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Synthetic Excellence:

Standards, Play, and Unintended Outcomes.
D. Linda Garcia and Garrison LeMasters, Georgetowiversity

Abstract

Given the growing complexity and interdependencthefglobal networks, efforts
are being devoted to promote interoperability amdopen network environment.

While supporting the overall goal of interoperabyili this paper sounds a
cautionary note. It argues that the value of staddas contextually based. The paper
contends that, as standards efforts become inanghsfocused on the upper layers of
the internet, care should be taken to assure thggir@priate metrics be adopted to
determine the costs and benefits of these standdtdsespect to other realms of life.

Focusing on the highest-level applications in parar, this paper examines
current efforts to create standards across virtwabrlds, using material from the
MPEG-V working group as a case study. Advocaieshese standards foresee clear
economic benefits for producers and maintainersiiial worlds, as well as for their
inhabitants. We argue that such faith in the petable outcomes of standards betrays a
tendency to think of virtual worlds as the inteniboutcome of rational design, as well
as to misapprehend the roles of diversity and plagiscrete environments. We question
this narrow economic perspective. We contend tivasal world standards can only
beget unpredictable outcomes, which will not orifea relationships between worlds,
but inevitably within communities. To identify tbaests and benefits of standards in
these complex environments, all of these relatipssimust be considered. As
importantly, we argue that virtual diversity, likeiological variety, is inherently
beneficial to users of synthetic worlds. To reatize benefits of what Sutton-Smith calls
“the potentiation of adaptive variability,” we coemd that what is needed is not
standards across virtual worlds but rather a brodtersity of synthetic, discrete
ecosystems.

Keywords: standards; evolution; play; interoperability; elisity.
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Synthetic Excellence:

Standards, Play, and Unintended Outcomes.
D. Linda Garcia and Garrison LeMasters, Georgetowiversity

In today’s increasingly networked society, moreogH are being devoted to promoting
interoperability and an open network environmenbigki, 2000). This growing enthusiasm for
interoperability is understandable. One need aolysider the economics of networks. Given
the interdependencies within a network, componemist work together in order for the network
to function effectively. As importantly, interdep#encies give rise to positive network
externalities, insofar as the value of a networkreases along with the number of users and
applications (Shapiro and Varian, 1998; Varian, @ioa and Farrell, 2005). Interoperable
standards are also increasingly called for, givengrowing complexity and interdependence of
the globally networked economy (Axelrod and CoHE®D9). In the future economy, standards
will not only serve their traditional functions athieving efficiency, facilitating coordination,
and executing control; as importantly, they wiltetenine the structure of the ‘playing field’ on
which networked transactions take place (Garci@420

Many of those advocating for interoperability hgdaced their hopes on the internet,
conceiving it as an open, end-to-end network thaildc seamlessly transmit information
regardless of its source, the nature of the infdonaits means of transmission, and the user.
To this end, the internet’s architects designednévork so that most of its intelligence and
control functions extended outward to the users pepherals at the edges of the network.
(Communication Science and Telecommunications Bo&894). The internet's end-to-end
architecture did not solve the problem of interapdity for long, however. Given the
commercialization of the internet, and the growadngrsity of its users, the consensus on behalf
of the end-to-end architecture soon began to uhra¥® make the most of interconnection,
business users needed to enhance their servicds awivariety of additional functions
(Blumenthal and Clark 2000). Thus, if the interietto serve effectively as a commercial
platform, additional, higher-level standards in o of middleware and software applications
will be required. Not surprisingly, therefore, eat decades have witnessed not only a sharp rise
in the number and types of standards forums bestgbkshed (Libicki, 2000: Werle 2001,
Garcia 2004; Garcia, Leickly, and Willey, 2005).

While supporting the overall goal of interoperalyilithis paper provides a cautionary
note. It argues that the value of standards isestudlly based. Thus, for example, while
interoperability may be highly valuable in a pur&gonomic/commercial context, it might in
fact engender some unintended, negative conseguéandke political and cultural realms. On
this basis, the paper contends that, as standHaitssdoecome increasingly focused on the upper
layers of the internet, care should be taken tarasthat appropriate metrics be adopted to
determine the costs and benefits of these standatiisespect to other realms of life.

