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PREFACE

I still remember the day when I learned how to kill my Sims.

I recall having heard my brother complain about the nuisance of Sim
kids as they were wasting the resources of the family, “eating too
much”, without producing anything tangible (like money) in return.
Although they had been quite nice to have in the first place, in a
loving-couple-eventually-becoming-a-real-family sort of way, I had
soon learned that they were a big hassle. Sim kids were not that easy
to control as the adult Sims since their interaction possibilities were
much more limited, and although they were hapless, they were also
short-tempered and annoyingly cheerful. The only reasonable way to
deal with them in the end was to get rid of them.

So I set off to build pools, direct my Sim kids to take a dip, and then I
removed the ladder, watching the little children exhaust themselves to
death in the water. I ordered an irresponsible single mother to cook
for her children, without teaching her first how to do it, and soon
enough the whole kitchen was on fire. The first fire would leave
behind a half-destroyed house with three dead bodies. And once I got
a penchant for it, why would I have limited my destructive activities
to kids only? Some Sims washed their hands too many times, turned
on a light and died of electrocution. Some starved to death, or were
abducted by aliens. And for some I bought a cute little pet — with the
result of them getting ill and even dying from the Guinea Pig Disease
that was raising havoc in The Sims player community in the early
2001.

It is evident I did not only play The Sims by looking for different ways
of killing the game creatures. However, it can be argued that
experimenting on the game this way opened my eyes for the hugely
varied possibilities of play. I did not only torture my little homunculi
to death, but I also learned to utilise all kinds of cheats, tricks, and
hacks so I could create interesting scenarios in the game to amuse
myself. With my collegues, I engaged in discussions that considered



the various possibilities of seeing nude Sims in the game. Later on, I
would invite my Sim neighbours to dinner stark naked, and, of
course, make my Sims have wild sex on a bearskin in the middle of
the living room around the time they should have been going to work.

I first heard about The Sims after its launch, in a television programme
that dealt with the unprecedented idea of having other than purely
heterosexual human characters in a computer game. After I started
playing it, I got hooked up very quickly and eventually stayed up all
night catering to the needs of my dear little Sims nearly at the expense
of my own. What I ended up developing between 2002-05 was a
gaming habit that could be termed as a kind of addiction: I spent
countless hours, at work and home, downloading custom content
from the internet for my game and then testing it. Eventually I also
started making my own game objects, gradually getting more and
more immersed in the Sim world. In September 2004, I suddenly got
the idea of sublimating my enthusiasm for the game into an academic
dissertation.

Researching games has involved a lot of serious work and very little
frivolous play. At times it has felt like writing a PhD dissertation is an
extremely solitary activity; in hindsight, I can see that without the
help and support from a large number of people this work would not
have been completed.

First of all, I want to express my gratitude to Seija Ridell, who has not
only been a truly dedicated and supportive supervisor, but also a
compassionate fellow researcher during the process of doing this
study. She has walked with me through an unbeaten path and helped
me climb uphill. With her I have enjoyed stimulating conversations on
the subject matter, ranging from the tiniest detail to the widest of
issues. I am similarly indebted to my other supervisor, Susanna
Paasonen, who has always commented on my writings with
impeccable style and taste. I have been very lucky to have her discuss
my unfinished thoughts and help me contextualise the questions
baffling my mind. I want to extend my thanks to my two reviewers,
Mia Consalvo and Sal Humphreys, who have provided me with



practical guidance and constructive criticism that considerably helped
me push further my main arguments and finally bring this process to
an end.

My academic life started in the Department of Cultural History,
University of Turku, and although I will graduate in Media Studies it
was in Cultural History that I originally developed an interest in
audiovisual media, computers, and anything related to the internet.
After officially enrolling in academia on 1 September 1994, it was a
few days later that I found myself in the legendary Horttokuja
computer lab (open 24/7), familiarising myself with this amazing new
thing called the World Wide Web. My tutor, Tomi Vainionpaa, only
had to show me the door to cyberspace and I eagerly took the steps to
walk through it.

