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Dichotomous Constructions 

in the World of Warcraft Universe
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Role-playing games (RPG) are games in which players assume the roles of fictional characters via role-playing.  They are at their core a type of interactive story-telling, often with elaborate storylines that involve going on quests and building experience that make the player's character stronger.  Video and computer RPGs are becoming increasingly free-form.  Quickly leaving us are they days of when the story-line of the game dictated what kind of person your character becomes.  More and more often, players are presented with a world in which they have free will, and the type of person they become, to a greater and greater extent, contributes to the story-line of the game—a true RPG.  

Though the designers of these increasingly popular free-form games purport to allow players to define their own game-play experiences, these experiences depend to a large extent on the way in which the game world is designed and constructed.  Through the combination of visual imagery, pre-scripted character actions, connotative descriptions, and players' interaction with each other and with non-player characters, game developers limit players' in-game identity and conduct to a narrow set of possibilities, often both influenced by and reinforcing a dominant good/evil aesthetic.

In my analysis I will focus on a video game that has, since it's recent release, risen to great popularity—Blizzard Entertainment's World of Warcraft.  The fourth game in Blizzard's Warcraft series,  World of Warcraft (WoW) is the latest craze in Massively Multi-player Online Role Playing Games (MMORPG)—a category of RPG in which players connect to some central server or servers to role play in a virtual world with hundreds and sometimes thousands of other players.  In this form, the games are very similar to the original pen-and-paper RPGs.

Lore

The lore surrounding the world of Warcraft is nearly as detailed as the landscape of the world itself.  The History of Warcraft is a detailed and drawn-out story and, as such, is ignored by many players of the game.  Blizzard generally does an excellent job of creating a game-play experience for which a deep knowledge of the lore is not necessary, even though many find it more fun and immersive to have such knowledge.

The recorded history goes back 10,000 years before the first game takes place.  An interesting aspect to note is that the recorded history of the Warcraft world, Azeroth,  begins with an act of colonization.  Colossal, metallic-skinned gods from the far reaches of the cosmos called Titans moved from planet to planet in order to “bring stability to the various worlds and ensure a safe future for the beings that would follow in their footsteps.”
  When the Titans came across Azeroth, they were confronted by “hostile elemental beings...who worshiped a race of unfathomably evil beings known only as the Old Gods.”
  The Titans waged war on the elementals and Old Gods of Azeroth, eventually triumphing and banishing the elementals to a abyssal plane.

Though the lore does not describe it with the specific term 'colonize', that is essentially what the Titans did.  The lore as written in the History of Warcraft would lead us to believe that what the Titans did was in the best interest of order and stability.  This is not to say that the lore is wrong, but it does at times suffer from a one-sided point of view.

Language

As is generally the case in good role-playing games, in order to make the experience more immersive and engaging, Blizzard has provided detailed description of most of the races, classes, characters, and major cities in the Warcraft series.  In WoW there are two opposing factions that, for the past 25 years of Warcraft history, have known little but that the other faction is their enemy in war.  The faction named the Alliance consists of all members of the Dwarf, Gnome, Human, and Night Elf races, whereas the faction named the Horde consists of Orcs, Tauren, Trolls, and Undead.  Each race has its own historical reasons for joining its respective faction.

The descriptions that Blizzard Entertainment provides of each race
 are further instances of universalist storytelling in Warcraft.  By the descriptions , the Horde  races can almost unanimously be differentiated from the Alliance races by the former's brutishness and savagery, or their dishonesty.  The exception is the Tauren who, “despite their enormous size and brute strength, [are] remarkably peaceful."  But even this description posits the size and strength of the race as the expected, defining characteristic of the race, and their pastoral demeanor as the surprise.

To understand the problem we need to dissect the meanings behind the words.   An alliance is a group of separate individuals or groups that ally themselves with one another:

ally, v.t.: To combine, unite, or join in affinity, companionship, amity, or association for a special object; now chiefly of marriage, friendly association of sovereign states, and union of nature or spirit.

The attitude attached to the word 'alliance' is one of civilized parties coming together, joining forces to achieve some common rational goal.

An historical/anthropological definition of horde is:

horde, n.: A tribe or troop of Tartar or kindred Asiatic nomads, dwelling in tents or wagons, and migrating from place to place for pasturage, or for war or plunder.

While this may be the origin of the word, it takes on a different, more pejorative connotation in current common usage: 

horde, transf. n.: A great company, esp. of the savage, uncivilized, or uncultivated; a gang, troop, crew. 

The latter definition, a transferred meaning, doubtlessly emerged out of historical [mis]conceptions of the peoples mentioned in the former.  Indeed we see that, through some unfortunate historical events, even the word 'Tartar' has taken on a negative connotation in recent times, originally referring to a “native inhabitant of the region of Central Asia extending eastward from the Caspian Sea,” and later taking on the meaning of “a savage ...[or]  a rough and violent or irritable and intractable person.”  The same type of transformation has occurred with many other words in history (e.g. 'barbarian', 'gypsy').  At some point, all of these words were used to refer to some group of non-Western peoples—some “cultural others”—who, for some reason, fell out of favor with the West.  The words are all indicative of a specific cultural viewpoint.  Problems arise when a single cultural viewpoint is applied across cultures.