Employing an interdisciplinary approach, this patakes a first step in exploring these
issues. Focusing on the highest-level applicationparticular, it examines current efforts to
create standards across virtual worlds, using naafeom the MPEG-V working group as a case
study. Advocates for these standards foresee aeanomic benefits for producers and
maintainers of virtual worlds, as well as for thimihabitants (Sivan, 2008). We argue that such
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faith in the predictable outcomes of standardsalysta tendency both to think of virtual worlds
as the intentional outcome of rational design, al s to misapprehend the roles of diversity
and play in discrete environments. We questios rilarrow economic perspective. Arguing that
a metaverselike all worlds, is highly complex, we contendathvirtual world standards —
ranging from EULAs to the software code itself —canly beget unpredictable outcomes,
which will not only affect relationships between nds, but inevitably within communities. To
identify the costs and benefits of standards inseéheomplex environments, all of these
relationships must be considered (Steinkuehler4R0As importantly, we argue that virtual
diversity, like biological variety, is inherentlyeheficial to users of synthetic worlds. To realize
the benefits of what Sutton-Smith (1997) calls “thetentiation of adaptive variability,” we
contend that what is needed is not standards aendsal worlds but rather a broad diversity of
synthetic, discrete ecosystems.

To make our case, we proceed as follows. Firstcharacterize standards and describe
their role in society from the perspective of coexpadaptive systems. Second, we look at how
— from an historical perspective — formal standaatsd standard setting has evolved,
emphasizing their link to the ascent of technolalgiartifacts with the consequence that
standards development concerns have generally Iskewed towards relatively narrow
economic criteria such as cost, competitivenesd, edficiency. Next, focusing on the case of
MPEG-V, we show how this trend is being replicateday with respect to the development of
standards for virtual worlds. This, we conclugean alarming trend that could give rise to a
number of unfortunate and unforeseen consequenicesnake this point, we look at the unique
(some might say sacred) role of games in the redlculture, which allow mankind to both
generate and adapt to a changing environment. dNelude that designing play environments,
based solely on economic criteria, might seriousigermine the innovative and adaptive role of
play as well as the evolution of diverse cultures.

Standardsand Their Rolein Complex Adaptive Systems

To fully appreciate the long-terms development @indards for virtual worlds, it is
necessary first to define standards and seconlai@cterize their general role in society. In this
paper, we focus on the role that standards playtasfacesbetween actors at all layers of a
complex adaptive system, facilitating interconractand interaction, and thereby fostering the
generation of emergent properties and the evolatipadaptation of the system itself.

What Do We M ean by Standards

Standards are specifications that define the oelaliips between the parts of any given
whole. As such, standards dhe rules of the gamdounding the system as well as providing
both affordances and constraints to the actors/coents/nodes within it.

Although in the modern era we have come to thinualstandards in technical terms,
they are first and foremost the building blockstef social order — itself a network of networks
(Kontopoulos, 1993; Sawyer, 2005; Beinhocker, 2008pr, in any given context, standards
constitute an agreed upon set of meanings, scuipid,rules that guide behavior and govern
relationships. Embodying critical information inghly compressed and abbreviated formats,
they greatly simplify the environment. Signally apjunities and constraining choices, standards
allow for cooperation and coordinated behaviolatetplace (Garcia, et al., 2005).
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Consider, for example, the role of language anipkngestures. Based on a common
understanding, they provide the shared frame ofreece and sense of reality needed for
intimate relationships and the establishment of mom goals. Similarly, cooperation among
individuals who are engaged in interdependent iietsvis greatly facilitated when people do not
act randomly, or on a trial and error basis, bilhenwhen they conform to a shared set of
expectations embodied in socially constructed rql€atz and Kahn, 1978). Likewise,
organizations gain greater access to resourceglaasweduce their transaction costs when they
adhere to standardized rules and procedures imstitlized in their environments. In so doing,
organizations themselves become standardized iovey &s today the prevalence of bureaucratic
forms and structures clearly attest (DiMaggio anaé&ll, 1991). In the realm of technology, as
well, standards specifications and protocols addevtb system components by allowing them to
interconnect and interoperate in a transparentsaadhless fashion (Garcia, Kale, and Danish,
2007).

By providing an overarching and common point oerehce, standards help to integrate
social systems. Even more important, by serveigranterfaceacross boundaries and between
and among different actors in complex systems, dstals afford a mechanism for
interconnection and feedback to take place, so ithabvative and adaptive behaviors can
emerge. To better appreciate this role, we ne¢abtomore closely at the nature and importance
of complex adaptive systems.

Standards and Complex Systems

The term complex adaptive system is derived froommexity theory, the origins of
which can be traced back to ideas and propositisseciated with a broad array of disciplines,
including mathematics, biology, psychology, physipghilosophy, and sociology. Although
complexity analysis has yet to take the form ohlkencompassing, agreed upon body of theory,
the notion of a complex adaptive system — a termexbby John Holland (1995) and Murray
Gell-Mann (1994) — has itself been very fruitfulynployed by a number of diverse scholars in
far-ranging fields (Stuart Kauffman, 1995; R. KeBawyer, 2005; Joshua Epstein, 2006; Eric
Beinhocker, 2006; Michael Batty, 2007; and LindanBard et al., 2008).