In the following years, I learned that Cultural History hosted a
number of people who were similarly interested in technology and
new media. My fellow cultural historian Jaakko Suominen has been a
good friend and colleague all through these years, and I have always
enjoyed spending time and doing ‘projects’” with him. Around the
turn of the Millennium I had the pleasure of becoming a member of
the "Techno’ research group led by Hannu Salmi. For a long time now,
I have been a secret admirer of Hannu for not only his dedication to
research but also for his sweet personality. I also have fond memories
of engaging in conversations with my other colleagues from the
‘Information Technology in Finland after WW2: The Actors and Their
Experiences’ research project — Jussi Parikka, Petri Paju, and Petri
Saarikoski — all of whom have contributed to my understanding of
technology, especially in its national and cultural contexts. At some
point I shared an office in the Department with Paavo Oinonen, who
was never really into new media, but who patiently put up with my
internet enthusiasm on a daily basis. He also taught me the
importance of ctrl+s for which I am eternally grateful.

Since 2002, my homebase has been the Department of Media Studies
at the same university. Juha Wakonen has been a dear friend for many
years now, being there when needed. With him I have had the



opportunity to take plunges in media culture as well as share exciting
IRL experiences. Katariina Kyrold has provided me with such support
and friendship that I cannot imagine how I could have pulled myself
through this without her. Mari Pajala has always set a good example
of how to do ambitious research but still remain firmly in touch with
the pleasures of life. In the contexts of Media Studies and Digital
Culture I have had the joy of engaging in inspiring exchanges of
thoughts with brilliant academics such as Pasi Valiaho, Ilona
Hongisto, Raine Koskimaa, Hannu Nieminen, and Tommi Rompotti
on a number of occasions.

Another context for my work in Finland has been Elomedia, the
Graduate School for Audiovisual Media, which has been lead by the
University of Art and Design in Helsinki. Its doctoral research group
has opened my eyes to the appreciation of media art, in particular. In
association with this group I especially want to thank my colleague
Sari Elfving for her support and understanding. In Helsinki I have
enjoyed the company of many wonderful people, such as Aki
Jarvinen, Sonja Kangas, and Ville Lavonius, who have endured
listening to my theories on game cultures and talking about my crazy
research ideas. I want to thank Jussi Ahlroth for providing a novel
public platform for discussing games. My most recent work
environment is the former Hypermedia Laboratory (now Department
of Information Studies and Interactive Media) at the University of
Tampere, where I currently enjoy working with Frans Mayra, Jaakko
Stenros, Olli Sotamaa, and Annakaisa Kultima. All of these people
continue to inspire me while I keep dreaming about the future.

For almost three years now I have led a second life in Amsterdam, the
Netherlands, which has acted as the scene for the most intense
experiences in my life so far. When I first arrived, Mervi Pantti
provided me with invaluable support and helped me navigate
through Dutch bureaucracies. The other personal saviour and angel in
my life has been Barbara Abatino, who has not only helped me live
through writing a dissertation but who continues to impress me every
day with her wisdom. I have been fortunate to share a house with a
person whose attitude and problem-solving skills are bound to



advance things in the right direction. Timo Kauppi has always done
his best to keep me in touch with reality, even at times when I have
been unable to appreciate it. Kennet Granholm has provided me with
great entertainment, especially BtVS recordings, when badly needed.
Meeting The Sims modder Don Hopkins accidentally in a bar in
Amsterdam led me to believe that miracles do happen. I am similarly
happy I met Kim de Vries, who is not only an esteemed colleague, but
also a close friend now.

During my Amsterdam years it has been very exciting to take a peek
at media and communication research conducted at Universiteit van
Amsterdam. In ASCoR, I was fortunate to join the game research club
led by Jeroen Jansz and Ed Tan, together with Joyce Neys, Mirjam
Vosmeer, and Jeroen Lemmens. In Media Studies at UvA, my dear
friends David Nieborg and René Glas never cease to amaze me with
their deep insight on game cultures and the media. To me, our vivid
conversations ranging from the operations of journalism to the
peculiarities of the Dutch have always been a great pleasure. David
also bought me coffee, commented on this manuscript, and helped me
focus my arguments, for which I am very grateful. Similarly, I want to
thank Joyce Goggin, who read my text and approved of my English.

