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INTRODUCTION 

As it celebrates its 20th anniversary, the Massively Multiplayer On-Line Role-Playing 
Game (MMO) World of Warcraft (WoW) has had in excess of a hundred million players 
and a billion days played since its release (Sarkar 2014; Newman 2024). However not 
all these players of the game have done so through the intellectual property owners' 
official servers (Nostalrius 2018). Unofficial ‘private servers’, which exist at the fringes 
of the game's legal and ethical boundaries, provide access to the same game world 
that the official game does, but without the control of the intellectual property owner. 
These servers allow the participants to remain in a particular period of a living games 
lifetime, to change the rules of the games design, or to play from the beginning, 
through the variety of fresh servers that are run by the private server community.  

By analysing data from current and former websites frequented by private server 
developers, hosts, and players, we investigate a historical timeline of private servers 
for WoW through the last two decades. We document a history dating back to the 
pre-release alpha version of the game before the official public release. Moving 
beyond an understanding of private server participation as simply piracy, we identify 
a range of practices in the community of developers and players. We show that the 
initially closed community of developers has evolved into a black market of services 
that exists in a grey area of legality. The collaborative and competitive dynamics of 
development in the early years mirror that of the Warez scene. In this subculture, 
breaking the law is seen as a form of resistance, generating prestige for the participant 
(Eve 2021). Through this, developers publicly create large scale open and closed 
source server infrastructure despite persistent attempts by the intellectual property 
owner to shut them down. This highlights the significant development resources and 
marketplaces of services that support what is often thought of as merely piracy.  
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PRIVATE SERVER COMMUNITY PRACTICES 

Research into other piracy distribution networks such as the previously mentioned 
Warez scene, and into the networks of film piracy have identified surrounding 
practices that are broader than simple piracy (Lobato 2012). We identify similar 
practices emerging from the development and distribution of private servers. 

Preservation of Gaming Artifacts 

WoW is an MMO that has changed significantly over time, what is now known as a 
live service (Dubois and Weststar 2022). Throughout the game’s continuing life there 
have been many players who wish to play the game as it was during a specific period 
(Nostalrius 2018; Zed 2020). Private servers have often supported this use case, where 
they provide access to a snapshot in time of a game that is no longer accessible. This 
form of preservation eventually adopted by Blizzard with the release of WoW Classic 
(Toft-Nielsen 2019), as they are influenced by their audience after years of dismissal 
(KareemNatic 2017; Makuch 2021). 

Education and Professional Development 

Emerging from the earlier Blizzard game hacking community, the private server space 
began as a closed community of hackers seeking to provide access to a game that 
wasn’t even released yet. As this community expanded, despite the legal successes 
and failures of Blizzard Entertainment to stop them, the server software development 
moved into the more public and collaborative open-source development space. This 
research finds significant evidence of participants utilising both development and 
hosting of WoW private servers for personal education, using the skills and 
experiences developed to support professional career aspirations (Thaler, n.d.).  

Expressions of Counterculture Politics 

The recent exposure of the Activision Blizzard workplace behavior towards women 
emerging after a California state lawsuit  (Plunkett 2021), has left many WoW players 
with moral questions surrounding their participation in media produced by a company 
they don’t agree with. During this period, evidence of WoW players looking to access 
the game without financial contribution to the company led them to the private server 
space. This is a specific example of a long history of counterculture or anticapitalism 
participation among the private server community.  

Access in Worldwide Economies 

Although WoW was a game developed with the eastern market in mind, commonly 
neglected by western online games of its era (Staats 2019), the game was not 
accessible to large portions of the world through the early period of the games life. 
Even recent years have seen access issues with the game in some regions due to 
commercial, cultural, or political influences (Randall 2024; Toh 2023). Private servers 
provide access for regions outside Blizzard’s official reach (Torta 2023).  
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Game Design and Modding  

Private server development extends beyond preservation through to clear examples 
of extensive design and modification of the game. Players are presented with a wide 
range of modifications available through the variety of servers available to them. 
These game modifications have impact not just in their own space, but also feed back 
into the official game, even if they are not publicly acknowledged by Blizzard .(Renata 
2024; Viper 2016) Using the language of the private server community we describe a 
classification of private servers, and identify the properties and game design 
modifications they use.  

Plain Old Piracy 

Of course, the simplest answer continues to have some truth to it. Some in the WoW 
private server space do engage in clear piracy of the game as its primary intention 
(Classroom-Wild 2023). This includes a portion of the player participants, but also in 
the black market of products and services supporting the development and hosting of 
private servers.  

CONCLUSION 

Our examination of the undocumented history and practices of these servers 
contributes to the understanding of preservation, co-creation and participation in 
always-on internet-connected video games. It explores the practices, skills, and 
motivations of private server community participants and their complex and 
multidimensional relationship with the commercial game and its publisher. 

