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1Entrance

	I am Incognita, one of the Undead. I entered World of Warcraft, also called Azeroth, in the Shadow Grave crypt, deep beneath the ground near Deathknell. I understood that the time was midnight on the sixth of March 2007, but I knew little of my previous existence. Unlike a newborn child, I could talk, reason, read, and take complex actions, although there was much I needed to learn. I had some knowledge but few memories. My skills were terribly underdeveloped. It is said that Humans wonder what will happen after they die, but we Undead wonder what happened before we died.

	The first thing I saw was the trash-strewn floor of the crypt, lifeless gray like the walls. Then the flickering light revealed two tiers of niches where disordered bones indicated that Human bodies had once lain. Each niche was decorated by a grim, carved skull, shaped from the same gray stone as everything else within my field of view. In one niche, a stout, oddly shaped candle kept vigil over a mound of dirt hinting at the flesh that once covered the bones. A torch on the wall behind me mirrored another across the shallow pit, lighting a stone staircase. I ascended, turned left at the landing where more carven skulls supported shallow arches, and ascended again past cobwebs and the dust of ages. The third flight of stairs brought me to the surface of my new world. Gross stone columns, with the same skull motif, framed the exit from the crypt into a desolate graveyard.

	Waiting for me was the undertaker, who spoke: About time you woke up. We were ready to toss you into the fire with the others, but it looks like you made it. I am Mordo, the caretaker of the crypt of Deathknell. And you are the Lich Kings slave no more. Somehow I found myself thinking like an anthropologist, or perhaps a linguist. Mordo, I hypothesized, came from the Latin word for dead, mors in the nominative or mortis in the genitive, related to morbidus meaning deceased. I looked at his bared teeth and wondered if the word mordere, meaning to bite, was a better derivation. Death bites, does it not? The German word for murder is Mord. Who was this Lich King, of whom Mordo spoke? A lich-gate is the place in a churchyard where the corpse waits for burial, and litchfield is an old word for cemetery. Perhaps the Lich King was the king of corpses, cognate with the German word for corpse, Leiche, Norwegian lik, and Dutch lijk.

	Mordo told me to speak with Shadow Priest Sarvis, who could be found at the bottom of the hill, in a decayed chapel. When I entered the building, I saw no religious symbols, and the boarded windows admitted no daylight. Sarvis said to me, No other race on Azeroth has suffered as much as our people, priest. To laugh in the face of death has become second nature for all of us. Then I realized that I, like Sarvis, was a member of the priestly class, although an untrained one. I noticed he was wearing red and lavender robes and holding in his right hand a staff topped with a symbol at the top vaguely reminiscent of a cross, but with four rods forming a diamond shape around a red gem. As I was admiring his finery, Sarvis explained that our new leader was Lady Sylvanas, who had liberated us from the Lich King. The Dark Lady guides us in our war against the hated Scourge and the holdouts of humanity who dog our every step.

	I then received my first combat task, exterminating the Mindless Ones, eight one-armed Wretched Zombies and eight Mindless Zombies, whose brains had been pierced by arrows. This was a sad task, because they were Undead like me, but lacking full consciousness. When I returned to the blasted chapel to report my success, Sarvis gave me a Hallowed Scroll written by Dark Cleric Duesten, the local priest trainer, telling me, feel blessed that your spirit was not released to the Nether, and suggesting I learn to deal with the fact that the people you once knew, perhaps even cared for, are no longer! When I presented it to Duesten, he commented, The Holy Light no longer concerns you, the spirits of your forefathers are fairy tales, and creatures from the Nether dont want you … There is only one thing you must know: we have survived through will alone. It is faith in ourselves that separates us from others, and with our powers, we will cause great change in all of Azeroth.

	More grim tasks were given to me: collecting magically useful organs from animals such as bats and wolves, and exterminating more of my brothers and sisters who had failed to make the complete return to consciousness after death. I looted valuable items, which I exchanged for money, and I began to gird myself with worn pieces of armor taken from those I killed. I learned with mixed pleasure and revulsion that we Undead can gain sustenance by eating the corpses of those we slew. As I interacted with the other Undead in the ruined village, they gave me advice: Embrace the shadows. Trust no one. Beware the living. Novice Elreth bestowed a blessing, Dark Lady watch over you! Executor Arren asked the chilling question, What would you ask of Death? (See figure 1.1.)
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	Figure 1.1

	Incognita, an Undead priest, at the church in Deathknell, between Shadow Priest Sarvis and Novice Elreth.

	

	
	The nature of my opponents changed fundamentally when Executor Arren assigned me the mission of killing twelve converts and initiates of the Scarlet Crusade. These were healthy, young Humans who, unlike me, had never died. They stood straight, whereas I hunched over, and they seemed filled with health. Given these contrasts, it was easy to hate them. Then I intercepted a map carried by the Red Messenger, showing where they had infiltrated our territory with agents. Arren ordered me to leave Deathknell and take the map swiftly to Executor Zygand, in Brill, our main Tirisfal settlement. Here I learned more about the huge conflict in which we Undead found ourselves, hunted as traitors by the forces of the Lich King, and invaded by Humans, who resented that we had seized Tirisfal from them just a few years before.

	Repeatedly, I encountered the religious fanatics of the Scarlet Crusade. Sometimes, as we fought, they would shout at me, but I could not understand their words. On four occasions, I had the presence of mind to write down what they said: Bur wirsh ras wirsh va ras faergas Sturume ko majis ras landowar skilde. Ras Vassild Lithtos eynes majis ras valesh ash garde noth dana novas eynes. Ras garde hamerung nud nud valesh noth Hir bur dana bor. Ergin lo ti danieb nud bur Ras Lithtos eynes vassild nud nud wirsh ras firalaine wirsh. At first, I thought they might be speaking Swedish, or some northern Indo-European tongue. But now, I am not so sure. It perplexes me that I cannot speak with the Humans, even though I myself seem to be the reincarnation of one of them. At the time, a general truce existed between our people and the Humans, but rogue groups like the Scarlet Crusade refused to recognize it. I wondered what drove them to annihilate us, and wished I could speak with them about the growing tragedy we shared.

	In some of my Tirisfal assignments, I assisted Apothecary Johann, who was trying to develop new biological weapons to use against our enemies. I learned that the original Plague of Undeath had been used by the Lich King in his invasion of Human territory, and I guessed my own metamorphosis had been caused by it. Having declared independence from the Lich Kings Scourge, we Forsaken needed our own bioweapon technology, both to counterattack against the Scourge and perhaps to defend ourselves if the Humans attacked in force. Johann had me collect the blood of darkhounds, vile murloc scales, and night web spider venom. Once he had brewed his new plague, we tested it on a captured Dwarf.

	The scope of my labors expanded again when Magistrate Sevren sent me to Bethor Iceshard, a high-ranking mage in Undercity, the capital of the Forsaken Undead, hidden beneath the ruins of Lordaeron. I understand that Lordaeron means something like the land of the peaceful people, or the place of peace for people, combining three words from three different languages. But the Scourge killed the people in the Third War, and we built our metropolis in the sewers beneath it. The access elevators, ironically enough, operate from the crypt of King Terenas Menethil II, who had led the Alliance against the Horde in the Second War. As I stepped hesitantly into the elevator, on my first journey to the Undercity, I was filled with trepidation, but was curious to learn more about my place as a priest of the Forsaken, a member of the Horde, and a citizen of a vast and disintegrating world.

	The Game

	Incognita is a character in World of Warcraft (WoW), the most popular massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG), created by Blizzard Entertainment. By December 2008, WoW had eleven million players in North America, Europe, and Asia. It is a fantasy game, because it concerns an imaginary world where magic exists and historical events have taken a unique course. In this, for example, it is different from realistic online battle games set in World War II or some comparable historical context. WoW is similar in many respects to EverQuest, Sonys fantasy MMORPG. Indeed, it is solidly rooted in a rich tradition of fantasy stories and games, distinctive chiefly for its quality and massive size. Thus, WoW cannot be said to be terribly innovative, but from the social-scientific point of view, this is a good thing.

	World of Warcraft not only represents but also includes within itself a great culture, on the surface as modern as the Internet itself, but reaching down to the very origins of European civilization. It is so complex, and offers players so much scope for action, that it transcends the game category to become a virtual world. As the editors of a special WoW issue of the journal Games and Culture write, The World of Warcraft is a complex world indeed, an extraordinary mixture of art and design, technologies, economics, the social and the cultural. It is a game, a virtual world, and an online community.1 As such, it is a laboratory where the social and behavioral sciences can thrive and contribute to information science and technology by supporting innovations in human-centered computing.

	Note the themes in Incognitas brief narrative. She is lost and seeking to discover who she is and what she must do within a mysterious environment. Some would say this is the fundamental human condition, merely exaggerated in her case. She lacks understanding and skills, so she must learn. She will do so in a world gripped by conflict, where the group she belongs to seeks to define her identity in terms of competition against other groups. Her identity is also defined by religion, as a member of one sect in conflict with another. She struggles to think social-scientifically about her environment, and this brief narrative highlights linguistics, because language is both a marker of group boundaries and a barrier to communication. She also reasons historically, laboring to understand the present as a consequence of past events. Technology is crucially important, in this case, biotechnology devoted to the development of weapons of mass destruction. The vignette ends as she is about to enter an underground city created by her faction in the ruins of a defeated civilization, symbolizing both the possibility of rebirth and the ever-present danger of annihilation. This is an allegory of the real world in which we find ourselves today.

	World of Warcraft is usually called a game, but this word has multiple and ambiguous meanings. An example is the classic 1924 short story The Most Dangerous Game, by Richard Connell, which has been adapted many times for movies, radio drama, and television.2 A big-game hunter, Sanger Rainsford, washes ashore on a remote island ruled by General Zaroff, who also has an addiction to hunting. Zaroff confesses that he had become bored with hunting the ordinary and not very intelligent animals such as cape buffalo and tigers, and wanted a prey he could match wits with. So he set up the island as a hunting preserve for humans, where he chased and killed lost sailors lured there by false navigation beacons. Rainsford becomes Zaroffs latest prey: the hunter becomes the hunted. Only by outwitting Zaroff can Rainsford avoid becoming another stuffed head on the trophy wall. Thus, the word game in the title has two meanings: the prey in a hunt, and the play in a strategy contest.

	In terms of sales over the years, The Sims is the most popular computer game, and yet by many definitions it is not a game at all. I feel a special connection to the Sims, not only because my middle name literally is Sims, or because people mistakenly think Sims is a computer moniker I adopted to express my interest in virtual worlds. Rather, I am interested because I have programmed artificial intelligence computer simulations of human interaction for a quarter century, and my daughters used to be avid players of The Sims. It simulates the everyday activities of virtual people, called Sims, in complex but rather ordinary environments, starting with a home where the player can set up furniture and appliances like those in real American suburbs. There is, however, no real winning and losing. The originator, Will Wright, prefers to call it a software toy.

	World of Warcraft has the essential quality that people generally associate with games: competition. Players must struggle against adversity to increase many point scores, of which the most crucial is experience, which takes them up a graded series of levels. Attaining a high level is a source of pride. Leveling up faster than somebody else makes a player feel superior. Both blind chance and clever tactics are important in determining the outcome of many brief battles, and battles chain together into quests.3 However, there is no ultimate victory. Thus, WoW is a virtual world that includes thousands of games, rather than simply being a game itself. As Cory Ondrejka has said, No other medium provides such breadth and depth of experience, intermingling the social while encouraging exploration and discovery.4

	If game is a complex concept, role-playing is even more so, and the combination of the two adds further complexities.5 In the real world, we constantly play roles, some, such as customer and teacher, that follow well-developed scripts provided by the culture, and others that we largely invent ourselves. Every mentally normal person is able to pretend to be someone else, as well as to play roles while being himself or herself. Perhaps there are three dimensions to role-playing. First is the competence a person needs to play a given role, and roles differ in the demands they make on players. I can do a pretty good imitation of a priest, although I have never taken holy orders, but I am quite incompetent in impersonating a ballet dancer. Second is the degree to which the role is pre-scripted rather than creatively improvised. An actor playing Romeo in the balcony scene when he courts Juliet must say certain exact words and is not free to improvise as the same actor must when he courts the actress offstage. The third dimension is genuineness, the extent to which the persons thoughts and intentions match those apparently associated with the role. The actor playing Romeo is genuine, because we all know the drama is fiction, but a question often arises about the sincerity of used-car salesmen, even though it is safe to assume they really do have cars to sell.

	We explore the concept of role-playing more deeply in the chapter on identity, but for now it is enough to say that the player must take on the perspective of the character he or she is playing, with some degree of competence, improvisation, and genuineness. All these are matters of degree, and Blizzard Entertainment takes explicit notice of this fact. In a sense, World of Warcraft is not one virtual world but hundreds of them, called realms. Technically, a realm is a separate computer or Internet server maintaining one instance of the world. In computer lingo, this is also called a shard of the world. Players can interact only with players who are in the same realm, and each character is restricted to a single realm. A player can enter multiple realms, one at a time, but needs a different character for each, with the very rare exception of a player paying to move a character from one realm to another. Each realm develops its own qualities, reflecting the players who enter it, and a few have been officially set aside as role-playing realms by Blizzard:

	If you enjoy role-playing (RP) and would like to imagine that you are an inhabitant of a fantasy-based world, then a role-playing realm may be for you. Players who choose to play on an RP realm should abide by the Role-Playing realm policies and remain in-character at all times. Role-Playing realms give players the chance to develop characters with a backstory who do not simply progress from quest to quest, but instead assist or hamper the efforts of others for reasons of their own.6

	Given that role-playing has many dimensions in online role-playing games, it is worth noting a very different technical definition of role-playing game, or RPG. This does not concern the relation between the player and a character in the game but the mechanics of combat inside the game. Consider the difference between two classic Nintendo games for single players, Super Mario World and Super Mario RPG. In Super Mario World, a mustached Italian plumber needs to explore and fight his way through a number of levels, which are separate environments, more like the geographic zones of WoW than the experience levels. Along the way, he encounters many enemies. If one bumps into him from the side, Mario dies. If he hops on its head, the enemy dies. Sometimes Mario can get a power-up, which means he does not die the first time he is touched but the second time. However, interaction between Mario and an enemy is very simple.

