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Read a Philosophy Book 

Within these pages, discover the necessary tools to become an Apprentice, Journeyman, Expert, Artisan, Master, and Grand Master Philosopher.

Obtain Book: 1/1 (Complete)

Apprentice Philosopher: 0/1

Journeyman Philosopher: 0/1

Expert Philosopher: 0/1

Artisan Philosopher: 0/1

Master Philosopher: 0/1

Grand Master Philosopher: 0/1

Brag to Guild about Philosophical Mastery: 0/1 (Optional)




Description 

For years, you’ve wanted to take your game to the next level. Now is your chance, Reader! In the pages that follow are the appropriate theories and ideas to help you step it up intellectually, to help you give your game some meaningful philosophical insight. As a Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game (MMORPG) owing its success to previous installments of the genre and the original real-time strategy games, World of Warcraft (WoW) is just itching for philosophical analysis. The cultural reach of WoW is incredible, and we couldn’t hope to do justice to it in a short introduction. We do consider WoW to be a profound cultural phenomenon and, quite frankly, a great game. Though our focus with this book is WoW and its expansions, the authors also touch on the  Warcraft franchise, lore, and other media.

 

If you’re new to philosophy, you also might be wondering what philosophy is in the first place and why we would presume to mix it with your World of Warcraft! Well, what  does it mean when a person gives you his “philosophy” of, say, leveling up a character? It doesn’t mean that he will give you specific examples, but rather an overarching guide of the principles that inform his leveling up process. For any gamer,  such principles are important because, without them, he would be lost.

 

The secret is that we all have such guiding principles, Reader, whether we’re aware of them or not. They direct us when we play and they direct us when we order the latest strategy guide from Amazon. The beginning stage of becoming a philosopher is learning to recognize and understand the justifications for these guiding principles in ourselves, as we play and as we live.

 

To put it another way, philosophy is a tradition that poses and occasionally answers questions. In some cases questions are not specifically answered. In other cases investigating a certain question leads to more questions! Of course, to think that there is an easy answer to every question out there is to be a bit naive, or to attribute a simplicity to the world that is unwarranted. The ancient philosopher Socrates made the famous statement that he knew he did not know, and this claim in itself opened him up to being the wisest person in Athens. There are some things we know and there are other things we don’t, as individuals and as a species. Socrates taught that it’s best to be honest about what we don’t know rather than pretend to have reached some level of understanding which we clearly haven’t reached. Part of the philosopher’s task is to humbly ponder the seemingly unknowable things, occasionally reaching acceptable answers and advancing general human knowledge.

 

And this is just what the authors do in this book in relation to  WoW. Videogames are still a very new cultural phenomenon in the eyes of human history—MMORPGs even more so. It is our belief that WoW can teach us not just about huge virtual worlds and videogames, but also about people and society. In some cases, WoW serves as a model for examining the potential of economic, ethical, or political theories. While the world is virtual, the people controlling the toons in that world are real. The folks at Blizzard are real.

 

This quest does not necessarily need to be completed in order. Depending on your current level of understanding, you may decide to skip ahead to chapters that seem most interesting to you. This is perfectly natural for philosophy, Reader! Different sorts of people are drawn to philosophy for different reasons.  If you’re a beginner, however, we recommend you start at the apprentice level, where there is a more eclectic selection of material. However, at the beginning of each section we provide an overview of the major themes covered, in addition to some of the big questions the authors tackle in that section.

Whether or not you fully complete your quest, we hope that you emerge from the experience with a more open mind, a deeper appreciation for and understanding of your life as a gamer and person, and a greater respect for the issues that arise from in depth gameworlds like WoW.




Rewards 

You will receive:

+21 Intellect!

(We know what you’re thinking, but isn’t the inherent joy of gaining knowledge worth it?)






Apprentice Philosopher

Aggro Your Brain by reading…

 

You Can Kill Your Friends but You Can’t Save Gnomeregan (EVANS): 0/1

Render Unto Caesar (HAW): 0/1

Finding Adam Smith in Azeroth (KOSMINSKY): 0/1

A Meaningless World . . . of Warcraft (CUDDY): 0/1

A Mage in Motion (FERRET): 0/1

 

Description

 

In this section, Reader, you will be introduced to a few different philosophical topics to whet your appetite—we present you with a philosopher’s knapsack of sorts. Included is a story that originally appeared in the magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction (F&SF). We are grateful to Gordon Van Gelder at F&SF and to the author of the story himself for allowing us to reprint it here. The story provides a playful introduction to the idea that games like  WoW blur the line between the gameworld and the real world.

 

Here you will also find questions about ethics, economics, life’s meaning, and the nature of reality itself. Most of us players of  WoW have, at some point or another, wondered about the ethical positions of other players (perhaps the first time you were the victim of a ninja?). Those of you whose avatars are permanent fixtures of an auction house might have occasionally entertained questions about the economy in Azeroth. Is WoW’s economy perfect in any intelligible sense? Or maybe you’ve wondered if life has any inherent meaning and, if it doesn’t, whether WoW  can be a response to meaninglessness. If your brain works on a more abstract level, you might have wondered if either you, or your toon, are free in any meaningful sense. What sorts of laws of physics exist in WoW? Does true motion occur?

 

Rewards

 

You will receive: +5 Intellect!





