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Abstract  

The aim of this study is to examine the relationship between author, text and user-generated 

modifications in the context of the computer game Civilization 4. These relationships are 

studied in part by analyzing how the game mechanics have been modified, and in part through 

analyzing the communication taking place between players of Civilization 4 in the CivFanatics 

online forums. The study concludes that fans as creators are increasingly leaning on each other 

and their self-produced accumulated body of knowledge in the generation of new and further 

changes to the narrative universe, and that the original creators of the game have all but faded 

from view. This suggests that fan creativity is not situated against or directed at particular 

authors (original or otherwise), but a community effort quite independent from original intent. 
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1. Introduction 

The practice of fan fiction spans across many different forms of media. Take a popular book, 

movie, television show or indeed theatre play, and there is fan fiction of it. In this sense, fan 

fiction is inherently multimodal; there is no one media particular to fan fiction, to the exclusion 

of every other. Fan fiction is, however, commonly seen as a primarily literary activity, the 

medium of choice being the written word. Some authors even go so far as to suggest using it as 

a means of teaching literacy to unruly but enthusiastic youths (Schmidt 2016). This seems 

something of an oversimplification – why should a practice that inherently draws upon a 

multitude of sources find itself limited to a single mode of output? Stories are stories, after all, 

regardless of where they happen to be found; stories are both multimedia and relentlessly 

agnostic as to their platform of choice (Weedon & Knight 2015). 

Of course, this transmedial fluidity is bound to create confusion and havoc for anyone trying to 

lay out neat and orderly concepts and definitions capturing the practice in its entirety. There 

will always be someone, somewhere, doing something to blur the lines once established. Given 

the double hermeneutics inherent in all attempts to scientifically describe human activity (cf 

Giddens 1987), the very act of description will spark the imagination of conceptual 

troublemakers who see a gap in the seemingly coherent framework and poke a hole in it 

(Becker 1998; Feyerabend 1993; Žižek 2008). It is, to invoke Foucault, the order of things. 

This essay will not try to create a coherent conceptual framework capturing all aspects of 

human imaginative practice. Indeed, literary critics such as Booth (1979) would find such an 

attempt both futile and ill-suited to the task at hand. What this essay will do, however, is try to 

capture the transmedial leaps and bounds that took place in the authoring of the Civilization 4 

mod Fall from Heaven 2, and the various subsequent modifications players have made along 

the way. This endeavor will entail both a close reading of the game itself, and of the online 

community that helped form the narrative universe that the game spawned. As media scholar 

Henry Jenkins (2006) pointed out, narratives (real and fictional) tend to converge across media 

and become ever more multimodal, and increasingly have to be read as such. As Bilbo said, we 

need to pay attention to what happens when it travels there and back again. 
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2. Purpose and research questions 

The aim of this essay is to analyze the relationship between author, text and user-generated 

modifications in the context of the computer game Civilization 4. This will be performed by 

looking at fan modification of the game, in the form of the mod Fall from Heaven 2, in 

conjunction with a number of subsequent modifications (modmods). The analysis will consist of 

a close reading of the unmodified game, so as to better clarify the significance of the 

modifications made. The analysis will also include looking at the parts of the CivFanatics online 

community pertaining to the modifications in question. The reading will be guided by these 

questions: 

What is the relationship between gameplay and fan created stories within the modifications? 

What role did the original author(s) play in the writing of new fan stories? 

How are we to understand and analyze a narrative distributed across different forms of media? 

2.1 Limitations and demarcations 

This essay will not perform a technical or detailed analysis of the intricate changes made 

between different iterations (e.g. version 1.1 in relation to 1.2) of the base game or its 

modifications. The reasons for this are twofold. First, the particular changes made between 

particular iterations are of little interest to anyone but the community members or players – 

more often than not, they are of such granular nature that describing them in full would not 

serve to clarify the issue at hand. Second, given the technical and context-specific nature of the 

texts involved, an indepth exploration would result in a large volume of words in relation to 

insights conveyed. In the interest of producing a text worth reading (and writing), this essay will 

keep details to a bare minimum. For similar reasons, changes made on the level of computer 

code will not be looked at.1 

                                                      
1 In the interest of clarity, here are two changes listed in the most recent changelog (Vehem 2008) for the modmod 
Fall Further: “44. Alchemy Lab and Meditation Hall(Khadi alchemy lab UB) cost reduced to 120” and “9. Changed 
all references of getNumRealBuilding to getNumBuilding in CvEventManager.py. This fixes the Amurites' free spells 
from Wizard's Halls not working with Catacomb Libralus.” As you can see, untangling the specifics would be 
something of an endeavor. 
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2.2 The relevance of this study to the field of media studies 

During the writing and examination of this thesis, a question often raised was whether it was in 

fact a thesis in the field of media studies. Fan fiction is not a common topic for theses in general 

– a cursory search in Diva for student theses on fan fiction (without quotations) resulted in 

merely fourteen hits, of which only two (Dimming 2009; Pontén 2011) had any relation to 

media studies. To say that the area is underexplored in Swedish student writing would be an 

understatement. Add to this the fact that most of my invoked theorists tend towards the 

literary end of the spectrum – some of them being outright literary critics, explicitly and 

unabashedly – and we find ourselves in a situation where the scratching of beards intensifies 

and the painstakingly keen awareness of just where the boundaries between different 

academic disciplines are drawn becomes acute. In short, this is just the kind of situation 

wherein the proper thing to do is to add a clarifying statement in an unequivocally intrusive 

fashion. In the following, I shall present three arguments for why this thesis is in fact relevant to 

media studies as it actually exists. 

The first argument comes in the form of the research review beginning a few pages from now. 

Given that any research reviews conducted on the scale found within texts such as this one are 

by definition mere snapshots of the overall activity taking place, rather than exhaustive 

accounts of the scientific endeavor as a whole (Petticrew & Roberts 2006), the thirty-odd 

articles presented is evidence enough that there is scientific activity to be had. 

Second: a non-trivial number of introductory books on media studies mentions that the field is 

multidisciplinary by nature, and among the many various other fields the discipline cohorts 

with, literary theory tends be found somewhere in the enumeration (Deacon et al 2007, p. 2; 

Fiske 20112; Hansen & Machin 2013, p. 3; McQuail 2010, pp. 14, 19; Ouellette 2013, p. 1; 

Simonson & Park 2016, p. 3; Williams 2003, p. 17). Either these esteemed authors are correct, 

and the issue is settled by decree, or they are incorrect, at which point this thesis serves as the 

clarion call that some sort of shift has taken place between their publication and the present 

                                                      
2 Fiske, being his amusing self, begins with a simple “Hello” and throughout the book gradually works through 
successively more involved iterations of communicative action until he eventually arrives at literary criticism. He is 
something of an inspiration. 
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moment. Given what is to come in the theory section, this document then becomes something 

of a recursive discursive anomaly. 

Third, what this thesis sets out to do is to analyze the movements of a narrative as it hops from 

the form of a game, to the form of written text, to the form of online interactions and back to 

game form again. If this does not qualify as media (plural) studies by default, then the field has 

defined itself out of relevance to a vast range of contemporary media use cases. Which, by my 

reckoning, seems to be a focus too narrow in scope to be worthy of the legacy left by such 

visionary media theorists as Fiske (1988), McLuhan (1964) and Lazarsfeld (1940). Some progress 

has to have been made.3 

If this prominently placed argumentation seems too defensive, then it only serves to 

underscore the pushback I have received over the course of writing this thesis. Hopefully, these 

words will be met by a confused yet benevolent expression wondering what all the commotion 

is about. Nevertheless, I felt it best to confront the issue head on, and settle it as best it can be 

settled. But enough preliminaries; I digress. 

3. Background: fan fiction 

Fan fiction is the production of creative works based on already existing works of fiction (Olin-

Scheller & Wikström 2010). A popular example is works based on the books about Harry Potter: 

fans write stories that take place in the same narrative universe as the source texts. These 

stories can incorporate characters, settings and events from the source text and expand upon 

them in various ways. By using these commonly known themes, authors of fan fiction can tell 

new stories about the narrative universe. Some works fan fiction is written for personal 

amusement, while other are written in response to other fan fiction. Most fan fiction is written 

outside of traditional models of publishing, and tend to be shared in online communities 

dedicated to either a particular narrative universe (e.g. the aforementioned Harry Potter 

series), or fan fiction more generally (e.g. Archive of Our Own [OTW 2019]).  

                                                      
3 Kafka (1961) stands at the ready with a parable. Some progress must be made; thus, the construction workers 
and administrators staring at the impossible task of constructing the Tower of Babel rapidly redefine their efforts, 
in such a way that they are now digging the Pit of Babel.  
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Fan fiction has become more popular in recent decades, alongside the growth of electronic 

communication (Jenkins 2006). Computer games have followed a similar trajectory, and in the 

wake of their popularity, an analogue to fan fiction has emerged: user modifications. User 

modifications of computer games consists of taking some part of the computer game and 

changing it in some way, so as to better suit the wants and needs of the user. Some 

modifications make the game easier, while others make it more challenging. The specifics vary 

from game to game – as does the possibilities of making changes. Some games allow for 

extensive user modifications, while others are more restrictive. Civilization 4 falls into the 

former category.  