 

REFERENCES 

Blizzard Entertainment. 2004. World of Warcraft. Online Game. Blizzard 
Entertainment. 

Classroom-Wild. 2023. ‘Can You Actually Play Wow for Free by Playing on a Private 
Server?’ Reddit Post. R/Wowservers. 
www.reddit.com/r/wowservers/comments/13u08ns/can_you_actually_play
_wow_for_free_by_playing_on/. 

Dubois, Louis-Etienne, and Johanna Weststar. 2022. ‘Games-as-a-Service: Conflicted 
Identities on the New Front-Line of Video Game Development’. New Media & 
Society 24 (10): 2332–53. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444821995815. 

Eve, Martin Paul. 2021. Warez: The Infrastructure and Aesthetics of Piracy. Earth, 
Milky Way: punctum books. https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/30956/. 

KareemNatic, dir. 2017. How Blizzard Never Wanted To Make World of Warcraft 
Classic ‘You Think You Do, But You Don’t’. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zRNuRWizzDE. 

Lobato, Ramon. 2012. Shadow Economies of Cinema: Mapping Informal Film 
Distribution. Cultural Histories of Cinema Ser. London: BFI Publishing. 

Makuch, Eddie. 2021. ‘WoW Classic’s Success “Surprised” Blizzard, Dev Thought It 
Would Only Appeal To Core Fans’. GameSpot (blog). 19 February 2021. 
https://www.gamespot.com/articles/wow-classics-success-surprised-
blizzard-dev-thought-it-would-only-appeal-to-core-fans/1100-6487853/. 



 

  4   

Newman, Heather. 2024. ‘20 Years Later, World of Warcraft Is Still on Top’. PC Gamer, 
27 November 2024. https://www.pcgamer.com/games/world-of-
warcraft/20-years-later-world-of-warcraft-is-still-on-top/. 

Nostalrius. 2018. ‘NEARLY ONE MILLION GAMING ACCOUNTS LOST IN LEGACY 
SERVERS’. https://en.nostalrius.org/pr1.pdf. 

Plunkett, Luke. 2021. ‘Activision Blizzard Sued By California Over Widespread 
Harassment Of Women’. Kotaku. 22 July 2021. https://kotaku.com/activision-
blizzard-sued-by-california-over-widespread-1847339746. 

Randall, Harvey Randall. 2024. ‘World of Warcraft’s Subscription Is about to Get 
Almost 3,000% More Expensive in Argentina—and It’ll “Only Get Worse with 
Inflation”’. PC Gamer, 13 February 2024. https://www.pcgamer.com/world-
of-warcrafts-subscription-is-about-to-get-almost-3000-more-expensive-in-
argentinaand-itll-only-get-worse-with-inflation/. 

Renata. 2024. ‘WoW Classic Fresh Launch Roadmap - 20th Anniversary’. Wowhead. 
12 November 2024. https://www.wowhead.com/classic/guide/fresh-servers-
roadmap-phases. 

Sarkar, Samit. 2014. ‘Blizzard Reaches 100M Lifetime World of Warcraft Accounts’. 
Polygon. 28 January 2014. 
https://www.polygon.com/2014/1/28/5354856/world-of-warcraft-100m-
accounts-lifetime. 

Staats, John. 2019. The WoW Diary: A Journal of Computer Game Development. First. 
Las Vegas, NV: whenitsready LLC. 

Thaler, Joe. n.d. ‘Multiboxing Software and PC Gaming Utilities - Lavish Software’. 
Accessed 16 December 2024. https://www.lavishsoft.com/. 

Toft-Nielsen, Claus. 2019. ‘Going Home Again?: Fan Nostalgia in Anticipation of World 
of Warcraft Classic’. MedieKultur: Journal of Media and Communication 
Research 35 (66): 003–017. 
https://doi.org/10.7146/mediekultur.v35i66.106494. 

Toh, Michelle. 2023. ‘“I Cried All Night”: Millions of Chinese Lose Access to “World of 
Warcraft” and Other Hit Games | CNN Business’. CNN. 24 January 2023. 
https://www.cnn.com/2023/01/24/tech/blizzard-games-china-shutdown-
intl-hnk/index.html. 

Torta. 2023. ‘Turtle WoW Is Expanding to the East! - Turtle WoW’. 15 July 2023. 
https://forum.turtle-wow.org/viewtopic.php?t=8310. 

Viper. 2016. ‘Nostalrius Begins - Quality Wow Vanilla Realm (1.12) • View Topic - 
Meeting Report from Our Post-Mortem Presentation’. 8 July 2016. 
https://forum.nostalrius.org/viewtopic.php?f=2&t=44218. 

Zed. 2020. ‘Nostralia’. 28 November 2020. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20201128042118/http://nostralia.org/. 

 

 


