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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Let’s Play—a form of user-generated online media, in which gameplay is recorded
with commentary by the player (McKitrick et al. 2023; Kerttula 2019)—has become a
staple of contemporary online culture. The origin of the format is commonly credited
to the forums of Something Awful, an American comedy website known for its
“fanatical and almost all-male following” (Dibbell 2008), in 2004. More specifically,
credit for the form is often placed on a single forum member: Michael Sawyer, known
as “slowbeef” (Klepek 2015). This history is part of what Laine Nooney has described
as the “patrilineal chronicle” of videogames, which is “punctuated by ‘founding
fathers,” ‘hacker heroes,” and ‘game gods’” (2013).

But what if this is not the origin of Let’s Play media?

While the Let’s Play nomenclature has undoubtable origin within the Something Awful
forums, | argue the format of early Let’s Plays had an origin point several years earlier
in an entirely different online community, a community that historically been
marginalised in mainstream gaming culture: the primarily female player base of The
Sims franchise (Sihvonen 2011; Price 2014; Ring 2023). My research intends to correct
this oversight by placing the cultural phenomenon of ‘Sims stories’ in conversation
with existing research on early Let’s Play forms (as evidenced in McKitrick, Gibbs, et
al. 2023; McKitrick, Rogerson, et al. 2023) to establish an alternative, feminist origin
point of the Let’s Play.

Early Let’s Play content—which combined screenshots with written commentary—is
identical in format to ‘Sims stories’, a digital-first narrative form produced by Sims
players previously likened to scrapbooking (Jenkins 2004; ‘Sim Capital’ 2005; Murray
2017). The Sims stories format first emerged on the official TheSims.com website as
part of The Sims Exchange, a virtual platform created by the games’ developers to
leverage participatory culture for marketing purposes (‘Sim Capital’ 2005; Jenkins
2006, 166-167). By the time the first official Sims website went offline, over 100,000
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Sims stories had been posted to the Exchange (Maxis 2009), a figure excelled by the
second iteration of the official website, TheSims2.com, where users uploaded 172,061
Sims stories (Maxis and EA Games 2012) before the site went offline. While these
figures don’t account for the entire of the community’s story production—which
quickly spread across independent websites, platforms such as Geocities, Livejournal,
Freewebs, and Dreamwidth, forums like boolprop.com, and is still being produced
today—they provide insight into the prolificity of the form.

Unfortunately, TheSims.com and TheSims2.com have both been taken offline and,
across the dispersed Sims community, link rot has taken hold. This means the majority
of early Sims stories are effectively lost media, with only fragments available for
viewing. The exception to this is A Certain Reader, a rogue archive (Kosnik 2016)
created and hosted by a prominent member of the Sims Livejournal community. A
Certain Reader allowed users to scrape Sims stories from TheSims2.com site when it
was still live and, collectively, Sims fans have preserved 4,039 stories on the platform.

Many of these stories are not Let’s Plays; one of the quirks of the Sims stories
phenomenon is the clustering of narratives documenting play under the same heading
as fictional narratives created using The Sims game screenshots as an illustrative
medium. This has, in some ways, acted as a smokescreen to the form’s recognition as
a Let’s Play format as, previously, only the second variety of story—which fall under
the category of ‘gamics’ or ‘machinomics’ (Price 2014)—has received scholarly
attention. These studies focused on the impact of participation on the literacy of
teenage participants (Johnson 2009; Gee and Hayes 2010), the stories’ status as
fanfiction (Stein 2006), or a combination of the two (Lammers 2016).

In this presentation, | will introduce a taxonomy of Sims stories that will delineate
between the varieties of Sims story. This taxonomy will be rendered as a quadrant
chart, split by two axes: the horizontal axis will represent type of narrative, from
‘predetermined’ to ‘emergent’, and the vertical axis will represent the subject matter,
from ‘original’ to ‘transformative’. This will establish four types of Sims story, which |
have categorised as the Let’s Play, Original Fiction, Transformative Fiction, and the
Transformative Let’s Play.

From here, | will perform a close reading of three Let’s Plays documenting the highly
popular Sims gaming challenge, the Legacy Challenge. Created by TheSims2.com user
PinStar1161 (2004), the aim of the Legacy Challenge is to play a single Sims family
through 10 generations. This goal assures that the narratives of such stories are
emergent—or shaped via gameplay (Jenkins 2004)—as the personalities, goals, and
appearances of each successive generation are entirely dependent on the player’s
interaction with The Sims 2 game engine.

This analysis of Legacy Challenge stories will build an understanding of the early Sims
Let’s Play community’s approaches to documenting emergent narratives, the
conventions established through them, and the ways in which they regurgitate wider
societal values; particularly those of the Anglosphere during the mid to late 2000s.
This understanding, once reached, will cement Sims stories as an origin point of Let’s
Play media; a tradition that continues in contemporary Sims fan circles on social media
platforms such as YouTube, Tumblr, and TikTok. In doing so, further weight will be
given to Nooney’s proclamation that there “has always been more girls to game
history” but we “have not always known where to find them” (2013).
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