3.1 Civilization 4 and Fall from Heaven 2 

Civilization 4 is a computer game developed by Firaxis Games, and was released in 2005. The 

game depicts mankind’s historical and cultural development from the Stone Age to a not too 

distant future. Players are positioned in control of a historical civilization, and tasked with 

guiding its development through the historical ages. Players can make various strategic choices, 

such as where to build cities, what to research, which economic models are to be implemented, 

and which other civilizations are to be befriended or conquered. The aim of the game is to 

either be the only civilization left in the world, or to dominate the remaining civilization through 

less direct means.  

Fall from Heaven 2 is a total conversion mod(ification) for Civilization 4. The term “total 

conversion” denotes a modification that uses the base engine of a game and converts it to 

something completely different. In this case, it takes the mechanics of Civilization 4 and uses 

them to present a fantasy world, wherein players can play as fictional civilizations rather than 

historical ones. The inspiration for the fictional universe found within this mod springs from the 

Dungeons and Dragons sessions its creator, Kael, ran in his younger days together with his 

friends. 
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Over the years, several mods have been made based on the Fall from Heaven 2 mod. These are 

referred to as “modmods”, and have different scopes and ambitions. Some modmods4 make 

small technical alterations to the overall mod, while others bring vast swathes of mechanical 

and narrative changes to bear. (For an extensive discussion of mods in general, see Champion 

2012.) 

4. Research overview 

Petticrew and Roberts (2006) dedicate two chapters in their book on systematic research 

reviews to the topic of narrowing down the search terms and honing the definition of what is 

relevant to such a degree that the end result is both manageable and relevant, given the 

resources at hand. At all times, there is a tradeoff at play: including more articles will capture 

more aspects and nuances of the phenomena in question, while narrowing the scope will allow 

the review to finish within the allotted time frame (and, more importantly, within budget). A 

few words on the process of narrowing are thus warranted. 

My search process was rather straightforward: I entered the search string “fan fiction” (within 

quotations) into the Communication & Mass Media Complete database search bar, and ended 

up with thirty-odd results. Seeing as this is a bearable number of articles, I decided to simply 

read them all. In this case, an inclusive approach seemed appropriate. 

I then proceeded to read the articles, in search of emergent themes. As said themes emerged, I 

retraced my steps and double-checked to see if they were in fact still there, rather than being 

mere figments of my imagination. We might refer to this as a hermeneutic reading (Ödman 

2007), in the sense that the parts served to inform a broader understanding, which then fed 

back into a deeper understanding of the parts. 

I found four, slightly overlapping themes. The first theme is what we might call the logistics of 

fan fiction – how it does what it does, in a technical and textual sense. Articles in the category 

set out to explain what makes fan fiction tick, as it were. The second theme is more 

                                                      
4 There are, indeed, mods of modmods. Thankfully, these are also referred to as “modmods”, rather than 

“modmodmods”. Throughout this essay, “mod” and “modmod” will be used interchangeably, unless clarity 

dictates otherwise.  
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community-oriented, analyzing more overall trends relating to the distribution and production 

of fan fiction (e.g. how norms of contemporary sexuality are negotiated through reimagining 

source texts). It sees the community as a site of knowledge (cf Schmidt 2016), where 

knowledge is both created (cf Schmidt 2018) and existing as a social fact (cf Durkheim 2014), 

accessible for research. The third theme narrows the scope to the individual, and focuses on 

what engaging in fan fiction affords on a local basis. The fourth theme can most succinctly be 

defined as “miscellaneous”, articles that do not strictly conform to any of the other themes but 

which warrant mention anyway. 

4.1 The logistics of fan fiction 

Jenkins (1988) discusses the strange new emergent phenomenon of fan fiction as it relates to 

the television series Star Trek. By employing several metaphors borrowed from de Certeau 

(1984), Jenkins reformulates the activity of reading from a passive, individual acceptance of a 

given text to a playful, creative and predominantly communal activity. The most prominent 

metaphor, that of poaching, returns later on in writings by both Jenkins himself and other 

authors in the field. To quote de Certeau: “readers are travelers; they move across lands 

belonging to someone else, like nomads poaching their way across fields they did not write, 

despoiling the wealth of Egypt to enjoy it themselves” (p. 174). Jenkins (1988) makes the 

argument that we should not view this as a negative, but rather as the new normal, indeed a 

positive. It allows readers an extended range of agency and an arena of bonding with each 

other, beyond the scope of a more passive reading.  Fans talk to each other about and through 

their reimagined narratives, extending it to new domains not envisioned by individual authors. 

To quote: “no legalistic notion of literary property can adequately constrain the rapid 

proliferation of meanings surrounding a popular text” (p. 87). For Jenkins, fan fiction is not 

about the life of a specific work as it comes into contact with an audience, but about people 

talking to each other in their own terms. 

Thirty years later, O’Meara and Bevan (2018) reinforce this line of reasoning by pointing out 

how there is a tendency in recent scholarship to recenter on particular authors, rather than the 

communities of interpretive readers talking to each other. The focus on authorship gets in the 

way of understanding both community-driven receptions of created works, and on the modes 



8 
 

of production for these works themselves; as production crews for mediated works become 

larger and larger, the influence of one particular individual becomes smaller and smaller by 

necessity, authors thought they might be. Works of fan fiction and official movie franchises 

both are results of collaborative efforts, meaning that they have to be understood as such. To 

quote: 

Transmedia theory focuses disproportionately on authorship. This restricts a 

comprehensive understanding of transmedia storytelling, limits the lenses we 

bring to it, obstructs the ways we evaluate transmedia stories, and impedes 

how we imagine the possibilities for both media and storytelling. Stories have 

always been transmedial. 

This insight reverberates in Hills (2015), who documents the creation and maintenance of 

specialized databases dedicated to storing information about a particular TV series (Doctor 

Who) as it unfolds. Given the particular nature of this series, keeping databases up to date and 

relevant is a challenge requiring its own kind of expertise – as the storyline unfolds and 

invalidates previous courses of events, new kinds of documentation are required (cf Brantley 

2012 and Välisalo 2018). Not only to accurately convey the current state of canonical 

information, but to preserve previously achieved summaries. This work is predominantly 

performed by fans, for fans, who not only transcribe information from one media to another 

(from moving images to database), but also create the very interpretive framework through 

which the series is understood as it unfolds. This blurs the line between author and text, even 

though the text is released in discrete units, one episode at a time. As Herbig and Hermann 

(2016) note in the case of another TV series (Supernatural), the interpretive tools and 

conventions used in fan efforts sometimes make their way into the text itself, further 

intensifying the interconnected feedback loop. 

 Stein and Busse (2009) explored the limits within which works of fan fiction are produced. Or, 

rather, the limits that fans play with and against as they create their works. One such limit is 

that of what the source texts afford – a reimagining of Jane Austen’s Emma can only stray so far 

from the source before the connection is lost. Another limit is that of genre – generic 
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conventions tend to be equally as implicit as instantly understood, and a work can, again, only 

stray too far from these conventions before becoming something completely different. And, 

thirdly, the interpretive community itself (as alluded to above) presents another kind of limit, 

where some things have become commonplace while others have not. The core of Stein and 

Busse’s (2009) argument is that these limits are eternally moving goalposts, which communities 

and individual fans alike take great pleasure in playing with. Limit play is seen as a creative 

challenge – the source text can only be budged so far, but just how close can a work of fan 

fiction get to the limit before becoming something else? Far from the negative connotations of 

de Certeau’s metaphoric poaching, this limit play has the rather more positive flavor of 

negotiation and conversation (cf Meyer & Tucker 2007). 

4.2 Fan communities as sites of knowledge 

Thus far, we have discussed the logistics of fan fiction, in terms of individual works. An attentive 

reader will have noticed that the previous section asymptotically approached – and sometimes 

nudged – the limit of communities as sites of knowledge. This phrase can denote two distinct 

but intertwined phenomena: the community as a place where knowledge is produced and 

acted upon, and the community as a place where a scientist can garner knowledge through 

careful analysis. As any practitioner of participatory observation is wont to tell you, the line 

between these two is at times difficult to maintain, but it is an analytically useful distinction to 

keep in mind; it promotes clarity as to who does what where and when. Davisson and Booth 

(2007) points out that fan studies up to that point tended to proceed in either of two ways: as 

ethnography or as textual analysis. This observation, while overly generalizing, nevertheless 

serves as an important reminder as to just what it is fan studies is about; we do not follow the 

transformations of texts for its own sake, but do it in an attempt to retrace the development of 

larger trends, past and present. Textual analysis is an important first step of the process, but it 

can not end there. To quote Samutina (2016): “We should look at fan fiction as a literary and 

cultural practice in the context of the history of the development of modern public spheres of 

imagination” (p 435). 