I am most indebted to my peer Mirko Tobias Schafer, without whom
this dissertation would not have materialised. He carried the torch
and guided me through the textual quagmire of a battleground for
fighting this beast. He was there for pleasure and pain. I cannot thank
him enough for pushing me over the edge.

Finally, I must acknowledge my family, who has seen the worst of me
during the past years — yet, they have been supportive and
understanding in every situation. My little brother Timo lent me the
original game discs on which this research is based (yes, I know, I still
have them). My sister Henna aided with getting my footnotes sorted,
and my father Jukka assisted in the final stages of getting this thing
over with. Naturally, my mother Sirkka-Liisa always helped in every
which way she could. I want to thank you all with the deepest
affection.



I INTRODUCTION: TINKERING WITH THE SIMS

1.1. Theory and practice of modding

1.1.1. The exceptionality of The Sims

Because of the open-ended creative freedom that players experience with the
game, The Sims has universal appeal like no other game franchise. We thank
players everywhere for their creativity, sense of humor and strong sense of

community that has made The Sims the cultural phenomenon it is today.!

The Sims is a curious computer game, and yet it has been a global
crossover success. It is especially strange in the context of the
mainstream of games and game genres. The Sims (Maxis/Electronic
Arts, 2000; The Sims 2, 2004) has been termed a strategic life-
simulation, a lifestyle simulator, an IKEA game and a virtual doll’s
house where the player’s task is to provide little Al-controlled
humanoid characters, Sims, with a house, household items and
furnishings, and follow the daily activities of these virtual people.? The
Sims also looks and feels like an exceptional game: its actual gameplay
consists of orchestrating the Sims’ everyday lives by directing their
paths, choices and relationships. Arguably, due to the accessibility of
its thematic and gameplay, The Sims has attracted millions of players
worldwide, among them a number of people who, prior to its
introduction, were not involved in playing digital games at all.
Interestingly enough, it is still not, after eight years of its introduction,
rivalled by other game titles of the same design or composition — in
other words, its success has not yet been duplicated.3

The Sims cannot easily be considered a regular game because it
features subject matter, ways of interaction, characters and viewpoints

1 Nancy Smith, President of The Sims Label, quoted in Electronic Arts press release,
“The Sims celebrates 100 million sold worldwide.”

2 When referring to the game I use capital letters and italics (The Sims), and when to
game characters, I talk about ‘the Sims.’

3 See the interview with Will Wright on his new game Spore in Croal 2008.
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that cannot straightforwardly be identified to replicate the militarised
masculinity often regarded to characterise the field of digital games.*
It was one of the first major releases, backed up by a considerable
publicity campaign that, from the start, was not targeted primarily at
male players. It was not explicitly directed towards the female or any
specific age group, either. It is likely that the developers hoped it
would attract all kinds of players thus broadening the player base —
which it indeed did.® The result of this is that The Sims has earned the
title of the most successful PC game in history, and for quite some
time now, the whole series of The Sims games has been holding the
third position in the list of global best-selling game franchises of all
time.®

The Sims instantly became a success after its publication, and it also
got rather positive recognition in the gaming press, despite the fact
that some of its characteristic features such as graphics were already
slightly outdated when it was launched.” Its commercial success has
later on been regarded a proof of the idea that in games, good
interaction design and playability mechanics are ultimately much
more important than fancy graphics.® The system of object orientation
in The Sims clearly works well for the modelling of the domestic ‘real
life’ it portrays, and its designers succeeded in creating a balance

4 By “militarized masculinity” Kline et al. refer to a self-amplifying cultural channel
or groove which interactive gaming has cut itself mainly by concentrating on game
design practices that produce strongly gender-coded scenarios of war, conquest and
combat. It is also the result of the industry’s ongoing negotiations with its young,
male hardcore player base. Kline, Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter 2003, 247-248,
passim.

5 Will Wright has in fact pointed out in an interview that the developers consciously
aimed at a genderwise balanced player-base. See Becker 2001.

6 “List of best-selling video game franchises.”

