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Karma: Coming around to GameFAQs

Going home after an extended absence is always strange, but when said “home” is a spastic 

message board on the Internet, strange is not sufficient. One afternoon last week, I decided to take 

the plunge down the rabbit hole and tentatively logged back into Random Insanity.

Background

Random Insanity, or RI, is one of many message boards hosted by GameFAQs, a gaming website 

created in 19951. GameFAQs is a well-known authority in the gaming world, holding the largest 

repository of strategy guides, cheat codes, and game-related discussions on the web as well as an 

Alexa rank of 184. The message board system has been around since 1999 and includes a large 

number of special interest, regional, and social boards as well as a board for every single platform 

and game in existence.

Due to the relative lack of rules, the social boards are where the most interesting community 

dynamics in the GameFAQs system have developed. Initially, there was just one board devoted to non-

topical posting2, but when I became a regular of the site in 2001, it had split into five boards each with 

their own distinct cultures, politics, “landscapes,” and social cliques (though there were naturally a 

lot of “dual-citizens” who traveled back and forth). In the three years that I spent on RI, I saw several 

significant conflicts, the complete self-destruction of another social board, and a transfer in 

1 GameFAQs – Help. http://www.gamefaqs.com/features/help/entry.html?cat=42. Last accessed: 10/04/07.
2 Wikipedia: GameFAQs. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gamefaqs. Last accessed: 10/04/07.
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administration that changed much of the site's internal infrastructure and external appearance. It 

seemed fairly reasonable to assume, then, that a lot must have changed in the three years I was gone.

It was a relief to see that the structure of the boards had stayed essentially the same. A 

redesign had brought some graphical elements into the “2.0 era,” but the spartan interface and 

functionality remained. Unlike most other popular message boards, the GameFAQs forums are 

entirely text-based and only allow bold and italics tags in the way of formatting. These constraints 

led to two direct consequences. First, the site's simplicity ensures that users with slow internet 

connections can access the boards without heavy lag, both a reminder of and the reason behind 

GameFAQs' popularity during the reign of dial-up. Secondly, users are forced to come up with other 

ways of expressing themselves, which resulted in a very extensive system of style for denoting 

actions, places, emotions, and identities in general. Because of this, the boards often feel more 

realistic than a world where more is allowed but less is ultimately expressed.

Preparation and Detours

To enter any virtual community, one must first construct an identity. For the purposes of this 

ethnographic research, I thought it would be much more interesting to approach my old haunt 

through a new account. Not only would this be helpful in avoiding old friends and enemies, it would 

also give me a better look at the experience of a newbie (that is to say, lack of prestige) and more 

freedom to experiment without fear of tarnishing my good (if now mostly-forgotten) name. A user 

profile on GFAQs is relatively simple. Besides the user name, a profile consists of automatically 

generated information about the age and activity of the account (a user ID, karma, user level, account 

creation date, and last log-in), a quote that is accessible only through the profile, a signature that is 

appended to the end of all posts, and contact information. All non-automatically generated fields are 

optional, and since signatures and quotes (and lacks thereof) were at least somewhat revealing of a 



user's personality, I left them blank to start with. Thus, I created a new account with the user name 

“Chrysaora,” began my trip to RI, and immediately hit a problem.

There are 29 different levels of users in the GameFAQs system ranging from -4 (Account 

closed) to 70 (Data Administrator), all with corresponding privileges and restrictions. Upward 

mobility is achieved as the user accumulates “karma,” which is gained each day the user is active on 

the site. In turn, karma can be lost by breaking the Terms of Service (TOS) , and extreme karma loss 

leads to probation, banning, and even more extreme measures. On this new account, I had to start 

out as level 10—a provisional new user—and as such was not allowed to access the social boards.. It 

would be at least 48 hours before I could visit Random Insanity so, empathetic for Odysseus coming 

home in the guise of a beggar, I decided to use the time to explore some of the new special interest 

boards that had cropped up.

