UK | d : University of Kentucky
b nowe ge UKnowledge

Theses and Dissertations--Linguistics Linguistics

2022

Fighting 'Stance’: The Role of Conversational Positioning in
League of Legends (Multiplayer Online Battle Arena) Discourse

William Breslove

ybreslove98@gmail.com

Author ORCID Identifier:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1832-2812

Digital Object Identifier: https://doi.org/10.13023/etd.2022.284

Right click to open a feedback form in a new tab to let us know how this document benefits you.

Recommended Citation

Breslove, William, "Fighting 'Stance: The Role of Conversational Positioning in League of Legends
(Multiplayer Online Battle Arena) Discourse" (2022). Theses and Dissertations--Linguistics. 49.
https://uknowledge.uky.edu/Itt_etds/49

This Master's Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Linguistics at UKnowledge. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Theses and Dissertations--Linguistics by an authorized administrator of UKnowledge. For
more information, please contact UKnowledge@Isv.uky.edu.












Figure 2. Gaming Motivation Clusters (Yee 2016)

This “proximity map” reveals some more explicable trends, which pattern across
genre. Games as a visual medium are exciting, allowing players to directly engage with
content rather than observing it, and doing it in groups. Co-op action games pattern with
the orange, Action-Social cluster, as one of the most popular gaming genres (everything
from the Mario series to Rayman’s Raving Rabbids, Peggle, and Gears of War). The
Immersion-Creativity cluster is evident in “sandbox”-style gaming experiences, as well
as map creators, such as Minecraft, Garry’s Mod, Halo’s “Forge” mode, and full creators
like Dream and Project Spark, handing players creative development tools to more
precisely tune their own gaming experiences. Lastly, the Mastery-Achievement cluster
shows a fascinating combination of drivers: strategy, challenge, power, and completion.
Some gaming genres strongly base themselves in these qualities, namely Real-Time
Strategy and tactical Role-Playing Games. As players are faced with challenges, they
need to adapt and be cunning to overcome these increasingly difficult obstacles, earn
stronger abilities and equipment, and take on yet-stronger challenges, until they run out

of obstacles and “master” the game.



An important element to note from Quantic’s work is that some of these motivations
were found to act as bridges between the clusters, namely Discovery and Power. When a
player enters a game, they are engaging with a new experience, regardless of genre.
Subsequently, they must explore and discover and experiment to determine their
limitations, their abilities, their responsibilities, and their potential. Power is the
accumulation of increasing ability and reward which advances players through the game,
in the hopes of more challenge, more success, and more power. These simulations of
human desire are a key part of why games succeed or fail, and why the medium is so
accessible and entrancing to a cross-cultural, international audience.

This discovery exemplifies a belief that gaming motivations are not only
observably predictable, but consistently found in people from communities all over the
world. According to Yee (GDC 2019), “...much like the big five personality traits... the
gamer motivations mapping is consistent across several different regions and cultures,
which could suggest that gaming motivations and personality are both in some ways
universal... and furthermore could be related in some sort of consistent manner” (as cited
in Daryl Talks Games 2021). Gaming as a universal medium, and a global art form, is
therefore conducive to shared experiences. In single-player games, the identicality of a
game’s level design and characters allows players to bond over their similar experiences,
while the differences created through the intricacies and random elements of a game’s
mechanics can create entirely different feelings and events. However, in a multiplayer
game, through short form instanced events and ongoing virtual worlds, players can more
fully bond over their experiences, as they share them together in real-time.

In these multiplayer experiences, gamers are asked to cooperate with their fellows

to compete shared tasks, compete with other players via a scored or combat system or



occupy a neutral space, assisting their chosen teammates while embattled with their
opponents. When engaging in these modes, select means of communication exist to
enhance their experience, through both in-game lobbies, and multiple chat channels.
However, the contained nature of these virtual experiences leads to the onset of cross-
over and conflict with real-world events, creating interesting outcomes via multiactivity.
According to Reeves, Greiffenhagen, and Laurier (2016), “There are two issues: first, the
reflexive relationship between video games and their settings, and second, the multiple
activities that accompany the game. All too frequently, players are not just playing the
game, but engaging in other things like talking about the game, spectating while someone
else plays, eating, stretching, or taking phone calls. Game play is interwoven with other
activities; that is, it is often inherently ‘multiactivity’ (Haddington et al. 2014).” This
multiactivity adds an entirely new dimension to the experience of the game, and creates
potential for a reflexive relationship between the game world, and the real one.

