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The Latest Paper EVER

By William Wanjohi

The Sims is the flagship product of the computer game design company Maxis, most widely known for its landmark title SimCity.  Both games are part of the “god game” genre, where the player is given unusual amounts of control over the environment and habitants of a particular realm.  In The Sims, the remarkable has been accomplished: the creation of a compelling simulation of life in suburbia.  The popularity of the game is noteworthy, and raises many questions regarding the reason for its appeal and the usefulness of it as a simulation.  Another element to study is the online community that has grown around and within the series.  The ultimate question is whether The Sims is better described as a simulation or a substitution of the entities that it attempts to reproduce.

Will Wright (architect of the SimCity series of games) first conceived of The Sims in 1991 following the loss of his home and all of his belongings in a fire.  As he rebuilt his life piece by piece he realized that the process of moving into a new home and acquiring things had the potential to be translated into a game environment.  While actively designing other games, he began to flesh out a proposal for a game he called “Home Tactics: The Experimental Domestic Simulator.”  His original proposal failed to inspire the decision makers at the company he had helped build, but Wright would continue to work with his idea.  Eventually he would acquire the funding and produce the Sims in 1999.  The game when released was a massive critical and popular success.  It eventually became the highest grossing computer game of all time, selling over 35 million copies.

Much of the success of the game can be attributed to its uniqueness.  The Sims was similar to many of the games produced by Maxis, all modeled on the revolutionary example of SimCity.  The central premise is a game with no defined beginning or end, no specific “win” scenario, and an emphasis on exploration and creativity.  Every game had some system or phenomena to simulate, like the workings of a downtown skyscraper or an ant colony.  The Sims focused on a subject so mundane and commonplace that few could predict its appeal.  The game puts the user in control of a family living in a suburban home.  The player buys objects to furnish the house and controls the movements of the inhabitants.  The characters interact with the objects primarily in order to fulfill eight integral needs: hunger, sleep, bladder, hygiene, comfort, social, fun, and environment.   The level at which all of these needs are satisfied at any given time add up to the general mood of a sim.  When the player has not given a direct command, “sims” will act on their own.  They are often motivated by their needs, but they also make various choices of behavior based on their individual personality.  In order to pay for food, utilities, and objects, the sims must find careers.  Sims travel to and from work via carpool, with the player never seeing the place of business.  Career climbing requires that the sim show good job performance (arrive to work consistently and in a good mood), make social connections (friendships with other sims in the neighborhood), and acquire skills (using special objects in the house).  This makes the professional world a central aspect of many narratives within The Sims, even though it is never depicted directly in the game.

All of this mundane activity turned out to be very entertaining and addictive
 for quite a large audience of players.  The interface was designed to be as simple and understandable as possible.  This meant it had to be less immersive, since the controls were designed to very obvious.  This was a successful compromise because the role the user played in this game was “god,” not an individual character.  One reviewer described the appeal of the as such:

“Far more than a dollhouse, The Sims evokes comparisons to a Greek myth in which you can play the deity, manipulating the lives of unaware humans.  The trouble with this model — and what makes the game so intriguing — is that just like mortals in Greek mythology, your Sims often frustrate your plans with their own autonomy.”

Players could create their own narratives and determine their own level of control.  In addition to storytelling, the game facilitated many other creative expressions.  From character creation to building and furnishing houses to storytelling to deriving new strategies and testing the limits of the game, every user found their own unique way of interacting with The Sims.  Will Wright explains the game experience with two metaphors.  The most obvious metaphor for The Sims, and one that most players originally model their actions around, is that of the dollhouse.  As players start to understand the mechanics of the game, other metaphors are more relevant to their play, like balancing plates or directing a play.

Like all simulations, The Sims had a variety of limitations that set it apart from the system it was meant to simulate.  In the second iteration of the game, Maxis attempted to push the boundaries that they had established in the first game.  The marquee feature addition in The Sims 2 (excepting the vastly improved graphics engine) was a more sophisticated treatment of human aging.  In the first game, it was only possible for a character to be a baby, a child, or an adult.  Adults would not continue to age and would only die as a result of accident (or intentional foul play on the part of the player).  The implications of this scenario were that characters would tend to continually progress, acquiring assets and skills, until a point of stagnation, where there are literally no more things to accomplish.
  The second game made a more complete life cycle, with more stages and an inevitable end to every character’s existence.  Procreation would take on a more central role in the new game, and offspring would now inherit personality in addition to physical features and material assets from their parents.  The effect of all this was an opening up of the gameplay/simulation possibilities of The Sims.  Having a finite lifetime would force the player to consciously make tradeoffs, as characters could no longer accomplish all that the player desired.

