An Analytic View of Minecraft

The object I have chosen to research is the video game Minecraft, I will be looking at it from the perspectives of creative consumption and social hierarchies. This essay will include information gathered from interviews of players of the game Minecraft as well as personal accounts of the game. I chose to use these method as the game creates a different experience for all players, so interviews and some personal accounts are needed to fully explain how creative consumption and social hierarchies apply.

To start I will explain what Minecraft is, as well as explaining some terminology that will be used later in this essay. Minecraft is an open-world sandbox game, put simply this means that the world of Minecraft is never ending, and you can do whatever you want within it, there is no storyline to follow, no missions or quests. There are some guidelines that you can follow if you want, these are in the form of an achievement tree, but truly the world is yours to do with as you wish. 
As previously mentioned there are a few terms that need to be explained for this essay to makes sense, some of these words are more general but have been made specific to Minecraft for the context of this essay, these words are as follows:
Skin - this refers to the look of a players chosen avatar.
Server - this is a multiplayer platform, normally run by a separate company or individual.
Noob - this term refers to a player that is either new to, or very bad at the game.
Youtuber - an individual or group that create videos of themselves playing the game.
Admin/ Moderator - someone that works for a server to ensure that its rules are followed.
Mods - an add on for the base game that is made by an individual or team unaffiliated with the creators of the game.
Modpack - an altered version of the game designed to add many mods together either with or without a theme or end goal.
Map - this refers to a specific world in the game that has been designed and altered to create a story for the player to follow.
Creative mode - a mode in the game were the player can die, has unlimited resources from the creative menu and can fly. Typically used for creating rand designs.
Survival mode - a mode in the game were a player has a health bar and must eat to survive as well as farming and mining for resources.
Hardcore mode - much like survival mode, but the player only has one life.

Now that that is out of the way I will look at how creative consumption can be applied to the game. It can be said that ‘Creative consumption means taking time, slowing down, and accepting that it is impossible to read and digest all of the information in the world’ (Urback, 2012) this is very true of Minecraft as you can’t simply consume it can be done, you have to put time into and change it in your own way and create your own experiences from it.To start I will look at how the game can be played, for many people simply creating a house and gathering resources, gradually becoming more powerful is the best way to play and was likely the way the creators had assumed the game would be played. However, with the implementation of creative mode players had a completely new way of playing the game, instead of surviving in a strange blocky world they could truly start creating. Creative mode can be used in a seemly endless number of ways, my experience on a creative mode server proved this. On this server I chose to create pixel art with the variety of coloured blocks at my disposal, I was able to create massive statues on my plot of land, but other people chose to use this freedom differently from creating grand buildings and cities to clubs were other players could socialise. Most interesting was the number of plot dedicated to roleplaying, be it a highschool or a fantasy kingdom, players were creating their own stories, almost like acting but in a strange new medium. These are just a handful of the types of experiences players can have on creative servers but what they have in common is that they express creative consumption, by taking the same simple game and creating something completely different from every other player.
And that is only one small example, the creativity goes even further than this with the use of resource packs that can change how the game looks and what sounds you hear. The default graphics of Minecraft are very simple, and pixel based, but for many people they want to change them be more to their tastes, resource packs allow for this to happen. Players can make the game look more realistic or more cartoon, they can make it look like thy are on a space station or in a video game of their choice, there is a resource packs for pretty much everything with more being created every day. This shows how versatile Minecraft is and how creative consumption can be found in every inch of this game, the consumers have all bought the same game, but each is able to make it their own by changing how it looks, how they look within the game and even how they play the game, they can even customise their multiplayer experience by choosing different minigames to play on servers.
One of my participants, Tom Paris, when asked why Minecraft is so popular answered ‘It allows people’s imaginations to be free and people can build anything they can think of’ which shows creative consumption as game itself is designed to allow all consumers to express their own creativity in whichever way suits them best. He also said that he generally prefers to ‘customise my game as it makes it more challenging and interesting.’ The fact that Minecraft is so easily customised with mods and resource packs means that players truly are able to turn the simple base game into something completely new to create an experience that is just right for them. 
Seemingly creative consumption is a concept that Minecraft was built around, it certainly how over 122 million copies have been sold world wide and why players continue to come back to the year upon year. With unlimited variation Minecraft embodies creative consumption, especially with allowing players to customise their skin, it is a way of expressing oneself which is something everyone does in the real world so to be able to do so in a virtual world is just as important. It is something that can be seen in most online multiplayer games, with the use of accessories and weaponry, but with Minecraft it goes a step further, allowing player to design from scratch what they will look like in game. This varied use of creative consumption is truly what makes Minecraft such a clever and unique game.