The ramifications of this added dimensionality are dependent upon a couple of
factors: how these extra-game activities fit within or conflict with gameplay, and how a
game’s design anticipates and accounts for this additional modality. As Reeves et al.
explain, “These other activities might be tied to the sequentiality of the game — that is, the
organization of in-game activities, or they can be interruptive. Finding appropriate
moments to interweave activities is a concern for players, although it may be less so for
others with minor or no involvement in game play” (314). The understanding of extra-
game activities as ‘interruptive’ displays the nature of multiplayer games’ implicit
function as a ‘social contract’ between the participants. As players engage in activities,
they rely upon the participation of all involved parties, in order to meet the standards for

a successful, fun, and rewarding game experience. Every conversation and interaction

6



taking place within and without this shared environment is potentially impactful, and
these conversations can be witnessed as microcosms of a larger discourse.

While some team-based games require only a minimal level of participation and
cooperation between team players (such as an aggregate score of their combined points,
as in First-Person Shooter and party game modes, other titles and modes dictate a higher
level of coordination of effort and synergistic play. Role-Playing Games (RPGs)
commonly emphasize certain skills and attributes, using a combination of characters (a
‘party’) to combine these varied elements into a harmonized force. A sub-set of this
genre are MMORPGs (Massively Multiplayer Online RPGs), where gameplay is
typically divided between Player vs. Environment (PvE) and Player vs. Player (PvP)
modes. This selection determines whether a player and their allies will be working with
others to take on Al (or ‘bot’)-controlled challenges, commonly based in some variation
of the fantasy or science-fiction genre; defending a village from an orc army, stopping an
occult ritual from summoning a demon, attacking a science lab containing an evil robot
army, etc.), or using their honed skills and earned equipment to fight other, similarly-
geared and leveled players for dominance and bragging rights. What these modes have in
common is a demand for players’ attention, and a thorough understanding of the
’mechanics’ of a game’s design.

The role of players in MMOs is chosen from a set of specializations. A prime
example of an MMO experience is the popular game series World of Warcraft, developed
by Blizzard Entertainment. A spin-off of Blizzard’s wildly successful Warcraft strategy
game series, WolW demonstrates the workings of the MMO genre at their most refined.
The success of these games owes itself to many factors and qualities of the design, but

one of the most crucial elements to WoW’s gameplay is their class system. Players can



experience the game through the eyes of a fierce Hunter, using ranged weaponry to pick
off foes and survival instincts to endure the harsh environments; become a Druid, getting
in touch with the natural world’s magic and transforming into powerful creatures; or, they
may hone their skills as a Warrior, dominating their enemies through sheer force and
becoming more skilled with their choice of arms. Further defining these characters is
their available roles; though not all classes have equal access to all three, players can
specialize as Healers, Damage-Dealers (DPS, or ‘damage-per-second’), and Tanks,
embodying the preference for medicine, attack, and defense.

In fact, World of Warcraft’s activities place great emphasis on teamwork and the
working relationship between these three primary roles, and the inter-game interaction of
players, as examined by Collister (2012). To illustrate the importance of these dynamics,
and the expectation of their precise fulfillment, Collister details the in-game dynamics
between teammates in a ‘raid,” a huge end-game activity incorporating dozens of
individual players. “[Everyone] relied on each player to be expertly competent and fulfill
their duties perfectly. I was a healer character, so it was my job to keep my friends
alive... other players had different jobs, such as the tank characters who specialized in
distracting the boss so it wouldn’t attack the healers, or the damage-dealers... All of this
required coordination, because if even one person in the raid group failed at their duty,
everyone would die” (Collister 2012). This explanation pertains primarily to World of
Warcraft, though extends to other entries in the genre, as well as its contemporaries.
What WoW particularly demonstrates is the normalization of an expectation, where all
participants are assumed to know the in’s and out’s: the specifics of their role, the details
of an encounter, and their duty toward the successful completion of a shared activity in

virtual space.



