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0. Abstract

Virtual worlds are persistent, computer-mediatedr®nments in which a
plurality of players can interact with the worldda@ach other. From their humble
beginnings, virtual worlds have evolved to beconagamhubs of entertainment,
education and community. With this growing real-l\domportance has, however,
come greater scrutiny from real-world institution&tual world developers are now
experiencing a degree of accountability to whictst@re unaccustomed and of which
many are deeply wary. For their part, real-worltitations have discovered a large,
shaggy animal in their yard that wasn't there yrelste and that doesn’t behave quite
the same as the usual beasts they encounter.

Designers of virtual worlds have a duty to underdtthe laws that apply to
their creations, but the people who make and iné¢these laws also have a duty: to
understand virtual worlds. If they don’t understavitat they're regulating, how can
they hope to regulate it?

At the moment, virtual worlds are regulated bytdf industry “standards”
unilaterally imposed by their developers. In théger, | describe what these standards
are, why they came to be, and what would happee thery to be weakened. | make
no argument for or against them on a legal basé:is for experts in law to debate.
Instead, | merely state the way things work nowaf guch experts may be better
informed in their deliberations.

If a judge were to make a ruling that led to thdaspread closing-down of
virtual worlds, I'd prefer that the judge knew befband that this would happen,
rather than be surprised by it.

1. History

Twenty-five years ago, in the days when mainfraheesless computational
power than today’s digital watchie$ sat down with my friend and fellow
undergraduate, Roy Trubshaw, to discuss the degigytuD.

MUD (“Multi-User Dungeon”) was the world’s first viréh world, although
we didn’t know that at the time. We knew it wasimuaginary place that up to 36
people could visit simultaneously; we knew thatpla could freely interact with one
another in the context of the world we were creptime knew that the world was
entirely defined by software, but that it otilyed in the imaginations of the players.

We also knew (although up until now we hadn’t attyusaid it) that, despite
the fact we referred to it as a garitJD was something else entirely. It was what we
would now call a “virtual world”.



So it was, in an out-of-the-way seminar room whee&l found a terminal so
dumb it didn’t know it wasn’t supposed to let ug uts that the subject of content
arose. Roy had spent much of his time up until gfregramming the underlying code
needed to support the virtual world — an activitgttboth he and | regarded as fun.
However, there wasn’t much of a virtual world tgpart: a handful of rooms (to test
the concept of “room”), a handful of objects (tettthe concept of “object”), a
handful of commands (to — oh, you get the pictysk)s a full-blown system for
adding new rooms, objects and commands on-thé=flgrything was now in place:
so what was the world going to look like?

Roy had writterMUD to be a game. He could have written it to be an
educational model of the human body, or a travedagflVenice, or some kind of
textual map for blind people to read using Braltiet no, he’d written it to be a game.
In part, this was because only a game would atsafticient users in an era when
computer time was at a premium; however, that wdke’main reason. The main
reason was that only the pretext of being a garmae gan free rein to create an entire
world from his imagination.

Well, who wouldn’t seize upon the chance to mdiartimagination real if it
were offered them?

Roy deferred to me when it came to the game aspébtUD, because of my
relatively strong background in gamfnd/had the better appreciation of what would
and wouldn’t work in a game context; he joked ihatas as if | had a game design
manual hidden in my head where no-one else coaldlite

| found this observation of Roy’s interesting. Uptilithat point, | hadn’t
really given the notion of contenite. what players, considered as consumers,
consume) much thought. I'd pictured places thaahied to construct and the objects
and beings | wanted to put in them; I'd figured watiat players would do there, and
what would happen when they did it. However, itmiadccurred to me that | was
working to an implicit, non-obvious rule-set bormexperience. Now, | realised |
was.

To illustrate his point, Roy thought up a puzzlsomething to do with a castle
and a lake shaped like a key. It was a good puarle single-player adventure game,
but | could immediately see it wouldn’t work MUD: while it was being solved, the
puzzle would lock up a good deal of the world, #fsgrspoiling it for everyone else; it
was linear, forcing players to run on rails andceaffg them little choice of how to
solve it; it had naeplay value- if it was solved once, it was solved forever; it
required rooms of radically different conceptuaksi that would just fegrongto
the players. In all this flood of reactions, thoutyio thoughts came through that
made the rest seem petfihis isn’'t a game, it's a placelndl want to go therel
suddenly felt as if | was the first human beingaomew planet.

| described my views to RolUD should be a place — a world — that let
playersdo whatever they wanted to do (within the contexit®physics), anthe
whatever they wanted to be (in the context of tbein personality). The phrase |
used was “open-ended”. If people wanted to plagia game, as most perhaps would,
then to them it would be a game; if, however, thesferred to wander around
enjoying the scenery or poking things with stidksit was fine too. We would
provide the world; the players could take from éxperience of visiting it whatever
they had use for.

Roy was persuaded, so we adjourned for a cup ofHatolate from the
vending machine (our preferred choice of drink lnseathe coffee, ironically, tasted
of mud).



2. The Vision

| always knew what virtual worlds promised: freeddfreedom to do, to be,
to realisé. I like this kind of freedom, it's a good thingrtwal worlds are a force for
good. Furthermore, what we have at the momensisgjfioretaste of the wonders that
idealists like me believe are yet to come.

