding party between the second of April 2017 and the 16th of May 2017. The names given 

in this table is not the informants actual names, it is the names they have chosen to use 

within the game or on Discord (see: Ch. 1.4). The table also includes which class they play 

whilst raiding, their role in the raiding party, the player’s actual gender as well as notes on 

their other involvements in the running of guild and its activities. 

 

In-Game Name Class Role  Gender Role in the guild 

Duskington Druid Tank M Raid Assistant and a walking lexicon of 

knowledge on game mechanics both past 

and present. 

Remoute Death 

Knight 

Tank M  

Eeri Shaman Healer F  

Cárious Priest Healer F  

Nien Priest Healer F Raid assistant, calls out bosses abilities and 

spells. 

Hollyé Monk Healer F Hosts roleplaying events 

Cokes Priest Healer M  

Duwal Warrior DPS  M Raid leader 

Ivangelium Shaman DPS M  

Shantir Druid DPS M Acts as healer, occasionally. 

Haegr Warrior DPS M  

Maxwell Warlock DPS F Guild leader 

Unna Hunter DPS F Main communicator who direct the players 

during fights. 

Udine Warrior DPS M  

Morwad Shaman DPS M  

Jenhala Mage DPS M  

Ise Mage DPS F  

Rmoyle01 Warlock DPS M  

Erethorn Paladin DPS M Hosts roleplaying events 
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Dolly Mage DPS F  

Vandrachen Death 

knight 

DPS M  

Alfos Paladin DPS M  

 

 