I quickly noticed that there were a lot more special interest boards than there used to be—no 

surprise, since the site gained a lot of new members in the merger with CNet. The 57 boards (with 

more sub-boards!) provide havens for users interested in everything from Graphic Calculators to Cars  

and Trucks to Food, stopping on all the usual suspects (Anime, Sci-Fi, Adult Swim) on the way. The 

existence of some of these boards (Food, for example) was quite intriguing to me—here was a group 

with a reputation for indiscriminating culinary choices with a space to discuss their specific needs. 

The Food board on GFAQs fills an interesting niche on the internet: a place where advanced foodies 

who are also gamers to discuss buying fruit at farmer's markets while others “post every time you eat 

McDonald's” and “Rate this condiment: Tabasco” without scorn.

Incidentally, a closer look at what GameFAQs considers “safe” for new users is interesting. The 

“board” itself is a list of links to topics that is continually updated so that the most recently posted-in 

topic is at the top, and lack of access to a board means not just the inability to write but also to read 

the list. To the new user, all the game and platform boards are available, as are almost all special 



interest boards. The only boards that are off-limits are all of the social boards as well as—

interestingly enough—the Rap and Hip-Hop sub-board. The restraints for new users seem to have two 

main motivations. First, it leaves room for reward: appealing to the habits of the gamers that 

populate the system, GFAQs gives users more choices with each “level-up,” such as the ability to mark 

other posts for moderation, a tracking system for their own posts, and access to special boards for 

other users of the same level. Secondly, it is an attempt to separate the new users from annoying 

activities, both because they might be turned off by them and because they might join in. Most 

special interest boards are relatively friendly compared to the social boards, so newbies will not be 

openly attacked on their first experience on the boards. In the case of Rap and Hip-Hop, it is probably 

the other concern—GameFAQs seems to demand a certain level of user-maturity and understanding 

of the boards' social norms before allowing users on to this mecca for flamers. This is not entirely 

implicit—the board itself understands that it may attract negative attention, and even seems more 

amused than upset about the situation3.

I will pause here to take a side-quest, if you will, into a brief discussion of the Rap and Hip-Hop 

board. When I was a regular, GFAQs had very few “out” racial minorities—very few brought it up and 

none were vocally discussing minority culture. Rap and Hip-Hop is a really interesting case study of 

how the growth of “minority culture” on GameFAQs has developed. The majority of the board seems 

like any other forum about hip-hop—discussion of albums and songs, “keyboard freestyle” battles, 

and way too many topics about Soulja Boy. However, the board does show elements of GFAQs culture 

as well, sharing a tendency towards “ranking” topics, where users are asked to rank an external (the 

new Kanye song) or internal (check out my new freestyle) product, and an inclination towards 

parody, especially about GameFAQs itself4. It should also be noted that, except in irony, “proper” 

grammar and spelling (as opposed to a prevalence of internet or otherwise slang) are expected here 

3 See Screenshot 1
4 See Screenshot 2



just as it is on the rest of the boards, although users seem aware of the irony: one keystyle lyric 

complains that “haters call me white cuz I got me sum spell check.”5 Topics like “How do you wear 

mid-top air force ones??” also seem to indicate that the board is starting to expand into an authority 

on the culture of hip-hop amongst GFAQs users, possibly for black kids who may feel somewhat 

alienated from mainstream black culture due to their choice of hobbies (video games and the 

internet). What is almost certainly true, however, is that Rap and Hip Hop, along with the rest of the 

special interest boards, provide a comfortable forum for those who identify as gamers first and with 

other subcultures second, which ultimately allows communities other than those of the stereotypical 

gamer (teenaged, white, middle-class) to emerge from the woodwork.

Random Insanity

After two days in the kiddie pool, going to Random Insanity was somewhat of a shock. While 

the special interest boards all had healthy memberships, they were nothing compared to the 

constant buzzing community that was RI. In quieter times, messages appear every few minutes; 

during peak hours, they are posted every second. Because of the quick turnover rate of topics on the 

front page, browsing RI feels more like hearing snatches of conversations in a crowded room rather 

than a series of rooms. Furthermore, the flow of discussion often jumps from posts in one topic to the 

other, sprouting new topics when the user feels the need for more space or even a topic fad if the 

whole board catches on to the joke. The fluidity and spontaneity of expression on RI, combined with 

its fast pace, really make it feel like an active social experience rather than a digital question and 

answer session. Despite the simplicity of the interface and without any avatars or graphical 

representations, RI feels real.