Of course, things are never quite that simple.

In designingMUD, Roy and | had made a number of assumptions ttatad
stand up when challenged by the players. In owraef, we did foresee most of
these: we simply put off acting on them until fafde by circumstance. Nevertheless,
eventually they became problelns

I’'m going to describe some of these problems nawd, low (historically) they
were resolved. As a result of their resolutiontaier‘industry standards” emerged.
While these standards pertain, the problems arageable. If something were to
happen to remove the standards, the problems wetddh. If the problems were to
return, then either a new solution must be sougthevision of virtual worlds as
places to indulge imaginations would be lost foreve

Those charged with making decisions which mighkstdown these
standards must therefore balance the desirabflitpimg so against the desirability of
not having virtual worlds disappear as a result.

2.1 The Game Conceit

When people play games, they agree to abide temiydog a set of rules
which limits their behaviour.g. restricts their freedom), in exchange for whichyth
gain whatever benefits the game offers. Game thisaefer to the boundary that
separates the game world from the non-game wotlldeashagic circlefrom an early
description of play-spaces by Johan Huizthdértual worlds are not games, but they
use the same conceit: that some freedoms mustllreglyi given up for a time in
order that new freedoms can be experienced dunatgimée. For example, in the
real world a young man may find it awkward talkiogyoung women because he
fears rejection. He is prepared to accept the fl@svirtual world in order to talk to
young women (or at to least people presenting aagevomen) in a context where
rejection doesn’t matter so much — he gains a éeethat he doesn’t have in the real
world. He can then learn from his experience arglyap back in the real world. Joy
for him.

What happens, though, when someone doesn’t playeosules?

Suppose you were one of three people playing thee@due, and that you
were close to winning. The person playing Mrs Whkitddenly leans over to the
player playing Colonel Mustard and says, “I'll giyeu $20 if you show me your
cards”. Colonel Mustard obliges, Mrs White paysapd promptly announces that
Reverend Green did it in the ballroom with the dastick.

| don’t know about you, but | wouldn’t be all thateased if this happened to
me. Although there are nritten rules inClue about bribery, nevertheless there are
unwrittenrules that say this kind of activity stops a gdmen being a ganle! would
think twice about playing with Colonel Mustard agaand three times about playing
with Mrs White.

In a virtual world, what can do if | suspect onaydr of bribing another or
otherwise stepping outside the boundaries of “fay”



Well, | can stop playing with them. However, thaiudd also mean stopping
playing with perhaps several thousand other pegpiae of whom might be very
good friends.

OK, well maybe my friends will stop playing too awe can all move to some
other virtual world where the game conceit stilldso Unfortunately, there’s no
guarantee that the miscreants won’t simply foll@there (anonymously or
otherwise).

So: either | have to grit my teeth and acceptytid prevent the miscreants
from playing (or at least repeating their scam)quait entirely in disgust.

With MUD, | knew that people might break the unwritten sutleat protected
its virtual world from the real one. Some indeed sh. Individually, they were
usually easy to deal with: | would speak to therplaixing the problem, that it was
unfair on the other players if they behaved howdivey were behaving, and please
would they stop. Most saw the light and obligedo3énthat didn’t were reminded that
| had my finger on the off switch for their chamrcand that | could therefore
obliterate them entirely if | so chose. Some veny,fl did obliterate entirely.

How could I justify this? Well, it was quite simpl€o discover why, we need
to look at the rationalisation commonly employedly people who broke the
unwritten rules.

Some of the “written rules” of boardgames arentualty written — they’re
coded in by the physical universe: ydlue character can’t be in two rooms at the
same time because reality doesn’t work that wag. rEmaining written rules are not
coded in: all that stops me from moving my tokerreérthan the dice roll says | can
move it is the alertness of the other playersomtm@st, virtual worlds havall their
written rules coded into them: you don’t get teefmrt unless the code says you do.

Boardgames and virtual worlds alike have additionalritten rules that are
not coded in. However, the subversive players @dithat the codalonedefined
MUD. They didn’t recognise the existence of unwritteles,i.e. of the game conceit.
Their view was that if the code let them do it tlweuld, legitimately, do it. This was
how regular computer games worked, and this wasMo\® should work. If an
activity is not permissible, why didn’t the softveasimply stop them from doing it in
the first place?

The answer is that there are some things thataltiviorld developers simply
can't stop using software alone; trivially, theytarevent people from swearing
(although they can make it difficf)t Less trivially, should you be able to stand in a
doorway thereby blocking people from entering am@dNell yes, if your aim is to
prevent a thief from entering and stealing all ysounded friend’s equipment, but
no if your aim is to annoy the hell out of someoa&ng to help their friend inside
who is being beaten to pulp by an ogre. Except mags if they bought the last
magic sword yesterday even though they didn’t neguaist to stop your character
from getting it.

Without recourse to artificial intelligence techuaés that have yet to be
invented, a virtual world’s code can’t hope to tthis kind of antisocial behaviour —
even though it arisessidethe virtual world. The attitude of the antisoqayers to
this was simple: “tough”. They argued that in cot@pgames it was the program, not
the players, that defined the rules. Only the caoméd dictate what they did.
Swearing at people was fine because it was alldwete rules as defined by the
code. If I didn’t want people to swear, | could alyg take out the communication
commands.