1

You Can Kill Your Friends but You Can’t Save Gnomeregan

MONICA EVANS

 

 

 

 

Imagine attending the funeral of a very dear friend, in some cold cemetery on a winter morning, when a group of teenagers crashes the ceremony: running up and down the aisles, punching the mourners in the face, overturning your dead friend’s coffin, and screaming obscenities the whole time. And laughing.

Horrible, isn’t it?

Now imagine you’re playing some war-like game—paintball, perhaps—and you have just discovered that, rather than preparing for your attack, the opposing team has decided to put down their weapons and hold a poetry reading in the middle of the warzone. And that not only are they going to be completely defenseless for the duration, they’ve announced the exact date, time, and place on their public website, with a note saying “Please don’t bother us.”

Tempting, isn’t it?

From an ethical standpoint, the scenarios above are easy to categorize. The first is shocking, nearly unthinkable in its lack of respect or consideration for the funeral-goers. The second is ruthless but unquestionably fair in a war-game setting, particularly one in which the main goal is to take out the opposing team. Of course, these scenarios are described as if they occurred in life. In the digital world, things aren’t so simple, particularly when you consider that both of the above scenarios can occur at the same time—as they did in March 2006, when a World of Warcraft (WoW) guild named “Serenity Now” crashed an in-game funeral held to honor a real person, killed the avatars of everyone in attendance, and posted a video of the massacre on their website as an advertisement for their “hardest-of-the-hard-core” Player versus Player (PvP) guild.

The issue isn’t whether the members of “Serenity Now” had any right to do what they did, or whether the funeral raid is an example of player behavior at its worst or large-scale strategy at its best. The issue is one of perception: that ethical or morally-correct behavior in a Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game (MMORPG) is directly related to each player’s understanding of the game world, rules, and culture. To the funeral attendees, World of Warcraft is an extension of real life, and in-game events can be just as real, important, and meaningful as real life events. To the “Serenity Now” members, World of Warcraft is a game first and foremost, one that encourages competition and rewards players for the domination of other players through skill, tactics, or surprise. And both groups are correct in their perceptions. The problem occurred when these two groups and their opposing world views came into conflict, to the point that the original video of the incident has attracted over 3.7 million views on YouTube, and comments are still going strong at the time of this writing.1

So World of Warcraft, for the new initiate, can be an ethical minefield. How do you deal with situations in which every player has a completely different outlook on what constitutes “good” behavior? What are the rules for digital ethics? And how much, if any of it, applies to your real life?




Plato, Thrall, and Two Cloaked Rogues Walk Into a Bar . . . 

When talking about ethics and MMORPGs, one of the most popular references is the story of the Ring of Gyges from Plato’s  Republic. The ring is a mythical artifact that allows the wearer to turn invisible at will. It is found by an ordinary shepherd, who upon discovering its powers immediately travels to the capital, seduces the queen, kills the king, takes over the kingdom, and generally acts like a very bad man. (Think Arthas after he picks up Frostmourne, but without the demon lords or undead army.) The point of the story, according to the teller,2 is that no man is so perfectly virtuous that he could resist the temptation the ring offers: the ability to commit all kinds of evil acts and get away with them.   In other words, we act like good people not out of our own inherent goodness, but because we fear retribution from the rest of society.

For someone who has heard of World of Warcraft but never played it, this may seem like a perfect analogy. How like a virtual world! Absolute anonymity at all times, with no possibility of real-life consequence, allowing players to give in to their basest, least virtuous desires at every single moment. And yet, those of us who play the game can see this isn’t the case. WoW is populated with about the same ratio of good friends, indifferent strangers, and complete and total jerks as any large group of people in any space, virtual or not. And while MMORPGs necessarily limit the sorts of actions that are possible in each gamespace—at the very least, for game design or technological restraints—these limits still allow players to commit a wide variety of evil, immoral, ruthless, or just plain irritating actions against each other. So why are there so many ordinary citizens among the griefers3 in World of Warcraft?

Plato’s story of the Ring of Gyges argues that morality is a social construction—and World of Warcraft players are a society. They depend on each other for raid groups, form guilds with in-game and real-life friends, trade goods and services in every major capital city, and slaughter each other in prescribed PvP-combat areas. And each of their characters builds a reputation, for good or ill, over time, based on their previous actions. There are few actions a player can take that will create real-life consequences (having your account banned by Blizzard, for example), but there are many, many ways in which players can bring down the wrath of an in-game society on themselves, as many a ninja-looter4 has discovered upon being kicked from their guild. So again, we have the same range of ethical behavior. Some players act badly and suffer in-game, secure that their anonymity will protect them from real-life consequences. Others try to act in a morally right way because they value this society of players, from close guildmates to the multitude of strangers that happen to exist on the same server.

The Ring of Gyges isn’t a perfect analogy for a virtual world, considering that only one person is allowed freedom from retribution. Anonymity is more complicated than that in World of Warcraft, as the game’s design essentially hands every player their own personal Ring of Gyges. Think how different the shepherd’s story would have been if everyone involved could turn invisible at will, particularly the palace guards!




No One Expects the Borean Inquisition . . . or Do They? 