Surveying this diverse literature, we can best attarize complex adaptive systems by
virtue of a set of common attributes that havedglbly been ascribed to them. Accordingly, a
complex adaptive system can be said to comprisengbar of interdependent, heterogeneous
actors whose actions affect the behavior of alerth As importantly, because actors operate
according to their own unique scripts and roles, dhtcomes of their interactions are nonlinear
and therefore unpredictable (Kauffman, 1995). &lbaless, the system as a whole is emergent;
changes and interactions, which are generated ftioen bottom up, give rise to ‘self-
organization’, whereby outcomes at the macro lénaglscend individual actions, so they cannot
(as in linear systems) be traced back to them (tfmmilos, 1993; Monge and Contractor, 2003;
Beinhocker, 2005; Sawyer, 2005).

The indeterminateness and flexibility associatethwomplexity makes it possible for
complex adaptive systems to evolve and adapt awer. t In fact, as Beinhocker (2005) claims,
complex adaptive systems are, by their very natewe|utionary systems. As such, they are
ideally suited tdearn over time. Learning takes place when actors atticro level strive to
enhance theifitness levelwith respect to the context in which they operatds Monge and
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Contractor (2003) describe, actors “follow ruleattexplicitly and sometimes consciously seek
to improve their fitness in terms of performanaggtability, and/or survival.” In so doing, they
change thditness levelof other actors as well as tfitness landscapef the system itself —
that is to say the macwiteria by which actors in that system are evaluated (faarh, 1995;
Beinhocker, 2005). It is in this way that actorsl &ime system co-evolve.

Viewed within the context of complex adaptive syste standards can be considered as
rules of the gamen so far as they help define the fithess levgblieating the criteria for success
in any given context. Moreover, standards are —e Bl norms and institutions — socially
constructed, emerging and evolving through the rphdy of social interactions, social
institutions, and social norms, be they culturaljtigal or economic. Embedded in language,
artifacts, scripts, and repertoires, standards hetprs to carry out their activities and pursue
their goals. As well, employing standards forittoevn, unique purposes, actors redefine them
over time.

Not surprisingly, standards have proliferated aamgd importance as societal activities
have become more complex (Beniger, 1986). As EBulkheim (1984) noted three quarters of
a century ago, increased specialization and a dedipision of labor generated the need for
greater integration and control, and standardsigeovone answer. As described below, the
growing demand for standards, accompanied by uepested technological advances, led to
the specialization of the standards setting proitest, and with it a much more ‘generalized,’
economic criteria for standards evaluation. Itthe technologically-based criteria that we
guestion in the case of virtual worlds.

Formalizing Standar ds Through Standar dization Processes

That the momentum behind formal standardizatiorcgsses and the shift to a focus on
economic criteria should occur together with tree rof industrial technologies should come as
no surprise. The idea of Progress through induigiroduction was at the heart of the American
dream (Smith and Marx, 2007). And technical statslavere essential for achieving it. Most
importantly, standardization allowed for interof®ea parts, which made large scale, rapid,
precision manufacturing possible.

Consider, for example, the case of mass produetnohthe specialization associated with
it. With specialization and a deepening of the slom of labor, tasks became more
interdependent, requiring greater cooperation afoimation exchange. As noted by Harold
Williamson:

Chief among the other elements in the pattern odsmaoduction is the principle of
standardization. Stemming from the rudimentaryisiim of labor, standardization
involved the continuous pursuit, and progressivaization, of the uniformity of the

materials, operations and products of industry,civimade possible the future division
and mechanization of labor (Williamson, 1951).

The relationship between standards and mass pioduets self-reinforcing. Further
advances in precision manufacturing required thesldpment of machine tools and precision
gauges, which in turn further drove the need fangards and standard measures (OTA, 1992).
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With the growing demand and increased stakes imdatas, formal organizations were
established to develop them. Generating their pwotedures, communication genres, and
social identities during their on-going, day-to-dayeractions, standard setting organizations
took on a recognizable life of their own. Over ¢inthese organizations developed a set of
structural practices unique to their institutioaphce as well as a set of fitness criteria by which
to evaluate and select standards (OTA, 1992)

Despite the diversity of organizations within thanslards setting environment, standards
became associated with the economy, and the eriteridetermining thditnessof standards
converged around economic variables. Included antbese fitness criteria, for example, are
prospects for scale and scope economies, reduaedattion costs, lower prices, enhanced
competition, competitive business strategies, iation, and positive externalities. This techno-
economic emphasis is understandable, given the sindu context in which formal
standardization emerged, together with the Goventimi@mphatic belief that standards should
be developed in the marketplace by the privateose€hus, most of the participants in standards
processes have been industrial players. Moreaveich of the thinking about standards
development has taken place within the relativelsyrow discipline of economics (Landis 1987;
Farrell and Saloner; Besen and Farrell, 1994).