Taking out the communication commands would haweedMUD. Instead, |
added a command, FOD (“Finger of Death”). If peapl®re, | FODded them. Their
characters disintegrated. Hey, the progediowedme to do it, so it was OK! It didn’t
allow anyoneelseto do it unless | set the flag on their charadzat,it allowedme

Virtual worlds are played by rules. The rules aréten (embodied in the
code) and unwritten (embodied in the expectatidrieeplayers). People can deny
the existence of unwritten rules, but they canitydthe existence of coded rules. If
the code says that you can’t walk through walls} gan’t walk through walls. If the
code says you can shoot arrows round corners, agtoot arrows round corners. If
the code says | can obliterate your charactem lodditerate your character. You may
be able to pick and choose which cultural normshi®y, but you don't get to pick and
choose which rules of the virtual world’s physioalverse to obey — and the
administrator’s authority in a virtual world &nbodiedn those rules. You don’t
swear, because if you do you're disintegrated. Yo't doanythingthat the
administrator doesn’t want you to do, because if go you're disintegrated.

Some things the administrators object to are umaedable: a virtual world
for counselling rape victims (and there are sueltgs) might dismiss journalists who
turn up faking having been raped in order to g&tbay. Other things are more
ambiguous: a virtual world created for worshipdrsetigion X (and there are such
places, for different values of X) might dismissmieers of religion Y who turn up
hoping to participate in a ritual or service. Sdimags are completely arbitrary: |
don’t like the cut of your jib. All of these, howew arepart of the rules of the virtual
world. If you play, they're enforced with the same auittyaas any other rule.

Strictly speaking, then, the dissenters are carfaggthing the virtual world
lets its players do, they can indeed do. Theirsdeciof whether thegio do it or not is
entirely moderated by what the virtual world létssmore powerful players do should
they dislike it. For most virtual worlds, the admsinators are rational (that is,
consistent if not always correct). Those that aegional tend not to have many
players: if you don'’t like the rules, you choose twplay.

So here’s the first point | want to make. Virtuadnd administrators have
absolute control over their world vested in the haggcs of that world. While this
state of affairs pertains, they can protect theegaonceit. If they were denied
absolute control, then the game conceit must beegied some other way; otherwise,
the virtual world would be just another extensidthe real world.

2.2 Evolution

Virtual worlds are continually evolving. New contes added, old content is
updated, exploits are curtailed, bugs are remolepgfully at a greater rate than they
are introduced), gameplay is rebalanced. If viriwatld designers were unable to
make changes to their virtual world, that world Wblbecome stale, dated, dominated
by exploits and its gameplay would be all out ofaask Now it's possible that a
relatively stable state could be achieved, with bawgs and exploits remaining and
enough player-generated content appearing forréteon its freshness; this is the case
with the originaMUD, which hasn’t had new content added to it sincg51i8ut
continues to be played. It takes many years tag#tual world into this position,
though, and even then occasional changes willesiltalled for.

What happens when players object to a change?

One day, | added a rabbitMUD. We had a player with a character called
Rabbit at the time. Because of the way that objadt4UD are referred to by unique,



case-insensitive nouns, the moment | created atrdgbcharacter named Rabbit was
unable to play. | knew this, but | wanted a ralidsita puzzle | had in mind. | offered
the player a name-change; he accepted (he wewdoirt).

If he hadn’t accepted, I'd have added the rabiytvay. Otherwise, players
would have taken the names of likely new addititmnthe virtual world and sat on
them. This (what might now be regarded as an exawigicybersquatting”) had
indeed happened in the past: a player, anticipaiagl might want to put a vampire
into the virtual world, created a character calMeanpire to stop me from doing so
until 1 “compensated” him. Needless to say, therdisin’'t work...

Changes to a virtual world affect different chaeas (and hence different
players) in different ways. Suppose a virtual wdrés two classes of fighter, the
warrior and the paladin, where the paladin is tmaes as the warrior except for being
more powerful against evil foes. After a time, tesigner notices that there are many
paladins and few warriors. Because there are malagims, fewer evil creatures are
around as they keep being slaughtered. The paladirild go and kill non-evil
creatures, but this would be harder for them sg tloa’'t want to do it. Instead, they
kick their heels and complain about how boringuineial world is now, there should
be more evil creatures about.

The designer can address this problem in many vedysghich adding more
evil creatures is but one. Ultimately, the rootsmis that there’s an incentive for
players to be paladins rather than warriors, bullismcentive. If more players were
warriors (or fewer were paladins), the problem wiogh away. Thus, the designer
decides to make a change such that paladins atewagainst non-evil foes.
Paladins aren’t attacking these anyway, so shout@mé. Thus, players now have a
choice to play as warriors (and be equally effecigainst all kinds of foe), or as
paladins (and be more effective against evil fagddss effective against non-evil
foes). The virtual world should be better as altesu

Why is it, then, that although most players obplas are pleased with the
change, some are unhappy about it? “You nerfedipeti®. Well, it's because
although they didn’t ever attack non-evil foes befdhey did have theptionto do
so. That option has now been removed from thethelf’d known they were going to
have this option removed, perhaps they wouldn’ehehwosen to be a paladin three
months ago when they started playing.

