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ABSTRACT
In the United States and countries with similar legal systems,
it is the role of judges to interpret the laws created by the leg-
islature, thereby deciding individual cases and creating a body
of case law that is considered on par with the original legisla-
tion. One need for judges arises out of the possible ambiguity
of language in the wording of laws, leading to situations like
the question of what constitutes “use of a firearm” in criminal
law.

These kinds of ambiguities do not arise as often in program-
ming languages as they do in natural languages, both by de-
sign and by necessity. Programming languages are designed
to allow programmers to avoid ambiguous situations, although
some issues like uninitialized memory and multithreaded sys-
tems can cause them to arise; neither of these situations will
cause ambiguity, however, if the system is properly designed.
In addition to the desire of language designers to discourage
ambiguity, the deterministic nature of computers also works
towards the same goal.

PerlNomic is a computer-based version of the rule-making
game Nomic, and it takes advantage of this unambiguity to al-
low the Perl interpreter to stand as the only required judge.
While it is clear where this approach stands on the long-
standing conflict in legal philosophy between “the letter of the
law” and “the intent of the legislature,” this lack of ambigu-
ity can lead to a more transparent legal process. We present
here some case studies of games of PerlNomic played over
the last several years, specifically focusing on the interesting
cases that have arisen, such as the development of economic
controls. We then discuss scenarios in which a similar system
could be applied to more complex virtual environments and
communities and serve as the core of a multiuser environment
without being its focus.
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1 Introduction

In Smith v. United States1, the defendant attempted to sell
a firearm to an undercover law enforcement officer. Instead
of being paid in cash, however, he requested to be paid with
drugs. Because the sale involved drugs, the prosecutors at-
tempted to invoke a statute that stated, “Whoever, during and
in relation to any crime of violence or drug trafficking crime
. . . uses or carries a firearm, shall, in addition to the punish-
ment provided for such crime of violence or drug trafficking
crime, be sentenced to imprisonment for five years....” Did the
legislation mean “use” as a weapon, or did it simply mean “to
carry?” It was up to the court to decide.

Interpretation of law is the primary duty of judges, and am-
biguity in statutes is a common occurrence. Different judges
will interpret the statute in different ways, and the appeal sys-
tem in the United States allows subsequent judges that hear a
case to overturn previous judges’ findings. So, for many cases,
the outcome depends on the judge that is assigned to it. In a
truly democratic society, it could be argued, the laws approved
by the citizenry would be applied in a consistent manner and
any particular judge hearing a case should come to the same
conclusion as any other; ideally, that decision would be in line
with the intent of the lawmakers, but if consistency is desired,
then the “letter of the law” should be the overriding philoso-
phy. In a truly democratic society, every individual would be
able to determine exactly what the consequences would be for
any action, and they could make decisions knowing that the
statedwill of the populace will be carried out.

In digital shared spaces, such as message boards, massively
multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs), or chat
rooms, governing is typically performed by one or more ad-
ministrators of the community. Those administrators have the
power to reward and punish users based on their perceived be-
havior, and, in most cases, they use that power to maintain
order in the community. Administrators are not always benev-
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olent, however, and it often happens that the only recourse of
users that feel abused or slighted is to simply leave the com-
munity.

Other types of government do exist online. There are more
libertarian-type communities in which any user can do as she
pleases, but other users will typically have to take personal
action to avoid being harmed by malicious or annoying mem-
bers of the community. An example of this kind of community
would be the USENET news system, where users must simply
filter out undesired messages on their own. Some communi-
ties have more democratic systems in which users can vote
on issues either directly or indirectly; for example, Google’s
[Google, Inc.] well-known PageRank system treats a link to a
page as a “vote” towards that page’s popularity.