7 The importance of graphics to the review of digital games is especially visible in
game journalism and other game-related writings in the popular press. The
prevalence of the idea of the graphical element being perhaps the most important
dimension of a digital game is illustrated in, for instance, Burnham’s definition of a
video game as “an electronic game played by manipulating images on a video
screen”, as well as in the tendency of game history publications to concentrate on
the visuals of past games. See Burnham (ed.) 2003; Demaria & Wilson 2003.

8 Herz 2001.



between the various novel functions of the game. As game researcher
Mia Consalvo summarises, its interactive mechanism is easy to learn
but hard to master.® The key aspects in the gameplay of The Sims are
realised through its intuitive graphical user interface, the built-in
‘construction set’ (the creation of characters as well as the Build and
Buy modes which always had advanced drag-and-drop mechanics) as
well as the point-and-click method of directing the characters’ actions.
Also the “architectural” qualities of The Sims have been praised in
many occasions.

What was also different in The Sims, at the time of its introduction,
was the sociability of its characters, as many of the activities the Sims
performed were inherently social in nature. Sims could engage in
deep conversations in their own language, Simlish,’® or dance the
tango together if the right music was playing; or, they could share a
passionate kiss and be soon headed for an intense romance.
Socialising was also considered important for advancing in the ranks
of occupations in the game, and many of its players still regard
maintaining Sim relationships as the most important aspect of
gameplay. When a Sim would come across another Sim, the first thing
they would do is greeting, and only after some conversing the player
could choose from more options of interaction, depending on their
personalities, interests, moods and relationship statuses. Many game
objects were also designed to support social interaction and group
activities in ways that had not really been seen in mainstream games
before The Sims.

The Wikipedia page about The Sims summarises its gameplay as thus:
“The only real objective of the game is to organise the Sims’ time to

9 Consalvo 2003a, 10.

10 Simlish is a fictional language, inspired by real languages like Ukrainian, Tagalog
and Navajo, and specifically created for The Sims. Simlish was designed to be
“understood” by a speaker of any language, and therefore it uses the human voice
to express the Sims’ emotions through the tone of voice and other paralinguistic
cues. In The Sims, Simlish can be heard from television or stereo systems, or when
the Sims converse. Simlish has also inspired many players to interprete or create
encyclopaedic recollections of it.



help them reach personal goals.”"! Another way to describe the
objective of its gameplay would be to emphasise the player’s personal
goals of playing The Sims. The Sims is a game that allows for multiple
play styles and preferences, acting more like a underlaying
foundation or a platform for all kinds of constructive (or destructive)
processes the player wishes to engage in. It is not a game in the
traditional sense of the word, unless the player wants to bring in
elements that are generally regarded as the essential features of
(digital) gameplay, such as the adoption of specified rules and goals, a
system of character level-up and particular conditions for winning
and losing.

I suggest that a large part of The Sims’s appeal is based on the fact that
it succeeds particularly well at performing on the levels of both
simulation (based on the ruleset of the game, or the combination of its
aesthetics and game mechanics) and game (the actualisation of these
simulative qualities through gameplay). In addition to that, its
“toyish” quality or its malleability as a digital entity allows the
players to practically choose or create the stylistic, thematic and game
functions (rulesets) that they want to play around with.!? There is no
one way of playing The Sims, but each player may create her own
preferences and bend the rules of play to her own liking.'® It is clear in
many ways that the game was designed for tinkering and
experimentation.'* For example, Will Wright, the creator of The Sims,
has stated that his favourite ways of playing the game involved
“testing the limits of the behavior engine and designing cool
houses”.’s

11”The Sims.”

12 Laukkanen 2005, 66-68.

13 According to J.C.Herz, The Sims “succeeds tremendously because it allows players
with different agendas to interact as consumers, producers, mavens and community
leaders and to reap rewards for all of these activities.” Herz 2001.

14 In a recent study of gameplay and modding, “tinkering” is considered an essential
part of learning to use software, as well as developing it. Tinkering in the context of
this work is similarly considered to consist of playing with modding tools, seeing
how they work, and developing goals incrementally. See Hayes & King 2009.