Serving not only to regulate behavior but also dastitute its very meaning, standards
and standards setting bodies are a major sourpgevedr in society. For this reason, how and by
whom standards are defined, and the fithess @itesed to evaluate them, is of great import, be
it with respect to day-to-day social interactionstlwe architectural framework that defines a
technology. Thus, standards setting processes noistnly be efficacious, they must also be
legitimate. Moreover, they must be suitable to thatext at hand. While economic fitness
criteria for standards have served well in govegrénonomic interactions in the marketplace, we
should not presume that market criteria are appatepfor the realm of culture and games.

As described below, just as the advancement ohtdoQy provided the momentum for
standardization in the industrial world, so toasinow fostering standards development in the
realm of virtual worlds and video games, two realhich although theoretically and practically
distinct in some regards, are—for the purposesisfpaper—both understood as sites of play.
Caution is warranted at this point, however. Agid and Brown (2002) have pointed out with
respect to the design of shopping “knowbots,” esiglely economic criteria often constitute
aberrant simplifications and distortions of lif€hese designs can have far reaching implications
because — as Winner (1986) points out — technatotyigically become ‘forms of life,” taking
on a life of their own. Hence, as Winner admonssh&e must not be technological
somnambulists in the face of new technology. MPE{S-a case in point.

MPEG-V

In a brief “think-piece” entitled “Real Virtual Whts SOS (State of Standards) Q3-2008,”
in the second issue of thwurnal of Virtual Worlds Yesha Sivan briefly makes a case for
extending standards across virtual worlds. Thegehstic environments, he enthuses, “are
destined to become big, in the sense of meaningftiyential, and making money [sic] for
various current and new players” (2).
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But as a market, this imagined “metaverse” of weilsl inefficient: decrying individual
and proprietary attempts to build and populateuairtworlds, Sivan argues that “the common
public good calls for a connected system like titerhet where different forces can innovate in
particular spots of the value chain” (2). Standal insists, are desperately needed.

Sivan’s concern for the common public good is ldleaut necessarily prompts the
guestion: What is the common public good vis-aeviine synthetic worlds? And are standards
perforce the best way to safeguard that imaginedigoln this section, we want to look briefly
at documents surrounding the draft schema to w8ighn refers: the proposed standards for
information exchange within virtual worlds now bgideveloped by the Moving Picture Experts
Group Virtual Worlds Standard (MPEG-V) working gmu With attention paid solely in the
technology itself, and with little apparent regdaot the sociotechnological context of their
project, the MPEG-V imagines the public good inaarow, reductive, and determinist fashion.
Looking briefly at their proposal for a metaverselevavatar standard, we ask whether imagined
gains in efficiency will come at a dear cost.

MPEG, an ISO/IEC working group, has been the soofamany familiar standards, and
argues that it is important to standardize interiatedformats and protocols for “information
exchange with virtual worlds” in the areas of “ifiéees between virtual worlds” and “interfaces
between virtual worlds and the physical world.” efthworking framework consists of three
areas:

The first part will describe an overall architeguhat can be instantiated for all the
foreseeable combinations of virtual worlds and weatld deployment. The second part
will allow for the interchange of characteristicetlween virtual worlds taking native
formats and scalability into account. The thirdtpaill allow for the interfacing of
sensors and actuators to the virtual world takiative formats into account.

According to the “Summary of MPEG V”:

[T]he ‘Information exchange with Virtual Worlds’ [1project intends to provide a
standardized global framework and associated atesd, intermediate formats definitions
and the like, to enable the interoperability betmvegtual worlds (as for exampl&ctive
Worlds Second LifeIMVU, Google Earth Virtual Earth and many others) and between
virtual worlds and the real world (sensors, acttgteision and rendering, robotics (e.qg.
for revalidation), (support for) independent livirgpcial and welfare systems, banking,
insurance, travel, real estate, rights managemmehtreany others).