	In Super Mario RPG, interactions between Mario and his enemies are far more complex. Much of the time, Mario is wandering around the landscape, picking up resources, and finding his way toward goals, just as in his traditional Nintendo games. But when he encounters an enemy, the play switches to combat mode. Mario and the enemy take a series of turns. On each turn, one strikes the other or casts a spell. The amount of damage done by this attack depends on a hidden mathematical algorithm that can combine numbers representing several things: Marios strength, the enemys strength, the particular attack used, the defendants armor, and a random number. Characters have a number, or a variable, called hit points or health, which is reduced after each hit by the number of points of damage that resulted from the algorithm. The damage numbers are typically displayed on the screen in RPGs, and the characters health may be represented by a number on the screen or a bar graph. When the health reaches zero, the character dies. When either Mario or his enemy is killed, the game exits combat mode.

	Hit points are a very old concept. Electronic RPGs are very much influenced by the 1974 tabletop card game Dungeons and Dragons, which used hit points, but there is a much earlier example. In the early 1950s, my sister and I played a card game simply called War. We sat on the floor, shuffled a deck of cards, and dealt them all out so each of us had twenty-six, or sometimes we used two or more decks for a really long game. In each round of the game, each of us would place three cards facedown in a line, then one card face up. Whoever placed the higher card face up, took all those on the floor. If the two cards were the same value, we put three more cards facedown, and another face up, again winner taking all. When one player had all the cards, the game was won. Notice that the number of cards I held were comparable to hit points, and when I had very few, I got concerned that I would lose. This was a pure game of chance, and we were not allowed to look at the cards in our own hands and make a strategy about how to play them.

	In complex modern RPGs, the player does have choices during a combat, including running away, and there may not be explicit turn taking. But the basic principle is the same, a series of exchanges causing damage that is the result of a number of factors including random numbers. Modern RPGs enhance the players experience by giving great freedom between combat episodes. Richard Rouse calls the outdated approach to electronic games linear, because it allowed only one route from start to finish. In contrast, World of Warcraft is highly nonlinear:

	In terms of gaming, this means that the player is not locked into achieving different goals in a specific order or in achieving all of the goals she is presented with. Instead, the player is able to move through the game in a variety of paths and can be successful in a variety of ways. Non-linearity leaves the player with more choice to play the game her own way.7

	The greater the nonlinearity, and the greater the choices in general, the more the game becomes a world. Consider the evolution of Marios environment. Super Mario Bros. was released in 1985, when the video game industry was in a slump, and it was instrumental in launching the genre toward its current high popularity. Mario has a single goal, to rescue Princess Toadstool. To do this, he needs to fight his way through a number of distinct levels, essentially running linearly from left to right, with many jumps and climbs providing the semblance of a second dimension. At the end of each level, he is ported to the next level, in a set order. Super Mario World, issued five years later, takes this approach to its logical extreme, a huge number of levels, most of which however are entirely linear. There are a few major choices, some hidden areas, a map through which the player may revisit old levels, and the possibility of finishing the game without accessing every last one of them. However, this is not yet a virtual world, despite the name. One reason is simply the limitations of the game console, the Super Nintendo, although a few games such as Star Fox went some distance in the direction of the third dimension, by means of additional computing power in the game cartridge.

	Super Mario 64, released in 1996 for the more capable Nintendo 64 system, offered three dimensions of movement and gave the player many choices. Because it is nonlinear, it encourages the player to explore the world, thus gratifying a wider range of human emotions than a game that consists of one predetermined jump or combat after another. The game is won by collecting stars, but Mario can rescue Princess Peach without finding all of them. Thus, there can be two different definitions of winning: rescuing the princess or getting all the stars. Super Mario 64 is very nearly a virtual world. Most crucially, it lacks other people, because it is a one-player game. Also, it is a game rather than a world, precisely because it has an ending. A player can win games inside a virtual world, but cannot really win the entire world itself. Finally, an electronic environment is not fully a world unless it gives people the freedom to create things of their own design.

	World of Warcraft is far more than a game. It contains in excess of five thousand completable quests, each of which might be considered a game, but WoW cannot be completed as a whole.8 The nearest thing to an end goal, when it was released in 2004, was the highest experience level achievable, which was sixty. In 2007, the top experience level was increased to seventy, and in November 2008, the top level rose again to eighty. But even at the top level, there are many challenges still to meet, in the form of dungeons or instances, battlegrounds, and the collection of valuable virtual items to strengthen ones character in duels or to give ones character martial beauty.

	There are many opportunities to interact with other people. No information system yet built could handle ten million people at once, and too many people competing to kill the same boss enemy would spoil one anothers enjoyment of triumph. The North American region has nearly 250 separate, parallel realms (or computer servers), and each one can handle a maximum of 4,000 players simultaneously. A character is limited to one realm, but each player may have characters in multiple realms, or multiple characters in the same realm. A player cannot run more than one player at a given time, however, without purchasing a separate account for each character, and using multiple computers. Despite such limitations, social life in WoW is exceedingly diverse, and 4,000 characters are quite enough for a complex social structure.

	The main area of limitation is the creation of virtual objects. A number of professions that players may choose for their characters involve assembling complex objects from multiple parts, but one cannot invent an object and construct it entirely from scratch. This contrasts with the popular nongame virtual world Second Life, in which one may use a graphics program to create a physical object, upload images to cover its surface, then write a script program to make it do things.9

	There are two reasons WoW is limited in this way. First, all the graphic images reside on the users computer, rather than being downloaded laboriously from the server as in Second Life. This means that the graphics are much smoother in WoW, allowing a character to run from one environment into another without pausing for the graphics files to download. A consequence of this design choice is that you cannot create your own graphics, because they would not be available to all the other players. Second, because WoW is still promoted as a game, the designers need to be very careful to prevent computer-savvy players from gaining an advantage over others with less programming expertise. If I could create any object I want, I could forge a sword that kills any enemy in a single blow. However, as we see in later chapters, the social software included in the WoW user interface gives players wide scope for creating social groups, notably guilds, with user-defined membership ranks, evocative names, role-playing styles, goals, and memberships. Thus, the opportunities for creativity are significant without being infinite.

	WoW retains many features of a game while being more than a game. It is worth noting also that many social scientists view the real world in gaming terms. The influential 1944 book Theory of Games and Economic Behavior, by John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, launched game theory as a branch of economics, social exchange theory, and an analysis of society more broadly.10 However, this was far from the first influential classic that considered society in terms of games. Homo Ludens, written in 1938 by Johan Huizinga, argued that humans by their very nature play games, and that cultural innovations generally arise in play.11 Indeed, we should consider how World of Warcraft is also something between a game and a world, namely, a civilization. Every major civilization is an integration of multiple societies and cultures, and thus it presents huge challenges for social science.

	Social Science in a Virtual World

	Contemporary social sciences are fragmented, undecided about fundamental issues of theory and methods, and rather low in social status. Superficially, the computer and information sciences appear to enjoy demonstrable success and high social status. Beneath the surface, however, these apparently separate fields have much in common. Most important, they have much to contribute to each other.

	Arguably, sociology was the most computational of all the sciences a century ago, but ironically, it has been left out of some of the most sociological developments in recent computer science. The roots of computational sociology were firmly planted by Herman Holleriths work to analyze the data from the 1900 census of the United States.12 To analyze social data, Hollerith developed the entire system of punched cards, complex programming of counting machines, and automatic tabulation that dominated information processing for three quarters of a century. Most sociologists still think of computing in terms of rectangular data sets in which columns represent variables, and rows represent cases, and they have been slow over the past quarter of a century to adopt new methodological perspectives.

	At the same time, an increasing number of scientists with training in such fields as physics or who otherwise have little connection to sociology have been encroaching upon our territory, because they are able to handle computers creatively and have become interested in social issues. For example, to a classically trained sociologist who happens also to program computer simulations, it is alarming that the leading textbook Simulation for the Social Scientist, by Nigel Gilbert and Klaus Troitzsch, fails to cite more than a handful of computer simulation studies published in standard social science journals.13 Many such articles exist, but the broader simulation community ignores them. However, despite numerous examples of good social computer simulation research, it remains a peripheral method, largely exiled to the outer reaches of social science publications.

	A quarter century ago I was exploring multiagent systems, in some ways reminiscent of the programming that controls the herds of beasts in World of Warcraft, to explore the way religious faith spreads through a human community by social influence and communication. In 1987, I was able to publish a set of neural network and multiagent simulations, but only disguised as educational software.14 With great difficulty, I was much later able to get a couple articles based on the research into marginal sociology journals, and only in 2006 could I publish a scholarly book reporting that work in expanded form, even including a table I generated way back in 1984.15 The gap between the social and computer sciences is so vast that few people on either side see any reason to take account of those on the other, let alone collaborate with them.

	My perspective is quite different: social science is an information science, and information science is a social science. Both are radical movements aiming to transform society, as well as being sciences. Humanly meaningful data—whether we call it information or knowledge—can be articulated only within an appropriate culture. Like other cultural products, therefore, information is a socially constructed phenomenon.16 Properly understood, twenty-first century sociology needs to draw heavily upon computer science as a means for developing theory as well as for tools of data analysis. Most important, only by combining can they achieve their revolutionary potential.

	In the early 1980s, the National Science Foundation considered creating a new Directorate for Social, Behavioral, and Information Sciences, but then bowed to disciplinary chauvinism and established first the Directorate for Computer and Information Science and Engineering (CISE), and then the Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences (SBE).17 Following the principle of back to the future, I suggest that it is high time to merge social and information sciences. Having worked for years in both SBE and CISE, I believe I have a clear perspective on how their fields relate. In the cover article of the July 27, 2007, issue of the journal Science, I explained how virtual worlds like World of Warcraft could be laboratories for uniting these fields.18

	Many scientists and scholars are already conducting research about virtual worlds, and they are beginning to use them as environments to ask general social-scientific questions. Economist Edward Castronova argues that an increasing fraction of human life, economy, and culture will take place in these novel environments, so they need to be studied as important phenomena in their own right.19 In a study of social and economic coordination, Castronova has shown that it can be fruitful to compare results from research in different virtual worlds, just as is true for nations on Earth.20 There is some evidence that they serve as hatcheries for new cultural movements—for example, facilitating the consolidation of post-Christian religious ideologies21—and are substituting for disintegrating social institutions in the real world.22

	It is especially important to study virtual worlds now because the current period of transformation may not last much longer and because it may be impossible to reconstruct its key processes and phenomena entirely from historical records that are naturally preserved. Practically all of the classic one-player electronic games can still be played, either because computer emulators of the old systems have been created, or because the games have been ported over to new systems. But the same is unlikely to be true for todays virtual worlds because they depend on the extensive social infrastructure of the companies that support them and on the current population of people who inhabit them.

	Virtual worlds are good environments in which to explore wider issues related to emerging technologies, such as intellectual property rights and the sociotechnical implications of online misbehavior.23 Research concerning the cultural boundaries of virtual worlds includes studies of the following issues: the extent to which gender-specific behavioral norms transfer to these nontraditional environments;24 comparisons with role-playing games that are not electronic, such as Dungeons and Dragons;25 the human impacts of alternative architectural philosophies;26 the social processes through which cooperation emerges;27 the possibility of addiction to virtual worlds;28 and the different meanings that participants attach to virtual life and death.29 There has even been research on how World of Warcraft and other virtual worlds can illuminate social factors implicated in the spread of disease epidemics.30 To date, much of the research has followed the twin qualitative paradigms of anthropological ethnography and sociological participant observation,31 but quantitative approaches using rigorous statistical and computational techniques show very great promise.

	WoW is a very conducive environment for quantitative research because it encourages individuals to write mod or add-on programs, and scientists can use some existing software as research tools or write their own. These range all the way from very simple sequences of character behaviors constructed using macros built in to the WoW user interface, to long programs written in the Lua language. For example, one widely used program called Auctioneer analyzes prices on the WoW virtual item auction system, and CensusPlus tallies all the players currently online by several characteristics. With census data on more than 200,000 WoW characters, a team centered at the Palo Alto Research Center analyzed the factors associated with the upward status mobility of individuals and the dynamics of social groups.32

	This book uses qualitative rather than quantitative methods, and I save my more technical studies for journals that regularly publish statistical research. I hesitate to say that this book is more oriented toward theory, because the very word theory conjures up images of dry abstractions, as if hundreds of pages of desert lay ahead rather than the lush jungles that WoW has actually prepared for us. On one level, this book analyzes World of Warcraft from multiple standpoints of the history of social thought. By doing so, it suggests a second level, on which information-science design of virtual worlds must take account of the nature of human beings and the societies they construct. And on a third level, the book seeks insights about life in the so-called real world.

	Why would WoW be an especially good place to look for insights about Western civilization? One reason is that it bridges past and future, rooted in a major Western cultural tradition, yet aiming toward the virtual worlds we can create in times to come. WoW is tremendously eclectic. Consider the ten races. Orcs are derived most directly from J. R. R. Tolkiens The Lord of the Rings tetralogy, and Tolkien was a leading scholar of historical linguistics who based his fantasies on the legends of Britain.33 Tolkien told us that Elves were especially tall, as the Night Elves in WoW are, but shorter ones are found in Grimms Fairy Tales, along with very short Dwarves including seven who lived with Snow White.34 The brothers Grimm, Jacob and Wilhelm, were scholars who collected folk stories as later anthropologists would, and who contributed substantially to the advancement of linguistics. Gnomes were made familiar to modern audiences in the Oz books of L. Frank Baum, which also pioneered the mixture of fantasy adventure and cultural parody we find in WoW.35 The mountain king in Peer Gynt, a drama by Henrik Ibsen with music by Edvard Grieg, is a troll. WoWs Tauren are minotaurs, familiar to us from the ancient Greek myth of Theseus, Daedalus, and Icarus. The Undead are reminiscent of zombies, but they especially resonate in popular movies about semidead humans, notably George Romeros Night of the Living Dead (1968) and the three movies based on a science fiction novel by Richard Matheson: The Last Man on Earth (1964), The Omega Man (1971), and I Am Legend (2007).36

	Dwarves also feature in Richard Wagners titanic cycle of four grand operas, Der Ring des Nibelungen. For Wagner, Nibelung essentially means Dwarf, and the magical ring was forged by Dwarves from pure gold. Based on Norse or Germanic mythology, but also modeled after ancient Greek dramatic cycles, The Ring cast long shadows over the political and cultural future of Europe. One can still debate whether Wagner was at all responsible for the rise of the Nazis, long after his death, or whether his popularity was merely exploited by them. We could also debate the extent to which The Ring influenced Tolkiens rather different ring tetralogy, the music in Star Wars, and World of Warcraft. Remarkably, in 1849, Wagner prophesied that the future of art would go in a direction that today looks rather like WoW.