15 “Sims.com chat transcript.”
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The aesthetic style of its representation, the expressiveness and
sociability of the Sims as well as the flexibility of the mechanics of
play have made The Sims a hit among heterogeneous groups of
people. Around the time of its launch, Ted Friedman, a well-respected
writer of video games, proclaimed that its adaptability was likely to
transform game developers’ idea of what successful games should be
like.!® In a similar vein, game researcher Andrew Stapleton has been
quoted comparing The Sims with reality TV shows like Big Brother in a
webzine article:

The Sims has the same sense of voyeurism by putting the players in a position
of omnipotence within the game world, allowing them to create environments
and situations, observe the consequences, and then ultimately decide whether

to respond to the events faced by the characters.”

By suggesting that the player should adopt the position of a God The
Sims invites her to construct a game world and then take
responsibility for her creation. Due to the initial elasticity and
pliability of the game code as well as the game engine it is obvious
that there is great divergence in the play practices of The Sims.

The specific characteristics of The Sims warrant a study that situates
the game not only in the context of digital games and playing but also
explores it as a kind of toy or a base for various sorts of performances
not traditionally included in the analyses of gaming or play cultures at
all. Hence I think it is important to ask, on the one hand, how The Sims
functions as a setting for its players’ play and performative practices
and, on the other hand, in what ways the players use the game and
modify it in order to make it work better for their purposes. In other
words, in this work my research setting is dual, as I am interested in
both what The Sims allows its players to do, and what the players
accomplish to do with the game engine and all the related
components of the game.!

16 Friedman cit. in Kline, Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter 2003, 270.

17 Davies 2004.

18 A “game engine’ refers to the core software component that provides the
technologies which the games needs in order to run. The core functionalities of a
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The Sims has been a success story with hugely varied groups of people
— and not only the predominantly male hard-core gamers — and as I
proposed above, the preferences and play styles of these players differ
greatly. My point of departure is the assumption that the adaptability
and versatility of The Sims gameplay figure importantly among the
key factors behind its success. On the other hand, I think that the
success of a game cannot be explained by its intrinsic characteristics
only; that is why I have decided to concentrate on analysing play and
looking at players instead of producing a painstaking description of
the inherent features of The Sims game an sich. I am primarily
interested in what players do with the game, and I intend to study
their uses and possible misuses of the game code. This work is
therefore concentrated on providing a snapshot of a “socio-culture” of
gaming, which is necessarily backed up by analysing the game code
through its scripts and affordances, as well.” Let it be noted, however,
that I am not doing an anthropologic or an ethnographic study where
acknowledging the differences between actual Sims players would be
essential for my analysis. Instead, the primary point of reference
through which I intend to study the dialectic of game and play is the
player activity known as modification or ‘modding’.

Modding refers to various ways of extending and altering officially
released computer games, their graphics, sounds and characters, with
custom-produced content. Modding can also mean creating new game
mechanics and new gameplay levels (maps) to the point where the
original game transforms into a completely new title.* A ‘modding

game engine include, for example, a renderer (rendering engine) for graphics, a
physics engine, sound, scripting, animation, Al, streaming and networking.

19 The concept of script in technology-related studies refers to the power of machines
and media apparati to define other actors’ (most importantly, people’s) relation to
themselves. A related concept is affordance, which similarly denotes possibilities and
constraints for the users’ actions. These terms do not only characterise individual
actor’s usage situation, but they also take part in the social construction of
technology-related knowledge and its material conditions.

Cf. Akrich 1992; Dant 1999; Kallinikos 2002; Norman 1998.

20 The most famous example of this is the Half-Life mod Counter-Strike, which was
sold separately as a new game. The creation of new game titles through modding
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scene’ refers to the collaborative internet networks that players use to
share the resources for modding (tools, programmes, tutorials, FAQ'’s
and general help) and their creations (mods) with other enthusiasts.
Modders are usually interested in a number of games, and the
modding skills which have been learned from working on a particular
game are often transferable to modding also other titles. Nevertheless,
it can be said that each game has its own modding scene.?! This is
especially true to The Sims modding, which is a hugely popular and
relatively unparallelled form of collaborative action, particularly
among female players, taking place on and via the internet.