The second major addition in the second edition of The Sims was the introduction of “wants and fears.”  Wants are goals that, when accomplished, positively affect the character’s mood and long-term health.  Fears are pitfalls that have the opposite effect when triggered.  The wants and fears develop based on the personality and surroundings of the sim in question.  The wants and fears encourage the player to take invest more into a character after all of their basic needs are attended to.  Thus, the behavior of a typical player might agree with the theory Abraham Maslow forwarded with his hierarchy of needs.  Primary in all considerations are the physiological needs.  In the case of The Sims, these are hunger, bladder, and sleep.  Beyond these come the secondary needs, not necessary for survival, but demanding attention before other desires can be fulfilled.  The wants in The Sims represent upper levels of the hierarchy.  When fulfilled, the character becomes more capable of actualizing the further goals determined by the computer or by the player’s desires.  All of this makes for fairly dynamic decision making, both on the part of the computer’s artificial intelligence and the player.

A simple, seemingly mundane game concept blossomed into a complex simulation with a wide audience.  A small subset of this audience has proved to be a huge asset to the game and its players.  Like many other computer games, The Sims was designed to enable those players with creative aspirations to contribute to a game community.  Avid players could create objects, wallpapers, houses, and clothing, and then share these creations on the internet with other players.  Electronic Arts (EA), the publisher of The Sims, encouraged this by creating an exchange on the official site for the game.  Other contributions would take the form of fan-site creation, scrapbook storytelling, and online chatting.  The Sims 2 would enable a new kind of storytelling, with camera tools that allow players to make fairly sophisticated movies using the game’s graphic engine.  Many players have utilized the motion capture to document fairly typical gameplay transactions, but others have gone much further.  In a form of filmmaking sometimes referred to as “machinima,” computer savvy film-makers manipulate the animated environments of a game to create something entirely new, often only loosely related to the game proper.
  A popular example within The Sims community is “The Strangerhood,” a self-conscious comedy created by the same team that popularized the medium with the Halo-based Red vs. Blue.  Another new type of contribution gaining prominence is the player blog.

 All of this community activity is regenerative, as it positively contributes to the game experience, which then encourages others to contribute to the community.  It begins to bear a similarity to open source movements, but upon looking closer the analogy proves to be a poor one.  Despite all of the encouragement of community that EA does, it also tightly controls its product.  Most alterations content creators are allowed to make are cosmetic and new character-character or character-object interactions are not programmable.  Additionally, rather than fostering third-party fansites, EA actually thwarts their effectiveness by driving as much traffic to the official site as possible, and redirecting almost none of it.
  Nevertheless, the role of the corporation has seems to be fairly uncontroversial within the fan community.

Up to this point I have freely alternated between referring to The Sims as a game and as a simulation, without establishing the criteria for a simulation or demonstrating that The Sims achieves those criteria.   Ultimately, despite its brilliance and novelty, The Sims falls under the same critique as SimCity, represented by Shawn Miklaucic:

"The word simulation implies a certain representational correspondence—a good simulation will generally be one that models well what we perceive in its real world counterpart. Paul Virilio has suggested, however, that in looking at the virtual, we should think of substitution rather than simulation. Sim Cities can be said to mimic the real world, but in other senses they create an ontological site wholly separate from it … SimCity produces idealized, iconic representations of urban space, and that these idealized representations dominate."

Likewise, The Sims creates idealized, iconic representations of the suburban household, and more troublingly, human interactions.  The substituted model that The Sims presents is overly materialistic, simplifying social interaction to a comic level.