World of Warcrafft is an online experience, and represents a larger gaming trend,
where games have shifted largely toward these interactive, internet-based experiences.
Gone are the Local-Area Network (LAN) parties of yesteryear, and even Single-Player
games have had a mixed history as staples of the gaming industry, from flops like
Cyberpunk 2077 (CD Projekt Red) to massive hits like Elden Ring (From Software).
Interaction, and interactivity, have functioned hand-in-hand to bring attention to modern
gaming, as titles become faster-paced and adopt quick-play features (thanks to the
success of mobile gaming). Game developers have also sought to specifically market
game interactivity as its own significant feature, and publishers rely on this quality to
attract buyers. This evolving interactivity is a clear selling point, but also creates the
kinds of experiences examined by researchers such as Collister (2012) as a step beyond
traditional chatrooms. With an interactive environment, communication may transcend
simple text-messaging to encompass a wider spectrum of inputs: audio chat, visual cues,
‘body-language,’ and avatar presentation and activity.

This is one of the most critical contributions the gaming medium makes to
traditional discourse: the revelation of a game’s activity and social function as a driver for
modern socialization. In other shared activities, the action being performed can catalyze
conversation: workers may chat over their shared struggle, or lament unpaid overtime,
while sports players discuss plays and become outraged over penalties and fouls. What is
unique in a gaming dynamic is that games are detached from reality, though
simultaneously function as simulacra of ‘real’ action. While in the real world, people
may not be able to fly or cast magic, by simply plugging in and hitting a key or button, all
things become possible. The imitation of the familiar, and the careful implementation of

the unfamiliar creates an ‘enhanced’ experience, and the additional functionality of chat
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commands and mutual action in social spaces enables channels of communication
completely native to the game world, and players’ participation inside it.

Unique gameplay dynamics inform the application of methodologies to dissect
not only gameplay conversations, but also the impact of gameplay and mechanics on the
development of these interactions. Reeves et al. (2016) say that, “ethnomethodological
(Garfinkel 1967, 2002) and conversation analytic (Sacks 1992) informed approaches — or
‘EMCA’ — seek to draw attention to the ‘gameness’ of game playing. This attentiveness
is expressed in the overriding focus of EMCA work which delivers a corpus of
investigations of play as it actually happens. For EMCA, the challenge is to unpack both
the accountability of play as social action and the ways in which it is practically
accomplished by players — between players themselves, and between players and ‘the
game’ — as a moment-by-moment, sequentially organized activity” (Reeves et al. 2016:
309). This concept of analysis through an ethnomethodological understanding of a
game’s world and limiters provides fertile ground for discourse analysis in gaming
interactions. Reeves et al. continue, “It is in these senses — the sustained focus on play
itself, and attention to the /ived detail of human action — that EMCA work on video game
play can provide novel contributions” (Reeves et al. 2016: 309). EMCA methods provide
excellent results in a range of application, but in the case of gaming, additional tools may
be leveraged to more specifically address the modalities of the medium, as researchers
refine their means of speech investigation and discourse analysis techniques.

One of the most promising and applicable analytical methods is stancetaking.
Though understood as a sociolinguistic and anthropological methodology, stance derives
from a psychological basis, and these varied uses have led to a difficulty in properly

qualifying stance under a universal, umbrella definition. According to Kiesling (2022),

10



“[Stance] is a concept that has no theoretical understanding, and it is used with
sometimes maddening variety across a number of types of research traditions and
publications” (410). Kiesling’s work nevertheless builds upon the foundations laid by
other prominent sociolinguists, particularly Jaffe (2009) and DuBois (2007). DuBois’
understanding of stance is a key development in its history, and led to the construction of
the “stance triangle.” In his work (2007), he attempts to outline the procedures and create
a definition of stancetaking, writing, “Stance can be approached as a linguistically
articulated form of social action whose meaning is to be construed within the broader
scope of language, interaction, and sociocultural value” (DuBois 2007). Describing
stance as “a public act by a social actor, achieved dialogically through overt
communicative means (language, gesture, and more symbolic forms), through which
social actors simultaneously evaluate objects, positions subjects (themselves and others),
and align with other subjects with respect to any salient dimension of the sociocultural
field” (2007: 163), the implication of “any salient dimension” functioning as a stance
object lends itself to a reflexive understanding of stance, where the act of stancetaking
itself can be its own object. This creates an interesting connection with gaming, where a
game can be a forum for conversation, a medium interlocutors are acting within outside
of the conversation, and even a functional driver for these conversations in itself. The
work of DuBois (2007), Jaffe (2009), Karkkiinen (2003), Kiesling (2022), and many
other scholars informs this work, as their modeling of stancetaking provides a practical
tool to examine the aforementioned game chat content. As a discourse analysis
methodology, stance provides an opportunity to observe and analyze not only the
procedural generation of in-game messaging, but also the contextual and meta-referential