A quick glance at the topics will tell you that this is clearly a community that had evolved 

beyond simply being a discussion board about games. Most of the topics fall into one of several 

5 ibid



distinct stylistic  categories6. The different patterns of posting, why they are appealing, and their 

roles in the community paint a pretty good picture of life at RI.

First, there is the rating topic, in which users are either prompted to rate a specified subject 

(“Rate my 'friends' fail taste in music”) or to post and receive a rating (“Post and be rated with 

comments !” or “Rate the above poster”). In the first instance, the user posts to judge something: this 

provides other users both the opportunity to express their own opinions about a subject (and, more 

often than not, enter into a debate to defend it) and, like the responses to a poll, allows the user to 

call out to others who may have similar taste. In other words, the “rate this” topic is not just a chance 

for self-expression but also convenient networking.

The dynamics are more complex in the “receive a rating” instance. Here, users are either 

submitting themselves or some preference of theirs (i.e. now-playing song) for the scrutiny of others 

in the community. This activity, which may seem rather uncomfortable, is beyond popular—it is 

considered a privilege, as shown in topic titles like “First person to post gets rated.” and “Post here 

and I'll rate you! (A RARE opportunity!!!).” It would appear that most RIers are extremely interested 

in other's opinions of them, even if the rater is a total stranger or in the case of negative ratings 

which gather surprisingly few angry retorts in a board known for flame wars. In this and other ways, 

RI acts as a social testing ground for its members, many of whom are in middle school or high school 

and are likely to be more introverted than most. As such, many users seem to display parts of their 

personality that they would not normally display in real life on RI, and these rating topics are then a 

way of gauging how these would be received.

I, too, felt strangely drawn to these rating topics, particularly because my RI account was very 

much a social experimentation and I wanted to know what others thought of my attempt to act like a 

typical “newbie.” In an “Is the poster above a newbie, n00b, regular, vet, or legend” topic, I was 

relieved to find out that though new and relatively bold, I was not considered a n00b, that lowest 

6 See Screenshot 3



caste of users who are both inexperienced and annoying. Despite my detachment from my test 

account, it was still a visceral experience to be rated—like it or not, you, you have a reputation 

because your actions are all linked to a single user name, and it is on the line.

One of the most important measures of reputation on RI is gathering as many responses as 

possible on a created topic. Without a comment rating system like Slashdot, prestige in GameFAQs is 

based entirely on amount of experience in the community (denoted by account creation date and 

user level) and on the popularity—and not necessarily the quality—of one's topics. As such, many 

topics are created with the intent of being as controversial and provocative as possible so that more 

users will post. This thirst for prestige and popularity likely comes from the same source as the desire 

to be evaluated; its end result is that many of the topics on RI are interactive or, if not explicitly so, 

strives for mass appeal and response rate. Predictably, some of the more successful topics that are not 

explicitly interactive are users actively trolling the community for outrage or “attention-whoring,” a 

technique often used by girls taking advantage of their gender to elicit a large number of responses.

Interactive topics like the “social area,” however, are much more sustainable in the long run. 

These topics had their roots in roleplaying (and sometimes still involve a fair amount of this), but the 

general idea is to describe—and therefore “create”--a locale with varying levels of detail that users 

are encouraged to use for social interactions. Most of these lounges accumulate a group of regulars 

who feel ownership of the space and use it as a primary “hang out” spot while logged into RI. 

Interestingly, the implications of a digital hang-out are fairly similar to its real-life counterpart. 

Without a list of current users online or graphical representations of where users are browsing,  the 

best way of checking whether a user is online is to examine the social lounge that he or she 

frequents. These lounges often reach the 500-post maximum in a day or two, so an enormous amount 

of effort is expended by the clique “in charge”  just to keep up with and respond to the events going 

on inside their spaces. I made several attempts to enmesh myself into a social lounge, as this would 



also mean that I would join a clique, but never really succeeded—since this ethnographer had 15-

page papers to think about in addition to her online social responsibilities, it was simply  too hard to 

keep up for long enough to become a member of the group. This, therefore, is one of the fundamental 

tests that separates a casual user from real citizens of RI.