	In 1848, a wave of largely unsuccessful revolutions swept Europe, and Wagner was rather unsuccessfully involved in a radical movement in Germany. As soon as he had settled in exile in Switzerland, he began writing The Ring and developing an aesthetic justification he called The Art-Work of the Future.37 This little book really presents two ideas: the concept of a total work of art, and the notion that great artists could speak with the voice of the people.

	A total work of art, or Gesamtkunstwerk in German, is an artwork that combines multiple different arts. Wagner wrote both the poetry and the music for The Ring. He also felt a Gesamtkunstwerk would combine the visual arts of painting and dance, although the sets in traditional presentations of The Ring look like uninspired landscape pictures, and the singers on stage hardly move at all. One innovation that tied together Wagners poetry and music was the leitmotif, a melody that represented a specific character or concept. All these principles apply to World of Warcraft, as they do to Star Wars. Each of the main cities or geographic areas in WoW has its own leitmotif, particular music that plays when a character arrives there. Although it is hard to find much dancing, the characters all move, often in ways that are both subtle and pronounced. One can invest marvelous hours documenting the particular spasms with which each kind of enemy dies, for example. The varied environments of nature and architecture are often quite beautiful and express the particular nature of events that take place in them. Weaving everything together are the threads of a tapestry of myths, as complex as any in the ancient sagas.

	A Gesamtkunstwerk derives its strength from the Volk, according to Wagner, the common people conceptualized as an ethnic or cultural group. The Nazi era and World War II largely discredited this part of his thesis, but at the time Wagner wrote, the distinction between right-wing populism and left-wing populism was not yet clear. Wagner assumed that the common folk shared a traditional culture, and that great artists could refine it to produce the greatest works of art. This is what the builders of World of Warcraft have done. Drawing upon deep popular traditions of fantasy and science fiction, they have created a virtual world that attracts millions of ordinary folk, while at the same time posing a radical critique of the dominant culture of their society. Note that Der Ring des Nibelungen and World of Warcraft are saturated with supernatural phenomena but have absolutely nothing to do with Christianity. The political systems in them are feudal, with occasional hints that capitalism is wicked or distorted, and the dominant elite acts largely from selfish motives. Without granting Wagners ideology any special privileges, I must note that World of Warcraft is the most perfect fulfillment to date of his vision of a total work of art, combining many artforms while expressing popular criticism of the existing society.

	As Georg Simmel pointed out a century ago, strangers can often see a society more clearly than its members.38 By visiting the very strange world of WoW and making sense of what we find there, we are able to look at our own world with fresh eyes. Indeed, WoW is in great measure an allegory, so its exaggerations can call our attention to facts we tend to miss as we go about our habitual activities in the real world. Because it is a complex, functioning civilization, WoW takes account of human nature and the implicit laws of human interaction. Following Simmel, my prime research method has been to send several virtual explorers into the world of WoW, then to dialogue with them about the meaning of what they discovered and what it says about our own civilization.

	Research Methods

	I studied World of Warcraft through ethnographic participant observation for two years, from January 2007 through December 2008, totaling more than 2,300 hours in this virtual world.39 My goal was to explore the entire territory, which covers a subjective area of hundreds of square miles of diverse terrain, and to observe social relations among players of all visible kinds. Socially and culturally, this world is extremely complex. A series of disruptive wars and religious schisms has produced many fault lines along which conflict rages. The characters operated by players are divided into two hostile factions, the Horde and the Alliance, who have a somewhat shaky truce between them. The world also overflows with dozens and dozens of groups of nonplayer characters, or NPCs, only some of whom belong to the factions. Characters take on quests, either for their factions or for other individual or grouped NPCs, that send them gallivanting out into the virtual world to hunt enemies and gather resources. All this takes place in a complex, interwoven set of mythic cultures and the society created by the players, as they cooperate in short-term raiding parties and long-term guilds.

	When I began this study by entering my first character into Elwynn Forest, World of Warcraft boasted 8,000,000 subscribers, but the number had reached about 11,000,000 before my data collection was done. A major upgrade, The Burning Crusade, was released in January 2007, and 2,400,000 copies were sold the first day. The second major upgrade, Wrath of the Lich King, came in November 2008, and 2,800,000 copies were sold the first day. Although quite affordable by individual players, in the aggregate, serious money is involved.

	I did not interact with all the other players by any means, because I worked in only 6 of the roughly 250 North American realms (computer servers or shards). Two were so-called normal servers: Shandris was low in population and Hydraxis was high. Three were role-playing servers: Earthen Ring, Scarlet Crusade, and Sentinels. The sixth, Emerald Dream, was not only a role-playing server but also a player-versus-player (PvP) server, which meant that combat between the Horde and the Alliance was encouraged. On regular servers, whether role-playing or not, both players usually must agree before a member of the Horde can fight a member of the Alliance. On PvP servers, outside ones own starter zones, one is always open to being attacked.

	On each server, I had at least one Horde and one Alliance character, and I initially placed four additional Alliance characters on Shandris so I could study the details of interaction between members of the same faction. To make it possible to run two characters at once, I had two World of Warcraft accounts and sometimes used two computers, side by side. My initial seventeen characters covered all ten races. The five races of the Alliance are Human, Night Elf, Dwarf, Gnome, and Draenei. The five races of the Horde are Orc, Troll, Tauren, Undead, and Blood Elf. The characters covered all nine classes: priest, shaman, mage, druid, warlock, rogue, paladin, hunter, and warrior. To explore the diversity of supernatural cultures, I ran seven priests, two shamans, and two druids, but initially just one of each of the other classes except for two rogues to explore deviant behavior. At least one character practiced each of the following professions: mining, herbalism, alchemy, enchanting, skinning, leatherworking, tailoring, blacksmithing, engineering, jewelcrafting, fishing, cooking, and first aid.

	In late March 2008, I decided to stage a scientific conference inside World of Warcraft. The suggestion came from John Bohannon, who creates the Gonzo Scientist feature of the journal Science, published by the American Association for the Advancement of Science, who had been inspired by the cover article about virtual worlds that I had published in Science the previous July. To help with the preparations and the aftermath, I created three new characters, moved one of my best-established characters across servers, and did the same with a nonentity character I had started merely as a tool for running census analysis software. The conference produced new knowledge, some of which I have incorporated in this book, and brought my total number of characters to twenty-one (see figure 1.2). When the Lich King expansion came in November 2008, I added one more character, a death knight.40
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	Figure 1.2

	Scientists and scholars meeting in the Undercity sewer, for the May 2008 academic conference.

	

	
	Because World of Warcraft is a role-playing game, it seemed appropriate to use role-playing in the research. Early in my career, before ethical issues had been raised about role-play research in the real world, I had in fact infiltrated a number of radical groups in order to study them, pretending to be a real member. My most extensive research in this vein consisted of two full years inside a more-or-less Satanic cult, called the Process Church of the Final Judgement, and six months inside Scientology, but I had also done this with Transcendental Meditation, the Hare Krishna movement, and the John Birch Society.41 The Process, in particular, was immensely theatrical and reminds me of the Scarlet Crusade sect in WoW. I viewed my WoW characters almost as real people—my research assistants or native informants—who helped me do my ethnographic research. I found this was the easiest way to think and talk about them, although each of them developed a distinctive personality in my mind. I felt very differently about them, and experienced different moods through them. As I explain more fully in chapter 7, Identity, they were largely me, but also beings somewhat different from me. I found them very effective role-playing tools for carrying out participant observation.42

	I ran two of the priests, Maxrohn, a Human, and Catullus, a Blood Elf, all the way up to level 70, the highest possible experience level during the main period of my research. Then, when the Lich King expansion came, I ran one of them up to level 80. Three other characters reached level 30: Lunette, a Night Elf priest; Minotaurus, a Tauren shaman; and Etacarinae, a Draenei shaman. Sixteen characters reached level 20: Papadoc, a Troll priest; Incognita, an Undead priest; Price, an Undead warlock; Zodia, a Draenei priest; Lusea, a Dwarf priest; Adalgisa, a Tauren druid; Vadvaro, a Human rogue; Marcya, a Troll rogue; Aristotle, a Human mage; Ozma, a Human mage; Alberich, a Dwarf hunter; Stephie, a Gnome warlock; Folwell, a Night Elf druid; Llana, a Blood Elf paladin; Sciencemag, a Blood Elf hunter; and Tarkas, an Orc warrior. As a death knight, Annihila, an Undead, started already at level 55, and was still inching her way up the ladder toward 80 when this book went to press.

	This range of races and levels allowed me to experience each of the sixty-two major zones of this virtual world with the proper level and faction. There are eight widely separated starter zones suitable for characters around levels 1 through 10. The Dwarves and Gnomes begin in the same place as each other, as the Orcs and Trolls do in another location, but each of the other races has a distinctive origin. Beginning characters or players are called newbies or noobs, and the first two areas they experience are newbie zones especially designed to be less difficult and to contain quests that must be described as training exercises.

	My main tool of data collection was saving about 22,000 images off the computer screen, what are commonly called screen shots. Initially, the WoW software system saved the images as very large uncompressed files in the .tga, or Targa, format, but thankfully I was soon able to switch to the more conventional and much more efficient .jpg, or JPEG, format. For this project, I did not take advantage of the /chatlog method of recording text from the interplayer communication system, because I found that saving the whole screen provided the context for the words, as well as recording all kinds of nonverbal information. The automatic name of each file was the exact time and date the screen was copied, so I did not attempt to give them descriptive names. Rather, I saved the screen shots into folders for each of the characters, then later arranged them by topic, and put them in used subfolders after writing out what was useful for this book.

	The virtual world itself was by no means the only source of data. I also collected and read all serious publications about World of Warcraft I could find, including novels, graphic novels (manga), instruction manuals, scientific journal articles, and conference papers. Huge troves of rather reliable information are available on the web, notably vast databases like wowwiki.com, wowhead.com, thottbot.com, and wow.allakhazam.com. Excellent maps of the virtual world are available at mapwow.com. As my higher-level characters joined major guilds in WoW, I gained access to their own websites. The authoritative World of Warcraft website includes much official lore, a vast array of forums where players discuss the game and its mythology, and an astonishing database called the Armory with detailed information about every guild and every one of the millions of characters that had reached level 10.43 As a computer programmer interested in artificial intelligence and multiagent systems, I also paid close attention to WoWs simulated animals and people.

	Nonplayer Characters

	Many of the people and other creatures in WoW are not operated by players, but are nonplayer characters, or NPCs. Another word for NPC often used in the electronic game community is mob, short for mobile. Given its origins, this word should properly be pronounced mobe, but players tend to pronounce it mob. Some of the WoW NPCs dont move very much—the vendors and guards from which a character may buy things or get information—but most of them walk around a set territory, then react violently either when an enemy character comes within their aggro range, or when attacked.

	An insignificant but fairly common category of mobs are the many critters found outdoors, like rabbits, squirrels, snakes, and the like. These are very weak, will not attack, and cannot even defend themselves. Far more important are the beasts, all of whom will at least defend themselves, and many of whom will attack if one comes too near. While some of these are fanciful, many are familiar, such as boars, wolves, big cats, owls, and vultures. A character possessing the skinning skill can take hide from many of these beasts, generally the mammals, after they have been killed and their corpses looted of any items they may be carrying. Humanoids are intelligent—possessing culture, religion, and often speech—and they cannot be skinned. They include NPCs representing all ten races that players may use as characters, plus several others. Two nonplayer races that logically could be used as player characters in future versions of WoW are Goblins and Furbolgs, both of which have extensive settlements and interact in complex ways with players.

	These categories are rather separate. The distinction between beasts and humanoids is very clear inside WoW, and hunters have a mapping tool that allows them to see the locations of all nearby beasts or humanoids, but not both simultaneously. The distinction between player character and NPC is also clear. True, fighting one may not seem very different from fighting the other, but the consequences are different. For example, one may earn honor from killing a character, but not from killing an NPC guard. When a players character is killed, it reappears at a nearby graveyard and can resurrect (or rez). It may then seek vengeance against the killer. A few minutes after a beast or humanoid NPC dies, another takes its place, not resurrecting but spawning. The logic would seem to be that this is a new tiger or guard, who has merely been born at the same place as the old one. However, the word spawn is used even for NPCs that have individual names, such as the boss NPCs, whose killing is the goal of many quests. Notably, a spawned NPC has no memory of the prior death, whereas a rezzed character starts out with greatly diminished health and other damage, as well as the players own memory of the defeat.

	NPCs may be described as artificial intelligences or AIs, but they are really rather stupid. The realism of these artificial characters is enhanced by their physical movements and occasional speech, which are based on motion capture and voice recordings of real people. Look closely at a guard standing in one spot, and you will see that he appears to be breathing. Vendors and trainers often speak prerecorded messages, typically gesturing as they do so. What they say is appropriate to their role. In the Cathedral of Light, Priestess Josetta gave Maxrohn two salutations based on their shared faith: Light be with you! Light bless you! When Maxrohn visited the Elven zone of Moonglade during the 2007 lunar festival, trader Lorelae Wintersons gave him two salutations from her very different religion: May the stars guide you! Goddess watch over you! Members of the Horde who visited the throne room in Undercity may hear Sylvanas, the Dark Lady banshee who rules the Undead, spit out the words, What are we if not slaves to this torment?