Whether we believe morality is a social construction or not, we can at least agree that ethical decisions must occur between people, not computers.5 That said, there are a number of computer-driven situations in World of Warcraft that inspire ethical questions, particularly in the latest expansion, Wrath of the Lich King. One of the developers’ goals was to make the player’s experience more ethically conflicted, in light of the fact that the expansion’s focal character, former Paladin and current Lich King Arthas Menethil, is a decidedly conflicted character himself:We want to add some layers of psychology that put you in strange moral situations . . . that mimic some of Arthas’ own experiences. . . . By the time you stand toe-to-toe with this bastard, do you still have your pretty principles and highfalutin morality, or is it a mirror reflection? Arthas is after that as much as global domination. It’s a hook that makes it personal6 that [previous expansions] didn’t have.7





In game terms, these layers of psychology are usually presented as part of long quest chains, where players are asked to do perhaps immoral or questionable things to achieve in-game rewards. But   what the developers describe above is a very narrative way to deal with ethics: not to offer real choices with real consequences, but to force players into bad situations and present them with the results, hopefully inspiring deeper consideration of the ethical values in question. Of course, players are guaranteed loot and experience for finishing these quests, whether they agreed with—or even paid attention to—the ethical dilemmas presented. And any questionable actions a player may have committed during the quest are reset in preparation for the next player to come along, often while the first player is still deciding on a reward.

The problem with narrative ethical dilemmas is that few of them, if any, have real or lasting consequences for players, partially because of the limitations of game mechanics. The lost capital city of Gnomeregan, now an instanced dungeon, is meant to be fought through. Infected Gnome citizens can be killed but never saved; they weren’t designed for it, and saving them would throw off the carefully balanced challenges in the dungeon. Players can sympathize with boss character (of the Deadmines) Edwin Van Cleef and his struggle against the corrupt nobles of Stormwind, but you can’t join his side, and killing him is the only way to find out the end of his personal story. Likewise, players that choose to be Death Knights, evil servants of the Lich King, can’t also choose to stay evil and remain with Arthas. The first series of quests details each knight’s redemption and newfound moral center, as well as shifting their allegiance to either the Alliance or the Horde.

When presented with a narrative situation that is ethically questionable, the only choice players have is to refuse to interact with it. Such is the case with the infamous “torture quest” in the Borean Tundra, in which a member of the Kirin Tor, a powerful organization of mages, asks you to intervene with a prisoner you’ve just captured, saying that his faction’s code of conduct frowns upon taking certain “extreme measures. . . . You, however, as an outsider, are not bound by such restrictions and could take any steps necessary in the retrieval of information. Do what you must. . . . I’ll just busy myself organizing these shelves here. . . .” Mechanically, the quest is similar to countless others in which you “use” an item on a Non-Player Character some arbitrary number of times, but the content seems to bother a number of people—among them, Richard Bartle, one of the first Multi-User Dungeon developers and author of Designing Virtual Worlds, who said the following on his blog: I was expecting for there to be some way to tell the guy who gave you the quest that no, actually I don’t want to torture a prisoner, but there didn’t seem to be any way to do that. Worse, the quest is part of a chain . . . So, either you play along and zap the guy, or you don’t get to go to the Nexus.





One could make the argument that giving up access to the Nexus, one of the first new dungeons players have access to, is ethically right in this situation. On the other hand, it’s nearly impossible to get to this quest without killing any number of human enemies, which makes the dilemma somewhat less substantive. If you’ve already killed a dozen people, why is torturing one more the point at which ethics are concerned? And why has no one complained about the thousands of human enemies players have been killing in World of Warcraft since its release?

The real issue with the torture quest, of course, is that there’s no torture to speak of. The prisoner in question respawns unhurt and unchanged for every player that obtains the quest, as does every one of his brethren that players may have killed previously. The “torture” in this case is a purely narrative construction, one that Bartle argues is dealt with too casually for the subject matter, and one that should make us think about our narrative proclivities in games. Ultimately, though, it’s a tempest in a teapot, and not nearly as tough to deal with as the real ethical questions in games.




Make Love, Not Warcraft: Why We Keep Giving Away Free Stuff 

In the end, a player’s personal ethics in world will depend on two things: how much the player is emotionally or socially invested in that world, and whether the world is viewed as part of the player’s real life or not. Only then can we start looking at whether traditional real world systems of ethics apply to MMORPGs, and the ways in which real world issues are transformed by the gamespace.

A good place to start looking for in-game guidance might be utilitarianism.8 The essential principle of utility is to maximize pleasure  and minimize pain. (Change those words to “enjoyment” and “frustration”, and this is a pretty good philosophy for World of Warcraft designers.) As an ethical guide, a utilitarian might argue that the right decision is the one that brings the most happiness into a system; in essence, to do what serves the greater good, not just the pleasure of the individual player. This might explain what some players have found so surprising in World of Warcraft: that a number of people are, quite frankly, nice. “Good samaritan” players are easy to spot: they’re the level 80s that always have a spare twenty silver for struggling newbies, that give away expensive enchantments for free while improving their trade skills, and that often run low-level characters through dungeons they couldn’t handle on their own, usually for the fun of it.

But while only a select few spend the majority of their time helping others, it’s quite common for players to help each other out, particularly when between quests, raids, or battlegrounds. It takes very little effort on the part of a high-level player to bring a great deal of happiness to a lower-level player. Additionally, Blizzard’s design principles encourage every player to eventually reach the highest level, in essence making it easy for players to inject pleasure into the system. Likewise, a utilitarian perspective explains the universal loathing for ninja-looters, thieves not just of difficult-to-obtain items but of time and opportunity, who commit a supremely selfish act that brings a huge amount of unhappiness to a number of players, arguably much more than the momentary happiness it brings to the looter.