In WoW we see that, in line with the modern definition of the word, the Horde races are considered more savage and less cultivated than the Alliance races.  This can be expected from the point of view of the Alliance, but even when a player chooses a Horde race for his or her character, the faction with which he or she is allied is still referred to as the Horde, and the races are yet regarded as the more brutish and savage.  It is a universalized notion of right, where there is good and there is evil and one is never the other simultaneously.  There is no alternative moral  or civil point of view because there is no moral or civil point of view; there is only morality and civility.  Thus the Horde is a horde—a company. of savage, uncivilized, or uncultivated races—whereas the Alliance is a union of sovereign, cultivated, civilized races, notwithstanding the allegiance of the subject at hand.

Imagery

Blizzard allows the players of WoW to customize their in-game identity, though not quite as extensively as some other MMORPGs.  You can have your character be of several races (i.e. dwarf, gnome, tauren, etc), genders, and classes (i.e. warrior, mage, warlock, paladin, shaman, etc. depending on their race).  In WoW, each of the races has a distinct visual style.  For a given gender of a given race a player can choose from about eight different faces, but there is only one body-type.

Among the Alliance races, the Dwarves, Gnomes, and Humans—the three races that have the most human-like appearances—all have white or very light skin.  In creating ones character, the software allows the player to adjust the darkness of the characters skin, but the darkest setting for these three races is an olive color.

The architecture in the Human and Dwarven cities is reminiscent of classical European styles.  The lands that the Horde occupy, however, have an altogether different theme. Tauren architecture is very obviously similar to that of the stereotypical Native American;  tee-pees and totem poles abound.  Additionally, a few of the Tauren rites of passage include “following the path of a spirit wolf,” and “chase a kodo herd across the grass fields of Mulgore, as close to a fantasy game recreation of a buffalo hunt as you'll ever come.”
  Orc lands are repeatedly described as reminiscent of an African savanna by the players of WoW.  As one of the early testers of the game laments:

Orc lands are brutal and harsh, with red soil like their native Draenor. ... Beyond Durotar itself, central Kalimdor spreads out into the enormous plains of the Barrens, a fantasy African savanna with kodo beasts, alien giraffes, raptors and gazelle. It's a setting that seems so perfect and right that, in retrospect, you can't believe that no one has done it before.

Whether this was the intention of the game designers I cannot be sure, but what is important is the repeated association in the minds of the players with the lands of Kalimdor and Africa.

Contributing to the sensory imagery of the game is the accents that some of the characters have.  It is generally considered good form too “speak” in an accent (i.e. spell your words as they would be pronounced), if your race has an accent, when playing WoW in-character.  The two races that do often have discernible accents are Dwarves and Trolls.  The Dwarves have a verbal accent something akin to Scotts (for those players who choose to play in-character).  On the other hand, players who play Trolls, “renowned for their cruelty and dark mysticism” as well as their barbarism and superstition, according to the official World of Warcraft website, are encouraged to take on a pseudo-Jamaican accent.

Historical Construction

As has been mentioned, the world of Warcraft has a relatively detailed written history. To the credit of the Blizzard staff, they have done an excellent job of creating a world where it is possible to realize that the Horde may not be as antagonistic as their name suggests; the Orcs, arguably the leaders of the Horde, have been victims of their circumstance for centuries.  The Orcs, in this history, once inhabited the lush planet Draenor.  Here they were a “shamanistic, clan-based” race, until the Burning Legion, founded by a rouge Titan named Sargeras who had long since lost faith in the Pantheon's cultivating mission and begun an antithetical mission of his own, “discovered” Draenor.  The Legion used powerful methods to corrupt the Orcs and transform them from a spiritual race to a bloodthirsty warring people.  The Burning Legion created an interdimensional portal and led the Orcs, from thence forward known as the Orcish Horde, to Azeroth to wreak havoc on the planet.

Wars between the Orcish Horde and the Alliance continued for nearly a decade and eventually the Alliance gains the upper hand.  Orcs are consigned to internment camps and occasionally, if they are initially young enough, slavery.  In these internment camps (and without the influence of the momentarily defeated Burning Legion) Orcs grow strangely lethargic.  This continues until years later when an enslaved Orc named Thrall escapes from bondage and sets off on a quest to discover his stolen heritage.  He manages to revitalize his people and inspire them to revolt against Alliance control.

Shortly after the Orcs' revolt, the Burning Legion returns again, and deals much devastation to Azeroth.  Alliance and Horde, however, make a fragile pact against their common enemy and drive the Legion away once again.  Precarious peace has existed between the two factions for the last few years.

I find it intriguing that, in the face of such a rich history and excruciating circumstance, the Orc race is yet considered to be defined by its savage war-inclination.  This is a historical portrayal that the Orcs are now laboring to shed.  Many who play WoW, however, remain ignorant of the race's history.  Even among those who know of the Orcs past, as Mogrin points out, still “believe that the root of the Orcs racial identity lies in what they have succumbed to, rather than what they have not.”  Mogrin continues:

A final question to all my readers, for I know that there are those who are skeptical about their own opinion of the Orcs’ Racial Identity: when you think of an Orc, do you think of a Warrior, a Shaman, a Warlock or some other class? That should clear your perspective on the Orcish Racial Identity.