	When battling an NPC, a player often hears the opponent shout or grunt, suggesting it feels emotions. A very simple programming trick, undoubtedly involving a random number and triggered when the opponents health drops below a set level, allows many enemies to simulate either rage or fear when the fight is going badly for them. When Stonescythe Alphas have nearly lost their lives, they enter a condition of desperate rage, during which the damage caused by each of their blows is increased by twenty points, and their attack speed increases 10 percent. Other enemies run away, as if they were afraid. However, they always return to the battle, often after having snared some allies to help them. For example, when battling a murloc on a beach, it may run away, go sideways a distance, then return. If it happens to come near enough to another murloc, that second enemy will come along and give the player a rather rough time.

	In general, only very simple programming is required to get very complex behavior from swarms of enemies. Typically, territory is divided into a number of neighborhoods, each with its own mixture of mobs. Some may stand still unless approached, while others will patrol a small territory at random, and others will patrol a wider territory or walk along a set route. This is quite enough to challenge the analytical abilities of all but the most experienced players. The big danger, of course, is that one will get deep into a battle with one enemy, suffering depleted health, when another will wander along at random and enter the fight. Experienced players learn to psych out the NPCs, mentally modeling the complex patterns created by the interactions of their individually simple programming.

	It is easy to program NPCs to walk in a particular direction until reaching the limit of their territory, then turn at random and walk back across the territory. Only a couple of trivially simple program lines are required to give it a set probability of pausing at any point, after which it may turn and resume walking. At each step, the program can check how near the NPC is to enemies in the vicinity and attack one if the distance is less than the set aggro range, what ethologists studying real animals call reaction distance.

	Such simple programming principles can give NPCs the illusion of free will.44 Both Dorana and Korelor are Alliance NPCs that patrol the road near Sentinel Hill. Aristotle followed them both one day, noticing how they occasionally ran off the path to attack a buzzard or other NPC enemy. On the east-west Duskwood road, north of Yorgen Farmstead, a young black ravager wolf can occasionally be seen killing a rat. At several locations, it is easy for the player to engage an enemy and then kite it—make it chase after you—into friendly NPCs who will attack it, thereby saving you. One good place is at Southshore, where a murloc just west of the dock can be kited to where Human NPCs are waiting.

	An especially impressive example is the attack on Stillpine hold, experienced by both of my Draenei characters, Zodia and Etacarinae. The high chief of the Stillpine Furbolgs assigns a mission to determine what corruption could have caused the wildkin to occupy this system of caverns. After a series of adventures, the character reports back to the chief, who sends about a dozen of his raiders into the caverns to kill the wildkin. Etacarinae went in with them and participated in the battle that raged. The Furbolgs enter single file, but spread out when they encounter wildkin, and many separate combats ensue. If a Furbolg kills a wildkin, it may rush to the nearest other wildkin, apparently to help its fellows. When Etacarinae helped kill a wildkin, the Furbolgs fighting it quickly attacked another.

	Increasingly, WoW has included puppet-show dramas in which NPCs act out complex actions, either entirely or only partially prescripted. Edward Castronova was especially impressed when he saw the NPC Miss Danna, a school mistress, leading her seven students on a tour of Stormwind City in a prerelease version of World of Warcraft.45 Lunette encountered Miss Danna and her students on her one visit to the city. They walked along as a group, with the children milling around, sometimes skipping (see figure 1.3). One of the boys fretfully asked if they had to walk any farther. Miss Danna said, Here we have the Cathedral of Light, the center of spiritual enlightenment here in Stormwind. Another boy asked whether this was the place the paladins train. She replied, Yes, that is true. Paladins and priests alike train their skills and research great truths behind the walls of the Cathedral. The first boy complained that his feet hurt. When Lunette entered the cathedral, a functionary standing just inside recognized her class and exclaimed, Greetings, priest!
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Miss Danna, leading her seven students on a tour of Stormwind City.


	
	A piece of street theater is enacted occasionally in the bazaar of Silvermoon City, when two rebel ideologues, Priest Ennas and Lyria Skystrider, harangue their fellow Blood Elves like soapboxers in Londons Hyde Park. Ennas decries the excessive use of magic that ruins the environment and threatens the very destruction of the Blood Elves if pursued without limit. Skystrider decries the unholy alliances with Orcs and the Undead, trusting previous enemies who could betray them at any moment. Members of their skeptical audience praise the wonders magical technology has provided, but Ennas reminds them of the cost and says, We have all been blinded. When another member of the audience asks if they are being called traitors, Ennas answers, The magisters are the traitors! They have sealed our doom. At this point, one of the ruling magisters arrives and casts a spell on the two rebels, transforming them into loyalists who parrot the magisters party line.

	Some innovative computer scientists have been developing technologies to give NPCs more complex and realistic behavior, based on such approaches as machine learning. For example, my colleague Mary Lou Maher and her student Kathryn Merrick have designed NPCs that evolve, adapt, and exhibit curiosity toward new experiences.46 However, in many contexts human players may find dumb NPCs more manageable, especially in cases when they face a whole swarm of them and their interactions create nearly unmanageable complexity. Fellow human players can provide much of the behavioral richness desired in social interaction, so the need for sophisticated NPCs may primarily be limited to single-player games and educational virtual worlds in which the NPCs teach humans. An exception would be NPCs that play key roles in the legends and mythology of the virtual world.

	Thrall, leader of the Orcs, is a perfect example. Members of the Horde can meet him in the throne room at Orgrimmar, where he originates a few quests. He stands up, speaks with dramatic gestures, and gives a few quests, yet one wishes for more. Thrall is a complex and prominent character in the WoW mythos, featuring in two of the novels. In Cycle of Hatred, by Keith R. A. DeCandido, Thrall restrains the Orcs from breaking their truce with the Alliance, even after apparent provocations, because he possesses a measure of trust for Lady Jaina Proudmoore, who rules the nearby Human city of Theramore.47 Thrall is loyal to his own people, the Orcs, but he is able to see things from the perspective of other groups and to imagine a higher level of loyalty, to principles that might unite all intelligent beings.

	Christie Goldens novel Lord of the Clans is what literary critics call a bildungsroman.48 This German word refers to a novel that chronicles the psychological and moral development of the protagonist, who in this case is Thrall. Orphaned in infancy when his noble parents were assassinated, Thrall is raised by the master of Durnholde Keep, Aedalas Blackmoore, who is the Human administrator of the system of internment camps that held Orc prisoners after the Second War. This was no act of mercy on Blackmoores part, but his scheme to create a superior gladiator by training Thrall in all the skills of combat. By the very act of naming him Thrall, Blackmoore sought to brand him forever his slave. But during his upbringing, Thrall learned mercy and honor from the sergeant who tutored him, and kindness from Taretha, daughter of the servant ordered to house him. Eventually, after Thrall has become the most formidable warrior in the service of Blackmoore, Taretha helps him escape. In a series of raids, he liberates many of his people and establishes the core of the eventual Horde. When his forces surround Durnholde, and he honorably requests the release of the remaining Orcs, Blackmoore answers him by delivering the severed head of Taretha.

	Thrall does display a measure of autonomy in some high-level quests, such as one in the Caverns of Time that depicts his escape from Durnholde Keep. After a team of players releases him from a prison cell, he runs upstairs, dresses in battle armor, then attacks one after another of the Humans barring his way. Just after he has passed through the main gate, he is confronted by a mounted officer. After defeating this enemy, Thrall mounts the mans horse and rides it to nearby Tarren Mill, where he searches both the church and the inn, seeking Taretha (see figure 1.4). Although thoroughly scripted, the action permits much variation, depending on how the battle goes between the rescuers and the captors. The player may never be under the illusion that Thrall is a real person, yet the richness of the story and the complexity of the events provide a credible vision of reality.
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Taretha and Thrall, meeting for the last time, at Tarren Mill.


	
	Epilogue: A Warriors Mission

	Tarkas, an Orc warrior, is a member of the Horde, like Incognita. Indeed, the Horde was originally an amalgamation of Orc clans who invaded the world in the First War, whereas the Forsaken broke away from the Scourge and joined the Horde only near the end of the Third War. The high point of his life was when he met Thrall, the Horde leader, who sent him on a mission to infiltrate the Burning Blade sect of the Shadow Council, a secret society whose devious plots had provoked the First War. Thrall succeeded in becoming a spy within the Burning Blade, then carried out quests in Ragefire Chasm, both directly on Thralls order, and as a covert Thrall operative within the sect.49 To complete his complex missions in this monster-infested underground dungeon, he of necessity participated in three separate five-person incursions, thus cooperating with a dozen other members of the Horde. After completing every last one of the assigned tasks with honor, he reported back to Thrall, and then disappeared. If Tarkas is under deep cover on a new series of dangerous, secret missions for Thrall, we may or may not ever see him again. Thinking that he would still be in the twenties levels, we are keeping an eye on Fray Island, a special training base for level-30 warriors off the east coast of the Barrens, in case he goes there for a fighting challenge called the Affray. We feel sure he would greet us with the Orc shout of victory: Loktar!

	2Heritage

	I am Maxrohn, a Human priest, and this is the story of my personal expedition from Stormwind City through Stranglethorn to the piratical southern port of Booty Bay. My journey had several purposes. Most important for Stormwind, I was on an extended, multistage quest to find a missing diplomat. The most recent of a long series of informants, Mikhail, the bartender in the inn at the port town of Menethil, had told me to voyage to far distant Theramore and seek information from Commander Samaul. Coincidentally, but far less significantly, Vincent Hyal in Menethil had asked me to take a message to his brother in Theramore. Rather than sail directly from Menethil, I decided to take a far more difficult route. From Booty Bay, I could take a ship for Ratchet on the continent of Kalimdor, and from there, hike south along the coast to my destination. One personal motive was the adventure that the tropical jungle of Stranglethorn would afford, and another was the opportunity for collecting new kinds of herbs. My skilled occupations are herbalism and alchemy, and exotic plants can be ingredients for the useful potions I was learning to brew.

	On a far more subtle level, I hoped that my journey would deepen my understanding of the history of the conflicts that grip our world. I was then struggling to understand how a priest can fulfill the cardinal virtue of compassion, when nearly everyone seems bent on murder, theft, and betrayal. Some inspiration had come from visiting two Dwarven archaeological sites, Ironbands small excavation south of Loch Modan, and Whelgars larger dig in the hills overlooking the Wetlands. The technically oriented Dwarves were seeking lost technology that might be useful in todays conflicts, whereas I sought wisdom that might explain and thus help reverse the horrible trend toward violence that I see in the world. Walking the long road from Stormwind to Booty Bay lets one observe with ones own eyes the decline of human civilization, the encroachments by criminals and beasts, and the confrontation between the Alliance and the Horde. But the final leg of the trek, through Stranglethorn Vale, would be exceedingly dangerous, and could not be attempted until I had mastered about half the levels of worldly experience.

	As soon as I reached level 35, which occurred while I was battling members of the Syndicate in Soferas Naze in the Alterac Hills, I returned to Stormwind to prepare for my journey. This great city is the one remaining metropolis for humankind, since we were expelled from the capital, Lordaeron, five years ago. Its spotlessly clean streets, imposing walls, and pleasant shops divided by canals into several districts gives hope that civilization can rise again. To orient my mind to the past, I visited the Keep and the Royal Library that lies within, reading such books as The Kaldorei and the Well of Eternity, The New Horde, and Aegwynn and the Dragon Hunt. After resting and meditating upon the deep histories of the many peoples of Azeroth, I was ready for the last logistical preparations.

	I needed to lighten the load I would carry and make room for new herbs, quest items, and other valuables I hoped to find along the way. John Burnside in the counting house of the Trade District provided a storage box for me, and I unloaded many of my herbs and potions. I had too many, so I put the overflow in an herb bag that I had bought earlier, and left it with him also. My next stop was the alchemy shop in the Mage Quarter, a parklike area with lawns instead of roads. There, Eldraeith, the Elvish herbalism supplier, greeted me: Made by the finest craftsmen in all of Teldrassil, carried by hand from Kalimdor to Azeroth as a sign of the growing alliance between the people of the Great Tree and the humans of this land. If there is anything you require, you have but to ask. I purchased a new herb-carrying bag and thanked her. As I departed, she exclaimed in the Elvish manner, May the stars guide you!

	Before embarking on my long journey, I entered the Cathedral of Light. Having gained levels since my last visit, I was allowed to train with Brother Joshua for several more magic spells. I was especially excited to learn the Levitate spell, which would allow me to float in the air a few feet off the ground, fall more gently from any height, and cross water without swimming. That cost me one gold coin and eight silver. Then I upgraded three Holy spells (Heal, Desperate Prayer, and Resurrection) and two Shadow Magic spells (Mind Blast and Shadow Word: Pain) for a combined cost of four gold coins, thirty-seven silver, and forty copper. Those were all very valuable spells, and I had relied heavily on weaker versions for some time. In Stranglethorn, I knew I would face very great dangers, and would need every supernatural resource I could use. When I departed, Joshua wished me, Safe travel!

	Immediately outside the gates of Stormwind lie the relatively peaceful farms and woodlands of Elwynn Forest. When I reached Goldshire, the prosperous town that dominates the region, I took a short detour to Northshire Abbey, where I had first trained for the priesthood, to see if the library held any rare historical books. Indeed, I found a copy of Civil War in the Plaguelands, describing the conflict that led to the independence of the Forsaken Undead under the leadership of the banshee, Sylvanas Windrunner, and how Prince Arthas was only barely able to save his liege the Lich King in his war against the Naga and the Blood Elves (see figure 2.1).
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		Figure 2.1

		Incognita, lying in a trance on the floor of the throne room in the ruins of Lordaeron, meditating between the royal emblem and the huge blood stain that marked the assassination of King Terenas by his son Arthas, who then became the Lich King.

		

	
	I then turned southwest and entered the agricultural territory of Westfall, where many of the farms had just been abandoned to the growing chaos of bandits and beasts that was encroaching upon civilization. Immediately as I crossed the border, I met a pathetic family of refugees named Furlbrow, who begged help collecting the last of their belongings and feeding their elderly horse. I continued down the western road until I reached the town of Moonbrook, which had been taken over by bandits of the Defias Brotherhood. Prior to the First War, the vast underground mines here were the greatest source of gold in the world, so I suppose I should not have been surprised that they would attract vast numbers of thieves and cutthroats. The Defias were much weaker than I, only levels 13 through 15, so it was easy to kill them even two at a time. After taking out my anger on the bandits, I turned east and crossed the bridge into Duskwood.