In nearly all online communities, however, certain aspects
are unchangeable by the typical user. Even if users can vote
on attributes or request that the system administrator change a
few rules, very rarely do users have direct access to the “laws”
of the community. These laws are built into the computer pro-
grams that make up the system, and controlled only by the sys-
tem’s owners or administrators—creating what Shirky calls an
“owned system” Shirky [2004]. In a true online democracy
of the strictest definition, users would be able to vote on in-
dividual lines of computer code and thereby make changes to
the laws that govern their community. Offline (“real”) govern-
ments typically provide in their laws a means of modifying the
laws themselves; Article V of the Constitution of the United
States [Con, 1787] exemplifies this.

This paper explores the application of these principles to
digital shared spaces. The presented system, called Perl-
Nomic, allows its users (called players) to modify the very
core of the system itself by making proposals in the form of
computer code on which the online community can vote—if
the proposal is accepted then the proposal is executed and the
rules changed.

The system is currently based on the Web, and all transac-
tions are currently carried out over the hypertext transfer pro-
tocol (HTTP) with all content either being plain text or hy-
pertext markup language (HTML). It uses no images, sounds,
animations, or any other non-text media. The system could be
extended to include all of these and more, but that has not yet
come to pass. The authors hope that this initial work will lay
the foundation for richer online communities with the same
governing structure, and, perhaps, that a similar philosophy
might find its way into something like a MMORPG.

1.1 A Brief History of Nomic

In 1990 Peter Suber published a book titledThe Paradox of
Self-Amendment, whose aim was to explore a thesis of Alf
Ross. Ross held (1) that a rule or law which authorizes
its own amendment constitutes a logical contradiction (Suber
agreed), and (2) that therefore no such authorization could be

legally sound (Suber disagreed). The book went out of print in
1997, and an online edition was released as “open-access” in
1998 [Suber, 1998b].

If the rankings of a Google search are any indication,
the lasting effects this 21-chapter book on the fields of le-
gal theory, formal logic, and philosophy are matched—if not
exceeded—by the legacy of the last of its three appendices.
Entitled “Nomic: A Game of Self-Amendment,” this appendix
sketched the rules for a game which was “intended to illustrate
and embody the thesis of [the] book” [Suber, 1998a]. Suber
had invented the game years earlier and a preliminary version
of its rules and commentary appeared in Douglas Hofstadter’s
column “Metamagical Themas” in a 1982 issue ofScientific
American[Hofstadter, 1982].

The essence of Nomic is captured in the motto that “to play
the game is to change the rules.” There is an Initial Ruleset
which outlines some mechanics for play, but these rules are
quickly changed by play itself. Under the initial rules, each
turn consists of (1) proposing an enactment, repeal, or amend-
ment of a rule (or of a previous amendment to a rule), (2) vot-
ing by all eligible players on the proposed rule-change, (3) ap-
plying the rule-change if it achieves unanimous approval, and
(4) awarding the proposer a random number of points.

Its original context all but forgotten, Nomic has enjoyed im-
mense staying power for a simple reason: whatever its effec-
tiveness as a model of a constitutional government, it turned
out to befun to play.In the past 23 years thousands of players
have run hundreds of games of Nomic all across the globe.

1.2 Overview

The present paper discusses the application of the principles
of Nomic to virtual environments (VEs). In this vein, it first
covers previous work dealing with legislation of VEs, then ex-
plains the core rules and ideas of Nomic, and finally covers
the combination of the two. The primary focus of the paper
is the particular amalgam of Nomic and computer technology
known as PerlNomic. After a thorough discussion of the var-
ious games of PerlNomic that have been played, we conclude
with some musings on the application of these same principles
to more advanced VEs.

2 Related Work

This section covers the governing of VEs, discusses the orig-
inal game of nomic and takes a brief survey of the previ-
ous work involving the realization of nomic in digital shared
spaces.

2.1 Virtual Environment Rulemaking

Borders and Bryan [2001] argue that order and rulemaking
will arise spontaneously out of online communities, but also
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suggest that initial rulesets can lead to interesting experiments.
Prominent among their suggestions for the properties of initial
rulesets is the proscription against complicated initial rules;
amazingly complex situations can arise from simple initial
conditions, so there is no need to make the initial conditions
any more complex than the absolute minimum.

