Why Governments aren’t Gods

Bartle, Richard A.: Why Governments aren’t Gods and Gods aren’t Governments.

In First Monday, Special Issue #7: Command Lines: the Emergence of Governance in
Global Cyberspace. 4t September, 2006.
http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/1612



Why Governments aren’t Gods 2

Why Governments aren’t Gods and Gods aren’t Goventsn

Dr Richard A. Bartle
University of Essex

United Kingdom

Abstract

Virtual worlds (also known as MMORPGs, MMOGs andaated other acronyf)saise
awkward questions concerning how they are goveresatral to which is the status of the
developers of such worlds. The currently-solidifyiiew of the legal establishment is that
developers themselves are the de faceernment of their respective creations, whilegpén
turn subject to the laws of whatever real-world g@ovnment asserts jurisdiction. The players of
virtual worlds, however, while agreeing that realrd governments take precedence, have
traditionally notconsidered developers to be acting as governmetksr they regard them as
deities for their (virtual) reality.

This paper argues that the players’ view is thitebenetaphor, insofar as it leads to better

virtual worlds (experientially and artistically)ah does the developers-as-government model.

Introduction
There are three parties involved in the governafieevirtual world: the real-world
government; the virtual world’s develoPethe virtual world’s players. The power relatioipsh

that exists between them can be described as fallow
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» Real-world government prevails in the real worldttdal worlds are part of the real
world because their hardware exists in the realdytinerefore they are subject to real-
world laws: virtual worlds that don’t comply withe real-world laws can be switched
off". Reality always wins, and, as law-makers in Rgafitat means real-world
governments always win.

» Virtual world developers prevail in their virtualonds to the extent that they are allowed
to by real-world governments. They assert theitr@bof the virtual world through the
physics of that world or by applying real-world lavFor example, they can prevent the
theft of virtual objects by coding in the concepbwnership (so that a player can only
pick something up if it's theirs or if it's unclaed); alternatively, they can prevent such
theft by banning the practice under the provisioitheir end-user licence agreement
(EULA).

* Players organise into their own groups with th@&naules within the constraints of the
virtual world’s physics and the real world’s lawe physics may (at the developers’
behest) be passive this regard, or activer both. The real world uses exclusively
passive physics, in which forms of government emdérmgm the interactions of
individuald’; virtual worlds can also use active physics, irchthe virtual world has

governance features coded in directly.

Note that in theory, this relationship is rock/papessors: it should be possible in a
democracy for the players of a virtual world toyai over real-world governments through the

power of their vote. This is not a situation whigs ever occurred in practice, however (yet).
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Through their code, developers clearly have regoygtowers for their virtual worlds.
This gives them a form of sovereighifyand it is easy to suppose that they thereforenasshe
role of governmetit. It is on this basis that social scientists reduleake developers to task for
behaving dictatorially and ignoring the needs aceied rights of their playefs: governments
must uphold certain standards, and any governnienehtity operating under the auspices of a

superior government can expect to be held accolentabits behaviour.

Conflict

Conflict can arise when a higher-tier governmesgsinot understand or does not accept
the decisions of a lower-tier government. For exammost real-world governments feel that
theft is wrong. If a virtual world were to allowetltheft of virtual goods that had real-world
valué”, the real-world government might require a changenade to the game code to prohibit
the practice. Alternatively, it could ignore thevd®per and apply existing anti-theft laws
regardless. Alas, this could well ruin the virtuadrld! For example, if a game had an “escape
from a prisoner of war camp” theme and its guardeewinable to confiscate any digging tools

constructed by the players, that would serioustiyice the fuf It's part of the gaméor captives

to steal things from guards and for guards to sgate things from captives; banning “virtual
theft” would render the game unplayable. The reatldvgovernment might not have intended
this®, but it's what happened. Virtual world developexsuld protest the law; thus, conflict
(albeit, in this example, conflict born of ignoranc

Yet there isa genuine problem here. Virtual world developerginely use their
draconian powers to punish players without ttjaxile theni", restrict their freedom of

speecll’, destroy their property; infringe their privacy' — sometimes for reasons of protecting
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the virtual world from its playef¥ and sometimes for no apparent good reason wha¥8ev
Any real-world government that were to ride rougigsbver civil liberties in this manner would
be roundly condemned. Is it not wrong, therefooe af real-world government professing to
support human rights to look the other way wheoveet-tier government over which it has
authority flouts them?