	I had no time for the long eastward hike to Darkshire, a fair-size Human settlement, not to mention Lakeshire that lay beyond it in the Redridge Mountains. The residents of Westfall, Darkshire, and Lakeshire were constantly complaining that Stormwind failed to send forces to protect them, and begging for my help. But my goal lay to the south.

	My route took me right past Raven Hill Cemetery, a large and gloomy space dominated by the Lich Kings Scourge, so I entered it in search of a rare herb called grave moss. A deep, blue mist had rolled in, making it very hard to avoid the Undead creatures that menaced on every side: bone chewers, carrion recluses, flesh eaters, rotted ones, skeletal fiends, and skeletal raiders. I found six samples of grave moss, then returned to the main eastbound road, on which I soon reached the fork that would take me quickly south to Stranglethorn.

	Shortly after entering the jungle, I met Hemet Nesingwary Jr., who was leading an expedition to collect samples of wildlife. He said, Jolly nice to make your acquaintance, Maxrohn. Havent seen a priest around these parts for some time. His assistant, Barnil Stonepot, then asked me to retrieve lost pages of the manuscript of a historical novel, The Green Hills of Stranglethorn, by Nesingwarys father (see figure 2.2). Two other members of the Nesingwary expedition, Ajeck Rouack and S. J. Erlgadin, put me to work collecting specimens of animals, which I thought would be compatible with seeking tropical herbs for my alchemy experiments.
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	Figure 2.2

	Hemet Nesingwary Sr. (Ernest Hemingway), big-game hunter and author, with trophy animal heads, at his base camp in Sholazar Basin, Northrend.

	

	
	My hope to accomplish something of historical significance received a boost when Brother Nimetz, in a group of pro-Stormwind rebels, asked me to find four ancient Troll tablets that would reveal something important about their ancient legends and the depraved magic based on them today. He told me to seek one in the ruins of Ballal, two in the ruins of ZulKunda, and the fourth in the Vile Reef, which I knew was near Booty Bay. Given its tortured past, Stranglethorn contains the ruins of many once flourishing towns and stately temples: Aboraz, Ballal, Baliamah, Kalai, Jubuwal, Mizjah, Tkashi, Ziatajai, ZulKunda, ZulMamwe, and Zuuldaia. It would be an archaeologists paradise, were it not for the archaic Trolls who seek to kill any who would intrude upon this wreckage of their previous home.

	Initially, the Trolls presented an impenetrable barrier to collecting the four ancient tablets. At Ballal, for example, I could stand on a hill and see the tablet inside a stone enclosure, but fully six Trolls were guarding it. At level 35, I was confident I could vanquish any one of them, but a pair could kill me easily. The problem was that they were standing close together, so if I attacked one, then two or three would respond. I needed either to gain several levels or to get help. My guild was busy in other regions, so I resolved to settle in Stranglethorn for a while, until I was able to complete the quest for the four tablets.

	The rebels enlisted me in their struggle against a renegade officer named Colonel Kurzen, who had set himself up with a private army as a lord of the jungle (see figure 2.3). Nimetz felt that Kurzen might be the victim of Troll magic, and hoped the ancient tablets would provide a clue, perhaps even the details of the spells that had been used. But before I could find these ancient writings, his comrade Lieutenant Doren asked me to kill ten of Kurzens commandos and six of his magic-wielding headshrinkers. Doren warned, I know many of Kurzens troops personally, and I know they are skilled, loyal, and cruel. Then Doren assigned me to enter Kurzens headquarters deep inside a cavern called the Stockpile, kill ten of his lieutenants, and bring him the colonels head. I found that this quest was far too difficult for one person, so I teamed up with an Elf named Tallann, who was a hunter and assisted by a trained tiger. We fought valiantly and killed the required six elite followers of Kurzen, plus his four subchiefs, but we were unable to reach Kurzen himself and were forced to retreat.
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		Figure 2.3

		Colonel Kurzen (based on Kurtz from Joseph Conrads Heart of Darkness) in his Stranglethorn Vale cavern hideout.

		

	
	After this chastening experience, my enthusiasm for the war against Kurzen began to wane. I was invited to join groups that were going after his head, but I did not take advantage of these opportunities. I brooded constantly about the meaning of it all. Eventually I found all four tablets for Nimetz, killing many Trolls in the process. They contained no magic spells that could explain Kurzens odd behavior. One appeared to be a curse, but it focused narrowly on defending the tomb of the Troll emperor. Two were legends, so fragmentary it was impossible to make sense of them. The other was a poem beginning as follows:

	A Moon over the Vale shines
Casting its glow upon the jungle
Where proud Warriors heed the call
To defend our Nation and sacred grounds.

	Almost as if my mind could not cope with deep philosophical questions, such as the connection between Kurzen and the Trolls, I found myself concentrating on simple matters. My herb collecting had hit an immediate snag when I entered Stranglethorn, because my skill rating was only 180, and the place was thick with Khadgars whisker, which requires 185. A special effort dodging tigers and panthers, while taking any herb I could find, increased my skill step-by-step until a goldthorn took me to 185 and gave me the ability to add new species to my collection. After a week, my skill had zoomed up to 225. That qualified me for promotion to the next grade of herbalist. I had started as an apprentice, become a journeyman, and entered Stranglethorn as an expert. Above that were only two more levels, artisan and master. I had been given the name of Flora Silverwind, an herbalism trainer in Booty Bay, and to learn from her I finally trekked to that southernmost town.

	Booty Bay is run by Blackwater Raiders, sometimes dubbed pirates, in collaboration with the Steamwheedle Cartel, a group of Goblin capitalists. I took on various odd jobs for them, wanting to reach level 40 before setting sail for Ratchet. One especially unpleasant Goblin, named Kebok, hired me to obtain eighteen Troll tusks, which he planned to sell as the more valuable tiger fangs. At this point, I had killed so many Trolls that another dozen or so did not seem an ethical problem, but I was offended when Kebok complained I had not done a good enough job cleaning the gore off their tusks. In a mood more of exhaustion than triumph, I reached my leveling goal and walked to the end of the dock to await the next ship. What had I learned about the history of Azeroth and our chances for the future? Perhaps a long sea voyage would give me a chance to meditate on such questions.

	Three Different Pasts

	The heritage of World of Warcraft can be charted on at least three distinct planes. First, there is the history within the story, what is widely called the backstory, the action that has already taken place before the curtain on the drama rises. Second, there is the literary and cultural heritage, such as the games and works of literature that probably served as influences and definitely were precursors.1 Some of these are mentioned in chapter 1, and others are mentioned throughout this book. Third, there is the history of the real world in which both the other heritages were created, including everything from the fall of the Roman Empire to the rise of social science.

	Maxrohn tells us a little of the history of his own people, the Humans living in Azeroth. In chapter 1, we hear a little more from Incognita. A decade ago, several Human kingdoms flourished, with major cities like Lordaeron and Stormwind. Then, bioweapons released in the Third War depopulated Lordaeron and the territory to the east, now called the Plaguelands. Stormwind appears to be a brilliant center of culture, but it is losing control over the surrounding districts, and the likely future is a reign of complete chaos.

	We would like to sympathize with the Humans, but the conflict between the so-called rebels and Colonel Kurzens army is the result of failed imperialism in which Stormwind sought to seize the wealth of the Stranglethorn jungle. Kurzen was a Human commander, who ceased responding to orders as Stormwinds control over the intervening districts weakened. Then a small group of men broke away from his army in loyalty to Stormwind. At this point, neither force serves any purpose in defending Human civilization but rather seeks to dominate a small colonial empire. This history not only erodes optimism but also commitment, and Maxrohn could be forgiven for wondering whether any of the contending forces have justice on their side, versus all being bandits of one sort or another.2

	Many hints suggest the virtual worlds artistic heritage. Hemet Nesingwary is an anagram of the name of the macho American writer and hunting enthusiast Ernest Hemingway. The Green Hills of Stranglethorn is a parody of Hemingways book The Green Hills of Africa. The names of two of his companions, Ajeck Rouack and S. J. Erlgadin, are anagrams of two other authors, Jack Kerouac and J. D. Salinger. No one has been able to figure out what Barnil Stonepot is the anagram of, and there is always the possibility it is one of Blizzards tricks on players, not being the anagram of anything. Many months later, Maxrohn would meet Hemet Nesingwary, Sr., in Nagrand, a very high level zone in Outland, where the senior Nesingwary is still hunting bigger and bigger game. More recently, he has appeared in Sholazar Basin on the newly accessible continent of Northrend, leading a large group of animal hunters. Hemingway was something of an enigma, blood-thirsty yet in many respects left-wing, and both Kerouac and Salinger could be described as alienated.

	Colonel Kurzen is based on the character Colonel Kurtz, played by Marlon Brando, in Apocalypse Now. That movie critiqued American colonialism in Vietnam and was based on Joseph Conrads novella Heart of Darkness, critiquing European colonialism in Africa, in which the character was called simply Kurtz. Maxrohn remarked upon the Dwarves fascination with archaeology, which digs beneath the surface to uncover truths about our own origins. The metaphor suggests that digging beneath the surface of Azeroth reveals important truths about America.

	The notion that other worlds might contain civilizations that had fallen from their height was proclaimed a century ago by American astronomer Percival Lowell, who claimed he saw straight lines on the surface of Mars and believed they were canals dug millennia ago by a now dying civilization.3 The first significant American science fiction writer, Edgar Rice Burroughs, based his Barsoom novels on Lowells notions, beginning with A Princess of Mars, written in 1911.4 His novels established a genre that includes Flash Gordon and Star Wars, and set high standards for invented cultures. Burroughs imagined that the planet Mars was home to several humanoid races of different colors and species, struggling to hold their territories in competition with one another in the aftermath of the decline of a great civilization. This is exactly the premise of World of Warcraft, in which Azeroth is often described as a planet. One difference, however, is that the fictional Martian environment is dying of natural causes, chiefly the gradual loss of atmosphere into outer space, offset at great effort by technology including atmosphere-generating factories. In contrast, the damage to many zones in WoW is caused by technology and economic exploitation. Remarkably, one of the Barsoom books, Chessmen of Mars, actually includes the rules of a playable game representing a battle between two of the Martian races, foreshadowing WoWs competition between the Horde and the Alliance.

	A very large number of WoW quests concern environmental pollution and resource degradation, expressing the values of the environmentalist movement. In Felwood, bears have become so corrupted that their hide sloughs off in great patches. Agents of the Emerald Circle of the Night Elves enlist members of the Alliance to document the environmental catastrophe, seek its origins, and undertake remedial action. For example, Arathandris Silversky told Maxrohn that four different plants important in the ecosystem appeared to have been corrupted: songflowers, windblossoms, whipper roots, and night dragons. As an herbalist, Maxrohn possessed the skill set to help her substantially in her work. It turned out that a group of Jadefire satyrs, themselves corrupted Elves, plus a cult of Jadefire Orcs were intentionally spreading the corruption from a moonwell filled with green slime. Maxrohn agreed to kill thirty of the satyrs, including their leader, Xavathras, plus numerous cultists around the Shrine of the Deceiver, a front organization of the Shadow Council that had been responsible for the First War. Some of the waters of Felwood are infested by toxic horrors, which are corrupted water elementals.

	Several of my characters were disgusted by the environmental degradation in the Windshear Crag area of Stonetalon. There, a team from the Venture Company was clear-cutting all the trees, leaving a valley of mud and stumps. Some of them even had the job title deforester, underscoring the worldwide problem of deforestation. WoWs solution for deforestation is to chop down the deforesters. Along Blackwolf River, Lunette attacked loggers, supervisors, a robot deforester named XT:9, and an immense robotlike vehicle with a circular saw in one hand and the strength to rip an entire tree up with the other. In Zangarmarsh, a littoral region of Outland where lush plant growth abounds, a Night Elf expedition examines the mysterious decline of many wetland species and discovers that something is draining away the water. Lauranna Tharwell sends adventurers in search of unidentified plant parts so she can assess the damage, and Ysiel Windsinger sends them to seek the cause of the water depletion, which threatens the ecosystem. The term water crisis refers to the depletion of water resources in arid lands, such as the state of California where Blizzard Entertainment created World of Warcraft. Both Maxrohn and Catullus sabotaged some of the pumps by which selfish Naga were draining the wetlands of Zangarmarsh. Whether in its depiction of environmental destruction or societal disintegration, World of Warcraft warns that our own world is in danger of catastrophic collapse.

	Decline and Fall

	To seek the truth about a society, one may search in many sources including political rhetoric and social science. One may well doubt the words of most politicians, but the most thoughtful of them draw upon their extensive experience in the public sphere to understand their society and not merely to flatter their constituents. Among the most remarkable passages of American political literature, both inspiring and challenging, is this paragraph that Abraham Lincoln spoke to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society in 1859:

	It is said an Eastern monarch once charged his wise men to invent him a sentence to be ever in view, and which should be true and appropriate in all times and situations. They presented him the words, And this, too, shall pass away. How much it expresses! How chastening in the hour of pride! How consoling in the depths of affliction! And this, too, shall pass away. And yet, let us hope, it is not quite true. Let us hope, rather, that by the best cultivation of the physical world beneath and around us, and the intellectual and moral world within us, we shall secure an individual, social, and political prosperity and happiness, whose course shall be onward and upward, and which, while the earth endures, shall not pass away.5

	For more than fifteen hundred years, literate members of Western civilization have been aware that the fall of the Roman Empire casts a shadow across the future of their own society.6 It is often said that the remarkable thing about the fall of Rome was how long it took to happen, five centuries from the assassination of Julius Caesar. Yet, as World of Warcraft explicitly reminds us, modern weapons of mass destruction threaten a much more rapid collapse of civilization, if ever they were released.