Muramatsu [2004] explored the social regulation of so-
called multiple user domains2 (MUDs) from the points of view
of both the players and the administrators. The particular types
of regulation covered were direct action by administrators and
automatic regulation built into the system by those same ad-
ministrators. In the case of MUDs, administrators typically
implement automatic regulation in order to reduce their work-
load, rather than to more transparently enforce the rules—
although they will often use the rules as a way to “depersonal-
ize” player regulation.

Muramatsu also notes the important fact that a behavior
must be detectable to be regulated. A good deal of the work
that goes into automatic regulation in MUDs is the design
and implementation of detection systems. An example of
a difficult-to-detect situation is what is known as “indirect
player-killing” (indirect PK). PK of any type is the action of
one player controlled by a human killing another player con-
trolled by a human. Indirect PK is when a player causes an-
other player to die by indirect means; for example, if a player
uses a magic spell to cause another player to sleep until he
starves to death, the direct action (sleep spell) did not directly
cause the death, but it did begin a chain of events that led to the
player dying. The MUDs studied by Muramatsu supported ad-
versarial play (specifically, both direct and indirect PK), which
requires an even greater degree of regulation to maintain an
appearance of fairness for the players. Indirect PK is much
more difficult to detect and disallow than direct PK, because
the question of intent becomes important. It is clear that a
player intends to kill another when the former begins attack-
ing the latter with a samurai sword, and this kind of direct PK
event is therefore much easier to detect and regulate than say,
an act as subtle giving another player a poisoned potion (the
giver might be intending the player to use the potion for some
other purpose).

Many regulatory issues were left unresolved by adminis-
trators in the MUDs that Muramatsu studied, and the over-
whelming reason was scarcity of programmers allowed to
make changes. There were plenty of players who might have
been able to write the regulatory code, but only administrators
were allowed to edit the codebase, so the only ways to pro-
gram more regulations would be to spend more of their own
(volunteer) time, or to appoint more players to administrative
positions.

Lessig [1999] explains how the Internet is already regulated
programmatically, and explores the problems that can arise be-
cause of this. He also goes further, to show that such a large
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piece of our lives is already regulated by code, and provides
the (then upcoming) Y2K debacle as evidence. Lessig writes,
“code is not elsewhere, and we are not elsewhere when we
feel its effects.” Although repurcussions of the Y2K bug never
seemed to amount to much, there was a real threat that was
stemmed by hours upon hours of re-programming or replacing
outdated systems; if those steps had not been taken, it is prob-
able that some of the predicted doomsday (if only the milder
ones) would have come to pass. “Just as we should worry
about the bad regulations of law, so too should we worry about
the bad regulations of code,” Lessig warns, arguing for a bal-
anced approach in which citizens keep an eye both on the code
that regulates their lives and on the government that regulates
that code.

2.2 Nomic: An exercise in ambiguity

Before examining PerlNomic in detail, it will be instructive to
consider several interesting features of Suber’s original rule-
set for Nomic. Suber included some meditations on these
subtleties—from which we will borrow liberally—along with
the ruleset in the appendix to his book.

The Initial Ruleset centrally features a two-tiered system of
rules. It designates each rule as eithermutableor immutable.
Immutable rules cannot be directly amended, and they take
precedence over mutable rules in all conflicts (and the rule that
provides for this precedence is itself immutable). However,
even the immutable rules are not really immutable in the literal
sense, for they can betransmutedinto mutable rules, amended,
and transmuted back to immutable status. Transmutation takes
a turn all to itself, and is intentionally difficult to achieve. Un-
like an ordinary rule-change, whose voting requirement drops
from unanimity to simple majority after the second round of
turns (or sooner if, as is often the case, the players amend the
mutable rule that governs this), transmutation continues to re-
quire a unanimous vote—and the rule that provides for this is
immutable. Thus immutable rules, while not truly inviolate,
take more time and concerted effort to alter. Suber sees this
division as an essential feature of a self-amending system such
as a federal government. A separate class of laws which are
(1) logically superior to and (2) more difficult to amend than
all other laws functions “to prevent a brief wave of fanaticism
from undoing decades or centuries of refined structure. It is
self-paternalism, our chosen insurance against our anticipated
weak moments” [Suber, 1998a].

