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Abstract

In this research, it is suggested that design in text-based virtual worlds can be identified

as a series of interactions between users and the virtual environment, and that these

interactions for design can be approached using a linguistic perspective.

The main assumption of this research is that a parallel can be drawn between the

performance of design commands, and the one of speech acts in the physical world.

Design in text-based virtual environments can then be articulated using a restricted set

of speech acts, as design commands.

Virtual worlds, represented as spaces, can be constructed following an architectural

design metaphor. This metaphor provides a framework for the organisation of virtual

entity relationships, and for the choice of words used to design. A linguistic

characterisation is presented, by means of design activities, prototypes and scenarios,

which derive from the architectural design metaphor.

The characterisation of design is then validated by the analysis of an existing text-based

virtual world.
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Preface

This dissertation is organised into five chapters, and they should be read in sequential

order: the writing explains step by step complex aspects of design in virtual

environments, each explanation becoming a given. Due to the novelty of most topics,

concepts are sometimes repeated under different circumstances, in various parts of the

same chapter, as well as in different chapters. Each repetition should work as a

reinforcement, extension, further explanation, and reminder, to give the reader a

comprehensive view of what is intended with those concepts. The five chapters should

also be considered linked to one another by the common linguistic perspective,

especially when topics seem to be coming from very different areas of study and points

of view.

The whole dissertation should be approached with the assumption that this is the first

time that design in text-based virtual worlds is studied in terms of linguistic

performance, and that the attempt to develop a perspective for design in virtual worlds

is a new challenge for architectural research.

The first chapter, the introduction, gives a layout of what the dissertation is going to

present, points out the main assumptions, hypotheses, and claims, and tries to largely

define the areas of interest. In this chapter, theories on language that form the general

background of applied linguistics are also presented. However, these theories are not

used in the development of the design characterisation presented later, but they are

needed for the completeness of the literature framework.

The second chapter gives a detailed overview of what text-based virtual worlds are, of

their linguistic aspects, of the kinds of activities performed, and some extended

examples of generic situations. In that chapter, I also introduce a specific family of
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text-based virtual worlds, which are suitable examples to study how language can

perform design activities.

The third chapter presents the analogy between linguistic theories and text-based virtual

worlds. In particular, speech acts and computer commands are put side by side to build

the perspective on how language is useful for design purposes. Modalities for design in

text-based virtual worlds are introduced as design commands, scenarios, and numerous

examples of developed entities. Some characteristics of designing with language in

text-based virtual worlds are also outlined in this chapter. This chapter is central for the

development of the design characterisation based on a linguistic perspective.

The fourth chapter shows the characterisation applied to a “real” case: the Virtual

Campus, a text-based virtual world running at the University of Sydney. The proposed

characterisation of design is superimposed on the Virtual Campus, in order to prove its

validity. In that chapter, I also give examples of how the various components of the

triad can be and have been implemented.

The final chapter, five, summarises the whole research, and indicates perspectives,

unresolved issues, and further studies in this design research area.