This utilitarian perspective can’t extend to issues of in-game justice. One of John Stuart Mill’s arguments under utilitarianism is that the severity of a criminal’s punishment should be greater than the pleasure gained from the crime, and that the main purpose of this punishment is to deter further criminal acts. There are certainly rules of etiquette among players, but while ninja-looters may be reviled, they are never tried, convicted, and formally punished by other players. The world in total is owned and controlled by Blizzard Entertainment, and Blizzard rarely steps in to punish anyone, particularly over actions that are made possible—and arguably implicitly condoned—by the game’s design.

This held true when a guild named “The Imperial Order” held the Detheroc server hostage during a sponsored world event, preventing every player on that server from accessing new game  content9. The situation resolved itself without Blizzard’s interference, but it brings up an interesting point about justice: that as much as individual players can make decisions based on personal ethics, a system of player-controlled justice is something neither the game world nor the game developers allow. Azeroth has room for multiple societies, but the digital world is first and foremost someone’s carefully created and balanced property, and players only have a say in the things they can personally control.




Combat Mechanics: Why It’s Okay to Kill Your Friends 

Where utilitarianism focuses on the consequences of actions, deontological ethics focus on the rightness or wrongness of intent and motive. Looking for ethical guidelines, some players might turn to Immanuel Kant for perspective. Kant argues in the second formulation of the famous Categorical Imperative10 that human beings should always be treated as ends, not just as means, and with the respect that all rational beings deserve. This certainly applies to players who have achieved their personal goals halfway into a dungeon instance, but stay with the party until the final boss has been downed. Even players that clearly consider World of Warcraft to be “just a game” rarely desert their group, understanding that each avatar has a human behind it who is worthy of both respect and the chance for “phat loots.” (Hailing back to Mill, most players also realize that deserting a party does little for their reputation, and may make finding future groups more difficult).

Kant’s arguments also make a good case for killing other players. The first formulation of the Categorical Imperative states, “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time   will that it should become a universal law.” In World of Warcraft, there is no penalty for death other than the loss of time (arguably the only “currency” in game that matters), and a small fee for equipment repairs. Losing a fight and reclaiming your corpse can be embarrassing, frustrating, and sometimes time-consuming, but it’s always fair. For PvP to work as a game mechanic, character death must be equally possible for all player characters—hence, why killing your friends can be so much fun.

This perspective bolsters the argument of the funeral raiders: that their intent was game-centric, a fair ambush. It’s worth noting that ethical concerns were raised more over the posted video than the ambush itself, which suggested that the raiders enjoyed the massacre specifically because they felt it was less than sporting. For the attendees, the issue was less that they were killed than that they were killed in that time and place, while trying to honor their friend, an argument that doesn’t necessarily hold up under the strictures of universal law. They might also argue, however, that respect for the death of a friend and fellow player is something everyone has a right to, and that the raiders treated them as means to more honor points, not with the respect that all players deserve. Once again, ethical considerations come down to the individual beliefs of the players.




Achievement Unlocked: Ethical Considerations 

For raiders and griefers, role-players and power-levelers, gold farmers, and good samaritans, World of Warcraft presents a different but ultimately unifying experience. There are as few solid answers to the common in-game ethical dilemmas as there are in the real world, and as many differing perspectives by which to guide your actions as a player. But while WoW is first and foremost a game, there should be no question that the gamespace, the players, and the multitude of player-built societies on multiple servers are deserving of serious ethical consideration by any person that enters that digital realm. There are millions of people behind the avatars, all self-motivated, all born of a particular belief system, culture, and personality, and all searching for some kind of meaningful experience through the game.

Luckily, when it gets too overwhelming, there are at least some basic rules of etiquette, if not of ethics, that can help the newbie  player along, as stated by the designers of the game themselves:11  Be polite. Take the high road. Give away items. Try teaming up. Help other players. Don’t be greedy.

And when all else fails, go beat up Arthas. He won’t mind respawning, and it’s what he’s there for: to give all of us heroes the chance to defeat evil, and all of us villains the chance to steal his sword.12
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Render Unto Caesar

KEVIN N. HAW

 

 

 

 

Booming virtual economies in online worlds such as Second Life and  World of Warcraft have drawn the attention of a U.S. congressional committee, which is investigating how virtual assets and incomes should be taxed.

 

—ADAM PASICK, reporting from the Reuter’s Second Life bureau (October 15th, 2006)

 

Willhelmia Bloodfang Elfbane, Grand Warrior Duchess of the Troll Army, Defender of the Defiled Realms, Scourge of All Fair Creatures, shifted her seven-foot frame nervously in the too-small chair as the Tiny Man decided her fate.

“You were saying, Ms. Elfbane?” the Tiny Man prompted. He didn’t look up from the thick sheaf of papers spread across the surface of his battered, government-issue metal desk.

“Er, ah, yes,” Willhelmia said, her voice raspy against the quiet office noises that were the only sound in the harshly lit gray cubicle. “So I normally wait for the Meaties—”

“‘Meaties’? The human subscribers of the Game?”

“Yes. They, the knights and good wizards and that ilk, they climb Doom Mountain and face off with me. They come at me and smash and fight and, er, stuff.”

“And then?”

“Well, if they kill me, they complete the Troll Queen Quest—Hey! Doesn’t that—”

“No, Ms. Elfbane,” the Tiny Man replied as he continued to scour Willhelmia’s file. “Virtual Death does not absolve taxpayers of their obligations.”