The lounges are not only interesting as a space from within, but also from the outside. A quick 

scan across RI's topic list reveals many such establishments: “Sno's Cave CCLIII: In Other News:,” or 

“JZ's Lab #1031”. The numbers next to the names indicates that this particular topic, with its 

particular subheading, is part of a larger series that has had many iterations before. These threads of 

continuity help to make RI somewhat concrete—ask a RIer to draw a map of “RI city,” and these are 

the landmarks that will be depicted. These landmarks shape and define RI as an imaginary space and 

are yet another reason why the board feels like a real place.

Another popular type of topic is the random comment, seemingly posted through stream-of-

consciousness typing7. While some of these are intended to share a story or subtly point out the fact 

that the user has accomplished something (usually related to sex), at least as many have seemingly 

no purpose at all. This is a sign of true community, and when I felt the urge to do the same I knew 

that I had started to really feel like a member of RI again. Posts like “A rat just ran by” are not 

necessarily trying to spark interesting debates or gather mass numbers of posts—they are the online 

equivalent of the casual remark that you make to a friend to fill the silence or to keep the 

conversation going. It is a sign that man and message board have achieved some form of symbiosis—

just as I impulsively check Facebook when an unrecognized name comes up in conversation, so the 

dendrites of sRIers' neurons are rooted directly into their typing fingers. Topic-creation changes 

from a daunting act for someone like me to an instinctive form of communication, a reflexive 

response.

One very important and interesting subset of this type is the advice topic. These topics, with 

7 See Screenshot 4.



users asking question about everything from girls to whether or not they have school on Columbus 

Day, really show the degree to which some RIers trust each other as a community. What is surprising 

is that while there are always plenty of farcical and harmful suggestions, there are also a number of 

real replies—even a community devoted to caustic humor and insults takes care of its own. What is 

also somewhat surprising is that these internet-savvy users chose to use RI as a resource for all types 

of information over other, more suitable sources. Last week, one user infamously asked whether 

“animals have woman-holes or does all the action go down in the rear” and received a barrage of 

mockery and insults. When I asked him why he didn't choose to use Wikipedia, he replied that he 

thought RIers would do a better job of explaining. It seems like some users see RI as a more personal 

way of getting information, and so they default to using it as such. During my stay at RI, I doled out a 

fair amount of advice to users asking for help with relationships and academics out of a sense of 

welfare, but never really asked for advice myself. As a relative “grown-up,” both in terms of the 

board, in real life, and in my career path, I felt that I had outgrown much of the community. Since 

most users in a similar position tend to pack up and leave, RI is stuck in a cycle of constant brain 

drain, forever caught in a playful and immature phase. It is digital Neverland.

It is only natural, then, that this playful immaturity is the heart of RI. Above all else, a user is 

respected for his or her comedic ability, especially in the very stylized dialect of RI humor. This sense 

of humor had not really changed much from the days when I was a regular, and so this was the area I 

felt most comfortable operating in. I made it a point to post witty replies to topics as often as 

possible, and my efforts were not unnoticed. Other users would commend my posts; I felt less like an 

old fogey.

Other than posting in other people's comments, I also tried my hand at creating topics. I 

ended up making—without realizing it at the time--one topic in each major category. My first 

attempt at a topic was part of a “Post ____ and I'll rate it” fad, entitled “Rate anything and I'll rate 



your rating of it.” It was a relatively safe foray because not much was on the line—fad topics 

sometimes attract lots of posts but are never expected to. At worst, I could brush it off as a one-liner 

and at best, I would have a decent first topic. I ended up receiving about 23 posts, a few of which were 

mine, before the topic fell out of favor and slipped a few pages back, never to be dug up again. Even 

though I was dependent on the board for absolutely nothing other than ethnographic notes, the 

yearning to belong and be accepted was almost unavoidable. At its core, RI was a huge popularity 

contest, and those who pay little attention to such things off-line by declaring that they are not 

interested in what “other people” think do not have such an excuse here. RI is no place for “other 

people”--it is a self-selected community and, as such, popularity seems to gauge how close someone 

is to becoming the kind of person they really want to be.