Isaksson (2014) attempts to do just this as she analyzes how a community centered around 

Twilight negotiates and renegotiates both romance in general and romantic conventions in 
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particular. By noting the archontic nature of individual works – that is to say, how each 

individual work is added to an ever expanding repertoire of texts, as “nodes in an intertextual 

web where the canon is also included” (p. 362) – Isaksson is able to retrace how fan works are 

based on the source text, but also how these same works come to have an influence in the 

opposite direction. As romantic ideals are interrogated and negotiated, one work at a time, a 

nuanced understanding of these ideals emerge. The process is long, complex and drawn out 

over time, but as Isaksson shows it can be gainfully studied. 

Several articles delved into particular fan fic communities in this way. In the interest of 

exhaustive brevity, I shall contain myself to merely mentioning them in passing. Scodari and 

Felder (2000), followed up by Scodari (2003), studied a community of X-Files fans and their 

views on the (potential) romantic relationship between the protagonists of the show. Hanmer 

(2014) looked at lesbian online communities centered around Xena: Warrior Princess. Lammers 

(2013) honed in on the Sims, with a particular focus on moderator interactions and the values 

communicated through them. Kustritz (2015) performed a very detailed study of a very specific 

subset of Harry Potter fan fic authors. In each case, the studies conducted saw the community 

as a site of knowledge, in both senses of the word. The particulars are interesting but ultimately 

perpendicular to the aim of this essay. I wish to end this section with a quote from Skains 

(2010), which stands out for its nod towards computer games: 

In the case of digital gaming, the lines between author/designer and 

reader/player can become fuzzy: the author/designer builds the world and 

creates a set of rules and scenarios, but the reader/player directs the actual 

story that unfolds. Like an improvising actor, the reader/player creates his/her 

own narrative as s/he moves forward in the digital environment, becoming a 

co-author of the narrative. (p. 104) 

4.3 Individual use cases for fan fiction 

Where the previous section focused on fan fic communities, this set of articles honed in on 

what individuals get out of engaging with fan fiction as an activity. While it might be argued 

that taking part of (re)negotiations of social norms and values is an individual good in and of 
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itself, we can not overlook the fact that not everything fan fic is best understood as communal. 

Sometimes, an individual does it for themselves.5 

Bonnstetter and Ott (2011) discuss and exemplify the use case of so called Mary Sue fics. A 

Mary Sue is a work where the author inserts themselves as a character in the story, often with 

extraordinary capabilities, so as to keep up with the other characters. One of the authors 

describe an emotionally draining experience they had, and how they coped with it by writing a 

story about themselves in the Star Trek universe. Where the real experience was far from ideal, 

the fictional portrayal conveyed a more desired outcome. While this writing exercise did 

nothing to change things in the real world, it allowed the author an outlet for the emotions the 

situation had stirred, and a mechanism for coping with what had happened. The point was not 

so much to write for an audience but as to write for the self; write a better self, as it were. 

We find the same tendency in reverse in Salvati (2015). Salvati describes how a podcaster, Dan 

Carlin, repeatedly proclaims himself to be an amateur, as opposed to a real historian. By making 

this rhetorical move, Carlin affords himself the freedom to not hold himself to the same strict 

standards a “real” historian would have. Carlin does not tell history, he merely tells stories; 

thus, he is able to discourse at length about the fall of the Roman Empire, the Mongol invasions 

and other historical events without worrying too much about getting every fact or detail 100% 

correct. Salvati argues that this insistence on being a fan fic author (so to speak) is probably 

both warranted and beneficial; if disavowing the official title of historian allows Carlin to 

proceed with confidence, then the same ought to hold for others who consider starting a 

project. Start out by pretending, then learn from the experience. It is only fan fic, it does not 

count; just go ahead and do it. 

On a slightly different note, Jungmin Kwon (2016) analyzes the phenomenon of gay fan fiction 

in the context of predominantly heterosexual South Korean women. The details of this 

seemingly contradictory state of things are laid out by the author, eventually leading to the 

conclusion that gay media explicitly targeted towards gay audiences tend to fall into obscurity, 

                                                      
5 Pun intended. I insert this footnote to mark that my use of singular they in this section is more pronounced than 
in other sections. 



12 
 

while gay media targeted towards women succeed commercially. This suggests that there is 

something of a disconnect between the tropes used in fan fiction and the reality those same 

tropes purportedly depict. The detail of the argument are too involved to depict here, above 

and beyond the suggestion that individual satisfaction might not correspond to social change; a 

counterpoint to the suggested transformative powers of fan fiction. 

Paris (2016) discusses the intergenerational gap in the Twilight fan fic community, where older 

women read and write explicitly sexual stories, and younger (particularly teen) women prefer 

less explicit stories. The tension between Twilight as a coming of age narrative and an audience 

already having come of age is not easily reconciled, and suggests different audiences get 

different things out of the same source text. 

Lastly, Leppäänen (2007) and Thorne et al (2009) discuss fan fiction in the context of second 

language acquisition. For both articles, the language learning is a secondary side-effect of 

participating in specific community activities. The activities happen to be in a foreign language 

(English, Japanese, etc), and the individuals attain proficiency with the vocabulary associated 

with these activities. The youths in each respective study are interested in computer games and 

the surrounding narrative universes, and by delving deeper into these narratives their 

proficiency in a second language increases; on a mechanical level, it is necessary to learn certain 

words and phrases in order to play the game. The initial impulse of pursuing an activity leads to 

outcomes perpendicular to expectations (I explore this dynamic at length elsewhere; see 

Schmidt 2016). 

4.4 Miscellaneous bits and pieces 

In every summary, there will be things that do not fit in squarely either way or another. There 

are two ways of dealing with this: either shove a square peg into a round hole, or acknowledge 

the fact and act accordingly. Thus, we have a smattering of articles remaining, neither irrelevant 

nor uninteresting. 

Booth (2008) discusses the strange phenomenon of social media accounts styling themselves 

and acting as fictional characters. More than that, they act in very specific manners according 

to very specific readings of the source text, and sometimes against the grain of said source text. 
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By acting in this way, the accounts are able to play out the dynamic of the story in a non-

fictional setting, and others are able to play along, co-creating social situations as they would 

have played out in-universe. It is a rhetorical move at once both simple and sophisticated; those 

in the know will intuit what is going on, but attempts to retroactively construct it will invariably 

run into the problem of how to convey an immense amount of narrative information in a 

concise fashion. This is not precisely fan fiction, in a traditional sense, but it is also not not fan 

fiction; some sort of story is definitely being told. (Rettberg 2009 discusses how this storytelling 

plays out for non-fictional social media accounts.) 

Ramdarshan Bold (2018) explores how authors, of fan fiction and ordinary fiction both, navigate 

the online platform Wattpad, and create networks centered around their writings and their 

brands. Booth provides a concise history of authorship in non-digital environments, and how 

this dynamic does and does not carry over into digital platforms. Wattpad promotes authors, 

but it also creates microcelebrities. These two concepts are related, but by no means the same, 

especially when it come to fan fiction microcelebrities, who are known for their writing but who 

are also not authors. The distinction is at once both subtle and important, separating the 

activity of writing from the identity of authorship; the inverse of Salvati (2015), as it were.  

Dhaenens (2008) argues passionately for the inclusion of queer theory into fan studies. This 

essay does not rise to their challenge, but it seems appropriate to honor their request by 

mentioning it. (For an instance of this, see Gunderson 2017) 

5. Theory 

The notion of artists being inspired by divine beings goes back to ancient times. In the dialogue 

Ion, Plato (2001) has Socrates expound on the nature of inspiration and the muses. In the act of 

inspired creation, artists are not themselves. Rather, Socrates asserts, they are possessed by a 

divine spark that moves them into action. These actions are not of the volition of the artists 

themselves, but of the muses that have (if ever so temporary) taken residence in them. 

Depending on which muse resides in a particular artist at a particular moment, the inspired 

created output differs. As Socrates notes, Ion has very much to say on particular topics, but 

very little to say on others. This is due to the muse residing within Ion having an affinity for 
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certain topics, and thus springs to life whenever he encounters manifestations of these; 

conversely, the muse lacks interest in other topics, leaving him silent on those. The same goes 

for other artists, which explains why different artists have such different creative output – there 

are many muses speaking with many voices, as it were.  

Such a notion of creative inspiration undoubtedly still has sway in popular imagination. 

However, gestures towards divine inspiration lacks explanatory force when it comes to fan 

creativity and transmediated storytelling. It simply states that some persons are more likely to 

write than others, and that the distribution of probabilities is beyond the comprehension and 

control of mere mortals. Which, for the purposes of this essay, simply will not do.  

Following Burke (1995), this chapter will focus on three aspects of texts and the writing of texts. 

These three aspects are the artifice of texts, the autonomy of texts, and the autonomy of 

discursive practices. Or, phrased differently: how texts come to be, how they continue to be, 

and how communities (such as fan fiction communities) spring up around them.  