Immutable rule 101 of the Initial Ruleset3 provides that “All
players must always abide by all the rules then in effect.” This
strange rule presages a fascinating aspect that often appears in
actual Nomic games, especially ones that have been running
for a while: the game begins to reach out into “real life” and
to have effects beyond the confines of what one would ordi-

3The Initial Ruleset contains 29 rules: immutable rules 101-116, and mu-
table rules 201-213.
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narily consider “the game.” Many have put forth that rule 101
should be eliminated from the Initial Ruleset and made part
of some “outside” body of rules or codes of conduct. Suber
counters, though, that he included this rulespecificallyso that
it could be amended. Its presence serves to remind the play-
ers thatthey have control over the extent and jurisdiction of
the rulesand that they can extend (or limit) them whenever
they choose. For example, several games have involved rules
which regulated the ability of their players to participate in
other games of Nomic [Ryan, 2005]. More fanciful or arbi-
trary “real-life” rules are not uncommon, such as a require-
ment that each player must eat a hot dog once a week. In this
way, Suber writes, the “line between play and non-play may
shift at each turn, or it may apparently be eliminated.”

Mutable rule 212 outlines a process called “Judgment.” Any
time the players disagree about the legality of a move or an
interpretation of the rules, they may request that ajudgebe se-
lected to settle the issue. The judge is simply another player of
the game, and therefore no guarantee is made to his or her im-
partiality. The rules do not require that judges render rulings
consistent with previous decisions, only that they “consider
game-custom and the spirit of the game” foremost in reaching
their opinion. A Judgment may be overruled by a unanimous
vote among the other players; in this case another player is
selected to be judge. Suber admits the necessity of such a pro-
vision, both in Nomic and in political legislature:

[R]ules will inevitably be adopted that are ambigu-
ous, inconsistent, or incomplete, or that require ap-
plication to individual circumstances not specified
in the rule or not anticipated by the framers. “Play”
must not be interrupted; some agency must be em-
powered to make an authoritative determination so
that “play” may continue.

(We will soon see that PerlNomic does not suffer from this
characteristic, but this advantage—if indeed it is one—comes
at a price.)

Finally, the last mutable rule is

213. If the rules are changed so that further play is
impossible, or if the legality of a move cannot be de-
termined with finality, or if by the Judge’s best rea-
soning, not overruled, a move appears equally legal
and illegal, then the first player unable to complete a
turn is the winner.

The initial ruleset provides only one other way to win the
game: by acquiring 100 points. But because the rule that
provides for this is mutable, it is invoked very rarely. If one
player begins to approach a score of 100, the other players
will quickly unify and vote to increase the winning threshold.
Thus, cunning players may attempt to introduce a paradoxical
but seemingly innocuous rule-change, and—if it is approved—
win by being unable to complete the turn.

2.3 Ideas on Mechanized Nomics

Shirky [2004] provides an enlightening discussion of the con-
trasts between governance in the offline world and the on-
line world4, and he notes that as more of our discourse ap-
pears in “owned” environments (i.e., on web servers), citizens
should develop a better understanding of how they can bring
these environments more under their own control. He suggests
Nomic-style systems as grounds for political experiments, and
discusses various existing and possible Nomics with varying
degrees of mechanization. Nomics based on Wikis and Blog-
Nomic [Various, 2005] are at the less-mechanized end of the
spectrum. These Nomics automate somewhat the process of
rule-making, but neither do they provide for the automatic in-
terpretation of those rules, nor do they allow the underlying
process itself to be changed. At the other end of the spectrum
are versions of Nomic in which the rules are interpreted com-
pletely mechanically, so that no human judgement is required.
Shirky also discusses the possibility of versions of Nomic that
provide a specialized, simplified control language that allows
less programming-savvy players to participate as well.

