
What About the Social Space?
Preserving the cultures of virtual worlds

Edward Gloor
University of Illinois- Urbana-Champaign I-School

Where do we go from here?
A large barrier in the way of online cultural preservation 

is the End User License Agreement. As the authors of 
“Preserving Virtual Worlds” discovered, when the user owns 
their unique interactions with the world, the task of 
preservation becomes near impossible. Having preservation 
clauses in the agreements would provide in-roads for the 
necessary preservation actions to occur. In the future, it is 
imperative that preservation professionals who wish to 
preserve the heritage of the cultures that form online work 
closely with the companies that create the worlds that allow 
for their existence. Whether this looks like a partnership 
between preservation institutions and those companies, or 
going to work for these companies as a cultural 
preservationist, the necessary steps must be taken. If they are 
not, we risk losing valuable information on diverse cultures 
that have a real influence on the way that people live their 
lives, and bleed into outside cultures as well.

Ideally, historians will be able to experience these worlds 
themselves. Environment-based re-enactment made possible 
by the partnerships with the private video companies would 
be the best way to make this happen. And unless these 
games go into the public domain, it is likely that this is the 
only way that it could happen. Re-enactment would allow 
researchers to open up the worlds to a study group to see 
players interacting with each other first hand and to 
participate in those interactions as well.

Abstract
Video games are a growing part of cultural expression around 

the world. While the preservation of video games has been taking 
place for years, the preservation of the social spaces that surround 
these games has hit a roadblock. For some games this may not be 
an issue, but Massively Multiplayer Online games such as World 
of Warcraft lack an incredible amount of context without access 
to the social space.
      There is also a lack of understanding for how the preservation 
of social spaces should be defined. Is it enough to just capture 
interactions that happen within the game, or will researchers 
require forum posts from the games official website to fully 
understand the context of the game? What about communities 
that exist within the game but communicate on unofficial sites? 
This poster hopes to explore these questions, and gain the interest 
of other researchers in the process.
        

What are virtual worlds?
1. They are places and have a sense of worldness

2. Virtual worlds are multi-user in nature; they exist as shared 
social environments with synchronous communication and 
interaction. While participants may engage in solitary actions 
within them, virtual worlds thrive through co-inhabitation with 
others.

3. They are persistent: they continue to exist in some form even 
as participants log off. They can thus change while any one 
participant is absent, based on the platform itself of the activities 
of other participants.

“Future historians of virtual worlds will want to understand 
what people did in early virtual worlds, partly at the level of 
social and personal experiences, partly in terms of historical 
events such as political protests or artistic performances, and 
partly in order to understand issues of identity, law, economics, 
and governance that connect virtual world to real world 
activities” (Lowood, 2011). Records of cultural events going on 
in virtual worlds exist all over the internet. However, they exist as 
blogs and personal websites, not as professionally managed 
collections. It is possible to retrieve information from the 
Wayback Machine and the Internet Archive, but this is certainly 
not a best-bet option. Candlelight vigils, in-game marriages, and 
other community building events are happening, and are 
subsequently being lost to time. World of Warcraft hit an 
estimated peak of 12 million players in 2010,  and those players 
don’t exist alone or in a vacuum ("WoW player count 
2015-2023", 2018). They are forming teams, friendships, and 
long term romantic relationships. They’re going on to influence 
pop culture in the physical world. Future historians will want to 
understand their culture, and that starts with proper preservation.

Why does this matter?
From the Library of Congress Collection Policy:
“The Library should possess in some useful form, the records of 
other societies, past and present, and should accumulate, in 
original or in copy, full and representative collections of the 
written records of those societies and peoples whose experience is 
of most immediate concern to the people of the United States” 
("Introduction to Collections Policy Statements")

The Library of Congress, through their collection policy, and in 
their sponsorship of the paper “Preserving Virtual Worlds” has 
made it clear that these cultures have value to the historical record. 
It is important that we continue this work now. “Preserving Virtual 
Worlds” was a start, and projects of this scale need to keep 
happening to ensure the accuracy of the historical record. 

4. Virtual worlds allow participants to 
embody themselves, usually as avatars 
(even if "textual avatars," as in text-only 
virtual worlds such as MUDs), such that 
they can explore and participate in the 
virtual world (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, 
& Taylor, 2012).

What has been done?
The paper “Preserving Virtual 

Worlds” attempted to tackle the 
preservation of the entirety of Second 
Life. The team working on the paper 
recognized the value of preserving the 
social side of the game. “The value and 
meaning of a virtual world is primarily 
derived from the actions and 
interactions of its players” (McDonough 
et al., 2010). However, deciding what to 
preserve and how to preserve at the 
scale necessary was not established. 

Inspiration can be taken from the ethnographers who are 
working in virtual worlds. The definition used in this poster for 
virtual worlds comes from Ethnography and Virtual Worlds: A 
Handbook of Method. In this text we can see what the preservation 
looks like on a much smaller scale. The authors of this text suggest 
capturing four things when creating an ethnography: chat logs, 
screenshots, video, and audio (Boellstorff et al., 2012).

Chat Logs: Many MMOs allow 
players to record their chat logs 
individually, and this is the 
method that the ethnographers 
used. This could be potentially 
scaled up but the size of the chat 
logs would inevitably become a 
problem. 
Screenshots: Much like 
photographs in the physical world, 
screenshots capture a moment in 
time and allow us to see who was 
present in that moment. Privacy 
concerns can and should be 
addressed by turning off player 
names. 
Video: Capturing events live as 
they happen will allow historians 
to get a real sense of how players
interacted with one another in various situations. Ideally they 
would be able to play the game themselves, but if this is not an 
option, video alongside the ethnographic accounts will be the 
next best thing. Video also allows historians to see how 
players interacted with their own user interface.
Audio: Sound queues and music play a large role in the way 
that players interact with and perceive the world. Players often 
engage in voice chat with the other players that they are 
interacting with. Ideally this voice chat would be captured 
alongside the relevant video to provide the proper context.
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A gathering of attendees of the first academic conference held in World of Warcraft.            
By Henry Lowood.

A wedding ceremony on the Saurfang server of World of Warcraft held in 2013.

A screenshot of a custom user-interface. Players often change their interfaces to help them conquer challenging group content.