The artifice of texts is at once both straightforward and complex. It is a straightforward 

proposition that texts do not exist unless someone writes them. Texts are artificial objects, 

which do not come into being without sustained and deliberate effort. An author has to will it 

into being, and every word that ends up in a text has to be placed there by a deliberate creative 

act. Nothing about a text is preordained, and until an author is done writing, everything within 

it can be changed and edited this way or that (Vats 1973).  

Of course, this straightforward proposition is only true in the abstract. Real authors and real 

texts are always placed within some sort of real-world constraints that shapes the act of writing 

(Bitzer 1968). The level of proficiency of the authors, the languages they master, the time 

period they happen to write in – all these things in various ways shapes what ultimately 

becomes the completed version of a text. It should come as no surprise that a writer in 

Stockholm writes in Swedish and that a writer in Warzaw writes in Polish; this difference is 

straightforward enough. More subtle, however, are the differences between texts written in 

Berlin 1937 and those written in Berlin 1947. Given that texts are artificial constructs, they are 

always created at a specific time by a specific person. These specificities manifest themselves in 
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various ways in the final versions of the text, and careful readers can glean information by 

paying attention to how and where these manifestations occur (Jost & Hyde 1997).  

Once the act of writing is completed, texts become autonomous objects in the world, both in 

the sense that they are physical objects (books, papers etc), and in the sense that texts are in a 

fundamental way separated from their authors. No matter what happens to an author, the text 

remains as written. Texts are, in this way, autonomous – they remain what they are. Even if the 

case that authors should change their minds about what they wrote, the texts still remain as 

written, in defiance of both time and intent. More importantly, texts remain as objects even 

when their authors have passed away, leaving younger generations a tangible record of past 

events (Cannadine 2011).  

This brings us to the autonomy of discursive practices. Every specialized field of knowledge has 

a history and a tradition, and has developed a distinct set of practices over the years of its 

existence. These practices form part of the identity of the members of the community, who 

interpret the world in light of being part of that community (Fiske & Hartley 1978; Wenger 

1998). More specifically, they interpret texts in light of the shared identity formed over time in 

the specialized field of knowledge (cf Bourdieu 1992). In the context of fan culture, Grossberg 

(1992) referred to this as a “sensibility” – a shared sense that something is important, and thus 

worthy of devoting attention (and at times non-trivial amount of effort) to. 

Foucault (2000) uses the example of psychoanalysis to illustrate how textual autonomy 

operates within a specific field. Psychoanalysis is primarily based on the texts of Freud, and 

would most likely not have existed in the wide-spread form it currently has should Freud not 

have written those texts. However, Foucault maintains, the discovery of a “new” Freud text 

would not radically alter psychoanalysis as a field of knowledge. The psychoanalytic community 

would have to interpret and incorporate these texts in some manner, to be sure, but the overall 

momentum of established tradition would be such that the overall psychoanalytic practice will 

continue as before. Psychoanalysis as a discursive practice was founded on Freud’s texts, but it 

is simultaneously autonomous from those texts. In a similar manner, Foucault points to the fact 

that not all of Freud’s texts have the same status within the psychoanalytic community, and 
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that some texts are deemed to be of lesser importance or relevance than others. The current 

such evaluation of Freud’s texts stems not from the content of the texts as such, but from shifts 

within the community at present; the practical demands of the present retroactively 

determines the relevance of the past.  

Foucault (2000) further makes the point that discursive practices centered on specific texts are 

not determined by the content of those texts. While such practices are heavily influenced by 

these texts, the texts themselves did not necessitate the specific social practices that eventually 

formed around them. The texts are the focus point of the discursive practices, to be sure, but 

the mere act of referring to a text does not determine the specific form these practices take. 

Communities always form in a specific place and a specific time (much like texts), and are as 

much shaped by historical accidents as by their shared efforts (interpretive or otherwise). The 

foundational text founded the community, but once the community is established, it follows its 

own trajectory according to its own propensities.  

Taken together, these three aspects – the artifice of texts, the autonomy of texts, and the 

autonomy of discursive practices – present us with a more nuanced view of writing that the 

paradigm of divine inspiration. It also presents us with a framework from which to understand 

fan fiction as a communal process. A source text is written and published, thus receiving some 

amount of readership. Those readers get together to discuss the text, and further to discuss 

text written with the source text as a main referent. During the course of those discussions, a 

specialized field of knowledge is constructed, which becomes the bedrock upon which further 

discussions (and further works of fan fiction) is based. The author of the source text may or may 

not be involved with the conversations among the readers; in either case, both the source text 

and the community formed around it has a life of its own, autonomous from and outside of 

authorial intent.  

This framework leaves some questions unanswered, however. One of those regards the status 

of authorial intent, and whether or not it matters. The fact that texts are artificial objects, 

which do not exist unless an author wills it into being, suggests that intent is a crucial 

component. However, the fact that texts are also autonomous objects that exist in the world 
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outside of (and quite independent of) their authors presents us with a conceptual difficulty. 

Texts exist due to intent, but texts themselves do not intend anything. Texts are objects, and 

any authorial intent will have to be inferred from the attributes found within the text. The 

question “what did the author mean?” might seem intuitively easy to understand, but when 

seen in this light, it turns out to in fact be two questions: “what did the author intend?”, and 

“what does the text say?”.  

These are, as Wimsatt and Beardsley (1946) note, two very different questions, suggesting two 

radically different methodologies for those in search of answers. The question of what a text 

says can only be answered by a thorough investigation of the text as it is – by careful reading 

and tracing of its statements, assumptions and rhetorical moves. The findings of such a reading 

will then have to be carefully compared to what else is known on the topic at hand, until some 

hermeneutic understanding is eventually arrived at. The question of what an author intended, 

however, can ultimately only be answered by asking the authors themselves, by means of direct 

interpellation. Wimsatt and Beardsley note that, as a means of textual analysis, such a method 

of seeking oracular advice leaves much to be desired. As indicated by the title of their essay, the 

Intentional Fallacy, intention is an analytical pitfall. Textual analysis should focus primarily on 

the text, and let it speak on its own terms. A critic may or may not consult the author directly, 

but – and this is key – such a course of action is superfluous to the activity of textual analysis, 

useful as it might sometimes be. Indeed, if a critic’s careful analysis of a text and their 

painstaking demonstration of critical prowess can be obviated by the author simply saying they 

got it wrong, then they are not much of a critic. Or, conversely, literary criticism ends up being a 

meaningless exercise, wholly contingent on authorial authority (in a very literal sense); there 

has to be more to a text than mere intent for critical analysis to work. 

Hirsch (1967) explores the possibility of texts expressing things that its author did not intend. 

Texts are constructs of language, and authors have to follow the rules and conventions of 

whatever language they write in. Moreover, authors have to carefully narrow the field of 

possible interpretations in order to guide readers towards any particular point they intend to 

make. Skilled authors are able to use grammar and context in such a way that readers are 

intuitively moved in the desired direction – be it towards a conclusion or to a plot point. 
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Unskilled writers, however, will find their texts doing things they did not intend. A trivial 

example is a writer with a lacking grasp of grammar, who writes sentences where verbs points 

towards the wrong object (e.g. the sofa sat down on the woman, rather than the other way 

around). A more subtle example is a narrative passage which is supposed to be suspenseful, but 

which through some mishap comes off as campy or corny. There can be a gap between an 

author’s intent and their ability to translate it into prose; this possibility opens for texts 

expressing things its authors did not intend.  

The possibility unintended meanings is even more present in larger works of writing, such as 

narrative fiction. As more and more words accumulate, the relations between what was said in 

one passage and what was said in another passage necessarily multiply. Given enough words, 

there will eventually be inconsistencies, regardless of authorial will or skill. Phrased differently: 

there are too many things to keep track of. However, these inconsistencies are nevertheless 

present in the text as-is, and readers will inevitably come across them. The text will remain as 

written, going through its grammatical motions as written whether the author intended it or 

not. Sometimes as a feature, sometimes as a bug. 

Astute media studies acolytes will probably wonder why the encoding/decoding model, as 

formulated by Hall (1980), has not been mentioned up to this point. The reason lies in Hall’s 

centering of intent as the primary point of interest. Whether a reading is hegemonic, 

negotiated or oppositional depends wholly on the intent of the person doing the encoding. 

Given what we have discussed above, this introduces a conceptual roadblock when analyzing 

modified works such as Fall from Heaven 2. Nothing about the mod was intended by the 

original authors, meaning we can not call it hegemonic, but it would lead astray to call it 

negotiated or oppositional. The fans do not agree or disagree with Firaxis; the modding 

community is not directed at the source text in the way Hall’s model makes them out to be. 

Furthermore, we would end up in a tangle of double modifiers if we considered modmods 

oppositional readings of oppositional readings. Worse, as an encoded work Fall from Heaven 2 

becomes a hegemonic reading off of which modmods base their opposition. There are, simply 

put, too many moving parts for this framework to be useful. 
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As we move on to analyze Civilization 4 and its modifications, we have to very carefully tease 

apart what the text is, who the authors are (or were), and the context within which the 

modifications are made. The creators of the game had a specific vision for how the game would 

and should be formed (artifice), but the text they created is not bound by this intent (textual 

autonomy). The modders, too, had their own textual intent, which in turn created a different 

text that could be further modified down the line (communal autonomy). Each point in this 

process is its own creative moment, and having an understanding of how things moved from 

one stage to another will not just allow us to better appreciate this game in particular, but also 

the creative process in general. But enough theory. It is time for the nuts and bolts of 

methodology. 