3 PerlNomic

The authors have implemented a novel game called Perl-
Nomic. In this section we will detail the nature of the game
and present four case studies from previous rounds of play.

3.1 About the Game

PerlNomic runs on a web server using the Common Gateway
Interface. Each web page comprises a Perl script which takes
certain actions when requested by players. For example, one
script allows players to submit proposals (which are arbitrary
pieces of code); a second script allows players to vote on pend-
ing proposals; a third allows a player to activate (run) a pro-
posal which has sufficient votes in its favor. PerlNomic is not
turn-based; any player can submit a proposal at any time and
players vote on whatever is pending. When proposals are acti-
vated, points are awarded to the player who wrote the proposal
and to all the players who voted on it.

PerlNomic inherits many common characteristics from its
namesake and progenitor, but also differs from it in several
important aspects.

Like Nomic, PerlNomic was implemented with a kind of
two-tier system of rules—but in a distinct way. The concepts
of mutable rules, immutable rules, and transmutation could be
realized literally on a web server filesystem by making certain
scripts unwritable; then achmod command would be needed
before any proposal could alter them. However, we could find
no simple and effective way to enforce programmatically any

4Additionally, he also asks if online governance can actually be fun, a
question that is addressed later in the present paper.
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restrictions on proposals that includechmod commands—
such as requiring thatchmod be the only command in the
proposal, or that the proposal be passed by unanimous vote.
Such restrictions would be necessary to carry Suber’s idea of
self-paternalism into PerlNomic. Therefore, a PerlNomic pro-
posal can patch any of the system scripts as easily as any other.

However, PerlNomic does include a separate set of
metarules, which are not strictly rules of the game itself. They
should be seen asguidelinesfor the behavior of players out-
side the game. This enables the metarules to regulate so-called
out-of-gamebehavior, and their enforcement is left to the neb-
ulous world of human judgment. The metarules themselves,
however, are stored in a plain text file on the web server along
with all the PerlNomic scripts–so they are no harder to modify
than the rest of the game.

The script-based nature of PerlNomic imposes a fundamen-
tal limit on the scope and extent of play. There can be no rules
about hot dogs inthisgame. The only objects and actions sub-
ject to legislation are those on the web server. A thin gray area
does exist, though, betweenin-gameandout-of-gameactions.
This is where the metarules are crucial: they sharpen the line
between the game and the “real world.” Out-of-game actions
explicitly forbidden by the metarules include attempts to hack
the infrastructure: to obtain access to the web server, to packet-
sniff for passwords, to engage in denial-of-service attacks, or
to extort votes out of other players.

In one respect, then, PerlNomic actually improves upon the
analogy Suber attempted to create between Nomic and the
self-amending legislation of a country. The possibility of a
military coup always exists in the governing of a people, and
this eventuality is not modelled by Nomic. In PerlNomic, it is
conceivable—though of course forbidden—that a player could
storm the co-location facility where the web server is located,
and through physical force apply a change to the code. Of
course, by its very nature, PerlNomic fails to simulate the intri-
cate machinations of a human-based justice system. While this
means there are messy reinterpretations of ambiguous statutes,
it does rob the game ofwiggle room. In Nomic, a judge can
talk her way out of a sticky paradox in the rules, but in Perl-
Nomic, a bug in the code that crashes the system cannot be
fixed.

3.2 Summaries of Completed Games of Perl-
Nomic

The authors have initiated five games of PerlNomic in the past
three years. In this section we summarize those games and
present some of the interesting events that occurred and the
lessons that we learned.

3.2.1 Game 1

PerlNomic 1.0 was stillborn; as soon as two players joined the
game, a bug in the code caused the entire system to crash. This
bug was fixed manually, by accessing the web server’s filesys-
tem directly, and the result was called PerlNomic 1.1. The
game was advertised to select undergraduate friends of the au-
thors, and a total of 13 players joined. The players communi-
cated using a Wiki (a web-based content-management system
where any user may alter any page). The game began on Octo-
ber 13, 2002 and was hosted on a college academic computing
server.