“Oh.”

“These subscribers, though, they pay for the privilege of logging in and fighting you in the Game?”

“Um, sure. Me and lots of other monsters.”

“Well,” the Tiny Man nodded, closing the folder with a note of finality. “You generate revenue. That makes you an employee.”

“But that means—”

“Yes, you’re subject to withholding.”

“But, that’s crazy! I don’t even get paid!”

“Really? What happens to all the equipment of the heroes you defeat?”

“Well, er, I put it into my treasure horde.”

“So you work on commission.”

“But it’s virtual property. It only exists inside the Game!”

“But it can be sold or auctioned on any number of Internet sites to other human players. That makes it income—taxable income.” The Tiny Man paused for a moment, a frown creeping over his sallow face as he scratched his bald pate. “You know, if there’re fluctuations in value, you might be subject to Capital Gains as well. Hmmm. . . .”

“But, but . . . I’m Virtual!”

“Ms. Elfbane, if you feel you’re being singled out because of your minority status, I can assure you—”

“No, it’s just . . . I just can’t understand how you people think I owe $1,673—”

“It’s $1,724 with interest and the fine.”

“But, I don’t have that kind of money!”

“With all due respect, I’ve heard that before,” the Tiny Man snorted. “And before you start telling me about how you didn’t know you were subject to income tax or you didn’t think the IRS had jurisdiction in virtual worlds or any of those other excuses, I’ll remind you that I’ve heard all of those as well. You’re not the first Digital American I’ve audited, Ms. Elfbane.”

The Trolless, whose interactions with humans were normally limited to screamed obscenities and mutual attempts at decapitation, found herself gnashing her fangs and reflexively reaching to the hip of her armored skirt. Alas, instead of finding the comforting weight of her favorite axe, the empty space brought back the humiliating memory of how the pudgy, glassy eyed security guard in the lobby had confiscated the weapon. Not that killing one little Tiny Man would have helped, of course. From what she’d heard,  this whole “Death and Taxes” thing had been going on for a lot longer and was invented by people much more devious than she could even fathom.

She was out of her depth, she realized as she wiped the corner of her eye with a claw. But even as she tried to control her breathing, to count to ten as she had been advised to do before disemboweling anyone out in the Nondigital World, she felt frustrated tears streaming down the green scales of her face. Realizing it was no use, Willhelmia buried her face in her hands.

It just wasn’t fair!

There was an awkward moment, the only noise disturbing the suddenly silent office being her gravelly sobs and the rhythmic “clang!” of her mailed fist smashing the steel plates of her skirt in frustration. Then, she saw movement in the corner of her eye and realized that the Tiny Man had left his perch behind his desk to offer a box of tissues. She accepted one and blew her nose with an echoing moose call that set the overhead fluorescent fixture swaying.

“Thanks,” she whispered as faint half shadows rocked across the office.

“It’s okay,” the Tiny Man nodded quietly, standing on his toes to place a companionable hand on the spiked bronze plate covering the seated Willhelmia’s shoulder. “I understand. After all, we here at the IRS are not without sympathy. . . .”

She nodded, dabbing at her tears with the tissue as she stared down at the Tiny Man’s loafers.

“. . . and I don’t see any reason why we can’t allow you to work off this debt—”

The words caused Willhelmia to snap her head up in surprise. He couldn’t possibly mean . . .

A look at the Tiny Man’s face, though, dashed that idea as she saw not the leer she’d been expecting (hoping for?) but instead the practiced, serious expression of a salesman making a pitch. Nevertheless, Willhelmia realized as she crumpled the tissue, if the Tiny Man had a way to square her debt with the IRS, it was worth considering.

“What,” the Trolless asked with a wistful sigh that went completely unnoticed by the bureaucrat, “did you have in mind?”

“Well, Ms. Elfbane, it’s a special project from the Commissioner himself. You said you commanded an entire troll army, is that correct?”

The Internal Revenue Service recently began outsourcing debt-collection activities to more aggressively pursue people who owe taxes. The IRS has already turned over to private agencies the names of more than 13,725 taxpayers who owe the government about $73.5 million. (Tom Herman, Wall Street Journal, November 15th, 2006)
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Finding Adam Smith in Azeroth

ELI KOSMINSKY

 

 

 

 

World of Warcraft is perfect. Although it may be impossible to avoid getting ganked in Stranglethorn Vale as a lowbie, and harder still to keep up a meaningful conversation in Barrens chat, in at least one respect, WoW achieves perfection. Probably without even intending to, Blizzard has created an environment with a perfectly competitive market, where individual Tauren and Draenei compete for and set the prices of goods without the influence of any outside forces. While in the real economic world of government bailouts and global energy cartels it’s near-impossible to find examples of Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” at work, in WoW, its presence is hard to miss.

Since perfect competition is the theoretical foundation on which any real world free market is based, finding an example of it could be incredibly significant. Such an environment could be used to reach a number of ends, from testing economic hypotheses, to helping to build more accurate economic models. Fortunately, all those lazy days you’ve spent grinding Thorium or disenchanting your greens to pawn your loot in the auction house may actually have been advancing the science of economics, by helping to create a perfectly competitive market that simply couldn’t exist in the real world, but flourishes in our own virtual world.