6. Method 

The three aspects identified in the previous section – the artifice of the text, the autonomy of 

texts, and the autonomy of discursive practices – presents us with a methodological challenge. 

To phrase it in the bluntest form possible: what are these things, and how do we get to them in 

a methodological fashion? 

The first two aspects forces us to ask what a computer game is, in general. More specifically, it 

forces us to operationalize the notion of a computer game as text. The discourse analyst Gee 

(2015) defines a game as two things: a visual flow of images, and as mechanics. The former are 

self-explanatory: the things you see as you watch the screen. The latter, however, will comprise 

the bulk of the analysis that follows. A game mechanic, according to Gee (2015), is “what you 

can do with things in a game” (p 20). While the wording might seem overly generalized, it 

captures a core component of gameplay. A player does things, and the things the player does 

defines the game. Analyzing what a player does will thus also be an analysis of what the game 

is.  

To get at what a computer game is, we will therefore have to analyze the mechanics of the 

game in question. To this end, there will be a subchapter presenting the various mechanics of 

Civilization 4. The overall aim is to present the game mechanics as briefly as possible, in such a 

way that the alterations made in the modified versions become clear, so as to give the reader 
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sufficient familiarity with the game-as-text to convey what changes have been made, and what 

significance they have. Above and beyond the mechanics, special consideration will be given to 

the textual artifacts – in particular the Civilopedia, in both its original and modified form6. 

The third aspects forces us to analyze the Civfanatics subforums dedicated to Fall from Heaven 

2 and its various modmods. The purpose of such an analysis is to shed light on the community 

of modders who made the modifications in question. The choice of forum (pun intended) was 

made with two considerations in mind. First, these forums were the prime hub of discussion 

about these mods as they were developed. If any analysis is to be made, it has to be made 

there.7 The second has to do with the architecture of web forums. Interactions on online 

forums have the distinct characteristic of being at once both instant and archive. As a particular 

interaction happens, it becomes instantly available to other forum members, published in the 

form of forum posts. These interactions also become archived, in the sense that (unless some 

dramatic change is made to the hosting site’s web structure) conversations remain where they 

are, and can be read years later should need be. Thus, we get a snapshot of how the 

community discussed things at the time, expressed in their own terms on their own volition. 

(Kozinets 2010) 

Even though the particular CivFanatics subforums we are interested in are relatively non-

eventful these days, their sheer size poses a methodological problem. Where to begin? The 

netnographer Kozinets (2010) proposes that we pay attention to the architecture of the online 

community we want to analyze, and try to narrow down the possible sites of analysis to a 

manageable number. In this case, this would instantiate by looking at the names of the various 

subforums on the site. The first narrowing would be to the Civilization 4 subforum, then 

subsequently to the “Civ4 – Creation & Customization” subforum, and from there to the “Civ4 – 

                                                      
6 Given Gee’s (2015) definition, reading counts as a mechanic. This introduces the conundrum of whether the text 
has to be in-game for the game to be played, or if it continues whilst reading forum posts and fan stories. 
Fortunately, the visual component allows us to say that it does not, but I will insert this footnote as a reminder 
that stories are platform agnostic, often transcending the particular medium they find themselves in. 
7 This is a historically contingent given, by virtue of the expedient fact that these forums were where these 
discussions took place. I give this a footnote of its own to preempt the question “why here rather than any other 
place?”; there are scant few other places to go. Further elaboration would result in what Mills (2000) calls 
“abstracted empiricism”, or pedantry for the sake of pedantry. 
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Fall from Heaven” subforum. From there, we can navigate down to a number of even further 

subdivided subfora about game strategy, lore or particular modmods. Once there, it is possible 

to click on individual threads to see the interactions contained therein. 

From here, it boils down to a combination of methodological snowballing, hermeneutics and 

the identification of relevant topoi (Wolrath Söderberg 2017). Snowballing means following the 

trails as they pop up – as one thread links to another which links to another, and so on, a 

careful reader can observe patterns in what gets said by who in what ways. Using insights 

gleaned in such a way, it is possible to eventually arrive at various points of interest through 

trial, error, experimentation and (at times) sheer name recognition. What begins as a jumble of 

confusing design choices, unfamiliar forum handles and insider jargon, soon becomes a slightly 

more familiar version of those things. It is, to borrow a metaphor from de Certeau (1984) akin 

to walking the streets of a city, every pass back and forth resulting in an ever so gradually more 

fine-grained familiarity with the place. 

In more active forums, it would be possible to engage in participatory observation – that is to 

say, to write posts and see how the community responds. In this case, however, the community 

has moved on to other subforums, and our analysis will by necessity be limited to viewing the 

posts that are already in place.  

It follows that this approach is rather qualitative. For the sake of brevity, I will follow the sage 

advice of Patton that “the complete analysis isn’t” (2002, p. 431), a remark made in the context 

of how to summarize the findings of a qualitative inquiry. There will always be more to say, 

more avenues to explore, more that could have made it into the text but which did not. There is 

indeed more to say about each and every aspect analyzed below, but the text has to be finished 

at some point in time. All stories, however told, must come to an end.8 

                                                      
8 Kafka (1961), in one of his parables on the Tower of Babel, muses that since our capacity for building becomes 
ever greater with time, there is no proper moment to actually begin the construction. What would at present take 
a year to complete, will soon take a mere week, meaning that we would actually complete the tower faster by 
postponing the construction. The longer we postpone it, the faster it is completed. Aside from being an amusing 
paradox, it also has the methodological implication that the more method one employs, the more one delays 
confronting the object of study, the better the study becomes; the best studies consist of nothing but 
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6.1 How this plays out in terms of the philosophy of science 

The definition of a mechanic, as provided by Gee (2015), makes up what it lacks in discursive 

length in sheer experimental elegance. For one, it is eminently falsifiable, in a Popperian (1959) 

sense – any person with access to a computer can test for themselves whether statements 

made using this definition are true or false. Below, I will make very specific claims about the 

game Civilization 4 and the mechanics found therein. If, upon retracing my analytic steps of 

directly observing the game to see what the mechanics are, it is discovered that said mechanics 

actually consist of (for instance) repeatedly and rapidly discharging a lethal weapon in the 

direction of a great number of hostile extraterrestrial entities, then my analysis will have 

demonstratively failed to correspond with the object analyzed. The same goes for errors on a 

lesser scale. There is very little possibility of fudging the data, and any honest mistakes on my 

part can be readily rectified through interacting with the text with Gee’s analytical tool in mind. 

Replicability is inherently baked into the process. (See appendix A for instructions on how to go 

about installing the mods and modmods.) 

The same does not apply for my procedure of forum analysis, however. Gradually becoming 

familiar with a material through prolonged interaction with it is not a method, per se, it is 

merely a structured way of gaining knowledge about said material (a subtle distinction I am 

sure the reader will appreciate; see also Moses & Knutsen 2012). In this, I turn to booth (1979), 

whose critical maxim is that the proof of the pudding is in the eating: if the conclusions arrived 

at seem sound and do not immediately contradict (too many) intuitive assumptions, then there 

is probably some validity to the process. This heuristic fails the replicability criterion, in that it 

does not provide an immediately applicable step by step process for readily arriving at the 

same conclusion as the author. This is, however, a known feature of the hermeneutical method 

(cf Bernstein 1983), and it falls outside the scope of this essay to resolve the inherent 

methodological problematics of being a situated human being (on this, see Bauman 1993; 

Heidegger 2010; Sloterdijk 1987). 

                                                      
methodology. Kafka urges us forward through the parable of the watchman, and through a resolving paradox: if it 
had been possible to build the Tower of Babel without ascending it, the work would have been permitted.  
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6.2 Limitations 

Forum interactions have the merit of being relatively stable over time. They do not, however, 

contain the whole story of what happened during the time the community was active, as a non-

trivial portion of the discussion is sure to have taken place by means other than forum posts 

(e.g. in chat rooms, emails, phone calls or other ephemeral media). Aspects of lore or code 

would be discussed outside the forum, and the results of these discussions would find their way 

into either game or forum posts as an indirect consequence. These aspects would, by necessity, 

have to be gleaned from talking to the people involved, preferably by means of structured 

interviews of some kind (e.g. Kvale & Brinkman 2009). There is, I maintain, enough material at 

hand to suffice for this essay; any subsequent study which were to employ more 

comprehensive data gathering methods would have to go through some version of the steps 

laid out above to get a sense of what to ask. 