The game experienced some growing pains as certain bugs
were discovered in the initial codebase that would allow for
arbitrary control over the game. Two separate (but related) ex-
ploits arose in this way. The bugs themselves were discovered
by two different players of the game, and proposals were put
through to fix the bugs in due course. While each of the pro-
posals were pending, however, one devious player (an author
of both the current paper and the initial codebase) discovered a
way to apply them to gain control over the game. He used the
exploits to push through the pending proposals without waiting
for them to be voted on. This action could be considered akin
to temporarily declaring martial law when a country is being
invaded: the player assumed emergency powers which were
beyond those granted by the rules of the game, and used them
to assure that nobody else could assume emergency powers for
some worse reason.

The initial codebase featured an extremely rough user in-
terface. The players quickly became dissatisfied with this and
began to propose changes which would make the system easier
to use. This provided an easy point of focus for early propos-
als; since the interface was so bad, it was easy to make better.
Any proposal that improved the interface was likely to gain
large support among the other players, and proposals which
passed rewarded the author with points.

By the third week of the game, it became very difficult to
pass any proposals. Several of the players had lost interest in
the game, or were too busy to come vote on the pending pro-
posals, or indeed had forgotten their passwords. Thus the sim-
ple majority of seven players was nearly impossible to achieve.
The remaining active players drafted a mechanism to mark
players asinactive if they had not voted in several days; then
the number of votes needed to pass would be half the number
of activeplayers. An email was sent out to the inactive players
requesting that they return long enough to vote in this activ-
ity mechanism. When it finally passed, the pace of the game
picked up again.

A month later, as the school semester was winding down
and the novelty of the game was wearing off, all the players
but one became inactive. Safeguards had been put into place
to prevent the “last player standing” from being able to win in
such a scenario; however, the safeguards were incomplete, and
he found a way to give himself 101 points and secure the win.
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The game ended on December 30, 2002, after running eighty
days.

3.2.2 Game 2

PerlNomic 2.0 began on June 7, 2003, using an updated code-
base that incorporated the user-interface enhancements and
bug-fixes from PerlNomic 1.1. The game was hosted on a free
web-space provider, in what was probably a flagrant violation
of their terms of service. Again, the game was advertised to
select friends of the authors, in addition to all the players of
PerlNomic 1.1. Communication among the players was car-
ried out mostly over email, and also (in a few cases) through
face-to-face conversations.

With a mind towards giving the game more appeal to a
broader user-base of people less well-versed in Perl and the
art of patching code, PerlNomic 2.0 was supplemented with
a web application called the PatchMaker. The PatchMaker
would allow any user to download a local copy of the then-
current PerlNomic codebase; make changes to that codebase in
his or hersandbox; make some changes to the files by editing
them through a web form; create a file summarizing the differ-
ences thus induced between the sandbox and the live codebase;
and craft a proposal which would use thepatch program to
implement these changes on the live codebase. However, for
security reasons the PatchMaker could not let userstest their
changes, so players still needed to be able to download and test
the alterations it generated to be sure that they worked.

PerlNomic 2.0 passed quickly into severe inactivity and
wallowed in this state for several months. In October of 2003,
two new players (also personal friends of the authors) joined
the game and injected a bit more activity into it. However,
the play at this point was all political. Very few proposals had
much merit or content; the players were mostly trying to out-
scheme each other to get the most points by proposing and
voting. To liven things up, one player created a lottery system
where players could enter points and have a chance at winning
more than they risked. Ultimately this was not entertaining
enough, and the game lapsed back into major inactivity in De-
cember of 2003. Sometime in January of 2003, the free web-
space provider disappeared, taking the game with it, and no
winner was declared.