But consideration of the brief document’s rhetoeeeals a process in which technological
concerns trump social ones. While the documentnbegy characterizing virtual world
technologies as components of complex social artural practices like “entertainment,
education, training, [. . .] work, reliving the pdsand so on, any due consideration of the social
nature of these systems is quickly abandoned iarfa¥ an economic vocabulary. Citing the
growing ubiquity of online gaming and virtual wasldh our lives, for example, the document
assumes a singularly economic posture, “Gamesheileverywhere and their societal need is
very big,” the authors explain, concluding “it witkad to many new products and it requires
many companies.” Driven by this market logic, tieument’'s argument echoes early twentieth
century calls for standards, as it emphasizes cieficy,” “fast adoption,” and the need for
“pbetter tools.”
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While there is nothing surprising about justifyithge move toward standards in exclusively
economic terms, we contend that the argument tdmi@ogical efficiency conveniently ignores
the messy social contexts within which we adoptkenase of, and are shaped by these tools.
Once economics becomes the dominant logic, imagieedand is met by imagined supply and
the question of the social is abandoned, “It isigaged that the most important developments
will occur in the areas of display technology, dmap, animation, (physical) simulation,
behavior and artificial intelligence, loosely distited systems and network technology.”
Technology is “envisaged” as though in a vacuumheWWhuman beings finally resurface in the
MPEG-V’s considerations, they are reduced to memsemers, as the user is given tools to
preserve “value invested” in his avatar.

As we have suggested, this rhetoric is historigadlst of the logic of standards. We do not
doubt that everyone who has contributed to the MP&giiirements discussion is enthusiastic
about the social and cultural opportunities thesehriologies offer. But whatever their
intentions, as the Avatar Characteristics XSD regag demonstrates below, the industrial-era
emphasis on efficiency, coordination, and contr@am that social and cultural criteria are
effectively divorced from technical considerations.

The Avatar Characteristics XSD

The Avatar Characteristics XSD (XML Schema Documésntthe core technology by
which the MPEG-V proposes to standardize virtuatldg not by standardizing the worlgser
se but by creating a comprehensive document thatatalizes aspects of the player’s in-world
representative, her avatar, in minute detail, acrib® categories of appearance, animation,
communication skills, personality, and control. séems likely that the MPEG working group
approached the matter in a fashion they believedldvallow each world to preserve its unique
identity: these standards do not address the wdhdsselves, only the movement between
them.

But what are worlds other than the people who c@septhem? And what are the
societies that comprise these worlds, other thahelsoof rules and norms? Of course, there are
infinite combinations of characteristics availalghin the schema as defined. But no easily
generalized and finite descriptive schema couldsiphs account for the infinitely malleable
schemas of specific worlds’ discreet descriptiohsheir avatars. The schema is a vector for
rigidity and the end of adaptability in virtual wds and online games. We believe that the
avatar schema imposes unwelcome finitude on everldvn the metaverse.

The proposed XSD stipulates that an avatar's gerideexample, is to be either Male,
Female, or Undefined; there are no other optiongthout some requisite biological real-world
referent (both men and women frequently play asatapposite their own genders), the
stipulation of a static, binary gender seems pooolyceived, and illustrates the limits these rules
immediately impose. Suddenly, worlds like thoseicked in novels like Ursula K. LeGuin’s
Left Hand of Darknessr Jeffrey EugenidesMliddlesexbecome entirely unthinkable. Whatever
insight these worlds offered readers of fictiondraes lost to online worlds. The in-world re-
creation of divinities like Ardhanarisvara and Hephroditos becomes impossible. And
intersex identity is consigned to the non-categirgn “Undefined.”

10
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In terms of their overt racial characteristics, tave are described by a single element in
the XSD called SkinPigment, which comprises six edralements: Very Light, Light, Average,
Olive, Brown, and Black. Again, given the abseateesal-world referents, these seem strangely
arbitrary, and smack of bias: The element “Avetagealls an era when the pink Crayola
crayon was labelled “Flesh.” In contrast to thenimal elements of SkinPigment, though,
consider the complexity of the avatar’s hair speatfons. Where skin color is one of merely six
named elements, hair is defined by no fewer thatr@huding amount of white hair (WhiteHair),
amount of blonde hair (BlondeHair), amount of rexdr {RedHair), as well as a variable hair
color (HairColor) that can be set to any of 65,d@erent values.

Defined Animation elements dictate the actions thatavatar will be able to port from
world to world. As they are defined by the XSD, rthare several dozen predefined actions,
including one for yoga, one for surfing, and one tfrowing up. At the same time, there are
separate, predefined elements reserved for anighit;avatar as she aims a bow and arrow, as
she aims a handgun, as she aims a rifle, and aarslsea bazooka. For greeting another avatar,
there are eight animations defined by the XSD;dancing, there are eleven animations; for
fighting with another avatar, there are at ledsg-gight animations.