The ideal example of perfect competition must meet several basic criteria, each of which helps create a market with the lowest sustainable prices for all goods. These criteria include the existence of multitudes of sellers, homogenous goods, perfect communication among buyers and sellers, and an absence of barriers to market entry. Let’s see how WoW stacks up against these measures.




Finding a Perfect Market: WoW Economies FTW Innumerable Participants 

The most significant factor that defines a perfectly competitive economy is that there must be an enormous number of sellers rivaling one another in the industry. If this condition doesn’t exist, prices will not drop as much as possible. To better understand why, try imagining a single hobby store opening up in a small town; as the exclusive sellers of World of Warcraft miniatures, they have effectively created a monopoly and are able to charge a steep price for their tiny Nagas and Voidwalkers. However, if another, similar store opens up nearby, the original one must lower the prices of its miniaturized goods to stay competitive and continue making sales. If, for some unexplainable reason, ten more identical hobby stores opened in town, every shop manager would have to lower prices like mad in an effort to stay in business selling plastic Murlocs. Of course, this situation is unrealistic, as no reasonable entrepreneur would open a hobby store surrounded by eleven others.

However, these hyper-competitive circumstances are common in Azeroth. If I want to sell a stack of Mithril bars, I have to compete with scads of other players with the exact same intention. Over time, this competition has driven Mithril prices as low as they can be without forcing sellers to leave the market. Even though in putting my bars up for auction, I increase the amount of competitors in the market for Mithril, I cannot change the overall price at which Mithril is traded. This is because the market is so saturated with sellers that a single player entering the market, or leaving it for that matter, has no effect on prices at all. That is, any individual can exit the market “without any appreciable variation resulting in the price of the commodity,” in the words of A.A. Cournot, who gave perhaps the first definition of perfect competition.13 The unfathomable number of players selling Mithril serves another useful purpose: it simultaneously makes it impossible for every seller to get together and decide to raise prices collectively. This act would keep prices from settling as low as they are. There are certainly enough participants in the markets for Azerothian commodities like Mithril to create a level of perfect competition difficult to imagine in the real world.




Homogenous Goods 

Another factor that defines a perfectly competitive market is that its goods are homogenous. Homogeneity of goods means that all items of a given type must be identical and indistinguishable from each other. In the real world, it’s difficult to find this kind of uniformity because there usually are a number of different items that can be purchased for the exact same purpose. Let’s say, for example, that for some crazy reason I wanted to spend my hard earned dollars to buy a gold farming guide. I would have a nearly endless amount of choices. I might be tempted to buy Trigma’s Gold Farming Guide because I’ve received pestering messages from its creators in-game. Or, I might choose a guide with a good deal of positive feedback from real users. If I find one guide preferable to another, I would be willing to pay more for it, which prevents the lowest possible prices from being established.

In Azeroth, however, the rules are slightly different. If I want to craft a Spellweave Robe, I would have no preference for one piece of Spellweave cloth over another. I’ve never seen a piece of cloth with the message text, “The craftsmanship could be better . . .” That’s because all commodities, including every piece of Spellweave, or copper ore, or Netherbloom, are identical, save perhaps its location on a mob or in your bag. Since every item of a given type is indistinguishable from the next, the only factor that determines which piece of cloth I’m going to buy is the price. Because of this, sellers must compete to offer their goods at the lowest price if they expect to make a sale. This war for low prices of completely indistinguishable goods helps establish perfect competition in a virtual world in a way that would be impossible in the real world.




Perfect Communication 

Adam Smith, the Lich King of classical economics, wrote that in order for true competition to exist, “The economic units must possess tolerable knowledge of the market opportunities.”14 What this basically means is that every buyer and seller in a market knows the price at which every good is being offered: we now call this phenomenon “perfect communication.” In a market with perfect   communication, buyers are always able to find and purchase the lowest priced product in question. This is a difficult feat to accomplish in the real world.

Let’s say I’m in the market for a series one Undead Warlock action figure. Clearly, I want to pay as little as possible for it, since having less money means more work, and less WoW. I might first compare the prices of as many internet sellers as I can. Although the Internet helps communication of prices immeasurably, it isn’t quite perfect. I might still get a better price by calling around to local stores to ask if they’re selling it any cheaper. Maybe it’s Christmas time, though, and the phone lines are busy, so I have to drive from one store to another in search of my staff-wielding, skull-impaling figurine. All of these actions impose a cost on me. Maybe not a monetary cost if I’m only browsing the web, but certainly a time cost in that there are more valuable things I can be doing with my precious minutes, like fishing every last coin out of the Dalaran fountain. This other action that I give up is called an opportunity cost, and this opportunity cost might prevent me from going out of my way to find the lowest priced ‘lock out there.

On the other hand, for the Orcs and Gnomes among us, opportunity costs simply aren’t an issue. In WoW, since the majority of trades are done through the auction house, where prices are organized and reported nearly instantly, there is no cost associated with gathering the information required to make the absolute cheapest Spellweave Robe. Since all the prices from all sellers are right there for every buyer to see, sellers cannot get away with charging a higher cost, so the lowest sustainable prices prevail.




No Barriers to Market Entry 

Once market knowledge is gained through the magic of perfect communication, Smith points out that there must then be freedom to act on this knowledge. This is the basis for the last aspect of perfectly competitive economies, and it is one that is the most difficult to embody in any world, be it real or virtual; that is, a total lack of barriers to market entry. Barriers exist in the form of costs that prevent sellers from moving from the production and sale of one good to another.