Well yes, it is wrong. However, that’s not quiteat's happening here. Virtual world
developers do rule their respective virtual worlalg, not in the same sense that that real-world
states are ruled — even tyrannical dictatorshipsyTule not as governmentsit as gods
There’s a difference. Gods operate by changindgthie of physics, whereas governments work
by the judicious application of the laws of phydicat pertain to their world. | have no option
but to obey the laws of physics, but | can constieobeying the laws of the land if | believe |
can either avoid detection or evade or defeat wieat®rce is sent to arrest me for my temerity.

Two key features of this difference together undeenany attempt to treat developers as

being the government of their virtual world:

. Governments can be deposed by those they goveis;ogm't.

. Governments can relinquish powers; gods can't.

The first of these statements says that devela@grslo whatever they wish in their

world. The second says that this is true whethedtveloper likes it or not
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Levels of Constraint

There is a hierarchy of worlds-within-worlds atnwdere. Each level in the hierarchy
operates under constraints imposed from the lalsse, and imposes its own constraints on the
levels below. The constraints all use physicseeigassively or actively. Passive use means that
only what the laws of physics allow is appliedgpbse constraints (i.the legitimate use of
force™); active use means changing the laws of physiEmselves to impose the constraint.
Laws made passively with regard to physics haveetenforcedo be meaningfdf; laws made
actively with regard to physics are enforced byrdgdn.

The position of developers with respect to thé&ayers and to real-world governments
becomes much clearer upon examination of this tukyaof worlds. Because it is possible to
have a virtual world implement another virtual veowithin itself, in theory the hierarchy is a
continuum. However, for the purposes of this distusit is sufficient to address the case where
there is one level of virtual worlds set within tteal world™".

The hierarchy is as follows (top down):

. Gods These are individuals conjectured to exist indejeatly of Reality. They are able to
change the laws of physics. If you are a monothBisality has only one god; if you are an
atheist, the hierarchy starts at the next levelrdow

. Physics-boundThose defined by the physics (ius) can do nothing to change it except by
appealing to the gods (who may or may not oblij@) matter how much you want, you
can't ever construct a flashdark (like a flashljgirtly it shines darkness rather than light)

because you are bound by the laws of physics addbn’t support such a concept.
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Real-world government§ hese are determined by people within the limitseal-world

physics. Their ability to enforce laws is limitey their ability to persuade people to
adhere to them. There is no formal support fromrweald physics for particular forms of
government: democracy isn't a state of m&fter

Virtual world developersThese are people bound by real-world physics wherating

within those physical laws, create their own réadithat exhibit possibly different laws of
physics. Because developers can change these 1gphgsics, for those virtual realities
they are bona fiddeities. They are not real-world deities, howebecause they can’t
change real-world physics. Furthermore, becauseplaers and hardware are real-world
objects there are real-world physical constraipisrating on the virtual world: it would be
impossible to have a virtual world that allowedditnavel for individuals, for example, as
this would require time travel in the real worldgt". However, purely within its own
context, the virtual world’s physics does not havenap to that of Reality. You can have a
flashdark in a virtual world if you want.

Virtual physics-boundThose defined by the virtual physics (pé&ayer characters) can do

nothing to change it except by appealing to thestbgpers (who may or may not oblig9.
If that doesn’t work, they can appeal to those wheern the developers (i.eeal-world
governments). If thadoesn’t work, they can appeal to those who goR=ality (i.e.
gods), although praying that a government will or@leeveloper to give you a kick-ass
virtual sword does seem perhaps a little over-tipe-t

Coded-in government®evelopers can (if they wish) set up the physidheir virtual

world to support some predefined forms of governm@finen you (as a player) build a

new town, you might at some point construct a gpétwn hall” building and find that
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lo! You're presented with a question as to whatfa@f government you want the town to
have. You pick democracy, tweak a few parametersng franchise, times between
elections, offices) and the virtual world will thesforth set up regular elections for
enfranchised individuals to specific offices, auttitally. Office-holders will have office-
specific commands which only they can physicallg“lfs Note that's physicaltythe
ability of the tax collector to collect taxes in leoadied in code, not in a piece of

legislatio®™". There is no equivalent of this in the real w14,

. Virtual-world governmentsThese are determined by player characters wiltt@rnimits of

the virtual world’s physics. Their ability to enta laws is limited by their ability to

persuade people to adhere to them.