6.3 Sample 

Civilization 4, and the particular modification of Fall from Heaven 2, were chosen for a number 

of reasons. The first, as was alluded to above, is that the work (both in terms of being a literary 

work and in terms of work being performed) is more or less complete. A related second reason 

is the age of the game and the longevity of the work to modify it – there is a rich supply of 

source material to analyze. A third reason is the vast scope and complexity of the alterations 

made through the modifications, to both the mechanical and narrative aspects of the source 

text. A fourth and related reason is that the modifications are in fact of both a mechanical and 

narrative nature, and not fully one or the other. The link between these two facets is 

interesting in and of itself.  

It has to be noted that Civilization is not the only game to have fan made modifications made to 

this scale and narrative complexity, and that similar analyses can be performed on other 

modified games, both completed and under development. However, a choice of subject matter 

has to be made, and this choice was made – above and beyond the reasons previously stated – 

on the basis of authorial familiarity. 
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6.4 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations is a vital aspect of all scientific endeavor (Vetenskapsrådet 2017). In this 

case, the reading of forum posts might potentially give rise to ethical queries, in particular in 

relation to potentially sensitive personal information. Where applicable, the reporting has been 

made in such a way as to minimize any risk of including any information possible to link to 

specific individuals. 

7. Analysis 

This chapter will contain four sections: one about Civilization 4 in its original form, two sections 

about the modifications made to it by its players, where the specifics of each are enumerated 

and compared, and one about CivFanatics and the community found there.   

7.1 Civilization 4 

In the computer game Civilization 4, players takes on the role of the personification of a 

historical civilization. As such, the player directs the course of their chosen civilization from the 

dawn of archaeological time throughout human history. The player is not directly involved in 

the specifics of daily life within their civilization, and operate on a highly abstracted level. The 

game progresses from ur-time to the near future, and gameplay ends either in the year 2050 or 

when one of several victory conditions have been fulfilled by one of the civilizations at play.  

It should be noted that the game was not a fixed text upon release, but was continuously 

changed and updated by the developers, primarily in two ways. First, through the continual 

release of patches – changes to the code that fixed bugs and changed numerical values in order 

to improve the experience of playing the game. These changes were usually of a comparatively 

minor nature, adjusting balances rather than adding features. Secondly, through the release of 

two expansions (Warlords in 2006 and Beyond the Sword in 2007), which introduced new 

mechanics and made significant changes to the way the game worked. The patches continued 

until June 2009. This presentation will only consider things as they are in the final 3.19 version, 

expansions included.  
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The core mechanics of the game are as follow: civilizations, leaders, cities, technologies, 

buildings, units, promotions, civics and religions. Each will now be described in turn, to give a 

basis for comparison with their modified counterparts. 

A major mechanic is the specialization of civilizations and the leaders that rule them. Each 

civilization has different unique attributes (special buildings and/or units), which usually have 

some sort of advantage over the generic counterparts of other civilizations. The specific unique 

attributes are largely based on historical events or institutions; for instance, the Holy Roman 

Empire can build a Rathaus instead of a Courthouse. The two buildings provide the same type 

of benefit, but the specific HRE version provides a higher percentage of it. The same goes, 

mutatis mutandis, for all other civilizations and their unique buildings or units; the Roman 

legionnaires are stronger than the ordinary swordsmen they replace. 

Each civilization is afforded one or more leaders, who in turn provide different benefits to their 

civilizations. While each specific leader is tied to their parent civilization (the HRE has 

Charlemagne, the Ottomans have Suleiman, etc), the specific kinds of benefits leaders bring to 

bear are applied across civilizations. For instance, both Charlemagne and Suleiman have the 

“imperialistic” trait, which provide the same benefits to both their respective civilizations. 

Most of the gameplay consists of managing cities. Cities produce every important resource in 

the game, such as money, research, units and buildings. Apart from being centers of 

production, cities also represent a civilization’s claim on territory. If a civilization has a city 

somewhere on the map, they own that territory, and thus it is of great importance who builds 

cities where. Apart from being owned by different civilizations (who thus have access to the 

specific attributes mentioned above), cities are mechanically identical across civilizations. 

Researching technologies unlocks new units, buildings, civics and future research options. 

These new buildings and units tend to be stronger than their older counterparts, and thus it is 

desirable to be as advanced as possible. Despite the historical differences between the various 

civilizations, they all follow the same predetermined technological path, from early writing 

through the printing press to the internet. 
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Constructing buildings provides various benefits to cities – aqueducts make cities healthier, 

walls make them easier to defend, courthouses make them cheaper to maintain, etc. A city with 

many buildings is generally more productive than a city without. Aside from the specific 

buildings afforded to specific civilizations (as mentioned above), all civilizations have access to 

the same set of buildings upon unlocking the appropriate technologies.  

Constructing military units allows for the defense of cities and other strategic locations, and for 

capturing the cities of potential enemies. Constructing civilian units provides other benefits – 

most notably workers, who can improve terrain, which makes cities more productive, allowing 

them to produce more units or buildings. Again, all civilizations have access to the same set of 

units, the unique units aside.  

Units have and can acquire promotions, which shape their usefulness in various situations. 

Certain units begin with certain historically appropriate promotions, which makes them more 

efficient at certain tasks (e.g. spearmen begin with a promotion that makes them do double 

damage against mounted units). As specific units engage in battle, they gain experience 

(represented by a numerical value), and when they have gained enough experience, players are 

afforded a choice of additional promotions. Different categories of units (e.g. cavalry, archers, 

etc) have access to different promotions, but the promotions available are identical across 

civilizations.  

A civilization can enact civics, provided the appropriate technology has been unlocked. These 

represent various forms of societal organization (slavery, free markets, universal suffrage, etc), 

and provide different advantages for the civilizations that enact them. Slavery, for instance, 

allows players the option to work their population to death to finish units or buildings faster, 

while universal suffrage allows spending money for the same purpose. Again, the civics 

available are the same for all civilizations.  

Civilizations can also found and/or adopt religions. There are seven of them, who all work the 

same and provide the same benefits (e.g. Christianity provides the same bonuses as Hinduism). 

Founding a religion gives access to a special building, which increases income based on how 

many followers that religion has across the world. If two civilization have adopted different 
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religions, they get a minor malus to diplomatic relations; contrary to history, this is the extent 

of the effect.  

Every civilization, leader, technology, building, unit and religion has an entry in the in-game 

encyclopedia – the Civilopedia. Each entry includes a description of what effect a given item has 

in terms of gameplay (e.g. what bonus a particular building provides), and a short description of 

the historical context of that particular item. Though by no means exhaustive, averaging at 

about a hundred words per entry, these descriptions serve to introduce players to the general 

idea of what the things they see on the screen represents in a historical sense.  

These are, in short, the core mechanics of the final version of Civilization 4. Some aspects and 

nuances have been left out, to keep this section at a reasonable length, but you should now be 

familiar with the basics of what a player does in an average game session.  We now have a basis 

for comparison with the changes made in Fall from Heaven 2. 

7.2 Fall from Heaven 2 

Fall from Heaven 2 is set in a fantasy setting, with fantasy themed civilizations rather than the 

historical counterparts of the original. Whereas Civilization 4 featured a broad sense of 

mechanical uniformity across civilizations (as careful readers might have intuited from the 

previous section), Fall from Heaven 2 introduces radical mechanical differences between the 

various races and factions. Elves, for instance, can build improvements in forests, whereas 

other civilizations would have to first cut down the forests and then improve the underlying 

terrain (thus losing the advantages of forest tiles). The Calabim, to take another example, can 

feed the population of their cities to their special vampire unit, trading city size for unit 

experience. Many civilizations have similar exclusive mechanics, and playing as a particular 

civilization is a mechanically different experience from playing another.  

The mechanical differentiation of civilizations works in both positive and negative terms. As 

some civilizations gain access to certain mechanics, others are locked out from using them. The 

Doviello civilization, as an extreme example, cannot build most buildings, and are limited to 

almost exclusively producing units in their cities. Less severe restrictions apply to other 

civilizations, according to the particular lore and playstyles associated with them.  
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The statement that mechanical restrictions are applied on the basis of lore requires some 

unpacking. “Lore” is a general term that refers to all things related to narrative, story and 

overall information about the fictional world. To say that mechanics are restricted on the basis 

of lore implies that there are narrative reasons why a certain civilization can or cannot do a 

particular thing. In the case of the Diovello, the reason they cannot build most buildings 

harkens back to the identity the story ascribes them: they are wild men, literally running with 

wolves, and as such have no need for specialized civilized infrastructure such as libraries. It 

would make no narrative sense to have a Diovello city brimming with academies and other 

institutions of higher learning – that is just not who they are.  

The reason for bringing up this relationship between lore and mechanics is, as hinted above, 

that it runs as a common theme through every civilization. Enumerating them all would make 

for a long and fascinating read (cf loocas 2008), but the core of the changes made within the 

mod consists of civilizational identity expressed through game mechanics.  

As such, there are no “generic” civilizations in Fall from Heaven 2. In the core version of 

Civilization 4, described above, it made very little mechanical difference if a player chose to play 

as the Mongols or England, despite their radically different historical identities. There were 

expressions of those identities in mechanical terms, but they were subtle (e.g. the 

aforementioned difference between a courthouse and a Rathaus is one of degree, not of kind). 