Clearly Minecraft is a game that allows for a lot of self-expression, but where there is expression there is judgement and from that stems hierarchy. There are a few different examples of social hierarchy within the multiplayer servers of Minecraft, the first stems from the formation of a server, someone has to be the owner or host, and so they will have admin abilities that make them more powerful than other players. The second is only really found on the biggest server that can host thousands of players, namely The Hive and Hypixel, and refers to the skins that players use. The third example comes from another platform entirely and how it interacts with Minecraft, Youtubers have become Minecraft’s version of celebrities with fans following and crowding around them whenever they log on.
The first hierarchy is the most obvious, the owner of a server is able to use commands to gain resources and change the world, so they naturally become the leader of the group. For larger servers this system expands to include admins and moderators that will have more power than other players, with admins being able to use certain commands and moderators having slightly less power. This system is very similar to how power is distributed in the real world, with a leader at the top and this power filtering down, much like in the real world there are ways players can gain status without getting too much power.
An example of this is how The Hive server functions, with 4 Founders these people have the most power on the server, 3 Developers, 8 Senior Moderators and 109 Moderators. This system shows how the power is distributed on the server, with the Founders on top and the power flowing down to the Moderators at the bottom which forms a hierarchy that all players follow, these staff members gain respect as they have the power to remove a player from the community. Interestingly The Hive also offer ranks for non-staff members, providing them with power and access to a Premium-Only area, by paying for a set number of days, or for a lifetime for the highest ranks, players again status within the server community as well as a few basic perks. This ranks system also echoes real society with some people being able to buy their way into higher society.
One of my participants, Julian Bashir, when asked about server hierarchies said, ‘there mostly is a hierarchy by design on some servers with the idea of operators and admins.’ This is clearly the case with The Hive and the same system can be seen on the other major servers such as Hypixel. He also said, ‘it’s the one who made the server at the top of the hierarchy and then everyone else below them’ this again can be seen with The Hive and pretty much everyone other server no matter the size due to someone needing to maintain the server, this was also verified by Tom Paris who said, ‘usually the person who set up the server is the leader.’ 
The second example of social hierarchies in Minecraft relates to the skins that players have, with the default skins being referred to as Steve and Alex. Though it is not always the case, players tend to judge the skill of a player by their skin, with detailed skins being seen as belonging to a more skilled player and a default skin being used only by noobs who do not know how to play. A participant, Miles O’Bien, stated that, ‘if they are not the default skins then I assume they will be better than the average player because they have made an investment of some sort to personalise’ this shows that, much like in the real world, the way you present yourself is judged by others and they assign labels to you. This is something I can vouch for from my personal experience, when playing a team game, I often sigh if my team has someone with a Steve or Alex skin as I always assume that their ability will be lacking, this is due to the belief that if they haven’t worked out how to change their skin they clearly don’t know how to play the game itself. The two things are obviously unrelated, but this is hardly surprising as ‘people perceive relatively unusual negative traits or behaviours and relatively unusual people, such as ethnic minorities, as going together, resulting in negative group stereotypes’ (Hamilton and Gifford, 1976). This can clearly be seen with new players that have yet to change their skin acting in a way that shows their lack of knowledge of the game being connected with the default skins and thus for a stereotype.
The final form of social hierarchy in Minecraft is rather interesting as it is formed from the interaction between the game Minecraft as the website Youtube, which then created Minecraft based celebrities, and where there are celebrities there is a hierarchy with the celebrity on top and everyone else underneath. This can be seen whenever a Youtuber logs onto a large multiplayer server, other players flock around them, desperate for attention, these Youtubers often have ranks as well so have even higher status on a server. The fact that celebrity culture has even found its way into the virtual world is fascinating, and yet unsurprising as where someone is able to show themselves to be better than other they will and so will gain standing as they do so. This social hierarchy is the rarest in Minecraft as the vast majority of people are not Youtubers, and even when appears on a server they often hide their identities in much the same way real world celebrities do, though it is still important to the whole view of social hierarchies that surround the multiplayer world of the game.

In conclusion, Minecraft is a varied game that opens up to creativity and self-expression throughout, with customisation options at almost every turn and a never-ending world to explore in single player. It also has an in-depth system of social hierarchy in the majority of its online servers, creating communities that reside only in the virtual world. As my participant Miles O’Brien said, ‘humans appear to have an innate want to explore, which is catered to; as is the seeming want to create.’ This rather nicely sums up just how versatile Minecraft is and one of the many reasons why it has exploded in popularity over the past years, humans are curious by nature, we want to explore, we want to create and build, we want to invent, and all of these things are possible in Minecraft. 
Minecraft has grown into something from a basic game to one that has inspired so many people to create detailed worlds, intricate minigames that use coding to an expert level and it has built an online community that loves to show off the best humans have to offer; our creative spirits and imagination.
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