Modding The Sims consists of creating and altering game contents by
using various kinds of software tools. Designing new outfits for game
characters, or ‘skinning’, has been a popular modding practice at least
since the launch of The Sims Creator in 2002 as part of The Sims Deluxe
Edition bundle; in that programme, skin files were saved as bitmaps,
which meant that they could be freely edited with any graphics
software. Today, common paint programmes such as Photoshop are
used to create new clothing and accessories for Sims, and new game
objects are similarly designed with low polygon modellers like
Milkshape 3D. New neighbourhood terrain maps can be created with
SimCity. In addition to numerous player-created tools there are also
official utilities, such as Homecrafter Plus, which allows players to
customise their home features (floor and wall coverings), and the
basic Body Shop that lets players create their own Sims by using a
predetermined set of physical attributes and personality traits.
Alongside these kinds of tools, there is content management software
that is needed for keeping the mods in order and sharing them on the
internet.?

Modding can be regarded as a social activity in more than one ways;
in modding, the player’s agency “extends beyond an instantiation of

combines the creative efforts of players into the industrial logic of game
development and therefore it is an issue that would merit a study of its own.
21 Laukkanen 2005, 15.

22 Hayes & King 2009.



the designer’s agency to the authorship of a new artifact. These
artifacts, in turn, become vessels of the player’s agency, and play a key
role in the social validation of their role as authors.”? As the
adaptability and versatility of The Sims games have made them
popular with very different kinds of people, there is great variation in
the mods and modding forums as well. The Sims has been a huge
global success, and there are groups of modders with all kinds of
special, regional and national characteristics. Issues concerning
ethnicity and sexual identity considerably shape the modding arena,
too. However — despite the initial flexibility of the game code —
gender, age, race or nationality do not figure in the modding scene in
any uncomplicated way; there seem to be tendencies to suppress other
than mainstream, white, heterosexual and conformist ideas and
expressions also in The Sims modding community, as I will later
demonstrate.

Due to the diverse online sociability of The Sims modding scene it is
fruitful to approach the modding practices through analyses of
various kinds of web resources containing custom-made game
characters, in-game objects and furnishing items, as well as
modifications of the suburban domestic space through elements
intended for housing, gardening, transportation, and so on. In this
work I will use both both large-scale, collectively maintained web
resources as well as individual players” websites that distribute and
discuss The Sims mods. The modding resources I have analysed have
been accessed more or less regularly, and they date from between
2000-2008 (see The Sims site list in the References section).

The Sims modding scene is interestingly characterised by the fact that
it does not really show signs of slowing down — instead it continues to
evolve partly because The Sims players have not had any alternative
game platform for the kind of activities that they are interested in
engaging in.?* The fact that most of The Sims modders create small

23 Poremba 2003a, 1-2.
24 Although there are resources that catalogue the available modding sites and
utilities, it has been common for The Sims mod pages to sport links,
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add-ons has similarly affected the organisation of the modding scene.
Although there is a level of specialisation among The Sims modders,
there are no total conversion mods® which would have sparked their
distinct development environments in their own TC communities.
Another consequence of this is that most of The Sims mods have been
distibuted as small files, suitable for sharing on the modders’ personal
webpages.?

However small it may be in scale, even the most basic modding
requires the player to understand the elements of graphical content,
file types and structures, file packaging methods for uploading and
downloading, as well as file export and import mechanisms.” It is no
wonder that many collective internet forums have been developed to
aid with the practicalities of modding. Currently the most prominent
collective internet sites for The Sims modding are The Sims Resource
(http://thesimsresource.com, TSR), and Mod The Sims
(http://modthesims2.com). TSR was opened in August 1999 — that is,
before the actual release of the game — and it currently (by early 2009)
hosts 2.2 million members and some 680 000 mods. Mod the Sims has
close to a million registered users. Both of these sites feature traits of a
kind of semi-professionalism that has been considered particularly
typical to The Sims modding scene. One indication of that is TSR
requiring paid subsription for full access to their mod archives and
tools.?