In contrast, the difference between choosing to play as the Diovello compared to choosing the 

Calabim are drastic; the mechanics make it thus.  

The same expression of narrative identity runs through all the mechanics enumerated above – 

technologies, buildings, units, civics and especially religions. The latter plats a very important 

part of the lore, and thus has distinct expression in mechanical terms. Two of the religions are 

of particular importance, as they are in direct opposition to each other: the Ashen Veil and the 

Order. The Veil seeks to bring about the end of the world, and units following that religion are 

awarded additional combat strength the closer the world comes to the brink.9 The Order, on 

                                                      
9 To quote a passage from the lore: “Most pursue this focus to increase their arcane knowledge, some believe they 
will receive an eternal reward for destroying creation, while a few just want the world to end.” 
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the other hand, seeks to prevent the apocalypse and stamp the Veil out of existence, and are 

equipped with appropriate mechanical tools (e.g. promotions that provide extra combat 

strength against demons) to achieve that goal. Promotions, in particular, are used extensively 

to differentiate unit categories from each other; spellcasters gain new spells in the form of 

promotions, meaning that the most experienced casters also have the widest repertoire for 

affecting change on the world, be it to save or end it. 

One final mechanical difference warrants mention, and that is the introduction of hero units. 

Heroes are important characters in the lore, and their importance is expressed mechanically 

through the system of promotions. Whereas ordinary units gain experience at a slow pace, and 

thus gain relatively few promotions, hero units gain experience at an accelerated rate, affording 

them a larger number of promotions. Hero units, despite only being a single unit, are 

exceptionally strong. This allows for narrative to have extensive impact on gameplay; in its most 

dramatic form, demigods descend to the mortal plane in order to exact vengeance and rectify 

the order of things. Mechanics and narrative thus speak in unison.  

Just as in the base game, every aspect has a Civilopedia entry, detailing relevant gameplay and 

narrative aspects of the aspect in question. Entries on civilization leaders or heroes often 

consist of vignettes from their lives, describing through narrative what has happened to them 

and how they go about doing what they do. Entries on civilization-specific buildings often 

include description of the daily life surrounding them in the context of the civilization that built 

them, serving to further narratively ground what is seen on the screen. These entries often 

have a word count in the thousands, laying out a rich and intricate narrative spanning many 

events, locations and characters. 

7.3 Modmods 

There are quite a few number of modmods for Fall from Heaven 2. To enumerate but a handful 

of them: Fall Further, Rise from Erebus, Orbis, Rise of Darkness, Wild Mana for FFH 2, Mailbox’s 

Economic Mod, Ashes of Erebus and the Magister Modmod. To go through all of them in detail 

would be outside the scope of this essay, but a few generalities can be said to apply across the 

board.  
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A first generality is that they all alter the game mechanics in some way. Some modmods make 

small changes, tweaking the numbers (such as what a particular spell does), fixing bugs, or 

altering the balance of costs and income. Others make major changes, such as introducing 

entirely new mechanics or civilizations. The smaller modmods are usually quality of life 

improvements, especially those who mainly include bugfixes – fixing things that do not work, 

correcting things that do not work as intended, adjusting settings to ensure that they are 

consistent with good gameplay (for any definition of “good”). The larger modmods are usually 

works of passion, introducing new aspects that the author(s) feel are lacking from the main 

mod.  

A second generality is that most modmods also include a narrative component, along with the 

mechanical changes they bring. Especially those modmods which create new civilizations. The 

aim of these narrative components is to situate the new civilizations in relation to the already 

existing lore, and thus give them a place in the world. A secondary aim is to show how the new 

mechanics of these new civilizations are expressions of their respective identities.  

For instance, the cities of the Scions of Patria (present in several modmods, only present as an 

ominous ruin in FfH2) do not consume food, by virtue of being inhabited by the undead 

reincarnated souls of a long-lost empire which, for complicated reasons, now returns to the 

corporeal world. Their cities do not grow in the traditional manner, and instead rely on a 

complex set of manipulations of the probabilities of attracting additional souls from the 

beyond. Playing as this civilization is thus focused on increasing these probabilities, rather than 

on the traditional food and growth mechanic. The Civilopedia entries for the special units and 

buildings all relate to the glory days of this once lost empire, and to the glory of its impending 

return to the world. The entries also interact narratively with entries about other civilizations, 

further interconnecting the backstory. 

Attempting to disentangle mechanical and narrative aspects of this creative process would be a 

futile effort (aside from the most technical of modmods). New civilizations are created with the 

already existing lore in mind, and the mechanics of these civilizations often follow from their 

narrative aspects. Conversely, ideas for new civilizations have more than once sprung from 
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interacting with the mechanics of the game, with the narrative inspiration following suit. 

Mechanics spring from narrative which spring from mechanics in a dialectical process.  

It is not uncommon for modmods to be modifications of other modmods. The reasons for this 

can vary, ranging from having a different artistic vision than the original modmod, to changing 

the gameplay of the original modmod. A common theme over the years consists of modmods 

that for one reason or another are no longer maintained by its original authors, where the work 

of continuing the development process has passed on to another author. The modmod lives on, 

albeit under different management; a recurring theme for this essay, to be sure. 

7.4 The Civfanatics subforums 

Summarizing years of community activity is a daunting task, and any attempt to do justice to all 

the events, moods and internal jargon developed over time would necessitate more text than 

can be confined in this essay. By necessity, some aspects will be left out. What is presented in 

this section is a highlight summary, a representative sample of the kinds of discussions held 

during the halcyon days. To reiterate Patton (2002): the complete analysis isn’t. 

First, we should note the kinds of archontic efforts Isaksson (2014) spoke of, where the 

canonical source text becomes a node in a web of other texts of equal value and relevance. One 

such effort is a thread by user KillerClowns (2010), appropriately titled the Grand Unified Story 

Thread, which lists and links a large number of stories taking place in the Fall from Heaven 

universe. The initial post of the thread makes a distinction between a small number of 

canonical authors, and a greater number of non-canonical authors, and mentions that stories 

not authored by members of the first category are to be considered non-canon until 

incorporated into the mods or stated otherwise. Further down in the thread, an aspiring author 

asks whether it is okay for them to write and post stories set in the narrative universe, which 

prompted a unanimous yes, a series of advice posts on how to write more concisely, and a few 

new short story pieces. In the same vein, the Mazera Mega Story Thread, started by cypher132 

(2009), prompted and collected a large number of short stories relating to various aspects of 

the narrative universe. The act of gathering a large number of stories in one place acted as an 

impetus to write more of them, both literally and figuratively. 
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In the same archival spirit, we find the thread Oghmas Vault: Archive of Canon Lore Posts, 

started by Diavolo Rosso (2014), who combed through the forum is search of all posts by users 

Kael and MagisterCultuum which in some way outlined, mentioned or expanded upon the lore. 

The result of these efforts is a series of extensive Google Docs documents, readable and 

searchable by those interested in finding out more about the narrative universe. 

Another interesting artifact is the Fall from Heaven Lore Compendium, compiled by loocas 

(2008)10. The compendium consists of text from the in-game civilopedia, which has been 

migrated into a PDF document spanning over 300 pages with the layout of a book. The stated 

purpose for this is readability (the in-game interface being what it is). Those inclined to count 

how many times the narrative has leapt from media to media, will find themselves amused by 

the jump from forum text to computer game to pdf document, and then back into game form 

as subsequent modding efforts used this text as inspiration or reference material. 

This plethora of creative efforts is bound to create a non-zero amount of confusion as to what is 

canon and what is not. Given the encouraging nature shown to aspiring authors (as seen 

above), there is bound to be situations where one set of texts contradicts another, and some 

sort of resolution heuristic has to be put in place as to which one has precedence. We find one 

such heuristic in the thread What do we know about Laroth? (KillerClowns 2009), where it is 

stated that text found in-game trumps forum text, when applicable. Further down, we find the 

view that the story of Fall from Heaven is what happens during gameplay, and that everything 

else is buildup to that moment in time; things can go this way or that, it all depends on player 

choice and the kind of story the player wants to tell. 

To help players along in this regard, the forum offers a number of threads about how to go 

about playing the mods. These can range from simple questions and answers – i.e. how do 

certain mechanics work more specifically? – to in-depth strategies such as those found in the 

FfH II Strategy Thread Index (Nikis-Knight 2007). Given the involved nature of these threads and 

the strategies therein, I shall not recount the specifics, only reiterate the tight link between 

                                                      
10 Note: due to changes in forum architecture, the download link for the pdf is at the bottom of page three. 
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narrative and gameplay. Instead, I will close off this section by mentioning the thread How to 

render archers more attractive? (Calavente 2013), which discusses the mechanics of archer 

units at great length, and proposes a number of changes to be made to them, with benefits and 

drawbacks of each change discussed in turn (in principle and in the context of existing 

modmods). Interspersed in the comparative advantages of particular changes to mechanics are 

references to whether they would make narrative sense for this or that faction to have or use, 

an indication that the story is not told through text alone. 