Also, some players of warriors are complainingeyrdon’t know why, but
this new patch to the virtual world has somehowiced the number of killable
things. Previously, they could walk into a fielddabwould be full of orc children
they could slaughter with wild abandon, but now witeey stroll along, sword in
hand, the field is already half-empty. If they'ddwn this was going to happen,
maybe they wouldn’t have chosen to be a warriegélmonths ago when they started
playing.

The warriors are complaining because whereaseip#st there were few
warriors, the change in the rules has persuaded players to become warriors,
therefore there is more competition for warrior<pkty resourcesg.g.orc children).
In order to give the paladins more to kill, the m@ns have been given less. Both,
however, do now have enough.

In general, even the tiniest changes can haveaegsons that ripple through
a virtual world, affecting things not immediatelgrmected to them. In-context
economiesi(e. those designed-in to the virtual world, as oppdsdtiose containing
elements the software knows nothing about such.&sdsllars) are particularly good
in this regard: a slight adjustment in the way #habn-player character computes the



value of a sword would affect the price that itdoBor swords, which in turn might
impact on the amount a sword-smith could affordréav materials, and so on, the
consequences gradually propagating throughoutitheal/world as supply and
demand checks and balances react. Perhaps adtafélse new sword-valuation
policy, there is a 0.01% fall in the price of pign in a distant market. This change
wouldn’t be noticed by most players, but it couddisusly annoy the merchant who
has 100,000 units of pig iron in a warehouse théthis could be foreseen (which is
possible, if perhaps unlikely), would it be a reasot to make the initial change to
the way the non-player character values a sword?

Virtual world designers have to take all thesadbiinto account when they
decide whether or not to change their virtual woAdy alteration that gives
something to one group of players vait definitiontake something away from
another group: at the very least (to put it in ¢radion parlance), their differentials
will have been eroded. The decisions are hardnaethkes are often made, but
ultimately they're for the designer alone to makeavise designer will explain what'’s
happening and why, thus preparing the playersi®ichange while giving them the
opportunity to voice objections. Ultimately, thoyghe designer must weigh up the
odds in terms of what's best for the virtual waakla whole.

Here, then, is my second point. Virtual world adistrators can’t please all
their players all the time, no matter how fair thigyto be. They must on occasions
change the virtual world in ways that some — pestadp- of the players find
unpalatable. While this situation pertains, andgless are able to ride roughshod
over players’ opinions, the virtual world can conig to evolve and improve.
Anything that served to limit this process wouldili the virtual world’s evolution.

2.3 Achievement

As | explain in my boo¥ on the subject, many people play virtual worlds.as
way to explore their identity. Virtual worlds daghby delivering to the players an
experience amounting toh&ro’s journey™. Not all virtual worlds are set up for this
(educational ones usually aren’t, for example),rhast are. Similarly, not every
player plays for this reason, but most do (althoigghof them necessarily realise
this).

In those (majority) virtual worlds set up to guidayers along their hero’s
journey, critical to success is the notiorachievementPlayers must feel that that
they are advancing relative to one another andtiigaadvancement is worthwhile.
Most virtual worlds therefore have a mechanism #tlaivs a quick comparison
between characters — normally a systenewatls with higher-level characters being
more advanced than lower-level ones. Althoughctdgrepeaking, virtual worlds
don’t haveto have something like this to facilitate a hefjolsrney, it certainly helps;
furthermore, if they do have it then they're imglicoffering a hero’s journey
whether they want to or not (but in almost all catbeeydo want to offer it).

An important point to note here is that the chaatflects the state of
advancement of the player. In general, a player iwlotose to ending their hero’s
journey will play a character that is of a verythigvel, whereas a less experienced
player will play a lower-level character. Playdrerefore use their character’s status
to establish their place in the social order: sameeaf a higher level is “better” than
you, as you are “better” than someone of a lowelléPlayers undertake actions in
the virtual world that cause their characters taugdevels, thereby showing to the
rest of the world (but mainly to themselves) justvgood a player they are



becoming. It’s in the interests of all players omeso’s journey to do this: if you don’t
accept a metric that says some players are be#ernyou, you can’t hope to use that
same metric to judge the improvement in play ofrylature self over your current
self.

Now this would all fall apart if there were notteosig correlation between a
character’s level and its player's experienceokgh’'t matter so much that if you see
a low-level character then it must have a low-egmee player behind it; the critical
deduction is that if you see a high-level charattten it must have a high-experience
player behind it. Otherwise, when you’re a high-enxgnce player, how will anyone
(least of all you) recognise your quality?