inputs informing this unique style of speech.
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Fundamentally, the interaction of human beings necessitates and involves the
construction of stance, in the navigation of our respective environments. Conversations
can often resemble a minefield, which may appear intimidating to new or socially
awkward participants. Once involved, actors have to make micro-decisions about an
interaction, their roles in it, and how they relate to or distance themselves from their
fellow interactants. In such a setting, the study of stance construction is a valuable tool,
using identification of stance and meaning in communication. A person’s stance allows
them and the people around them to clearly align with an existing position, or
disassociate from it. The immediate construction of stance does not ignore the
experiential factors bearing on it, but the focus remains on the immediate world of an
interaction itself, as it can be hugely influential on how individuals position themselves,
playing a pivotal role in these interactions. This paper will use stancetaking as a frame of
analysis of rapid multiplayer game chat and determine the nature and impact of the game
space on the linguistic etiquette and conduct of players of the wildly popular online

game, League of Legends.
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CHAPTER 2. STANCETAKING AND GAMING: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Literature Review

To organize the relevant literature on this topic, the resources will be divided into
three sections: stancetaking work, game analysis, and the intersection of stance analysis
(supplemented by discourse analysis/EMCA analysis) and gaming communication. This
research aims to explore and build upon the existing literature in order to establish the
foundation for the application of specific stancetaking methodology to virtual interactive
environmental speech. This paper owes itself to the foundational work of many prolific
sociolinguists and social scientists, and their contributions to the concepts of
enregisterment, indexicality, and of course, stancetaking.

Stance has been an emergent development used to analyze a range of
conversational types and modes, including a main influence on this paper, an analysis of
online forums and social media (Kiesling et al. 2018). Video games, too, have proven
interesting grounds for research for scholars across a variety of disciplines (Sierra 2016,
Ruberg 2020), including linguists (Portnow 2011). Existing studies of gaming chat and
interaction range from looks at broader player stats and match history (Sapienza et al.
2018) to localized recording designed to capture real-time audio and reaction (Collister
2008, LaFave 2016). However, to date, there are few examples of stancetaking
methodology directly applied to text (or voice)-based chat interactions in an online
gaming multiplayer environment. This paper seeks to use these tools, and map these
interactions, via the evolving stancetaking triangular model (originally posited by DuBois

2007), to display and analyze the effects of anonymous action and the symbolic
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representation of virtual avatars (Wu and Hsu 2018) on the perception and language
dynamics of online interactants.

To construct this perspective, much like the triangular relationship developed by
DuBois, the following catalogue of research is divided into three categories, which work
in tandem to establish the connection of relevant ideas and modalities to apply to this
newer territory. These three categories are:

1. Stancetaking and Conversational Positioning
2. Game-chat and Interaction
3. Discourse Analysis and Gaming Communication

2.2 Stancetaking and Conversational Positioning

2.2.1 DuBois and the Stance Triangle

While not the originator of the concept, DuBois (2007) has done extensive and
recognizable work in the area of stance, stance construction, and the way it all works in
interaction. According to DuBois, “Stance can be approached as a linguistically
articulated form of social action whose meaning is to be construed within the broader
scope of language, interaction, and sociocultural value” (DuBois 2007:139). This
understanding posits stance, and its construction, as an action within the realm of (and
having an effect on) many different cultural and social layers. When looking at a group,
and the intra-group relationships, it is important to identify the key features. Firstly, are
the social actors within the relevant group. Every interlocutor or “actor” is a viable
source of social information, and functions as a point of interest and structure within the
conversational environment. Because of this, the social actors (of which there must be at
least two), within a conversation are identified as points of maximal interest, in the

identification and visualization of stance’s function.
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Beyond the actors themselves, the most identifiable point of contact is what the
actors are talking about: the “object” of the conversation. From here, the picture can
more easily come into view. With the foundation of the actors (who are speaking,
forming, and postulating thoughts and opinions in the interaction) and the stance object
(the topic of the conversation, which is actually subject to change throughout the
conversation — this will be addressed in the next section), a dimensional representation
can visualize this relationship. DuBois’ solution is to model these conversations as a
triangular relationship (or series of triangles) — the stance triangle (2007:163), as shown
in figure 1.