Perhaps then, the question should not be whether The Sims is a simulation, but whether we can learn anything from the game.  Creator Will Wright seems to think so.  In an interview he describes the game as a behavioral laboratory.
  The Sims is a better subject of study here because of its lack of a formidable learning curve.  Since most people who are reasonably competent with a computer mouse can manipulate the game, and since the “rules” of play (or the so-called metaphors that Wright described) are easily understood, interesting and dynamic behaviors can be seen in even the freshest player.  This is key because during the beginning stages are when people tend to operate on their own assumptions.  Stewart Woods takes the ideas of Gonzalo Frasca to suggest “truly ‘serious’ videogame experiences…might be playable only once… Significantly it is precisely this ephemeral nature which allows the subtle exploration of critical social dynamics.”

Already The Sims allows for the study of certain behaviors.  The character creation process alone -- with its process of gender, racial, and personality selection -- is replete with interesting data.  (The game designers tried to avoid identity issues; no actions in the game are gendered, there are no differences in the behaviors or physicality of different races, and the sexuality of a character is entirely determined by the player’s choices.)  During the development of a second game Wright devoted a huge amount of time to studying the way people played the first game.  This helped him develop a better game, which in turn generates more interesting user behavior to study.  Given a couple of decades of development, and the data from a Sims-like game could prove useful in areas well outside of entertainment.

If The Sims shows promise as a behavioral simulator, The Sims Online, a multiplayer sister project also led by Will Wright, presented exciting possibilities in the realm of social simulation.  From the moment of its announcement, TSO was predicted to be a big success.  Applying the mainstream appeal of the Sims franchise to the very lucrative business of massively-multiplayer online games was a business no-brainer.  Despite this, a model for an interesting online game proved to be elusive.  Prior to release, Wright was very optimistic: “It’s going to bring the social interaction of The Sims to a whole new level when you are dealing with real people…it’s going to be a far, far richer environment.”
  The finished product did not meet the expectations presented here.  One reviewer eloquently presents a major drawback of the online environment; the lack of interplay with an artificial intelligence.

"One of the things lost since the original version of The Sims is the importance of AI-controlled Sims. Since everything is the result of a live person clicking on a button, there are none of the emergent behaviors that made the offline game so oddly compelling. You can't throw two people into a conversation to see whether their conversation bubbles will coincide. You can't wall the neighbors into your basement to leave them to starve to death. It's just not the same when you're hitting on someone's wife to see if his little AI will make him react with jealousy. It feels weird kissing a sim when you know there's another person on the other end of that sim, a person who might be bald, 47-years-old, and still living with his mother. It's ironic that these real people behind their avatars often have less personality than the offline AI."

In a way, this is also evidence that can be used to critique The Sims as a simulation.  The actions and motivations of the human player are so consistently dull to another player or observer that they cannot serve to be representative of any action outside of playing a game.  The model that The Sims Online works upon is apparently not sufficiently nuanced to allow for interesting and unpredictable behaviors, and suffered financially as a result.

The game then is more interesting from a critical angle when considering the potential that it represents.  If “serious games” or computer-based social simulators are at all possible, it is quite reasonable to assume that one might take a form much like that of The Sims.
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� Shawn Miklaucic outlines the rubric of substitution v. simulation in his essay, “Virtual Reality and the Production of Urban Cyberspace.”  In it, he argues that SimCity does not provide a good model of the real world, but instead “create[s] an ontological site wholly separate from it.”  The question of whether The Sims is also worthy of this critique will be discussed.


� The fan community for The Sims plays on the addictive nature of the game.  In the web film “Missing” by aprilsghoffman a horror movie theme is played on as townspeople begin to question suspicious disappearances.  Later we find that the missing persons are in fact just holed up in their houses playing The Sims.


� Macedonia


� Pearce


� Of course, there are always new things to accomplish.  A favorite of many players was to discover creative new ways to kill off Sims.


� Wikipedia defines machinima as a product of emergent play, in which “a process of putting game tools to unexpected ends” produces an artistic creation


� EA does have links to fansites on its website, but they are far from prominent and highly unorganized; a list of literally hundreds of websites with no information given with regards to their relative qualities


� The comic analogy is partly literal.  Dialogue within the game consists of various icons appearing within dialogue boxes thought bubbles, borrowed from the methods of comic-strips and graphic novels.


� Pearce


� Cambron
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