	World War I, coming at a time when social science was in a period of rapid development, naturally stimulated new ideas about the decline and fall of a civilization. Among the most influential ideas is in Oswald Spenglers book The Decline of the West. It postulates that every great civilization is based on a core idea, and dies when the potential of that idea has been exhausted.7 Interestingly, the key idea which Spengler felt defined Western civilization is boundless space, and today one could speculate that the Apollo voyages to the Moon were the high point, after which the decline fully set in.8 Conservative thinkers have repeatedly returned to Spenglers thesis, notably James Burnham in his 1964 book, Suicide of the West, and Patrick Buchanan in his 2002 book, The Death of the West.9 They might well quote the sign at the entrance to Deadmans Crossing in World of Warcraft, which in turn quotes Dantes Inferno: Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.

	To my mind, the most interesting theory of the fall of civilizations is a more sophisticated development of Spenglers ideas, propounded by the founder of the sociology department at Harvard University, Pitirim A. Sorokin. A Russian who served in the provisional government after his countrys ignominious withdrawal from World War I, Sorokin was condemned to death by the Bolshevists, but luckily was exiled instead. The three thousand pages of his Social and Cultural Dynamics argue that a civilization may be too complex to be based on a single idea, but does arise out of violent chaos with a set of fanatically held beliefs that justifies whatever leadership structure it possesses, and organizes vigorous activity to build a great world power.10

	For the first few generations, Sorokin argued, a civilization is largely ideational, considering reality to be essentially spiritual rather than material, and basing loyalty on faith. As the years pass and the successful civilization consolidates its gains, it begins to deemphasize fanaticism in favor of comfort. Faith fades and the culture becomes sensate, believing that reality is whatever the human sense organs perceive. It may become hedonistic, commercial, and secular. Sorokin said that Rome collapsed when it became highly sensate. The new, Christian civilization that arose on its wreckage began with an ideational culture, then evolved into its present condition, which is sensate. Sorokin did not say that Western civilization is about to fall, although a collapse as devastating as that suffered by ancient Rome is always a possibility for an advanced sensate society such as ours. Rather, he asserted that we are entering a major transition period that is bound to be grim, cruel, bloody, and painful. In a century or two, Western civilization may pass successfully through that gauntlet and regain its confidence and power.

	Applied to the first decade of the twenty-first century, Sorokins model would note that the West and Islam are two competing civilizations that are in different points in the ideational-sensate cycle. While Western Europe languished in the Dark Ages, Islam rose to heights of civilization, mellowed, and began to decline when Europe was still rising from its renaissance. Now, he would say, the West is declining, just when Islam may be poised for a new upsurge. If Sorokin were around today, he would be a controversial figure. He would be telling us that Islamic fundamentalism was not some small, terrorist aberration, but the very birth of a new civilization, fired up with faith and ready for conquest. Modern scholars, such as Mansoor Moaddel, would disagree with Sorokin, noting that Islam possesses a modernist movement as well as fundamentalism.11 Whether history proves Sorokin right or wrong, his ideas illuminate issues not only in the real world but also in World of Warcraft.

	The Alliance and the Horde are two competing civilizations, temporarily in a truce with each other, yet contending for dominance. They are locked in what political scientist Samuel P. Huntington called a clash of civilizations—a competition for power, land, and other resources—drawing their sense of identity from different cultural and religious traditions.12 As Christie Golden reports in her novel Rise of the Horde, only two generations ago the Orcs were a tribal society that had never been part of a civilization.13 Malignant supernatural intervention, or leaders who risked conspiring with magical forces, forged the tribes together and impelled them to invade the world of Elves and Humans. Reading Goldens book from the standpoint of a cultural anthropologist, one notes that the original tribes were endogamous—they did not intermarry across tribes—so the process of unification was bound to be difficult. But this is one reading of anthropology in general: the history of humanity is the difficult struggle to create ever larger social groups, starting with the wandering hunter-gatherer band of half a hundred souls and building through kingdoms modeled on the family to modern societies of a hundred million or more.14

	Violent war, and the necessity of finding allies, has built the Horde into a coalition of five races, having little in common except their interest in opposing the Alliance and a host of lesser enemies. To succeed in the long run, according to Spengler or Sorokin, the Horde needed an ideational commitment to one or more key ideas. What their core might be was suggested by Durotan, father of Thrall: You want us to be strong as a people, rather than as individual clans, and we cannot do that without a code of honor that is inviolable.15

	The Alliance, in contrast, represents an association of older societies that are far past their ideational youth. As we see in chapter 3, the Night Elves retain some faith in their ancient culture, but the Humans, Gnomes, Dwarves, and Draenei are sensate societies. The core of the Alliance is actually the Humans, who organized the opposition against the Horde invasion. Just as ancient Athens felt it deserved hegemony over Greece because it had led the defense against the invading Persians, the Humans claim hegemony over the Alliance. However, as explained in Aaron Rosenbergs novel Tides of Darkness, the Human kingdoms had great difficulty uniting themselves and seemed to lack overarching moral principles. In chapter 3 of this book, we see that the religion of the Holy Light has some potential to provide an ideational basis for the Alliance. As Human paladin Turalyon brooded: How could the Holy Light unite all creatures, all souls, when something as monstrous, as cruel, and as purely evil as the orc Horde walked this world?16

	The Warcraft Trilogy

	The three generations of Warcraft strategy games need to be considered here because they set up the prehistory and the range of cultures of the Warcraft universe, upon which World of Warcraft builds. In the three fictional decades covered by the trilogy, each game represents one of the three great wars that led to the social chaos and cultural fragmentation of the world.17 A chronology published in the encyclopedic book about the tabletop card-playing version of World of Warcraft counts years, starting with zero, from the first infiltration by Orcs that led to the outbreak of the First War in year 1, and its conclusion in year 4. The Second War took place in year 6, and the Third War was fought in year 25. The present time is year 30.18

	Warcraft III is the culmination of the trilogy, and the predecessor of World of Warcraft, but it was not rendered obsolete when the massively multiplayer virtual world was launched in 2004. Rather, it is a highly developed and still viable strategy game that happens to cover a period in the history of its world immediately before the action of World of Warcraft begins.

	Given that it is set just five years before World of Warcraft, Warcraft III sets up some of the key conditions for its world, notably the system of interrace connections that became the Alliance and the Horde. Rather than two factions, Warcraft III has four: the Human Alliance, the Night Elf Sentinels, the Orcish Horde, and the Undead Scourge. Both the Humans and the Orcs have already invited other races into their faction. The Alliance already includes Dwarves and a few Elves, although the Elves are High Elves rather than Night Elves. The Horde already includes Trolls and the Tauren. Thus, combining the Warcraft III Alliance with Sentinels, and the Horde with some of the Scourge, nearly completes the two factions of four races with which World of Warcraft begins.

	In the single-player version of the game, each of the four factions must carry out a major military campaign including several quests, some of which are required for progress, and some of which are optional. These campaigns reveal much about WoWs historical background.

	The Human campaign starts out normally enough, as the forces of the Human kingdom of Lordaeron skirmish against Orcs, murlocs, and gnolls. Then it rapidly devolves into a grinding conflict, as a plague spreading through the food supply transforms living citizens into Undead members of the Scourge. The plague began in Andorhal, Lordaerons agricultural shipping center, and in World of Warcraft that town has become a ruin infested by living corpses and skeletons. The second major military objective is Hearthglen, north of Andorhal, which is retaken from the Scourge. By the time of WoW, the broader collapse of Lordaeron has left this strong point in the hands of a radical Human cult, the Scarlet Crusade.

	The leader of the Human army is Arthas, who at first responds rationally to threats but who becomes progressively more desperate, and, some judge, even insane. A key turning point is the conflict with his colleague Uther, and the names but not the deeds are reminiscent of two characters in the story of King Arthur, Arthur himself and his father, Uther Pendragon. The final point of dispute between them is Arthass plan to kill the villagers in Stratholme before they can be subverted by the Scourge, the preemptive murder of a hundred innocent people. The ultimate result can be seen in WoW, where Stratholme is the capital of Scourge forces in Eastern Plaguelands, and Arthas has defected to the Scourge, becoming one with the Lich King. One of the game manuals even employs the language of Star Wars to say that Arthas has turned to the dark side.19

	The net result of these Human campaigns is the complete ruin of Lordaeron, with the retreat of Humans to Stormwind and the zones adjacent to it, and to a small area across the Great Sea around Theramore. The territory including Andorhal and Hearthglen becomes the Western Plaguelands, and the territory including Stratholme becomes the Eastern Plaguelands.

	The Undead campaign begins with the former Human capital city having been ravaged by the plague, and Arthas taking command of the Scourges legions and turning in the direction of the High Elf nation of QuelThalas, driving toward the capital, Silvermoon City. Silvanas Windrunner, ranger-general of the High Elves, put up stiff resistance, but the city is ravaged and she is captured and transformed into a banshee servant of the Scourge. The campaign comes to a climax with the siege of the sorcerer city, Dalaran, and the summoning of the Scourge leader, Archimonde. In the original version of WoW, Dalaran had become inaccessible beneath a magic dome—we could only wonder what took place inside—and with the Burning Crusade expansion, half of Silvermoon had been rebuilt by the Blood Elves. In the Lich King expansion, Dalaran was moved to or rebuilt in the air, floating over Northrend.

	The Orc campaign describes their first months as refugees in Kalimdor, including their mutually beneficial pact with the Tauren against the centaurs, dislodging Humans from a number of camps, and the invasion of Ashenvale, a Night Elf zone. This last conflict begins with a mere attempt to obtain lumber from the sacred Elven forests but escalates to the assassination of their forest demigod, Cenarius. The Orcs eradicate Human settlements around Stonetalon Peak, but the political situation shifts dramatically, and the Humans become Thralls allies against the Warsong clan of Orcs. The action ends before the Orcs have fully established themselves in the new territory, but they have a solid alliance with the Tauren to the west and an uneasy truce with the relatively small remaining Human settlement to the south.

	The Night Elf campaign begins with contingents of the Orc and Human forces inside the Elf territory of Ashenvale. As if expelling them were not enough of a challenge, Archimonde establishes a foothold for the Burning Legion, and nearly kills the Elven leader, Tyrande Whisperwind. She escapes to the well-protected, sacred Moonglade, and informs her Elves that the sleeping druid, Malfurion Stormrage, must be awakened from his thousands of years of magical slumber, to sacrifice himself to defeat the Undead. She is especially concerned that Archimonde intends to attack the World Tree, which is the source of Elven vitality. Archimonde attacks and defeats Human and Orc bases, thereby impelling those races into a de facto alliance with their earlier opponents, the Night Elves.

	The Warcraft III expansion, IIIX, includes a campaign called Legacy of the Damned, which reintroduces Sylvanas, now leader of the banshees, who are Undead Elven women, and the schism that led her group of Forsaken to leave the Scourge and join the Horde. The campaign Curse of the Blood Elves concerns the fifth race that joined the Horde in the World of Warcraft: The Burning Crusade. This campaign also features the Draenei, the fifth race that joined the Alliance in that WoW expansion. Missing as active units are the Gnomes, but they provided military technology to the Humans in Warcraft II and must be assumed to have done the same again.

	Warcraft IIIX ends with a bonus campaign, describing how the Orcs completed their takeover of Durotar under the leadership of their charismatic and wise chief, Thrall. Importantly, it is programmed in the role-playing style, rather than strategy-game style, thus forming a bridge to the virtual world. A notable episode involves attacking a fleet of Human warships, and a player in World of Warcraft can swim through the wreckage of those ships, proving that the Orcs were successful.

	Quests for Knowledge of the Past

	Someday, it will be possible for characters created in one virtual world to travel to another, for example, experiencing the events of Warcraft III before those of World of Warcraft. Today a WoW character can gain knowledge of the past chiefly by reading books that can be found all over the older regions of Azeroth, and by undertaking quests that deal with history or prehistory. At the Ruins of Eldarath, one quest had Maxrohn taking rubbings of runish inscriptions, using an archaeologists drawing kit. Another time, he was sent to a remote corner of Silithus to collect fragments of clay tablets, so geologist Larksbane could better understand the presence of Twilights Hammer cultists in the zone. Translation, however, required another quest to obtain the Twilight Lexicon.

	NPCs occasionally impart snatches of historical lore, as when Corithras Moonrage spoke to Lunette about her races great catastrophe: After the Battle of Mount Hyjal, we were without direction. Nordrassil smoked from the fire it unleashed, and our immortality—the very essence of our beings!—was lost. It was in this trying time that the Betrayer was freed from his prison, and Shando Stormrage disappeared. He explained that Arch Druid Staghelm filled the leadership gap and inspired other powerful druids to grow a new world tree, Teldrassil. Later he admitted, Without the blessings of Alexstrasza the Life-Binder and Nozdormu the Timeless, Teldrassils growth has not been without flaw. Several days later, Staghelm himself told Lunette, I fear my work on Teldrassil shall never be completed, and our immortality never restored.

	An ironic historical quest, Data Rescue, sent Etacarinae into Gnomeregan, the high-tech city that the Gnomes had been forced to abandon, in search of lost data of great significance. The Gnomes were technologically the most advanced race, but their metropolis was invaded by the troggs, who were the most primitive humanoids. As explained in the 1970 sci-fi movie Trog, troggs are troglodytes or cave dwellers, representing an earlier phase in Human evolution. Since Gnomeregan was underground, apparently the troggs had some advantage in the battle, so in desperation the Gnomes released radioactive wastes, which unfortunately failed to kill the brutish troggs but rendered the city uninhabitable. The quest required Etacarinae to use a series of colored computer punch cards in reader punchers—white, yellow, blue, and red—ultimately to get a prismatic card and bring it to Master Mechanic Castpipe in the city of Ironforge.

	The first irony here, of course, is that computer cards have been obsolete for decades. Developed by Herman Hollerith at the very beginning of the twentieth century, they were still in use when I did my quantitative study of science fiction literature in 1978.20 More properly called Hollerith cards—or IBM cards, after the company he founded—they were wide pieces of cardboard with eighty columns in which rectangular holes could be punched, in patterns representing numbers or letters. My science fiction study was based on data from a questionnaire asking respondents to rate 125 science fiction authors. To avoid results being distorted by the placement of items, I produced five versions of the questionnaire with the authors in five different random orders. I entered the data by operating a punch-card machine, which incidentally deadened my hearing until I realized what was happening and started to wear earplugs, producing five different card decks, one for each ordering of authors names. Then I wrote my longest computer program to that point in my career, reordering four of the sets to match the fifth, and automatically repunching the data on new cards. Finally, I merely had to physically combine the five sets of cards to get the full data set I analyzed for my book. Three years later, when I bought an Apple II personal computer, punch cards had become a historical curiosity.