In addition to mods and modding sites, I will also analyse mod-
related texts on the internet in this study. The online texts associated

recommendations, and even specific community-voted awards to their affiliate sites.
In the early 2000s The Sims modding was concentrated in the community service
Yahoo Groups, which offers the fans a forum for discussions, file sharing, image
galleries and link listings. Some of the custom content and modding tools have also
been shared via general file hosting services such as FilePlanet and SourceForge. See
Laukkanen 2005, 68, 72-73.

%5 ‘Total conversion’ refers to the transformation of a game release into a new title.

26 Laukkanen 2005, 71.

% Hayes & King 2009.

28 Laukkanen 2005, 70.



with modding are multiform and diverse — they range from
convoluted player board discussions to technical and tightly
structured modding tutorials. While writing this study, I have also
exceedingly used Wikipedia and various The Sims game wikis as
reference material. This has been a necessity since the most accurate,
wide-ranging and profound information considering games can be
found online, especially on the kinds of collectively updated and
monitored web resources such as wikis.? And what has naturally
been key in analysing the functionality of mods, in the first place, is
the mod-enhanced gameplay itself: I have mostly played the first Sims
game, but this research equally considers the modding of The Sims 2.3
However, as much of the academic research so far on The Sims
understandably focuses on the original instalment of the series, it is
expected that the theoretical part of my work relies more
fundamentally on the analysis of the modding of The Sims than The
Sims 2.

In general, modding does not only concern the intrinsic code or
functions of a particular game, but the ‘cultural instrumentalities’ of
modding can be situated and analysed within large technological,
economic and political contexts, as well.*® The co-productive position
that The Sims invites its players to adopt is further re-enforced by the
possibilities of fabricating and sharing new game artefacts as well as
through the recontextualisations and remediations of its basic
gameplay (the characteristics of which I will look into later on). The

2 The extensive use of websites and other online resources in this work reflects the
fact that game-related discussions, both leisurely and professional, are more and
more taking place on the internet. A benefit of wikis, however, is the fact that they
harness the power of presenting diverse perspectives as an expanding knowledge
base. This is the result of wiki being an easy-to-use collaborative space which uses
simple and uniform navigational conventions and functions through organising and
cross-linking knowledge. See Leuf & Cunningham 2001, 16. The main downside of
wikis is their volatile nature as they are constantly re-edited and therefore lack the
stability and transparency of printed encyclopaediae.

3% Largely for practical reasons, I have concentrated on the stand-alone PC games in
this study. One of the reasons for the failure of The Sims Online, for instance, was
arguably the fact that EA did not allow its modding.

31 The concept of cultural instrumentality is derived from Kuhn 1990.
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players’ reworkings of the available game materials and their
affordances have become an essential part of the overall culture of
gaming, shaping and restructuring the developer-player relations in a
rather fundamental way.>

Modding is, by definition, a cultural activity — but in The Sims
modding community it is that in a particular way: the modding of The
Sims has entailed commercial potential already from the start.® In the
context of The Sims, questions concerning game modding tend to
bring up issues around the commodification of creative recreational
activities and the future division of labour. Custom content creation
such as the modification of existing in-game items is often strongly
encouraged by game companies and developers, as it is considered to
be an important factor in the games’ marketing strategies and
extended shelf-life as well as a driving force behind turnover
expectations in the first place. At the same time, the relationship
between the industry and the players’ ‘fan production” is far from
easy, as, for instance, the industry aims at regulating and co-opting
user-created content for its own profit-making purposes.** This is one
of the reasons why it is not sensible to set the limits of the analysis of
modding in this work in the mods themselves, or even the ‘game text’,
but the larger contexts of game production and consumption need to
be discussed, too.

32 Poremba 2003a, 1-2.

3 ] feel the need to stress this fact, since most of the theoretical conceptions of
modding do not regard it as a commercial activity. For a profound discussion on the
commercial production and consumption related to game modding, see Sotamaa
2009.

3 “Introduction to computer game modding”; “What is a mod? — About
terminology.”
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1.1.2. The game industry context

‘The Sims’ is a label used to denote to a series of games that
encompasses the original PC game and its seven sequels,® the console
and mobile versions of the original game, the controversial multi-
player online game The Sims Online (TSO), The Sims 2 as well as its
expansion packs, ‘stuff packs” and ported versions, such as t