Virtual world designers implicitly understand thasd will ensure through the
virtual world’s design that only those charactesohging to players who genuinely
are good at what they do reach the higher levels. fritasmtains the integrity of the
hierarchy, underpinning the players’ sense of adearent and reinforcing their
growing feelings of self-actualisation. A virtuabvid in which the lucky roll of a die
could instantly turn a newbie into a mighty wizavduld remove all pretence that
rank meant anything. Unless the players of thiddvoould find some other way to
measure their relative progress, it would becomerg disappointing and dispiriting
place for those on a hero’s journey. It's perceigedn issue déirness

Virtual worlds administrators strive to protect théegrity of the level
hierarchy. If they discover that someone is expigisome unintended design feature
that fast-tracks them to higher levels, they hasteomly to track the bug down and fix
it, but also remove all benefit that the player gamed from it. In its purest form, this
may mean busting them down several levels, britaiso include actions such as
removing in-world property or in-world currency viagfully acquired.

The interesting thing here is the definition of tmgfully acquired”. Who
decides it's wrongful? What makes some actionsénvirtual world “exploits” when
other, similar actions, aren't?

Virtual worlds are designed to be open-ended. Desgyare usually very
pleased when they discover that their virtual woeacts sensibly to a situation which
they hadn’t foreseen. Suppose that, in a patchdésegners of one virtual world were
to improve their physics engine such that objetitstons were better detected. To
their delight, they discover that players can n®& axes to chop down trees, whereas
previously they couldn’t. To their dismay, theyatser that the Axe of Great Magic
can chop down stone walls, too. Players in thegssssn of this rare item have been
breaking into castle treasuries and availing théveseof the entire contents
unmolested by guards.

In both these examples, the effects were uninterileel chopping down of
trees is something that the designers were pleagkdyet the chopping down of
walls is something they were not pleased withgaite players a short-cut to wealth
that they could use to purchase high-powered ahjdtte former would be regarded
as a feature, the latter as an exploit. The dessgmeuld alter the virtual world’s code
SO as to maintain the former while suppressindatter.

From an abstract point of view, though, therettielto choose between a
feature (easy logs) and an exploit (easy treastrapme virtual worlds, perhaps the
chopping down of trees would be the exploit anddepping down of walls would
be the feature. It's a judgment call, and one ¢imdy the virtual world designers are in
a position to make. If they don't get to decide wisaor isn’t an exploit, exploiters
will prevail and the achievement structure will &kedown.



Note that not all exploits are in the code. Somesinthe exploits occur where
the code can't reach — in the real world. If a plagoes something in the real world
that gives them an advantage that the designers ttebe unfair€.g.they hack the
client software to reveal information to which the&yould not be privy),
administrators should be able to take action inviiteal world to protect the level
system. If this means disintegrating characterggalahrough hacked clients, so be it.

This is the third and final point | want to makdioBe virtual worlds that offer
one or more explicit, sanctioned methods by whinehrelative experience of players
may (through their characters) be judged have &gation to uphold the integrity of
those methods. In order to do this, the adminstsainust have the freedom to
remove what they perceive to be short-cuts anatto the results of what they
perceive to be aberrant behaviour whenever thasatisins arise — even if they arise
in the real world. While this standard pertaingytlare able to preserve the basic
honesty of the measuring system. If their powelstierfere as they see fit were
removed, then either some other way of presenhedgterarchy must be found or
some other hierarchy must be implemented, or ttigaliworld will cease to operate
as an effective venue for identity exploration.

3 Discussion

I've made three primary points here. To recapitila

. The powers that virtual world administrators wialeé embedded in the
coded rules of the virtual world, which the admirasors themselves
define. If this were not the case, they could notgct the game conceit.

. Virtual world administrators havearte blanchdo change the virtual
world however they deem appropriate, regardleskeoivill of the players.
If this were not the case, the virtual world contat evolve.

. Administrators of virtual worlds that feature acleenent are able to
change the coded rules of their virtual world rerectively and without
warning, under conditions they need only specifgrahe event. If this
were not the case, the virtual world’s ability tgpport identity exploration
would be compromised.

The game conceit, freedom to evolve, supportitéra’s journey: without all
three of these fundamental characteristics, aalistorld is greatly diminished if not
mortally wounded. Although | am happy for admirastrs of individual worlds
willingly to relinquish one or more of these chasaistics if they so choose, | am not
happy for them to be taken away through ignoraryoexternal forces.

The three standards that | have described cuyrprutect their respective
characteristics. These may not be the only waysdtect them (indeed, they may not
be the only characteristics that need protectiou) jf the current standards fail then
other means to achieve the same ends must bdedstatead. Otherwise, virtual
worlds will never deliver the wonders they promigeeven continue to deliver those
wonders they can manage at present.

| do not therefore intend to defend the curreamdardgper se | shall,
however, point out what threatens them. There eweral emerging attitudes towards
virtual worlds that at first glance seem perfecdgsonable, yet which on closer
inspection are more than suspect. | only need btieese to illustrate the general
principles involved, so | shall select the mostteatious: the commodificatidhof
virtual worlds.



3.1  There’s One Born Every Minute

Although in the early days &iUD | foresaw many of the changes that were
(and are) to come to virtual worlds, | did not peedhe extent to which they would
become commaodified. | didn’t realise people cowdsb touchingly trusting.

Because they evolve, virtual worlds change thelavhime. If |, as a designer,
determine for obscure reasons of balance to abddusand new Swords of Shininess,
that’s up to me. What if you bought a Sword of $iess yesterday for $500, though?
Its value has immediately dropped, because thelypop@words of Shininess has
increased. Or perhaps for even more obscure reasdagance | decided that the best
solution was to remove Swords of Shininess as aapiraltogether — you’d be down
the whole $500.