	The second irony is that the information on the Gnomeregan cards, once deciphered, turns out to be quite unimportant. As Etacarinae entered cards into one reader after another, binary data appeared on her screen like this:

	01001001 01100110 00100000 01111001
01101111 01110101 00100000 01100011
01100001 01101110 00100000 … and so forth….

	These are eight-bit binary numbers, each representing one byte of data. One would immediately guess that they represent letters, in the ASCII code standard that developed in the early 1960s. It requires only seven bits per letter, but the leading (leftmost) bit in each of these groups is always a zero, so only seven bits are meaningful. Notice also that the sequence 00100000 appears three times. In binary, this represents the number 32, which stands for a space in ASCII, and thus divides words. Indeed, translated via ASCII, the above says, If you can . . . The full message Etacarinae saw was If you can read this, youre standing too close. Other decodable binary messages included: Tell your friends to play WoW. Kiss me, Im gnomish! Help! Im trapped in a binary punch card factory! When Etacarinae took the ultimate, prismatic card to Castpipe, he thanked her profusely and exclaimed, Vitally, critically, immeasurably important data that we could not live another moment without! In fact, the last message said, Your laundrys ready for pickup.

	Several areas and quests go beyond history to natural history and paleontology. In UnGoro Crater there are sailed reptiles called Diemetradon, similar to Dimetrodon except having two sails rather than one on their backs, and boasting six legs. There is also a Tyrant Devilsaur, reminiscent of tyrannosaurs. Whelgars excavation site in the Wetlands is infested by raptors, and thus reminiscent of two science fantasies of the late twentieth century, Jurassic Park and Indiana Jones.21 Before Jurassic Park, the Michael Crichton novel and blockbuster movie, the word raptor was not commonly used. In Latin, the word means plunderer, and in English it meant bird of prey. But Jurassic Park popularized the velociraptor, the swift thief dinosaur whose name combines velocity with plundering. Indeed, it looks something like a running bird of prey, and dinosaurs are believed to be relatives of todays birds. Raptors are widely dispersed in World of Warcraft, for example, living also across the sea in the Barrens and down south in Stranglethorn Vale.

	A version of Indiana Jones can be found in catacombs under a Troll temple complex, the Drakiljin Ruins in Grizzly Hills, Northrend, locked in a cage and scheduled for ritual sacrifice. His name, Harrison Jones, is of course a combination of the fictional characters name and that of Harrison Ford, the actor who played him in the movies. The players character enters the catacombs while on a quest called It Takes Guts, which requires collecting five Canopic jars, the containers for mummified Human entrails found in ancient Egyptian tombs. This reminds us that Indiana Jones behaves more like a tomb robber than a scientific archaeologist, and guts refers to intestines rather than to courage. Each time a Canopic jar is looted, the spirit of a Troll attacks, complaining in a Caribbean accent, Why ya wanna mess wit me innards, mon? A quest called Dun-da-Dun-tah!—a rendition of the musical theme from the Indiana Jones movies—helps Jones escape from the cage, rescue a fair maiden, and battle a huge serpent. When he sees this gigantic reptile, he exclaims, Aww, not a snake! In the movies, Jones had a severe snake phobia. Harrison Jones even looks like Indy, compete with his trademark fedora (see figure 2.4).
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		Figure 2.4
Harrison Jones (whose name is a combination of those of the actor Harrison Ford and a character he played, Indiana Jones), facing his most dreaded enemy, a huge snake.

		

	
	Widespread but unconfirmed speculation says that one of the real-life models for Indiana Jones was the paleontologist Roy Chapman Andrews, who obtained great publicity for hunting dinosaurs in the Gobi desert of China in the 1920s.22 The character in the movies took on various assignments to track down lost artifacts with magical powers, a common kind of quest in WoW. Some of the quests involve seeking information from the past that might explain why the world is experiencing such chaos. Whelgar himself seeks four fragments of an ancient tablet, but is too afraid of the raptors to keep looking. As he explains, The text speaks of a divine plan and a doomed prophecy. 

	The Mystery of Time

	All quests in WoW involve goal-directed action over time, but many concern the distant past, and a few even seek to change history. History is about time. Of all the mysteries of life, time is the most mysterious. For example, the mystery of individual identity seems to be dependent in some way upon time. The ancient Greek philosopher Heracleitus raised this issue when he said we cannot step into the same river twice. Alfred Korzybski, the twentieth-century philosopher who founded the General Semantics movement, expressed this in the non-Aristotelian axiom that A does not equal A.23 This was a rhetorical way of saying that the identity of a thing is purely conceptual, because the real world is constantly changing, even over short spans of time. Nothing remains the same, so nothing is really itself. We cannot step into the same river even once.

	One of the greatest science fiction novels, The World of A¯, by A. E. Van Vogt, imagines a future society based on principles of General Semantics.24 The fundamental axiom of this school of thought is that our language deceives us about reality as much as it makes it possible for us to think about reality. A short distance into the book, the hero is killed. Then what? The hero reappears, as characters do after death in World of Warcraft, and the adventure continues. There may be several copies of the hero, taking turns in living his life. Interestingly, the heros name is Gosseyn—go sane, the opposite of go crazy—implying that somehow the heros apparently bizarre experience of life is actually natural.

	People die, empires fall, and whole solar systems are engulfed by black holes. And yet, the physicists tell us that matter and energy can neither be destroyed nor created, but only reconfigured from one form to another. Consider a bolt of lightning. It flashes in an instant, yet every single electron inside it has existed since the very beginning of the universe. The key to this paradox is the fact that every electron is indistinguishable from every other. They differ only in their relations to one another, notably where they are in space and how their position is changing over time. What dies at the end of a flash of lightning or a human life is a structure of electrons and protons, not the electrons and protons themselves. For a century, biologists and medical doctors have philosophized that death is the price we pay for complexity, because every single-celled creature alive today, every paramecium and bacterium, has lived for a billion years.25 The simplest things are eternal, whereas complex things, like ourselves, are ephemeral.

	Phenomenologist Alfred Schütz argued that humans conceptualize the future as a kind of past, imagining future events as if they had already happened.26 He also suggested that humans may experience multiple realities, largely distinguished from one another in terms of how we experience the flow of time.27 Thus, it is possible to say that the mystery of time is merely a subset of the mystery of consciousness. Recently, philosophers, cognitive scientists, and leaders in the field of artificial intelligence—such as Daniel Dennett, Paul Bloom, and Marvin Minsky—have suggested that the very idea that a human has a unified consciousness may be false.28 Our brains are complex assemblages of somewhat autonomous parts, and we are not aware of how they function because there was no evolutionary advantage to be gained by having such an awareness. To the extent that we are conscious at all, it is a chaotic swirl of impulses and reactions, not very far advanced over the blooming, buzzing confusion that philosopher and psychologist William James thought described an infants consciousness.

	At the extreme, time could be nothing but the human way of arranging our memories. However, if you think back on episodes from your past life, I believe you will find that you remember people, objects, and locations far clearer than the exact time when they occurred. Once, when I was a small boy, I was digging in the dirt behind our house, and I discovered a toy plastic car. I had never seen it before, so it must have been lost by previous inhabitants of our home. As an adult, I know that the house was built in 1743—yes, a real antique! I know I was born in 1940, and this was my first home, so the toy was lost by another child no later than the 1930s. It was made of plastic, so my adult mind tells me it must have dated from the twentieth century. When I dug the car up, I was surprised by the kind of plastic, because it was brownish with swirls of faint color, which I came to believe was an old-fashioned kind of plastic. In my memory of the episode, I am wearing short pants and a shirt, and the sun is warm, so it must have been summertime. I neither recall nor can deduce which year it was, although it could not have been later than the summer of 1949, because we moved away a few months after that. However, I know the location in space to an accuracy of perhaps one or two yards, because I recall I was facing the kitchen extension of the house, with the living room to my right. Unlike documents saved on a computer, my memory lacks a time stamp, and only our most recent short-term memories may really have a direct connection to our perception of time.

	Episodic memories are little stories that tell who, what, where, and only by implication when. They are narratives that can be communicated from one person to another.29 Indeed, the human mind functions largely in terms of narratives, in which a protagonist (such as yourself) seeks to achieve a goal that requires overcoming challenges, often with the aid of other people. Thus, the quests in World of Warcraft are models of human action. Among the great frustrations of life are incomplete lines of action, like quests that remain in the WoW quest log week in and week out, without being completed. My grandfather lived his early teenage years during the early 1880s in a cottage high on a Rhode Island hill, overlooking the sea. His family moved away, he completed medical school, the years passed, and finally in 1911, he was engaged to be married and brought his bride back to the cottage on a voyage of nostalgia. Asking her to wait for a moment, he ran into the barn and retrieved a toy he had left there decades before. All those many years, the desire to retrieve that toy had festered in his own personal quest log, and now he was able to complete it.

	Citizen Kane, a movie fictionalizing the life of newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst, tells the story of Kanes life from the perspective of a journalist trying to understand his last word, spoken at the moment of death: Rosebud. The journalist never learns what the audience sees in the films last frames, that Rosebud was the most meaningful object in the protagonists early life, a sled that represented his lost youth. These old stories are reminiscent of a WoW quest series in which Catullus retrieved the painting of Tirion Fordrings beloved family, which led to Tirions reunion with his son, but only a moment after his son had been killed. Tirions tale of damnation and redemption is told here in chapter 8.

	While a good case can be made for the claims that time is a function of consciousness, and that consciousness is fragmentary, there exist competing conceptions of time based in classical physics and contemporary information science. When H. G. Wells wrote his tremendously influential science fiction novel The Time Machine, in 1895, time was conceptualized as the fourth dimension.30 Today, cosmological string theorists suggest there might be eleven dimensions, not merely four, the majority of them far stranger than the three that define our perception of space. But if time is the fourth dimension, why cant you simply travel along it? This raises a contradiction: When you travel along a spatial dimension, you consume time to do it. What do you consume when you travel through time?

	Inspired by seventeenth-century philosopher René Descartes, classical physics was in the habit of graphing any measurable quality in terms of a dimension, whether or not it really involved a direction in space. Graph the height of a hundred people against their weight, and you have a two-dimensional graph, in which one (height) is one of the three spatial dimensions, and the other (weight) represents the nonspatial dimension of mass. I like to joke that we social scientists are richer than the physicists because we have hundreds of dimensions.

	As I mentioned earlier, the main section of my 1978 science fiction questionnaire consisted of 125 items, each of which asked the respondent to rate how much he or she liked a particular author on a seven-point scale. Mathematically, each of these scales can be treated as a separate dimension. For example, I could graph the 595 respondents in terms of how much they liked H. G. Wells versus how much they liked Jules Verne. Indeed, there turns out to be a strong correlation between these two ratings; people who like Wells tend also to like Verne. So, the author preference data gave me fully 125 dimensions, one for each author, although some of them were leaning toward each other and thus might be combined. Factor analysis is a method for finding a smaller number of dimensions in which the data can be graphed while minimizing the error.

	My best factor analysis gave exactly four dimensions. The first was the kind of science fiction often called hard science, stories based solidly on real physics or other hard sciences, with an emphasis on logic and plausibility, usually rather optimistic about the ability of technology to make a better future. The second dimension was what was called the New Wave at the time, fiction closer to the humanities and social sciences, concerned with psychological conflicts or literary style, and rather pessimistic about the future of technology. The third dimension was the fantasy cluster, a set of related genres—like action/adventure, sword and sorcery, and horror and weird—that believed the world was awash in magical forces and that saw hope in the heroic actions of individuals rather than in scientific and technological progress. This is the genre of World of Warcraft, but note it is a dimension of science fiction rather than being completely unrelated to science and technology. We see more of this connection in chapter 3. The fourth dimension of science fiction, appropriately enough, turned out to be time. It was anchored by classical writers like Jules Verne and H. G. Wells.

	Two features of Wellss classic The Time Machine deserve to be mentioned here. First, the time traveler is primarily an observer. There is no evidence that his actions taken a few hundred thousand years in the future influence the world he finds a few million years later, and, except for returning to his own time, he does not enter the past. Second, the human society he finds in the future is fractured into two classes or species. The Eloi, who seem to be the descendants of the upper classes from our society, are beautiful but stupid, indolent and passive, whereas the cannibalistic Morlocks maintain the machines that sustain the society and are presumably descendants of the working class. The novel, therefore, has elements of sociopolitical allegory, employing the metaphor of time travel to criticize the social arrangements of 1895. The novel ends with the death of the last living thing on Earth, thus driving home the question of whether we today have the power to steer history in a different direction.

	This is where the other conceptualization of time, based on information science, enters the equation. A computer goes through a series of calculations, starting with input and producing output. Suppose it adds seven numbers: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7. The result will be 28. Can we run this process in reverse? Suppose we told you that 28 was the result of a set of mathematical instructions—an algorithm. Given 28, could you tell us what the input was? No, you cannot. Perhaps the input was 4 × 7. Wrong. Now we give you a clue: The input consisted of seven digits. Perhaps, now you say, the input was 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 + 4 + 4. Wrong again. Now we give you a different clue, saying the seven digits were all different from one another. Perhaps, with some measure of frustration, you say the input was 7 + 6 + 5 + 4 + 3 + 2 + 1. Yes, we say, but you have the digits in the wrong order. How can you possibly guess what order they were in?

	This is a simple example of the informatics way of distinguishing the past from the future. The past implies a unique future, but the future does not imply a unique past. Sometimes this is stated in terms of the theory of entropy, which bridges between information science and physics.31 Entropy is a measure of the loss of information that takes place over time in the universe as a whole, which is equivalent to the idea that differences like those in temperature across different regions of the cosmos eventually even out.