In sum, we see these definitions for avatars agranp and determinist. Invented to
satisfy commercial needs, even a cursory reviewaksvthem to be inflexible in terms of gender
and race, two enormously complex and variable caiteg of human identity. Further, resources
within the XSD seem predisposed to violence, whalgources devoted to personal expression
receive considerably less attention. We are undellusions about the frequently violent nature
of activity in virtual worlds. This standard, hovesy privileges acts of violence over any other.

The Mangle of Practice, The Mangle of Play

In addition to addressing the explicit intent of tMPEG-V, it is instructive to consider the
issue of unintended outcomes. Within and arourndegavorlds and virtual realities, there has
always been intense conversation about the digitatets that shape them. Independent wikis,
blogs, and chat boards like wow.com and massivaty.care dedicated to unpacking,
cataloguing, and debating the hard-coded rules ghat form to some of the more populous
worlds, like Blizzard’s World of Warcraft, Makenal$here.com, and Linden Lab’s Second Life.
Even mainstream sites like CNET.com and engadgetregularly cover virtual world software
client updates and the debates among playersubatrainiscule rule-changes can engender.

Players’ focus on the rules themselves is undadstale, but wrongheaded: no matter how
informed and finely grained these conversations,ekclusive focus upon rule sets ignores the
emergent complexity of game environments (SteinlareB004). With a careful examination of
the unanticipated effect of Chinese gold farmerthexmassively multiplayer online role-playing
game (MMORPG) Lineage Il, Steinkuehler observesithéhe virtual environment, hard-coded
rules represent merely one system in a complexpbens. “In-game communal norms,” she
writes, “amplify, enhance, negate, accommodate,ptement, and at times even ignore hard-
coded game rules” (200). Borrowing from Picker{a§95), Steinkuehler argues that synthetic
worlds represent a “mangle of production and comgion — of human intentions, [. . .]
material constraints and affordances, evolving endiural practices, and brute chance”
(Steinkuehler, 2006).

11
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Thus, the injection of standards into environmelike these is likely to meet with
unintended consequences. Steinkuehler observie&hbavays in which a game gets played out
[or a virtual world is used] on the ground levet arot easily determined priori by the game
design, rules, EULAs, or whatnot. They shift andlee, often in unpredictable directions”
(211). Steinkuehler refers to this phenomenortlzes rhangle of play”:

This is why we need to understand the emergent gaith@res within virtual worlds and

not simply the designed objects that hit the sleelvEhis is also why we might consider
the legal regulation of games as not merely a maftentellectual property rights... but

also perhaps as the philosophical and ethical is$uself-governance of societies that
inhabit virtual kingdoms that are corporate ownatifgayer constituted (211).

Beyond the matter of narrow determinism and thendiha of unanticipated outcomes,
however, there is a third issue that demands ceratidn. We have suggested that the proposed
avatar schema is unnecessarily rigid and that ihitexibility precipitates not only the
diminution of player choices, but threatens the ehddaptability within virtual worlds. It is
important to address the matter of adaptability] suiggest why it is such a significant aspect of
online games and synthetic environments.

Adaptability, Play, and the Sacred

The current discourse on virtual worlds and videogs is blunted by our misapprehension
of these technologies as banal sites of worldlgrasgtuction and mimesis. Corporate interest in
so-called *“serious games,” advertisements toutingpehrealistic graphic and lighting
algorithms, debates over the psychic effects o$aneen violence: all of these discourses ignore
the intrinsic ludic, or playful, nature of theseveonments. Weplay in these worlds.

As sites of “play,” these synthetic worlds tempdyaseparate the user from quotidian
experience, exchanging the vast array of sociakrahd norms under which we all live daily for
a streamlined, arbitrary, temporary rule set. Fatye only suitable way to engage with games
and virtual worlds: Because they are voluntary dalimited, they are sustained solely by the
free will, or the “lusory attitude,” of the partpants (Suits, 2005).

In the west, any serious consideration of play ishallenge. Plato spurned it; Rome
condemned it; Calvin taught that work, not play,swhe will of God; industrialization
disciplined its workers, relegating play to the weafter-hours. As inheritors of a Puritan work
ethic, we are suspicious of play because, fortalolume and bombast, it remains ephemeral
and, by appearances, inconsequential. Play isctivatg of children and the idle. Beyond a little
exercise or improved eye-hand coordination, gamesien-productive: play is its own reward,
“an occasion of pure waste” (Calillois, 2001).