This visualization incorporates other key information from the conversational
context in the stance construction. The values along the edges of the triangle and within
it are specifically determined by the relationships between each of the three vertices: two
between the object and subject 1, two more between the object and subject 2, and a final
line connecting both subjects to one another. In this relationship between subject and
object, the subject makes a determination of the object’s value and purpose, creating an
evaluation of the object. Each of the subjects also position themselves relative to the
object, based on their respective evaluations. The final measure of relationship is
between the two subjects, and uses their own evaluations and positionings to determine
their stance relative to one another — their alignment. Taken altogether — the subjects, the
object, their evaluation, their positioning, and their alignment — these relationships form

the stance triangle.
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Figure 3. DuBois’ (2007) ‘Stance Triangle’
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As an initial demonstration, DuBois (2007) offers the following example to

illustrate the relationship displayed in Figure 1.

Sam: I don’t like those
(0.2)
Angela: I don’t either

The three entities at the nodes of the stance triangle are more or less transparently
represented in this example — the first stance subject (Sam’s /), the second stance subject
(Angela’s ), and the shared stance object (in Sam’s utterance, those; in Angela’s, it is
what some would call a zero, or a deletion, representing the understanding that Angela is
referring implicitly to the same referent as Sam’s those). Additionally, Sam’s stance
predicate (don ’t) like serves both to position the entity expressed by its syntactic subject
(/) and to evaluate the entity expressed by its syntactic object (those). As for the three
stance actions, in these data, the verb specifies both the evaluation of the object and the

positioning of the subject... Angela’s use of the word either indexes alignment, taking
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account of the fact that Angela’s stance utterance is a stance follow, which builds
dialogically off of Sam’s prior stance lead (166).

The assignment of the relationships between participants, the stance object, and
one another raises questions of (inter)subjectivity, as in all
interactional/discoursal/pragmatic investigations, and I refer here only to DuBois’
attempts to deal with such matters. It should be highlighted that intersubjectivity is not
the relationship between two subjects, but between their subjectivities. DuBois is sure to
stress the importance of this distinction, as it fundamentally alters the formation and
interpretation of stancetaking modeling. His identification of subjects is straightforward,
and the identification of the stance object is usually linguistically revealed (zhat, etc.) or
named, although in interaction he notes that a stance object may be retained in an
elliptical response, as in “I don’t [like those] either.” The alignment identification in the
above offered by “either” is also clear, but disagreement alignments or more complex
alignment clues are not fully treated. In many cases, however, he suggests that problems
of (inter)subjectivity, evaluation/positioning, and stance object identification may be
solved by “dialogicity” (DuBois 2007:140) that can be represented as a “diagraph” (160).

In DuBois’ view, evaluation is a key component of stancetaking in practice. For a
stance to be established, a judgment must first be made. In order to determine how
evaluations are conceived, DuBois uses a “reputation model.” This allows a user
community to rate and scale the comments and opinions shared in the larger group to
make more specific determinations. Or, as reiterated by DuBois at the Hypothes.is
Reputation Workshop, “to collectively regulate and calibrate the contributions of its
members” (HypothesisProject 2012: 1:37 ). This idea of the reputation of group

members, and how it is formed and calibrated, is critical to understanding the meaning of
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evaluation. “Reputation raises issues as to how evaluation works, with an analogue in the
language of face-to-face (naturally occurring) conversation” (HypothesisProject 2012:
2:13).