As an example, let’s imagine Blizzard’s production facilities. Most of their machines are likely devoted to manufacturing WoW  CDs, as it’s obviously their most popular game. However, what if all of a sudden, nobody wanted to play MMORPGs anymore? Now, for whatever reason, people have become more attracted to RTSs than they are to female Night Elves. Blizzard, therefore, decides to switch their production lines in favor of StarCraft to take advantage of the rush of players to this less developed market. Unfortunately, this could require reprogramming their machines or perhaps buying new ones. It certainly would mean developing and investing in new marketing and advertising strategies, all of which would decrease the time and capital that they can put toward producing and selling other games they make. These costs are barriers to entry into this new market, and if those costs are too great, Blizzard may decide to just stay in the market they’re already in. This leaves their competitors’ games, like Age of Empires and Command and Conquer, with one less potential competitor in the marketplace, so they can charge higher prices for their games. Where we see higher prices, we see a breakdown in perfect competition.

However, in WoW’s world of elementals and Nether drakes, market changes can occur much more smoothly. Let’s say I usually spend my time farming Crystallized Shadows to make Protoscale Leg Armors. Then, one day, a patch is released with a new dungeon that transports you to the Maelstrom to fight a horde of water-based foes. Now, frost-resist gear is in high demand. So, I decide to fly over to Wintergrasp to start farming Crystallized Fire instead, to get the mats for Superior Frost Resistance. It takes no different skills or investments than my earlier business.

Very quickly, I’ve been able to enter an entirely new market; a market that may be more profitable, given the circumstances. The only opportunity cost I’ve incurred is the Crystallized Shadow I could have been farming in my flight to Wintergrasp. Since the barriers to market entry are so small across the board in Azeroth, whenever a good like Crystallized Fire becomes particularly profitable, an influx of players will rush to compete for it simultaneously. Increased competition leads to lower prices, and, as before, these persistently low prices are an indicator of a perfectly competitive market.




Markets in WoW and IRL 

So you can see that World of Warcraft is, on the face of it, a better example of a perfectly competitive market than anything we see in  the real world. The question, then, is whether Azerothian markets really are anything like ones on Earth. If they are, then Blizzard and its eleven and a half million players would have helped to create a platform on which we could gather entirely new information on how free markets work.

Unfortunately, there are certainly areas where the parallels between our real and virtual worlds break down. In the real world, consumers have real needs that must be fulfilled. If our corporeal selves do not eat, we die. In WoW, a lack of food may be unfortunate, but not life-endingly so (and even if it were, we could always spirit rez up again). Also, the natures of real and virtual goods are somewhat different. In the real world, if Blizzard wants to make more factories to print games at a faster rate, there’s only so much iron ore in the world with which to build factories. The earth’s resources are finite, and supplies limited. However, there’s no limit to the amount of iron that my pickaxe wielding Dwarf can find in his surroundings. Of course, his production rate is restricted by the respawn time of mining nodes, but the nodes will always respawn in the end.

Yet there are more similarities than might be apparent between real world goods we can touch and virtual world goods that we can only link to. The most essential of these similarities is that prices can be controlled by what Smith calls “the invisible hand.” Smith used this principle to explain how prices are “pushed” towards optimal levels when buyers and sellers negotiate to work out prices, because what benefits one party tends to benefit everyone involved. This works even though both buyers and sellers are acting only in their own self-interest.

Although Smith probably didn’t expect his concepts to be applied to virtual economies, the invisible hand does indeed work in Azeroth as well. When I put my Frostweave cloth on the auction house for the lowest price around, I don’t do it because my character or I have a kind soul, but because I am looking to maximize my own profits (the offenses my toon has committed against Sickly Gazelles should be proof enough that his soul is not a saintly one). However, in posting cheap cloth prices to guarantee myself profit, the community as a whole is benefitted as they get a bargain on the goods they want. Without any efforts on the part of GMs or artificial forces, Azerothian citizens are able to keep prices where they should be.

Since prices and goods within WoW are so similar to those seen on Earth, we should be able to measure the value generated by  Blood Elves just like we measure the value generated by actual people. In the real world, the wealth generated by individuals and nations can be analyzed by measures like Gross National Product (GNP), which measures a country’s income and output. There should be no reason why World of Warcraft should be lacking a theoretical GNP. Noting this, a researcher named Edward Castronova set out to determine the rate at which wealth was accumulated in, not WoW, but Everquest, which was the MMORPG du jour when his work was done.15 Using this rate, along with conversion figures taken from currency selling websites, Castronova was able to figure out the GNP for the “country” of Everquest: it came out to $135 million. This number was similar to what one would expect to find in the real world; the GNP of Everquest per person was near that of Russia, and the annual wages of Everquest players (if they were to convert their platinum into dollars) would have put them above the poverty line in New York. Virtual worlds can have very real Earth-like economies.