Graphically, the relationship between gods, govemisiand citizens can be visualised as

in figure 1.
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citizens




Why Governments aren’t Gods 9

Figure 1: Gods, Governments and Citizens

Gods create a world. This world contains a seteofpe. Some of these people comprise
a government, who govern everyone &i¢hopefully, with their consent).
We can combine two instances of figure 1 to illatgrthe relationship between the real

world and virtual worlds, as shown in figure 2.
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Figure 2: The Real World and the Virtual World

God(s)/nobody creates the real world, which corstai set of people. Some of these

real world

10

people comprise a government, which governs cisiz8ome of these citizens are developers,

who create a virtual world. This virtual world cairts a set of player characters which is

identical to the subset of real-world citizens tha playerS™. Other real-world citizens do not

play. Within the virtual world, some of the playearacters comprise governments who govern

everyone else (hopefully with their consent).
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Looking at figure 2, it's easy to see why develgpean’'t be governments. Governments
are formed by members of a population. For a Vineald, developers are not members of its
population because they are external to it. Theeetbey cannot form its government.

It's almost that simple — but not quite. Figuresntl 2 make some omissions for the sake
of illustrative clarity: developers can be playerembers of the real-world government can be
developers and/or players; there may be non-pleyarmacters involved in the virtual world as
citizens or members of governmetits

Thus, because developers qgday as players (either openly or incognito), angument
based solely on the supposition that developera@remembers of their virtual world’'s
population does not entirely hold. The point isctesd, however, by the fact that even when
developers dplay as players they stidn’t form part of the government. If they’'re opsrout
being developers, they are nonetheless universaliyed as gods because their individual
powers trump those of the government of which ttiaym to be a part. If they hide the fact that
they are developers, their masquerade lasts orlyngpas they do not (as players) come into

conflict with themselves (as developers).

Approaches to the Government of Players

The design of a virtual world always has sagffect on the possible forms of
government that can obtain in it, no matter how Imdievelopers might wish otherwise. It's
difficult to envisage how a virtual world might geverned by a monarchy if player characters
can’'t have children (i.eneirs), for example. Even going for absolute tdalverisimilitude is a

decision that will affect the forms of player gowerent that are possible.
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Because designers cannot claim disinterest in hew virtual world is ruled, usually
they will therefore give the matter some consider&t. Historically, there have been four

main approaches:

1. Direct rule by fiat The developers themselves rule the virtual wandithe application of

their godly powers. This is the traditional methdeting back to MUDT*" . Groups of
players can organise within the framework of théual world’s physics, but no special
physical laws exist to facilitate this. Playersmainever take control of the virtual world,
because as characters they don’t exist on the pme as the developers; revolution is
therefore impossible. This is how the real worldkgo you can revolt against your
government, but not against your deity. Playerbae a power denied real-world
mortals, however, in that they can change realitre=y can switch to a different virtual
world, leaving the “gods” of the old one with nodrshippers™". This does not appear
to be possible in Realif{/".

2. Supported player-tier governmentere, the developers still rule directly by gofiat,

but they provide players either with a ready-mddemnal governmental structure or with
tools that help them to organise into self-detegdigroups (or both). They embed these
in the physics of the virtual world. Originally,dua physics of organisation was
introduced because the means of enforcing selftd@tation among players had become
eroded (mainly due to the behaviour of grief&y. The success of this in enhancing the
capacity of players to self-organise in fun-frigndlays led to its extension and
enrichment, such that it is now the default for nestual worlds. Normally this is done

using a guild (or clan) method, as in wildly sucfakgames such as Line&§¥'. In this
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sense, each guild can be regarded as having itgowernment, but there is no single
player-tier government of the virtual world as aoléh That said, the potential exists to
implement a single, built-in governmental structimethe entire virtual world, or at least
to provide mechanisms that would allow such a guvent to aris&"".