And yet, play is imbricated with the sacred, thkéige buried in our language and in our
games themselves. The role of dice in divinatfon,example, lies latent in the word “die,”
plural “dice,” from the Low Latirdadus meaning “given,” or “that which is given by theds.”
Before the modern invention of “random outcomesiimiankind regarded the roll of the dice as
an opportunity for the gods to make their wills Wwmo Tools like dice, yarrow stalks, astragali
(knucklebones), and dominoes were the sacred, esutruments of faith. In the Norse
tradition, it is Odin, the All-Father, who inventice for his children so that he may better
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communicate with them. In Greece, it is Hermes wivents them: Hermes, who is not only
the messenger of the gods, but later the patronh shgambling.

The unifying sacrality of play is always a localizesituated phenomenon. In his book
Homo LudensDutch historian Johan Huizinga tells us that “Humplay belongs to... the sacred
sphere.” A sacred site, he writes:

[Clannot be formally distinguished from the playpgnd. The arena, the card-table, the
magic circle, the temple, the stage... are allanmf and function play-grounds, i.e.,
forbidden spots... within which special rules obtaAll are temporary worlds within the
ordinary world dedicated to the performance of erapart (10).

Sociologist Roger Caillois agrees: In religiouseteony, he writes:

[Aln enclosed space is delimited, separated from wWorld and from life. In this
enclosure, for a given time, regulated and symbpoimvements are executed, which
represent or reincarnate mysterious realities énciburse of the ceremonies... [This is]
just as in play, [where] the opposing qualities exfuberance and regimentation, of
ecstasy and prudence, and of enthusiastic delisnchminute precision, are present at
the same time (207-8).

It is in this rarefied atmosphere, freed from timemus burden of mere being, that men
and women can pose the question, “What if?” Hgaiand Caillois argue for the play of an
archaic past as fundamental to the instantiatioriafization itself. Huizinga tells us that
“culture arises in the form of play [. . .] it idagyed from the very beginning” (46). Our
denigration of play is recent, he says, and dangero

Recent scholarship has taken Huizinga’'s tacitlylianary framework to its logical
conclusion. Looking carefully at the way we plapd the way we talk about play, Brian Sutton-
Smith (1997) sees in play an imitation of the etiohary process itself, in which mankind
models his own biological character (229). Drawligvily on the work of Stephen Jay Gould,
Sutton-Smith argues that play’s nature — quirkydurglant, flexible — is the key to
evolutionary success. He writes, “l define playaagirtual simulation characterized by staged
contingencies of variation, with opportunities éantrol engendered by either mastery or further
chaos” (231).

It is at this powerful intersection — of “mastenydachaos,” of “ecstasy and prudence,”
of abandon and control — that societies changeytadad thrive. This sacred ludic tension is
where innovation begins. To impose the arbitranyithtion of standards across all virtual
worlds is perforce to reduce the variability of ghevirtual ecosystems, and impoverish thereby
theexcellencdGould, 1991) of play’s adaptive potentiation.

13



Journal of Virtual Worlds Research- Synthetic Elarede 14

Bibliography

Axelrod, R. and Cohen, M. D. (2002 arnessing Complexity: Organization Implicationsaof
Scientific Frontier New York: Basic Books

Batty, M. (2007).Cities and Complexity: Understanding Cities witHlQar Automata: Agent-
based models, and fractal€ambridge:MIT Press.

Beinhocker, E. D. (2006).he Origin of Wealth: Evolution, Complexity, aneé fRadical
Remaking of EconomicBoston: Harvard Business School Press.

Beniger, J. (1986)The Control Revolution: Technology and the Econddrigins of the
Information SocietyCambridge: Harvard University Press.

Berkman Center for Internet and Society. (2085Roadmap for Open ICT Ecosysteidew
Haven: Berkman Center.

Besen, S. and Farrell, J. (1994). Choosing hovotopete: Strategies and tactics in
standardizationJournal of Economic Perspectiveés(2): 117-31.

Blumenthal, M. and Clark, D. D. (2001). Rethinkithg design of the internet: The end-to-end
arguments vs. the brave new woddCM Transactions on Internet Technology(1): 70-
109.

Brown, J. S. and Duguid, P. (200Zhe Social Life of InformatiorCambridge: Harvard
Business School Press.

Caillois, R. (2001).Man, Play, and GamesUrbana: University of Illinois Press.

Cargill, C. (2002). “Uncommon commonality: A Questfor Unity in Standardization,” in S.
Bolin, ed. The Standards Edd&. Bolin, ed.)Ann Arbor: The Bolin Group. Chapter 3.

Castronova, E. (2007Exodus to the Virtual WorldNew York: Palgrave.

Cochrane, R. C. (1996Measures for Progress: A History of the Nationat&au of Standards.
Washington D.C.: National Bureau of Standards.