The parallels between the traditional and virtual economies are certainly helped by currency trading websites like the ones used by the research cited above. Together, these websites make up the industry for real money trade. Despite the fact that nobody likes to see the ghost-like avatars of gold farmers hunting around, they do help bring real value to the currency we all spend so much time collecting. Regardless of whether or not the big names in RMT, like IGE,16 are ruining the level playing field that many players seek in  WoW, the $1.8 billion trade across the world in virtual items does show that “MMO’s are just as much economies as games,” as Julian Dibbell, creator of the virtual world research blog, Terra Nova, points out.17

More specific similarities are also evident between the goods we can touch and feel and those that exist only as pixels on a screen. In both worlds, different sets of people use different sets of items. Michael Morhaime, the president of Blizzard, most likely wears   more expensive clothes than you or I do. Similarly, level 80 toons are equipped with more expensive armor. Goods in both worlds also take up “physical” space to a certain extent, in that (ignoring mules in WoW) a player must allocate space to keep track of his or her belongings. Another connection we could draw between real and virtual economies would be the existence of a number of different markets in each locale. On Earth, different countries of varying populations, preferences, and ages, have markets that function under similar rules, but with widely varying results. In WoW, different countries and continents are insignificant, since auction houses are linked; but, the existence of different servers with self-selected members mimics in certain ways the existence of different countries. Just as real world economists have the opportunity to study countries as small as Monaco alongside those as large as China, virtual world economists can study high population servers like Illidan with low population ones like the barely-pronounceable Jubei’Thos. Together, all of these intricacies relating Earth to Azeroth make WoW an appealing tool to learn about how economies work.




Buffing Our Economic Knowledge with  World of Warcraft 

The question, then, is whether the similarities between real, global markets, and virtual, Orgrimmar-based ones, outweigh the differences to the point where we can learn from this new world that we have helped to create. Fortunately, it’s possible to test whether the markets of WoW function like real markets by making predictions about how they would act if they were, in fact, perfectly competitive, and then observing and analyzing the way the WoW markets actually behave.

In any perfectly competitive market, more buyers and sellers lead to more stable prices. The reason for this is clear even in Azeroth. As we all know, the drop rates of most items are random, and work off of a specific percentage. So, the amount of a given item that is listed in the auction house at any time basically depends on how lucky people are at gathering it on that day. On smaller-population servers, it would only take a small group of lucky Warlocks or Hunters to increase the supply of a good, say wool cloth, to unusually high numbers. This increase in supply would lead to temporarily lower prices for wool, and some very  happy power-leveling tailors. However, on higher-population servers, it would be harder for a small group of them to change the server price of wool cloth due to the higher baseline amount of it, leading to more stable prices. So, if the WoW economy really functions as a market—a perfectly competitive market—higher population servers in general should demonstrate more stable prices than lower population servers.

Still, just because higher numbers of players on a server should lead to more stable prices, does not mean that it will. As has already been noted, there are aspects of virtual Azerothian goods that could make WoW’s markets behave differently than theory would predict regarding real world goods. My own statistical analysis of different serves, however, shows that in the case of heavily traded goods like Netherweave cloth, prices are nearly twice as stable on high population servers as low population servers, indicating that WoW’s virtual market does in fact behave as would be predicted in a perfectly competitive market.

Another area where the markets within World of Warcraft  behave as expected is in price efficiency. In the real world, prices are defined as efficient when it’s impossible to make money without taking on risk. Let’s say I’m involved in the market for gold buying and selling for real world currency. I look online, and find a gold farming website offering 500 gold for the low, low price of eight dollars. However, my oblivious neighbor is willing to pay me twenty dollars for 500 gold because he desperately needs a Gryphon. Now I stand to make a twelve dollar profit simply by exchanging my own money to gold and then back into money. That would be an example of market inefficiency, and also an example of what economists call arbitrage. Arbitrage does not exist in a truly perfectly competitive market. If we look at the situation I profited from above, one could see how my plan would have been foiled were real-world markets perfectly competitive. Armed with perfect communication and information, my neighbor would have quickly recognized a cheaper source of the gold he craved. How does arbitrage look in World of Warcraft?

As would be expected, WoW markets display very little arbitrage. Above, the two items that were traded, real world currency and gold, were objects that were easily convertible from one into another. The same can be said for certain items in Azeroth, such as lesser and greater planar essences. Simply click on three of the former and you get one of the latter. Therefore, if the markets in  World of Warcraft are perfectly competitive, the ratio of the prices of these goods should be exactly three to one. Otherwise, I could potentially profit simply by buying greater planar essences, decomposing them, and reselling their components at a profit. Again, research shows that the most common trades for these goods occur at five gold and fifteen gold, which is exactly the ratio we would predict.18

But as observant WoW players may have noticed, there’s usually some discrepancy between the prices of planar essences. The difference listed by Allakhazam is normally around five percent. How might we explain this variation? First, the prices of lesser essences likely lag behind those of their greater versions, because fewer people think to purchase lesser essences since they’re used directly in fewer recipes. Secondly, some players are probably not interested enough to check what the most appropriate price for their fractional essence is. Here we may have run into one of the eternally insurmountable boundaries to forming a completely perfect market: human laziness.

Still, that doesn’t mean we can’t come darn close to an idealized market. World of Warcraft may be the best example of a perfectly competitive market we have available to us. This makes WoW  potentially productive ground for learning about the very economic system that the free markets we know and love are based on. It’s easy to conceive of using WoW to better understand how consumers behave when faced with goods that have genuine value in a setting more observable than the real world and more realistic than a laboratory. It might eventually tell us more about the real world economy, and ultimately something about humanity’s values and beliefs. At the very least, knowing the power of WoW’s markets will allow you to tell your parents/boyfriend/girlfriend that all your time spent in World of Warcraft isn’t wasted. WoW is more than a game. It’s a fertile, flourishing economy. It’s real. And it’s perfect.19
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