	While an individual WoW character may progress upward from level 1 to level 80 over time, progress for the virtual world as a whole is very difficult. When running one character, I often needed to repeat a quest already completed by another. Tanya Krzywinska describes this timeless quality of WoW:

	Complicating both linear chronology and the sense of being in the world in temporal terms, some aspects of the game have a rather complex recursive time structure; you may, for example, have killed the dragon Onyxia, but you will still find her alive in human form as Lady Katrina Prestor in Stormwind Keep at the side of the human boy-King, and encounter her repeatedly in multiple visits. In this sense, the game does not have a consistent linear chronology; as with retellings of myths, battles are fought over and over again, and in this there is a cyclical organization of time—a kind of eternal recurrence, to use a phrase from Nietzsche.32

	However, the world of WoW does change, notably every Tuesday morning when server maintenance is carried out, in the frequent upgrades when parameters are tweaked and a new instance may be added, or at the two major expansions: The Burning Crusade and Wrath of the Lich King. A visit to Stormwind Keep on December 21, 2008, revealed that young Andruin Wrynn was no longer king, but a prince, and he stood beside his father, King Varian Wrynn, not Lady Katrina Prestor. The only other named character in the throne room was Emissary Taluun from the Exodar, who joined the alliance at the time of the Burning Crusade expansion in early 2007. King Varian Wrynn had been missing for years, until he washed up on the Durotar shore in late 2008, just in time to play a key role in the defense of Stormwind when the Lich King attacked. He had been a victim of amnesia, a catastrophic loss of memory comparable to erasure of a computers hard disk, but he was eventually able to recollect this lost information.33

	On the evening of Monday, November 10, 2008, after weeks of probing raids, the Lich Kings forces attacked both Stormwind and Orgrimmar—and naturally, I had characters in place to observe both battles! King Varian led the spirited defense of Stormwind from the expansive harbor, which had not been accessible before that time, whereas the Horde leader, Thrall, suffered a measure of disgrace and played only a secondary role in what followed. On November 13, invasion ships began leaving Stormwind to attack the Lich Kings bases on the previously inaccessible Northrend continent, and zeppelins began flooding from Orgrimmar to do the same. One of my level-70 characters joined nearly a hundred other members of his guild in assaulting Northrend as a spearhead battalion. Thus, historical shifts can happen in World of Warcraft, despite the technical difficulties they can pose for a game-world that constantly welcomes new players, and that cannot possibly change in response to all their individual actions.

	At the beginning of 2006, WoW added the first of a series of world events, episodes that require great effort from players but lead to a substantial change in the world. This was the opening of the Gates of AhnQiraj in the high-level Silithus zone, which was accomplished separately on each realm (server) through extensive quests and attacks against the insect Silithids.34 Another example is the addition of the QuelDanas Sunwell Isle between the two major expansions, on which the Shattered Sun Offensive slowly made real progress against the legions of Kaelthas. More recently, several local-ities in Northrend are designed to change as the result of just one individual players actions—although other players will not see the changes until they themselves have made them happen. For example, when first visited, the Shadow Vault in the top-level Icecrown zone is held by the Scourge, but completing a series of quests captures it for the invasion force.

	Information technology has a way of surprising us, just when we thought we had everything figured out. The principle of entropy may apply to the universe as a whole, but it need not apply to small parts. Indeed, inside a computer, travel backward in time may really be possible. If you back up your data periodically, you can back up in time by means of reboot, reset, or restore. You cannot save the current state of the universe because you would need memory storage larger than the universe to contain the information. But in principle you could preserve, rewind, and relive World of Warcraft.

	Time Travel Quests

	Time travel appears at several points in World of Warcraft. Notably, the Plaguelands were affected by dislocations in time. When Maxrohn entered the inn at the ruins of Andorhal, he found it in a condition as decayed as the rest of the town, except for one room upstairs that was untouched by the ravages of time. There, he met Chromie, who looked like a cute little female gnome but was actually a dragon in disguise, a member of the bronze dragonflight led by Nozdormu, the Aspect of Time. She gave him quests such as A Matter of Time that required luring fifteen temporal parasites through a temporal rift, and destroying them. Sometimes, too many of these huge, pink slugs would attack him, and when he tried to run away they slowed his time frame to reduce his chances of escape. Another of her quests, Counting Out Time, required finding five watches in the ruins, all frozen at 3 oclock, reminiscent of the clocks of Hiroshima, that ceased counting time at the instant a hundred thousand people died. Eventually, Chromie explains, the watches Maxrohn gave her will naturally return through time dislocations to the point in time and space where he found them.

	To very advanced characters, around levels 72 and 80, Chromie offers two connected Northrend quests, Mystery of the Infinite and Mystery of the Infinite, Redux. They bring together two versions of the players character from different points in time to help each other penetrate a time storm and learn the identity of the leader of the Infinite Dragonflight, who maliciously seeks to alter time. The Hourglass of Eternity seems to indicate that it is Nozdormu himself, but Chromie dismisses this heretical idea immediately, failing to realize that only he could both know the nature of his own future doom, and strive to change the past to avert it.

	Partly out of nostalgia for many lost opportunities in the past, and partly to connect his personal transformation to the broader flow of time, Maxrohn arranged to reach level 60 in Chromies room. Prior to the January 2007 expansion, level 60 was the maximum possible, so it was an important benchmark. In the ruins of Andorhal, near the inn, he destroyed several Undead minions of the Scourge, until he was very close to leveling. Then he lured a soulless ghoul into Chromies room and destroyed it before her very eyes, beginning with a blast of holy fire.

	Chromie implied that those who sought to travel through time to change history were mistaken: While the past is set in its ways, the future is always changing. The decisions you make in the here and now help guide that change. However, in another of her quests, the possibility arises that it is possible to change the past by influencing the futures interpretation of earlier events. Perhaps the saddest encounter of Maxrohns adventuring was when he found Pamela Redpath, the ghost of a little girl, lurking in the blasted ruins of her home. At her request, Maxrohn found the scattered remnants of her doll and returned it to her. Then she sent him in search of her aunt Marlene and uncle Carlin, each of whom initiated a quest series; the series intertwined in the hope of saving Pamelas father, Joseph Redpath, not from death, because it is too late for that, but from corruption and dishonor in the Battle of Darrowshire.

	At Marlenes command, Maxrohn took the wedding ring of Joseph Redpath to Chromie, who tells him to retrieve the Annals of Darrowshire, which contains the story of the battle. Chromie uses her magic to add pages to this book, thereby rewriting history. When Carlin reads these pages, he requires proof, so Maxrohn must undertake other quests to find physical evidence in the form of relics. Eventually, he takes them to Chromie, who says that if he places the relics in the town square of ruined Darrowshire, the battle will be refought, leading to Joseph Redpaths honor-able death. Maxrohn finished all these quests alone, except the last one, which requires five players. After several failed attempts to organize a group for the Battle of Darrowshire, he gave up, keeping the quest unattended in his quest log for several months.

	Maxrohn returned to the Plaguelands at level 70 for one last try. He placed the relics, stood back, and prepared to call upon all his hundreds of hours of experience to complete this group quest alone. Gradually, the warriors of the battle appeared, including Joseph Redpath, but they were translucent ghosts, rather than the solid bodies one might expect from physical time travel. Several times Maxrohn faltered, but he preserved Redpath past the point at which he would have been corrupted, and began to lose only when he was facing the final enemy. At the last instant before defeat, a level-56 female Draenei mage named Skyance appeared on the scene quite by accident and assisted Maxrohn, apparently out of the goodness of her heart. A few moments later, he was able to tell Pamela that her father had been saved. History had been changed, if not time. Pamelas father was still dead, as Pamela herself was, but now he had died honorably.

	For Catullus, the most impressive time-travel experience in WoW was the rescue of Thrall in the Caverns of Time instance. Intruders, who appear to be dragons of unknown origin, are trying to change the course of history by reaching back seven years to the moment when Thrall escaped from Durnholde Keep, with the help of Taretha. They have kidnapped Taretha, thereby preventing her from playing her assigned role in history. If Thrall cannot escape, most Orcs will remain in Human captivity, the modern Horde cannot be created, and all major historical events will turn out differently. Because he was a member of the Horde, Catullus naturally has no doubt that Thrall must be liberated, so he and four companions enter the Caverns of Time, travel backward seven years, and enter Durnholde Keep in disguise. With difficulty, they liberate Thrall and escort him out of the fortress, killing many enemies along the way. Rather than rush off to free his fellow Orcs, however, Thrall rides to Tarren Mill in search of Taretha, seeking her in the church but finding her captive in the inn. Terrible struggles with her captors eventually free Taretha, who greets Thrall with respect and fondness. Once history has been restored, tragically Taretha and Thrall lose all memory of the events, and she must return to Durnholde Keep to suffer beheading.

	The mutability of computer time was illustrated by the fact that Catullus needed to do this instance twice. The first time was fully successful for him and three of his companions, but one member of the group had failed to get the escort quest from Thrall, and thus did not get credit for the success. Disappointed, this person asked Catullus to help her try again, so they recruited three other people and repeated the effort, this time quite familiar with what to do but thoroughly exhausted. The computer term instance is used to describe the caverns, because several copies may exist simultaneously in a single realm, with different teams at different points during this roughly two-hour activity. Instances, therefore, represent separate timelines, in which somewhat different events unfold.

	I personally found the Caverns of Time remarkably impressive. The scene represents about half of one of the most familiar WoW zones, Hillsbrad Foothills, surrounded by impenetrable mists. Because the time is seven years ago, buildings that I had come to know as ruins were in mint condition. The Horde town of Tarren Mill is dilapidated today, but was pristine then. Disguised as a Human, Catullus was able to visit the Alliance town of Southshore, attending a meeting at the inn where he met Tirion Fordring before his disgrace and exile, and overheard the local elite discuss weapons that might be used in the coming wars. Now, of course, those wars are over, and their immense cost in lives can no longer be prevented. The subjective experience of traveling back in time and seeing earlier days in a well-known place was thoroughly exhilarating.

	The most time-consuming example of time travel is not a quest series or instance but the The War of the Ancients trilogy of WoW novels by Richard A. Knaak.35 Ten thousand years ago, the unified Elven civilization ruled a single continent in a vast sea. Queen Azshara and her Highborne elite were not content to draw spiritual energy from the Well of Eternity but foolishly sought more power by magically assisting a fallen Titan named Sargeras in entering the world, accompanied by his Burning Legion. Opposing them were three heroes of WoW legend: Malfurion Stormrage, his brother Illidan, and the women they both loved, Tyrande Whisperwind. Because Elves do not age perceptibly, she still lives today in the Temple of the Moon in the Night Elf city Darnassus.

	The novel sends three minor characters from the present back in time—Krasus, Rhonin, and Broxigar—to assist Malfurion in defeating the Burning Legion, but at the cost of a cataclysm that split the continent apart. It is said that North America is drifting away from Europe at roughly the speed that a persons fingernails grow, due to the continental drift on Earth discovered a century ago by Alfred Wegener,36 but the separation of the land on the WoW planet caused vast sundering of land and peoples in a matter of hours. The visible remnant today of the area around the ruined Well of Eternity is the huge Bay of Storms in the zone named after Azshara, but a swirling maelstrom in the center of the ocean between the continental fragments proves that the forces of the well have not dissipated even after ten millennia.

	Historical events described in the trilogy of novels are not identical to those given in other WoW sources, notably the actions of the three time travelers. There are three plausible explanations. First, the books are historical novels, and a convention of that literary genre is to tell the story of historical figures from the perspective of secondary characters who cannot be found in the historical record. That allows the author to give these characters adventures beyond those experienced by the real historical figures.

	Second, the novels may supersede earlier sources in the process that the creators of serial fiction call retcon—retroactive continuity—the replacement of earlier assumptions by later ones, in order to produce the most appealing recent episodes. A famous example of retcon was when Sir Arthur Conan Doyle brought Sherlock Holmes back from the dead, because his readers demanded more stories. Robert J. Sawers remarkable short story You See But You Do Not Observe suggests that Doyles manipulation of fictional events actually upset the entire real universe, preventing humans from discovering extraterrestrials.37

	Third, the presence of the time travelers may have changed history, for example, making possible the victory of the Burning Legion, which they themselves must then prevent. One of the time travelers, the Elf mage named Krasus—who also was a transmuted dragon—became disoriented: The mage no longer knew what was a part of the original history and what had been altered by his interference.38 This may be how all time travel paradoxes end, or indeed, all meditations about the meaning of time, with the confounding of fantasy and reality.

	When Catullus first entered the Caverns of Time, the Custodian told him, There are only two truths to be found here: First, that time is chaotic, always in flux, and completely malleable[,] and second, perception does not dictate reality. It is terrifying to think that the Custodian may be correct. Perhaps the universe really is a manifold of possibilities, a Twisting Nether, in which a chain of random events gave birth entirely by chance to intelligent beings who wrongly imagine there is something profoundly meaningful about their lives. We are the children of chaos. The fact that everything is in flux does not give us the power to create the future merely by imagining it. Indeed, even the most vigorous, concerted action may be incapable of mastering the chaos.

	Epilogue: Decline of the Trolls

	When Papadoc, the Troll priest, first visited the Echo Isles off the southeast coast of Durotar, he was deeply saddened by what he saw. The terrain itself was beautiful, dotted with palm trees, around which tropical birds circled, and even the local tigers added their brown and orange colors to the scene. His sadness came from beholding the ancient ruins that spread across the islands, and the primitive huts of the barbaric Trolls who inhabit this site of their ancestors former glory. The ravages of time have scattered the stones, which were incised with hieroglyphs that no one can read today, but here and there an arch or a wall still stands. A colossal head stares out to sea, one red eye suggesting that the sculptures may have been brightly painted originally. Stylized malachite statues of tigers imply that nature may not have changed much, despite the decline of the Troll civilization. The modern huts are made of tree branches, raised above the ground to ward off bugs and rats. Instead of rebuilding their ancient town and temple, the lazy inhabitants toy with Voodoo and allow themselves to be hexed by their witch doctor chief. Perhaps it would be easier to travel back in time and prevent the fall of Troll civilization than to convince its primitive descendants to become civilized.
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