My second topic, an attempt at a roleplaying space/social lounge, was “Chrysaora's Aquatic 

Pet Store”, where I offered to sell aquatic pets to anyone who might be interested. The fact that this 

topic received very little attention was an indication to me that either I had gotten severely out of 

touch or that the times had changed. In my era, stores and companies were the most popular form of 

social spaces, as they provided a limited structure but also near-endless possibility for anything to 

happen. The lounges of today are much less focused on roleplaying and adventure than—literally—

lounging, although many still provide its visitors with a list of spells that could be used or even rules 

governing whether or not things like gravity applied in the space. This seems to reflect a trend of 

decreasing interest in roleplaying on the board. Two generations before my heyday, RI was a place 

that was predominantly used for  Tolkien-length roleplaying. By the time I arrived, a separate board 

for roleplaying had been created, and so RI began focusing more on casual roleplaying, comedic 

pieces, and cultivating inside jokes and posting fads. Now, with a plethora of other social boards, the 

users that would have originally been drawn to RI go elsewhere, thereby further changing the style 

and personality of the board.



What remains most unchanged are the complaints: just as our veterans complained that we 

were too irreverent and silly and we, in turn, complained that the newbies who came after us were 

dumb and insubstantial, so the “vets” of today, who now look up to the aforementioned newbies as 

gods, continue complaining about the next generation of users. What remains constant through the 

cycling changes of time is this desperate attachment to a specific “RI experience” and a strong sense 

of defensiveness about a community that is joined only through a large investment of time, effort, 

and emotion. Each generation reigns, is overthrown, and moves on with very few exceptions. In just 

three years' time, the turnover rate has been such that I only recognize a handful of user names on 

the board, most of whom I remember as newbies but are now retiring in droves.

Given the elaborate history and customs of RI, its status as a world is complex. It is by no 

means a comprehensive substitute for reality—it is not really, as Goodman might say, a remaking of 

the real world but rather a supplement to it. The problem with thinking about RI as a Goodman-

esque world is that there isn't really a creator—the users provide the content and, therefore, the 

culture, even if the administrators create the laws that govern the space. It is a world 2.0, where users 

decide what from their own worlds they want to include. It is not just another layer of reality on top 

of the bedrock of the real world but perhaps the mycelium of a cyber-fungus: a fibrous network 

sitting on top of that bedrock but also occasionally interacting and intermixing with it. Therefore, it 

makes more sense to think of RI as a community with its own culture rather than a separate world.

The nature of RI's culture is difficult to pin down. After all, a structuralist look at it is almost 

certainly wrong: while the the governance of the board may be top-down, there are no set-in-stone 

rules for RI culture. And yet, six years after I first stepped foot on the board, the rules don't seem to 

have changed much at all. What seems to be happening is that, due to its cyclical nature, RI keeps 

receiving new batches of users who, fed up with their social situations in the real world, try to use RI 

as an alternative type of community. Some users use it to test out techniques for socialization that 



they will later use in real life while others cling on to the community because it is one of the few 

places where they feel in control, but it is always essentially the same motivations at the core even if 

the fads and catchphrases are different. Contributing to the cyclical effect is the relatively short 

memory span that RI has—with a turnover rate of a new generation about every two years, the 

majority of the community has no grasp of its own history whatsoever and so imagines that they are 

blazing new trails.

It should also be noted that the atmosphere at RI is not significantly different from other 

groups with a tendency to collect dissatisfied and socially outcast high school and middle school 

students, and as such RI feels “real” to these users: sometimes, it is their only real community. Just 

like in a real community, the things that are easy to pass down—a sense of humor, a series of inside 

jokes, a lounge or two—do, and the things that require a bit more attention—the history, the norms, 

the communities—don't. It is a less a process of creation than of a natural selection of the memes, 

with a karmic cycle making sure that what goes around, comes around.
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Notes:

“Keystyle” refers to keyboard-freestyling, or typing up verses. It is a popular activity on R/HH.

“pwn” is slang popular on GameFAQs and other gaming forums, derived from the similar “owned”.

“markin'” refers to the activity of marking a post for moderation review.
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