A player in this situation might think it reasot@ko go to a court of law to
seek compensation for loss, or to get the desigmecision reversed. For whatever
reason, a judge might agree with them and awarcagamand/or instruct that the
latest patch be reverted.

This would not be a good thing for virtual worlds.

Every change to a virtual world hasmeeffect that will impact one player
less advantageously than another. If that playerce#l upon the law for
compensation, so can someone else for some otahrgel{or even, conceivably, for
the change required by the judge to undo thedhianhge). The overall effect is to
remove the designer’s freedom to change their wuosldever they see fit. The result:
virtual worlds will not evolve.

OK, so let’s throw in that word “reasonable”. Ples/expect that designers
will patch the virtual world every so often, anéytaccept a certain amount of
“reasonable” change. When the designer makes aedsanable” change, then they
call in the judge. Better?

No, not better. There’s no way to measure the tnealsleness” of virtual
world design decisions any more than there’s atwageasure the reasonableness of
a portrait. Artists do what artists do.

Even if it were feasible, it's pointless. Here’g titning: any utility inherent in
a virtual world object is only there because ofsb&ware that provides its context.
When you buy a virtual object, you're gambling tha virtual world giving it
meaning will not change in such a way that it reduthe amount that people will pay
for that object. Securing your bet by calling oa thw to undo changes of which you
disapprove attacks the standard that permits dessgo make whatever changes they
deem necessary to help the virtual world evolvearigehange affectsomebody
adversely, therefore in this scenario every chaagein theory be prevented by law.
Thus, the virtual world does not evolve, whichmltitely kills it. Killing it removes
the entirety of your investment anyway.

In other words, if players wishing to protect thavestments in a virtual
world can invoke the law to limit changélsat very actiorwill change the virtual
world in such a way that the investments wolk retain their value.

There’s a rejoinder to this. What I've effectivelgne here is to set up an
edifice only to knock it down. Sure, the lamightseek to protect investments from
the effects of designers’ whims, but then agamight not. | could just as easily have
suggested that the law might seek to make allalirorlds have names beginning
with the letter P, then demolish that argumenteiadt What evidence is there to



suggest that players would want to bring in the ifathvey lost money because of a
change?

Well, the evidence is that they already try talle by other means. Players
are subservient to designers, because designdrsidahe code. However, players
can leave the virtual world if they so choose, Wgoves them leverage on the
developer’s marketing team. The marketing teammdien the business side of the
company, can call on higher management to insthéctlesigners to do things they
don’t want to do. Thus, there’s a rock/paper/scsselationship: designers beat
players, players beat marketers, marketers beagras. Unsurprisingly, there have
been many occasions in the past where playersusadetheir influence on marketers
to cause major changes to be made to a virtuabwfot example, the removal or
player-versus-player combatlifitima Onling.

This approach only works when large numbers ofgiagre involved,
though. Individuals — even rich individuals — hadittde influence on marketers. They
do, however, have (through their lawyers) influeangudges. If their monetary loss
from a change to the virtual world were great eftigere’s every reason to suppose
that a player or group of players might seek regiteough the court3

Hopefully, by then the courts will be ready.

3.2 Meaning

Bill Gates could be the world champion high jumgére wanted to be. All he
has to do is go to the current world champion highper* and buy his world record
off him. Hey, once he’s got it, maybe he can pedsuhe courts to prevent other
people from attempting to beat it because that avbel like stealing.

Well, no. World records are awarded to individuai$y under certain
conditions. You can’t buy a world record — theyran-transferable. So are tickets to
international sporting events, so are bank accoants$ so (if you want to enable the
hero’s journey) are characters with virtual worlds.

There are four main reasons why people buy chasaictevirtual worlds:

. As an investment. They think they can sell the abtar or the objects that
came with it for more than they paid.

. For group-play reasons. They haven't played fohdenand their friends
are ahead to an extent that they couldn’t eastishcap. They buy a
character of an appropriate level so they can pi#ty their friends again.
This category also includes those who might puret@asharacter in order
to fill a perceived void in their group’s make-up & party of adventurers
with one-too-many mages and one-too-few healeespldyer of one of the
mages may sell their mage and buy a cleric, fomgta).

. To inflate their status. They buy a higher-levehr@ctter so they can act
like they're a higher-ability player. This wouldsal cover the situation
where a player wants access to high-level contéghbw having to “waste
time” playing through the low-level content to gie¢re.

. They want to acquire an object legitimately, batfthey can only get it by
paying real money to people who have tied up theketa

The first and fourth of these reasons are depdradetne other two for their
success, so if those disappear then they alsopisaapThe second reason is
understandable, although ideally it should be uassary: virtual worlds ought to be
set up so as to make mixed-ability parties of piaygable. The third reason is the
problematic one.