3.2.3 Game 3

PerlNomic 3.0 began on September 13, 2004, hosted on a dif-
ferent free web-space provider and advertised to the players
of the previous games. Unfortunately, the web-server was in
Florida and the following series of hurricanes caused the game
to suffer much downtime. When it came back, the game pro-
gressed in fits and starts, which much inactivity and forgetting
of passwords. A total of six players joined, including one per-
son whom the authors did not know personally (he found the
web page through the Google search engine).

At one point, when all but one of the players were inac-
tive, the last player decided to add a second account for him-
self. Because he now controlled two votes, he had much more
power when the other players returned. Eventually, they man-
aged to remove the extra player from the game and punish the
offending player by removing some of his points.

PerlNomic 3.0 was the first game to see transferable points.
This created an economy wherein points could be traded for
votes or other actions (in- or out-of-game). However, as one
player (through clever voting, point trading, and playing the
lottery) approached a score of 100 points, the other players
passed an “inflation” proposal which increased the winning
condition from 100 point to 1000 points. When the game later
began to die from inactivity, the last remaining player voluntar-
ily reversed the inflation proposal, establishing the 100-point
winning condition and allowing the 101-point player to win.

3.2.4 Game 4

PerlNomic 4.0 (PN4) began April 11, 2005. This incarnation
was hosted on a commercial web hosting service and adver-
tised heavily on USENET, Slashdot, Google Adwords, and
several Perl and Nomic enthusiast websites. Accordingly, it
was extremelypopular, peaking at 81 total players (and an-
other 218 requests for player accounts which never activated).
Much inter-player communication occurred using the in-game
comment system (which had been written in PerlNomic 2.0,
but not used much since then); eventually one player voluntar-
ily hosted a public web forum for further communication.

One of the interesting issues raised in PN4 was was a dispute
over the problems caused by the point reward system. The
rules were initially set up to award extra points to people who
voted against proposals that passed and to people who voted
for proposals that failed, and, as a consequence, certain players
would vote against good proposals simply to receive the extra
points. This initially caused a major problem for “new user”
proposals, because it would often happen that a new player
could not join because a few people would refuse to let go
of the extra points they would receive for voting against the
new user. The players quickly decided to remove the extra
points awarded when the subject of the vote was a “new user”
proposal, but to still award the extra points in all other cases.

There was a small but vocal faction that argued for the con-
tinuation of extra point awards for dissent. They thought that
this feature had been included in Suber’s version of Nomic
for some good reasons. It added a little conservativism to the
game, they argued, and made the voting process more interest-
ing than would a flat award that ignored which vote was cast.

Out of the discussion came two proposals. The first simply
proposed to remove the extra awarded points, thus removing
all point-based incentive for voting against a proposal that was
going to pass anyway. The second proposed that an attribute be
added to players that tracked their so-called “ethos,” a measure
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of how inclined the player is to support order. A player would
receive positive ethos points for voting with the crowd (more
order) and negative ethos points for voting against the crowd.
The first proposal became too outdated to function before it
received enough votes to pass (an indication that it did not have
much support), but the second (calledEthos) passed quickly.

Soon afterEthospassed, a new proposal appeared, called
smite, that would allow players with extremely negative ethos
to be punished. The idea behind this proposal was that there is
nothing wrong with voting against the crowd, but that some-
one who votes against the crowd much more often than they
vote with the crowd is very likely just doing it for the points,
and should therefore be reigned in a bit.smite received con-
siderable support and passed. Even once the ability tosmite
players was in place, no one was eversmite d. It is possible
that the fear of beingsmite d was sufficient to keep players
from voting against the crowd too often. The winner of the
game even had to keep this in mind when rushing for the fin-
ish.

PerlNomic 4.0 was won on April 26, 2005. An overlooked
bug in a certain proposal allowed it to be activated without
being cleared away; thus its proposer could activate it again
and again and again. The win condition had been adjusted
to 1000 points, just as in PerlNomic 3.0, so he had to acti-
vate the same proposal over a hundred times. Fearful of being
smite d, he arranged to switch his vote from “no” to “yes”
and back again every few activations. This kept his Ethos rel-
atively stable during the twelve-minute mad dash. Two other
players realized what he was trying to do and switched their
votes on the bugged proposal from “yes” to “no”—but this still
left just enough votes for it to be activated the last few times.