. Descent into the virtual worldn this approach, the developers play and rudevttiual

world as high-ranking player characters built itite fictior™™. For example, a virtual
world set in ancient Greece might have the god Zelesplayed by a member of the
development team — it's gods playing gods. Thia ies first tried in the early virtual
world G_odé', the concept becoming later modified withLa‘scemponerﬁi such that
regular players could aspire to the position théwesethrough what amounted to a
process of apotheosis — the gods turned the playerdemi-gods. Overall, descent is
not a popular conceit among players because isgally gods pretending to be players
when everyone knows they’re gods; it essentialllapses back into case 1 (direct rule
by fiat). It gives an impression of paternalisnbast and of arrogance at wdfst

. Abrogation The idea here is for the gods to become the stxd the players. They
hand over control to an in-world government and enakatever physics changes are
asked of them. It was most famously tried by LanM@@"" | but that experiment
failed; the immediate cause was the players’ itgtith decide what form their
government should take, but the root cause wagtibgiower they were given was
illusory. Ultimately, the developers still had aoate as to what they should implement,

whether they wanted such a choice or not. The nmodetual world_A Tale in the Desert

takes a hybrid approach: players have a great degriedependence and self-
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determination, but the developer is up front abtsupower of veto. A deity with a

parliament is still a deity.

There is also a fifth possibility, which as yet Ima$ been tried on any major scale:

. Co-operative of godsThe players arthe developers. The virtual world is run as a co-

operative. Players vote ftineir gods (as opposed to voting agathseim by changing

their allegiance to some other virtual world). Reakld contract law is used to frame the
electoral system, its appeals procedures and sgivang it an effective written
constitution. This approach could conceivably Witkit's more likely to do so in a

social world than a game-like one, though, bec#usgre not competitive (although
having a governing council with god-like powers \wbmake them §?X). The main
problem is that without a coherent artistic visthare is a lack of integrity and

continuity: governments aren’t about art or criiftt there is both in virtual world

design — enough that developers of single-playeregavho have switched to developing
virtual worlds have repeatedly made mistakes thndbgir lack of understanding how
these things functidtf. Players all believe they can be designers, fyt ¢an't all be
quality designers. Another problem is that the systenuliserable to abuse. Gods — even
elected gods — are still gods. What's to stop them changing the physics of the world
such that opposition groups are driven off? An piggd invasion of griefers could
probably accomplish this relatively easily, wreakim virtual world for fun then leaving
the remaining players to pick up the pieces. Thmmstitution” would kick in far too late:

physics is instant, but the law takes time.
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Real-world governments can impose real-world lawslevelopers to make them do any
of the above. They could decide to do it becausmofe general policy they might have
(“glorifying murder is bad”), or as a result oftksing to petitions from interested parties (“we
don't like people killing our characters in thistuial world”), or through conviction (“video
games cause people to kill people in real lifdigy might do it for any number of reasons. If
they doorder that a virtual world’s physics be changeddcommodate their real-world
requirements, does this therefore mean that theeysurping the virtual world’s gods?
Disregarding what the developers intended and wiregr best design practices certainly opens
up the possibility for some major screw-ups, beeagm/ernments aren't virtual world designers
(and neither are the players that elect themyaiiceived laws could wreck gamepfdy That's
a separate issue, though. In terms of governdrase far can a real-world government go before
it assumes the mantle of virtual world god forlide

The tipping point is the moment that a governmextéiamines what physics a virtual
world mustcontain. In that instant, the creative link betweéesigner and virtual world is
broken. When the link is broken, the world is efifeely dead. Developers understand this — it's
why they cede creative control to designers. PRyeaderstand it — it's why they frequently use

the terms developemnd _designeinterchangeably. Do governments understand it?

It's not that designers (as gods) must be freedate whatever they like, because quite
clearly every god must work within the restrictiangosed by their own reality. As mentioned
earlier, one consequence of real-world physickas @ designer can’t put in arbitrary time travel;
likewise, real-world child protection laws may midta designer’s ability to show certain images

in virtual worlds targeted at mindt4'. Such restrictions could be heavy enough to stifle
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creativity considerably, but nevertheless they tibréak the creative link between designer and
virtual world. The creative link becomes brokenyowhen designers lose their veto over what
physics they dontvant in their virtual world. When they hat@ put in physics entirely
determined by others, they cease to be gods; ohsteay become the instruments of gods.