Computer Science Research Board. (19B4glizing the Information Future: The Internet and
Beyond. Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press

Congressional Research Service, Science PolicyiDivi (1974)Voluntary Industry Standards
in the United States: An Overview of Their Evolutamd Significance for Congregeport
to the Subcommittee on Science, Research, and @@weht on the Committee on Science
and Astronautics, US House of Representatived Gshgress, ¥ session.

Dennard, L., Richardson, K. A., and Morcol, G. @8R Complexity and Policy Analysis: Tools
and Methods for Designing Robust Policies in a ClempVorld.GoodyeariSCE
Publishing.

DiMaggio, P. J. and Powell, W. W. (1991). The igage revisited: International isomorphism
and collective rationalityThe New Institutionalism in Organizational Analy8ig. Powell
and P. DiMaggio, eds). Chicago: Chicago UniverBitgss. 63-82.

Durkheim, E. (1984)The Division of Labor in SocietyNew York: The Free Press.

Epstein, J. M. (2006)¥senerative Social Science: Studies in Agent BasedpQtational
Modeling.Princeton: Princeton University Press.

14



Journal of Virtual Worlds Research- Synthetic Elarede 15

Farrell, J. and Saloner, G. (1987). Horses, persgaid lemming€roduct Standardization and
Competitive StrategfH. L. Gabel, ed.)Amsterdam: North Holland.

Gable, H. L., ed. (1987Product Standardization and Competitive Strategynsterdam: North
Holland.

Garcia, D. L. (2004). Standards for standard sgti@ontesting the organizational fieldhe
Standards EdgeAnn Arbor: The Bolin Group.

Garcia, D. L., Leickly, B. L. and Wiley, S. (200%)ublic and private interests in standard
setting: Conflict or convergencéhe Standards Edge: Future Generatiodsin Arbor:
The Bolin Group.

Gell-Mann, M. (1994).The quark and the jaguar: Adventures in the sinaplé the complex.
New York: W. H. Freeman.

Gould, S. J. (1991)Wonderful Life: The Burgess Shale and the Natuigistory. London:
Penguin.

Holland, J. (1995)Hidden Order: How adaptation builds complexifgeading: Addison-
Wesley.

Huizinga, J. (1995)Homo Ludens Boston: Beacon Press.

International Standards Organization. (2009). V@O#.1ISO/IEC 23005 MPEG-V, Avatar
information. Maui.

International Standards Organization. (2008). Sanyrof MPEG-V. ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC
29/WG 11/N9901. Archamps, France.

Katz, D. and Kahn, R. (1978)he Social Psychology of Organizatiorf3econd edition. New
York: John Wiley and Sons.

Kauffman, S. (1995)At Home in the Universe: The Search for Laws df&elanization and
Complexity.New York: Oxford University Press.

Kontopoulos, K. M. (1993).The Logics of Social Structundew York: Cambridge University
Press.

Libicki, M., Schneider, F., David, R., and Slomagwvic (2000).Scaffolding the New Web:
Standards and Standards Policy for the Digital Emoyy Rand Monograph. Retrieved
from: http://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_report&/260AR1215.pdf

Monge, P. R, and Contractor, N. (2003heories of Communication Network&w York:
Oxford University Press.

Office of Technology Assessment. (1998)lobal Standards: Building Blocks for the Future.
Washington DC: US Government Printing Office.

Sawyer, R. K. (200550cial Emergence: Societies as Complex Systéevs.York. Cambridge
University Press.

Shapiro, C. and Varian, H. (199&formation Rules: A Strategic Guide to the Network
EconomyBoston: Harvard Business School Press.

Sivan, Y. (2008). Virtual worlds research: Consulmehavior in virtual worldsJournal of
Virtual Worlds Research (2): 1-7.

15



Journal of Virtual Worlds Research- Synthetic Elarede 16

Smith, Merrit Roe, and Leo Marx, edoes Technology Drive History: The Dilemma of
Technology Determinisn@Gambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Steinkuehler, C. (2006). The mangle of pl@ames & Culturel (3): 1-14.
Suits, B. (2005).The Grasshopper: Games, Life, and UtopNew York: Broadview Press.
Sutton-Smith, B. (1997)The Ambiguity of PlayCambridge: Harvard University Press.

Varian, H., Farrell, J., and Shapiro, C. (2008)e Economics of Information Technologies: An
Introduction Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Weber, S. (2004)The Success of Open Sour€ambridge: Harvard University Press.
Williamson, H, ed. (1951)The Growth of the American Economiew York: Prentice Hall.

Winner, L. (1986)The Whale and the Reactor: A search for limitsnrage of high technology.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

16