3.2.5 Game 5

When PN4 was over, several players amiably congratulated
the winner, then immediately began asking about a new round.
Some complained on the forum [Various] that they were “go-
ing through Nomic withdrawal.” A day later, PerlNomic 5.0
was uploaded to an undisclosed location on the same web-
server. It was advertised tono-one, yet one of the players from
PN4 discovered it by guessing its URL on April 27, 2005. By
the time of this writing, April 30, there were 19 players in the
game.

4 More Elaborate Virtual Environ-
ments

It is theoretically possible to extend PerlNomic such that it re-
sembles anything currently available on the Internet. Although
the current interpreter is written in Perl, a player could very
easily propose that other interpreters be used as well, or even
write a proposal that creates a system that provides completely

unrelated services like an internet relay chat (IRC) server or
even an e-mail server. A particularly excited player could, with
a considerable amount of work, write a proposal that creates a
MMORPG server that allows players to connect and interact
in a fully 3D immersive environment.

A leap from the current system to a 3D graphical engine
would be rather severe, and this change probably could not re-
alistically happen in any reasonable amount of time. If a com-
munity using PerlNomic chose to extend it in this direction,
the progress would most likely be incremental, with the pri-
mary initial focus being the integration of development tools.
A sophisticated project like a server for a 3D environment re-
quires much more sophisticated tools than the current system
provides. These tools could, however, be developed or inte-
grated from other existing open source systems, and a frame-
work could be built that would enable much more lofty aspira-
tions.

Although making these changes within the current frame-
work of PerlNomic would be feasible, it is likely that the
democratic nature of the community would slow development
to the point that such a massive undertaking would be difficult.
Committees are wonderful for small, incremental changes, but
they are non-ideal for the crafting of large works. From a prac-
tical standpoint, any system that hoped to use 3D animated
graphics should start with the basic parts needed for a min-
imally functional system as the base ruleset and should then
allow a community to build on from there.

It might very well be asked why a community would even
care to modify itself into a 3D environment from the simple
and easy-to-understand text-based environment in which Perl-
Nomic now resides. Imagine an online, immersive environ-
ment that was a simulation of the offline world. Inhabitants
are allowed to make changes to the world by moving around
and moving objects, just as we are used to doing in our day-
to-day lives. One day, a kind of anti-Newton rises up and sug-
gests that she never really liked gravity in the first place, and
she proposes that the community just rid itself of the concept.
Her proposal comes in the form of computer code that actu-
ally changes the way the simulation functions. People debate
the advantages and disadvantages of the proposal, pick it apart
line by line and even test it on their own, personal copies of the
simulation. Eventually, a majority of the world decides that the
proposal has enough merit to warrant the change, and it is acti-
vated. Suddenly, as if it never existed, gravity just stops. There
would most likely be chaos, but everyone who took any inter-
est in the proposal probably knew that there would be, and they
might all simply welcome the experiment as a way of bringing
a little surreal excitement into their lives. Regardless of their
motivations for choosing to alter the world, it wastheir choice,
and that is what a democratic world is all about.
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5 Summary

The ambiguity of laws in the “real” world leads to uneven and
often unpredictable application of those laws, which, it has
been argued, impedes a truly democratic society. By applying
the concept of a consistently enforced legal corpus to the rule-
making game Nomic, a much more democratic system can be
achieved, especially in the context of digital shared spaces.
This paper has introduced PerlNomic, a novel realization of
these concepts.

Shirky asked whether or not a game of this nature could be
fun. PerlNomic has had international appeal, with over 3,000
visitors from at least six continents, and the authors hope that
the ongoing interest in the game has answered Shirky’s ques-
tion with a resounding “Yes!”
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