DuBois demonstrated the importance of evaluation as a key aspect in stancetaking,
but so too are the alignment of the participants, and the positioning they take relative to
the stance object, important in cooperatively fulfilling the entire model. Evaluation may
function as a reflexive tool in stancetaking — “anything that can be thought about or
spoken of must include evaluation itself — the target can be anything, including the act of
taking a stance” (HypothesisProject 2012: 5:15). The reflexivity of the interactional
context in a social setting allows the object of evaluation to be the evaluation, the
evaluator, a stance, or the stance taker. The function of evaluation, alignment, and
positioning is critical, as they form the cornerstones of the triplex act of stance upon
which Du Bois’ triangle is based:

1. “Ievaluate something...
2. ...and thereby position myself...
3. ...and thereby align with you.”

2.2.2 Jaffe and the Sociolinguistics of Stance

Jaffe’s Stance: Sociolinguistic Perspectives (2009) compiles numerous stance
methodologies and applications to varied speech environments, demonstrating its
effectiveness and versatility as a conversation analytic tool. Per Jaffe, all of these studies
commonly seek to, “explore how the taking up of particular kinds of stances is habitually
and conventionally associated with particular subject positions (social roles and
identities) and interpersonal social relationships™ (2009: 4). Social relationships and

stance are constantly co-dependent, as social positioning informs the social hierarchy.
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Reversely, the prestige or marked features, qualities, and topics within a community
impact the actions of social participants, as they avoid marked behavior and strive for
higher status and recognition. These dynamics are true of any community of speech or
social group.

When it comes to the function and identification of stance, Jaffe notes the
chameleonic nature of identity, its changing role and importance, and how stance works
to integrate actors within different spheres of social identity. “A particular linguistic
stance (or a set of stances taken over time) may index multiple selves and social
identities; conversely, it may index a single social identity, a personal identity that
endures over time (referred to in Johnstone [this volume, 2009] as an ethos of self) or a
privileged, ‘core’ self (McIntosh [this volume, 2009]). Speaker stances are thus
performances through which speakers may align or disalign themselves with and/or
ironize stereotypical associations with particular linguistic forms; stances may thus
express multiple or ambiguous meanings. This makes stance a crucial point of entry in
analysis that focus on the complex ways in which speakers manage multiple identities (or
multiple aspects of identity” (2009: 4). The importance of stancetaking in the
construction of identity should not be overlooked, and while it comes in many forms, it
often functions as a performative tool and means of self-actualization in the realization of
desired qualities and behavior.

Stance is by its nature a social act, and opinionated by nature, and these actions
create response and repercussions. “The focus on process also foregrounds multiplicities
in the audiences indexed by particular linguistic practices, and on the social dynamics and
consequences of audience reception, uptake, and interpretation” (Jaffe 2009: 4).

Consequences of social interaction are dependent upon the extent to which an interactant
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is involved, and the severity of a situation. In a hostage negotiation, precise
communication and deliberate positioning is critical, as it may save lives. Meanwhile, in
a phone call with a telemarketer, or an anonymous online interaction, the consequences
are less extreme, as the identity is masked, and subjects are further removed from a
situation. Involvement, and investment (Kiesling 2022), are therefore important in
determining the impact and extent of the consequences social positioning.

Returning to DuBois’ (2007) explanation, stancetaking is a ‘triplex act,”
functioning via evaluation, positioning, and alignment. Jaffe explains, “Evaluation as a
broad category of focus is a nexus where the linguistic and social are implicated in a
number of ways. First, evaluation of and through language takes place within and
invokes moral and social orders, systems of accountability, responsibility, and causality
[and] can be ‘read’ as an index of coherent individual or community value systems;
conversely, it can be a site of political struggle and ideological contestation” (2009: 5).
This first point shows how a community’s values and ethics may dictate the flow of
conversation and the positioning of affected actors, especially in their evaluation of
known qualities and entities. As a tribal understanding, actors’ evaluations position those
actors not only in relation to others, but also in relation to others’ understanding of their
positioning, and this may play into an ‘us and them’ dynamic, where interactants enter
onto a scale between being fully ingrained into a social system or distanced (via speech
and action) from a group’s widely held beliefs. This shows how evaluation, and
subsequently positioning, directly play into alignment, the ultimate function of stance in
interaction. “Secondly, all acts of evaluation are simultaneously acts of alignment or
disalignment (and thus positioning) with other subjects... evaluation (or ‘assessment’) of

talk, objects, and other features of shared context is one of the key ways in which social
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