Indeed, warrior is the most played class among Orc characters, with Hunter in a close second, which is true for no other race
.  From these statistics it is clear that the warrior persona is still attached to the Orc's perceived identity.

Construction of a Dichotomy—Good vs. Bad

As I have shown above, the World of Warcraft is riddled with dichotomous language, imagery, and restrictions.  The fabricators of the game have also built in restrictions in its design.  The game is constructed to make you feel “like a member of one enormous team, while at the same time setting up the other faction as an enemy or, at best, a rival... Blizzard wants to encourage players to participate in PvP [Player-versus-Player combat], since the Horde-Alliance conflict is central to the Warcraft universe.”
  Thus, in spite of the fact that, according to the story of Warcraft, the factions are in a relative peace time, the game designers do their best to ensure that players feel as though they are a part of one of two warring enemy factions.

One of the most prevalent ways in which Blizzard works to inspire acrimony between the factions is by limiting trade and communication.  In the game, all Alliance races speak a language called Common, and all Horde races communicate in Orcish. Naturally, if you have an Alliance character, you “talk” in English and the text of other Alliance members shows up to you in English.  However, the text of any Horde characters will appear as Orcish on your screen.  Thus, there is little chance of the factions even attempting negotiations—communication is not an option in finding solutions.

In these games, it is not simply the opposition of two forces (be it good versus evil, cultivated versus savage, etc.) that is problematic; it is this opposition coupled with the encouragement of a singular worldview of the narrative that constructs one group of characters as the protagonists and all others as the “Others”.  Raph Koster provides an argument for constructing a sense of Other-ness through game-play.  This element of the cultural Other, according to Koster, contributes heavily to the construction of the identity of the players own character:

...[A]s any visual artist can tell you, if you want something light to stand out, you had better put it against a dark background.  And in cultural terms, the Other is the perfect dark background.

...[W]hat we use as a yardstick for our own identity as a culture is very often our difference from the Other.  From the enemy.  From what we do not wish to exercise power over us.

So thank heavens for the Other, and thank heavens for the playerkillers [those who seek to dominate other characters, often through violence].  For without them these places would not have acquired the sense of cultural identity that they now have.  Bonds have been formed by struggling against a common Other that would otherwise have been cheaper, and easily earned.  Cultures define and refine themselves through conflict.  What's more, you can measure the strength of a culture by a people's willingness to fight for its survival.

Marimba Ani, on the other hand, does not view the concept of the cultural Other as a necessary factor in constructing a cultural identity.  She recognizes this view as an endemic Western cultural aspect.  To her, the cultural Other is:

A conceptual/existential construct which allows Europeans to act out their most extreme aggression and destructiveness, while simultaneously limiting their collective self-destruction on a conscious level.

Thus, instead of being a  primarily constructive concept, the practice of creating a cultural Other is simultaneously a destructive (to the Other) and constructive trait (to themselves).  Along with the destructive actions that come with having a cultural Other, Ani points out that the creation of this Other is a destructive process in and of itself, portraying the self as civilized and cultivated and the Other as neither—in fact as the opposite.  We can see that this is what is happening with the Horde races in WoW.

Of course, as in most any game, a majority of the players empathize with the good guys—a phenomenon we can recognize in WoW, seeing as how 62% of players choose Alliance.  Notably, many players who choose to play Horde do so because they “didn't want to be a good guy.”

Implications

It is interesting to consider the association of the Alliance races with Europeanness and the Horde races with non-European.  The aesthetic choices made by the game designers, and interpreted and perpetuated by the players highlight these associations: the European style of the Alliance cities; the Scottish accent of the Dwarves; the lack of choices for skin-tone in human-like characters.  All in sharp contrast to: the Native American imitation of the Tauren lands and perceived Africanness of the Orc lands; the Jamaican accent of the Trolls; the shamanic practices of Horde races.  In spite of the provided story, the world construction in Warcraft is simply formulaic along the lines of commonly held views of goodness and civility as Western.  There are exceptions to these rules: the Night Elves and the Undead are relatively implacable in regards to a real-world analog.  Nevertheless, with the general association, it is no wonder that a majority of players view the Alliance as the “good guys” and the Horde as the “bad guys.”

In this analysis of good vs. evil, cultivated vs. uncivilized, we should also consider what are the implications of these associations.  Where does it leave what it means to be human if the human-like characters in the game are never darker than olive?  This is indeed the case in a majority of the science-fiction and fantasy works available—that people of color appear to be written out of existence, except in cases where they embody some extra-human trait, something that makes them not-quite-so-normal.

So does this video game world have critical aspects to it?  Or does it simply reflect and serve to perpetuate the established view of the world?  In the case of World of Warcraft, as is true of many currently popular MMORPGs, the game perpetuates established notions of a necessary Other for the good of the self.  Along with this notion, WoW manages to associate European aspects with Alliance races and thus with civility and morality, and non-European with Horde everything “Other.”
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