It's fairly obvious that paying for a higher-statcharacter in order to appear
to be a higher-status player is ultimately selfed¢ihg. If one player buys status,
those who know that player will also be temptedaat (so as to re-establish their
place in the hierarchy relative to that player)eThore that players trade up their
characters, the less that anybody will associaaeacher level with player ability, and
therefore the lower the value of level as a meastiability. If too many people
debase the currency, the currency becomes worthless

This has a bad effect on players undertaking a$igyorney. What's the point
in beating down hordes of bad guys, scrimping awihg gold pieces to buy the next
grade of magic shield, bouncing back from your diefeusing your wits to ensure
victory — what is thgoint of it if someone with a few dollars to spare cah\ghere
you are while knowing squat about the game?

As a virtual world designer, | don’t want my plagd¢o have their sense of
achievement trashed like this. | therefore segk¢went players from buying and
selling in the real world characters and objeaisnfmy virtual world. If I can’t
protect the integrity of the measuring system, @tayvill lose faith in it. This will
cause them to abandon their hero’s journey, demgithe virtual world of one of its
unique selling points.

Some virtual worlds don't care about this, whiclimge. Some virtual worlds
do care about it, however, and they mustn’t bedkthe same way as the virtual
worlds that don't care. There is a step changewffce between the two. Virtual
worlds are just about thenly places where an average person today can undertake
hero’s journey, but even without this feature tlap still qualify as virtual worlds (in
the same way that a story without a plot canisélh story, Chekhov-style). What's
acceptable in a virtual world for which the designieave opted out of supporting the
hero’s journey is not necessarily acceptable infonavhich they haven't, though.

One option open to virtual world administrators g to stop the trade in
characters and objects is to delete any charactasject found to have been traded.
While this may work for the sale of charactersypla are generally opposed to the
idea when applied to objects: they don’t buy olgdxtcause they want an unfair
advantage, they buy them because a real-life coynggagrialising in object sales has
tied up the source and this is the only way tatlgetn. They want the sellers to be
punished, not the buyers.

Thus, administrators will often close down entice@unts discovered to
belong to dealers, but leave those of the peoplel¢alers exploit untouched.
Because accounts are real-world entities, most aaneiad virtual worlds assume the
authority to do this under an End-User Licensinge&gnent (“EULA”) that defines
the conditions under which a player is allowedriteethat virtual world; breach of
this contract means that an account can be cadaeitk no redress.

In either situation (loss of characters or losaafounts), the sellers are not
going to be happy. They are losing trade becauieecidministrator’s actions. There
are laws and constitutions and things (you can’talhot a lawyer?) that protect a
company’s right to do business. EULAs and othetrictsre practices can be struck
down™®. Perhaps they will be?

| shan’t go into the various legal arguments fad against the actions of
virtual object trafficker¥. As I indicated earlier, my task here is to explahy the
current standards exist and what would happereif thdn't exist; it is not my place
to determine whether they should or shouldn’t exighe eyes of the law (although
this is not to say | would necessarily be overjoyatth whatever decision was handed
down to me).



Early virtual worlds didn’t have the problem of pd® claiming real-life
ownership of virtual objects. The reason for thesvbecause these worlds would
periodicallyreset— everything was returned to its starting positieaving only the
character records of the players untouched. Thisfaradesign reasoh’s but one
consequence was that players took it for grantadeterything in the virtual world
was transitory: the lord giveth and the lord takattay®. It was only when virtual
worlds began taking on more permanence that sugldente players began to think
that because thetharacterowned something, that meant they gdager owned it.

If players are given (or if the courts decide taégady have) the right to buy
and sell any characters or objects they “own” nual worlds when this is against the
wishes of the administrators and most of the gpteyers of those worlds, that would
invalidate the current standard employed by dewaom protect their achievement
hierarchy. Unless some other way to maintain ile¢dde found, this in turn would
lead to a fundamental change in the nature ofalistorlds. It would be like insisting
TV drama adhered to the same standards of trutvakcumentaries — bye bye TV
drama.

3.3 Playing by the rules

My final example of how commaodification affectstual worlds concerns the
way it breaches the game conceit.

Commodification brings reality into virtuality. Uoftunately, except in very
narrow circumstancé$ the game conceit evaporates upon contact wishntioich
reality. Forno other reason that thigirtual world administrators with a game conceit
to protectmusthave the ability to extinguish the threat. Thereather things they
can try first, of course (such as attempting tespade an individual of the harm their
activity does the virtual world); for those thatnttoco-operate, though, only the
extinction of their characters will ultimately sttpem.

I’'m saying something quite strong here. I'm saytihgt administrators should
be allowed to obliterate traded characters — on ebaracters they suspect are being
manufactured for trading — merely fexisting

It's not hard to see whence objections to this magime. If | pay $5,000 for a
virtual house and you disintegrate it (or evenoifiynerely auction it off), I'm going
to be absolutely livid. As far as I'm concerneduyost burned $5,000 of my money.
| don’t care that you prohibit commerce: my locatkpprohibits commerce, but if |
bought a dog from someone there that wouldn’t gfieepark warden the right to
shoot it.

Well no. That's because the existence of a bougbtid a park doesn’t
diminish that park’s ability to function as a paflhe existence of a bought character
in a virtual world does diminish that virtual woddability to function as a virtual
world. It's one more grain of reality, one moreyd@awho regards the virtual world as
little different to the real one.