Note that it's the physidevel that is important, not the object levelsdéfime bizarre
government edict insisted that all virtual worldsitained a representation of a lamb, a designer
could create within that framework in the same Weat an oil-painter could under similar
circumstances. They wouldn't like but they could ddt. An edict that imposed a virtual
world’s physics, however, would be like an edicttimposed an oil-painting’s composition —
completely intolerable. The craft remains, butdhes gone.

Why does this matter to players? It matters becaitbea virtual world, the physics
determines all else. Whosoever controls the physittee god of that world. If such control is
seized by an uncaring god (such as a governméetgrt of virtual world creation dies in that
moment of seizure. Other art will remain (the dgatf entities within the context of the
physics, for example) but the art of virtual wocléationis gone. Godless, the virtual world
loses its soul

That'swhy it matters to players: without gods of its quire virtual world becomes just

another part of the real world. Where’s the futhiat?

Conclusion
Gods work within the physics of their own realitycreate new realities that have new
physics. Governments apply the physics of their osality to moderate the behaviour of those

who share that reality. For gods to be governmeinéy, would have to be difie reality they
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moderate; however, as gods, the reality they meoelésafthey themselves. These two
conditions are mutually incompatible: if the wohds sprung from my mind, how can | ever be a
part of it? It's a part of nle

Virtual world designers need to be considered godsgovernments, because that’s

what virtual world designers are

lllustrations
Figure 1: Gods, Governments and Citizens

Figure 2: The Real World and the Virtual World
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¥ For an example of such offices and how they arerjporated into a specific virtual world (Dark Agey
Nexon), see:
. Wilson, R. (1999): Politicia Dominica: the Compl&selitical Lore
http://www.darkages.com/community/lore/Paladineitfealtoc.html
. Kennerly, D. (2000): Dark Ages Politics in TheonydaPractice. Imaginary Realities 3:9
i http://finegamedesign.com/dark_ages_politics.html
¥ This allows for virtual worlds to be created thmaplement sets of regulations for experimental pags, there
being no danger that the population might declinsliow them. See: Bradley, C. B. & Froomkin, A. K2005).
Virtual Worlds, Real Rules. New York Law SchoolMrev 49:1
http://www.nyls.edu/pdfs/v49n1p103-146.pdf
YU Or if there is, we are blind to it: we could nagtthguish it from any other physical law, and aod privy to the
intentions of its designer (supposing it has one).
™ Note that depending on the form of governmentnigsnbers may also be citizens themselves. Thisdumeithe
case in a representative democracy, for exampteyditin an absolute monarchy.
X Players exist in both the real world and the drtworld. In terms of governance, this generallyangthat real-
world sovereignty translates into virtual effecbwsver, it should be noted that this is a two-wiaget, and
sometimes virtual world sovereignty translates netal-world effect. See: Powers, T. M. (2003). R&&abngs in
Virtual Communities. Ethics and Information Techwmp} 5:4
X There is also the possibility that the playersehplayer characters in more than one virtual wdrhls doesn't
in general affect their relationship to developbexause even if they're playing in two virtual \der
simultaneously it is clear over which player chégaa developer has authority. Nevertheless, oopaly disputes
from distinct but related virtual worlds can spilter if there is a sufficiently large overlap beemethe player bases.
See: Stivale, C. J. (1995). ‘Help Manners’: Cybemidcracy and its Vicissitudes
http://wwwpub.utdallas.edu/~cynthiah/lingua_archnegp_manners.html
™ Good designers should not wish to be disinterestgtivay.
X MUDA is the name by which the first virtual world isemonly known, because its actual name (MUs
appropriated to refer to the whole range of virtwatlds. MUD1can still be played via:
http://www.british-legends.com/
XV This right of exit is the only hard reason why elepers need ever listen to players. Beyond thatali
dependent on the gods’ emotions and ethics. Spediedly the side notes of): Koster, R. (2000). IlBgng the
Rights of Players
http://www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/playerrighttsih
™ Or at least if you can switch, you don't get tdtstv back.
¥ The way this happened went something like thissfaot with, player characters could attack onetlzaronith
impunity, so if someone misbehaved then they cbeltdrought into line by superior force. Howeveg tictim of
the griefer's assault was never happy about it,dagers therefore lobbied (successfully) to rediheepenalties for
losing a fight. Unfortunately, this also reduced #bility of players to control griefers, becauseyttoo suffered
reduced penalties for losing a fight. Although faén of an individual act of griefing was reducederall there
were more acts of griefing occurring. Players whauged together for some legitimate purpose wotifdct
unwelcome griefers who would hang around and gheit fun. They therefore asked for (and got) basidities to
set up formal groups with powers of collective ovamép, private communication channels, officers whbald
admit or eject new or existing members and so bis fiestored to them the ability to enforce groepisions, while
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denying griefers the opportunity to use such aegdiaggressively. For a longer description of hiois kind of
feature evolved, see: Sanderson, D. (1999). Odliséce Systems. Game Developer Magazine April 1999
http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20000321/sandefshhtm

I Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004). Providing ResourcesMMOG Guild Leadersin proceedings of MUD
Developers Conferenc8an Jose CA.

Powerpoint slides at: https://mywebspace.wisc.¢euMsuehler/web/papers/steinkuehlerMUDDEV2004.ppt
M Eor a discussion of how this might be done inmeglay-enhancing manner, see: Mihaly, M. (2000)
Constructive Politics in a Massively Multiplayer e Roleplaying Game
http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20000309/mihalyhtin

XX There are real-world theological issues raisethisy See chapter VIl of: Davis, E. (1998). Tech&aoMyth,
Magic + Mysticism in the Age of InformatioNew York: Harmony Books.

X Godsis described in section 4.2 of: Bartle, R. A. (QR9nteractive Multi-User Computer Gaméitish
Telecom.

http://mud.co.uk/richard/imucg4.htm#s2

X Ascent from regular player to administrator-lepkelyer had been in virtual worlds since MUt this was
external to the virtual world’s fiction. Within thertual world’s fiction, players becoming gods wasneered by
the virtual world_Avalon

An early description of MUD'$ ascension system is described in Bartle, R1884). The Finger of Death. Micro
Adventurer October 1984.

http://mud.co.uk/richard/maoct84.htm

Avalonis described in section 4.7 of: Bartle, R. A. (@R9nteractive Multi-User Computer Gaméitish
Telecom.

http://mud.co.uk/richard/imucg4.htm#s7

X The player character Lord British is in real life game designer Richard Garriott, who is respd@$br the
much-loved Ultimaseries of computer role-playing games. While @#rivas still at Ultima Onlingleveloper
Origin Systems, every once in a while he would make&ppearance in that virtual world. On one swasion, his
godly presence was challenged by a player chareated Rainz, who managed to kill him (in Ultimal®e, not
in real life). Rainz was subsequently banned bgi@rSystems, although officially it was for earltesnsgressions
rather than the assassination of Lord British. See:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lord_British#Assasstian_of_Lord_British

Xt Mnookin, J. L. (1996). Virtual(ly) Law: The Emenmyee of Law in LambdaMOQ. Journal of Computer-Meetiat
Communications 2:1

http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/vol2/issuel/lambda.html

XV For a discussion of how it might do so, see: Shi€k (2004), Nomic World: By the Players, For flayers
http://www.shirky.com/writings/nomic.html

XV Virtual worlds with no game-like scoring systermdsecome very competitive when power differentiats
possible. See: Raybourn, E. M. (1998). The QuedPéaver, Popularity, and Privilege in Cyberspalsentity
Construction in a Text-Based Multi-User Virtual iRisa

http://www.cs.unm.edu/~raybourn/moo5d~1.htm

X"’f_ Mulligan, J. & Patrovsky, B. (2003). Developing Ide Games: An Insider’s Guidéndianapolis: New Riders.
Vi S0 can laws expressly designed for the purposeepkay can be political. See: Heide Smith, J. (30Dées
Gameplay have Politics?

http://www.game-research.com/art_gameplay_polags.

il Eor other examples of when real-world constraimtvirtual actions might be reasonable, see: HEff,
Johnson, D. G. & Miller, K. (2003). Virtual HarmadReal Responsibility. IEEE Technology and Society

Magazine 23:2