8. Results 

It is interesting to see the changes various iterations of Civilization 4 brings about to the 

narrative told through gameplay. The original version, as Firaxis made it, tells the story of 

mankind’s travails from the dawn of time to the present era. Firaxis used the raw material of 

history and transformed it into a roughly history-shaped game. To do so in a way that makes 

sense from a gameplay perspective, they had to compress the identity of a number of 

historically existing empires, nation states and other political entities into mechanically (almost) 

identical game components and transport them all to the first archaeological moments. As a 

literal retelling of how it happened, this presentation has a number of flaws; as an allegorical 

representation of how history moved through a series of defined stages, it shows promise. 

Fall from Heaven 2 does not aspire to retell history; rather, it attempts to tell stories, plural. It 

does so by using the raw material of Civilization 4 and transforming it into several story-shaped 

bundles of mechanics, narratives and graphical assets. The modmods further this storytelling 

process along by adding more such bundles, each contributing to the overall complexity. These 

latter efforts have very little connection to Firaxis’ intent or attempt at historymaking, yet are 

casually bound together in such a way that one could not have happened without the other. 

Had Firaxis made different choices, such that the game would have been more difficult to 

modify11, then it is very possible that the modifications would not have been made. As causal 

                                                      
11 Fall from Heaven was never converted or updated to Civilization 5. This is mainly due to differences between 
how open to modifications the respective games were; Civilization 4 allowed for deeper and more comprehensive 
changes than its later iteration; the effort involved in translating from a framework that afforded vast scope to one 
that imposed non-trivial limitations was ultimately deemed too excessive. 
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links go, this is a rather weak one; in any event, the vehicle for further stories is to be found in 

the potential for more stories, rather than the contingencies of the history we find ourselves in. 

This recalls what Foucault (2000) had to say about textual communities operating on principles 

autonomous from their foundational texts, in that the Fall from Heaven community rarely 

center its discussions on what Civilization tells us about history. Instead, community members 

center on questions of what happened to this or that character or civilization, and seek to 

answer such questions by providing the narrative themselves. These efforts are based on, and 

guided by, the ever increasing archontic web of references available to the community. 

Moreover, they are guided by what Grossberg (1992) called a sensibility – a shared feeling that 

certain things are important and worth pursuing. We might speculate that part of this 

sensibility springs from the fact that there is a story to be had. A hypothetical player might 

casually boot up a game as a particular civilization, encounter a particular monster or hero, 

read the civilopedia entry and discover that there are hundreds upon hundreds of pages of text 

to be read outlining who, what, where and why. Upon making this discovery, our hypothetical 

player hop online in search of answers to how this textual abundance came to be, and thus be 

on the path to joining the FfH2 community. Or it might be the other way around – another 

hypothetical players stumbles across the narrative speculations found in the forum and decides 

to give the mod a go. Either way, an interest is sparked and a fan is born.  

Speculation aside, the interlinked nature of mechanics and narrative is food for further 

storytelling. The Scions of Patria, in particular, stand out in this regard, by virtue of their unique 

playstyle and their introduction through a modmod. The Scions exist in the same narrative 

universe as the other civilizations, but they were not fully formed by the time FFH2 was 

created; rather, intrepid fans expanded upon a fragment and inserted a mechanical novelty into 

the game. In this, they had to confront the question of how to represent an idea powerful 

enough to bring itself back to life despite being long forgotten to such an extent that only a 

name remains. There is no straight arrow pointing from base game to the Scions, no 

predetermined trajectory that deemed this to be the inevitable outcome. Instead, every step of 
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the way had to be taken as a contingent continuation of previous steps, using the archontic 

nodes at hand at the time. Just as a game of Civilization progresses, one turn at a time. 

The Fall from Heaven community created many such novel representations, both as an 

extension of already established lore and as an experimentation of playstyles afforded by the 

game engine. These days, the forums remain mostly as an archive for those who wish to 

rediscover the lore and for researchers looking into how fan creativity has taken place 

historically. And, indeed, as an inspiration for contemporary game developers trying to find new 

variations for similar games. In this, I suspect the mod will live longer than the game it modifies. 

9. Discussion 

A theme that emerges from what we have discussed so far is that fan creativity is not a static 

process, nor only directed at a single work created by a single creator. Nor is it confined to a 

single medium; as we saw, it jumped about from forum to game and back again, with a detour 

in book form. Rather, it is a community effort, where each previous accomplishment serves as 

food for thought for further efforts. Much like scholarship, the goal post is moving ever 

forward, backed up by the publications that saw the previous goals surpassed and celebratorily 

documented. 

This presents us with the conceptual difficulty of defining fan creativity or fan fiction. To simply 

say that fan fiction takes the works of this or that author and creates new works inspired by 

these misses the mark. Such a conception performs adequately on an individual basis, when we 

only have a single author and a single fan engaging in writing a single text (respectively). It 

breaks down when we have a community of fans responding more to its own literary backlog 

than to the works of the original author. The latter is a radically different dynamic than the 

former, and has to be understood as such. 

When O’Meara and Bevan (2018) lamented the tendency of their disciplinary peers to narrow 

their focus on individual authors, this is what they had in mind. The individual is not the proper 

locus of activity, not the proper unit of measurement. There can not be a community of one, as 

it were, and we end up in strange places if we start thinking there is. The link between a 
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particular author and their fan community is more indirect than intuition would suggest, and as 

this essay showed it might not be present whatsoever. Something different than an 

undifferentiated one-many transmission is afoot; we live in a different world now. 

With this in mind, we will be better equipped to study other communities as they transform 

other works and create other worlds. Indeed, we will be prepared to see that creating worlds is 

what they are doing, albeit probably not in as an explicit fashion as the community analyzed in 

this essay. Works of fan creativity are not responses to a particular work; they are vessels of 

exploration for discovering the contours of what lies beyond the currently chartered 

boundaries, experiments to test whether the proposed literary excursions survive the 

translation into prose or game. Failed experiments can be tossed aside, forgotten by the annals 

of history, but the good ones – oh, the good stories can always be retold, one way or another. 

It would be tantamount to hubris to proclaim that this essay clarified this issue once and for all, 

and that we can all rest easy knowing that future efforts will be informed by clarity and 

enlightened scopes of analysis. Alas, as this story revolves, I suspect my contribution will be just 

one more turn. 

10. Conclusion 

This essay set out to analyze the changes made to the computer game Civilization 4 by the mod 

Fall from Heaven 2, and the online community associated with this mod. It finds that gameplay 

and fan created stories are intricately interlinked, in such a way that gameplay is designed to 

suit the narrative portrayals of the in-game civilizations, and conversely that narrative is 

designed around inventions in gameplay. The one can not be untangled from the other, and 

they have to be understood as a dialectic process unfolding step by step. Moreover, this essay 

finds that the locus of creation is centered in a vast body of user-generated lore, rather than on 

any given original individual or creator; the role of the original creator Firaxis is in this instance 

negligible. This suggests a more community-centered approach for future analyses of fan 

creativity and fan fiction, where stories hops from media to media in an agnostic fashion; in 

order to analyze the narrative we would have to first analyze the community telling said 

narrative.  
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Appendix A: How to install the mod Fall from Heaven 2 and the modmod 

Fall Further 

In order to play the mod Fall From Heaven 2, the base game Civilization 4 must be installed. 

Furthermore, those who install it from a non-CD source (such as Steam) must ensure that the 

game is installed in the original format – in Steam, this is accomplished by right-clicking on the 

game in the client, clicking Properties, then Betas, and finally selecting the 

“original_release_unsupported” in the drop down menu. Those who install from a CD have to 

update the game to its latest version – a set of download locations for the 3.19 patch can be 

found through this link. 

After this, the mod installer must be downloaded and executed. It can be found through this 

link. Make sure to install the mod into the […]\Sid Meier's Civilization IV Beyond the 

Sword\Beyond the Sword\Mods folder, rather than the […]\Sid Meier's Civilization IV Beyond 

the Sword\Mods folder. The installer should automatically detect the correct folder, but if it 

does not, you can tell the two apart by the number of subfolders; the correct folder has a vastly 

greater number of them. 

If installed correctly, you can activate the mod by starting up the game, clicking “advanced” in 

the start menu, then “load a mod” – Fall from Heaven 2 will be listed among the other mods.  

The Fall Further modmod installs and launches in a similar way, and can be found through this 

link. The installer, however, puts the files in an incorrectly named folder, which has to be 

renamed after installation in order to work. The correct folder name is “fall further 051”. 

https://forums.civfanatics.com/resources/civ4-beyond-the-sword-v3-19-patch-pc.12576/
https://forums.civfanatics.com/resources/fall-from-heaven-ii.1/
https://forums.civfanatics.com/resources/fall-from-heaven-ii.1/
https://forums.civfanatics.com/threads/fall-further-download-and-current-changelog.292120/
https://forums.civfanatics.com/threads/fall-further-download-and-current-changelog.292120/