There’s a familiar paradox here. All virtual objeetre defined by the virtual
world’s code. That’s not justnepiece of code, but trumof the code, along with all
the data it operates on: everything is so deperaterterything else that it's
impossible to isolate a single few lines of programd say “these are the Spear of
Destiny” or “these are the Sword of Truth”. Thoseng lines that “define” the Spear
of Destinyalso partly define the Sword of Truth — if the speat dot exist, the
sword’s influence on the virtual world would be ege slightly different. The code is
the DNA of the virtual world, and — here’s the dalbit —the administrators are



part of that DNAA judge can strike down an administrator’s powera virtual

world, but those powers are embodied in the codeehBnge the powers is to modify
the code; to modify the code is to modify all vatwbjects — including the one that
caused the judge to order that the code be modified

Put another way, a virtual object is only whasibecause the designer makes
it so. Take away the designer’s ability to maksoitand it ceases to be what it was.

OK, so the out-of-context sale of one object igoing to make a lot of
difference in itself. It's a drop in the ocean, atsdfeedback into the virtual world’s
value system is lost in the noise of in-contextisections. Thaccumulationof out-
of-context sales, however, does make a differddnehecked, eventually it tips the
scales and the virtual world flips from being adiejourney world to being a world
with no hero’s journey. The game conceit has gone.

Which is the more important: supporting explorasiaf identity or supporting
the free market? Are they compatible, or mutuatglesive? If those who make and
interpret laws break down the barrier that is thmg conceit, they're taking away the
ability of virtual worlds to deliver that which ontheycandeliver. Is it right to do
that? Is it righihot to do that?

The scene: a regular Saturday afternoon matcheitemier League (this is
soccer; hey, I'm English, it was either that ocket). The referee awards a penalty.
The defending goalkeeper stands in front of hid,gaaile the attacking striker places
a ball on a spot 12 yards in front of him. Thekstriis going to run up to the ball and
try to kick it past the goalkeeper and into thelgbhe goalkeeper is going to try
prevent the ball from getting into the goal. Exceéyg one isn’t, because this one has
been paid by a gambling syndicate to throw the mathen the police find out, he’s
going to go to prison.

One goalkeeper taking a bribe, one player selliogaaacter. The law does
protect some game conceits once it understandotisequences of not protecting
them. Will it do so for virtual worlds?

4 Summary

I've described here three standards of actionuinatal world developers
commonly employ to ensure their creations’ uniq@srand survival.

In truth, these standards are not quite as forntadiynct as | have made out.
As an administrator, if | find you're using an ealthen | might decide to obliterate
your character using the powers | gave myself togat the game conceit.
Alternatively, | might change the virtual world 8wt the fruits of your exploit are
worthless — using powers only “needed” to guaratiteevirtual world’s evolution.
Then again, | may just fine you a few levels udimg specific powers | possess for
maintaining the integrity of the achievement system

Everything is intertwined. Optimistically, this nresathe system is robust: if
one standard were invalidated, the others coulércfor it Pessimistically, this means
the system is fragile: if one standard were inabd, the others would be invalidated
with it.

| tend towards the pessimistic view. If one staddarnvalidated, this will be
because it can do something that it shouldn’t be tbdo. If another standard can
achieve the same ends, it will be invalidated fier $ame reason. If it can’t achieve
the same ends, whatever the standard was protewlirige unprotected: this will
ultimately mean the end virtual worlds as we knbem (and, worse, as we might yet
have known them).



Here’s my take on all this.

| have nothing against commaodification for virtwadrlds that want it. Good
luck to them! As far as I'm concerned, the moreual worlds there are, the better. |
don’t wantall virtual worlds to be commadified, though.

What worries me is that precedents establishe@atirty with the virtual
worlds that want commaodification are applied to viréual worlds that don’t want it.
Not only is this unfair on those developers anggia who don’t want it, but it's self-
defeating: as | have shown three times in the abi@eaission, uninvited
commodification ultimately leads to its own stralagion (and invited
commodification isn’t exactly risk-free either).

When Roy and | createdUD, we knew that other people would write
programs based on it — that the idea would evae knew these (let’s call them)
“virtual worlds” would become commercial entitiesthemselves,e. that people
would pay to play them. After thinking about it, Wgured there was scope for
advertising in them, but that this would spoil thayers’ feeling of immersion unless
it made sense in context. For the same reasorgjeted the idea of selling stuff
inside the virtual world using real-world moneytk@ugh we did miss a trick, in that
it's immersion-busting to buy a magic sword witHlds but less so to buy gold
pieces with dollars then buy the sword with golelgaeis). Besides, who’d want to pay
for something that might be worth nothing the reéay — ha ha!

Virtual worlds have evolved. There are myriadshe& out there of all shapes
and sizes, from tiny, textual, role-playiMiJSHes to mighty, all-conquering
graphical spectaculars with more players than sconatries have citizens. Their
amazing variety can only increase, as new desigmigiianew ideas seize their own
chance to make their imaginations real. Yet throalythese worlds run threads of
similarity, the fundamental concepts about whiakythrystalised: the core
characteristics that say “this is a virtual world”.

If virtual worlds are to continue to astound usfiltaus with wonder, to allow
us to be who we really are, these threads of siityilmust be protected — cherished,
even.

They're not games, they’re places.

And 1 still want to go there.
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