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The futuristic Bitchun society of Down and Out in the Magical Kingdom by Cory Doctorow is designed from a merit-based economy. This society is one with an absence of death or hunger, where anyone can do anything they want to until the heat death of the universe. Marx, who thought “the division of labour offers us the first example of how…divided, man’s own deed becomes an alien power opposed to him, which enslaves him” (Marx, The German Ideology, 160) would have found Bitchun society liberating, because Bitchun society allows a person to do any job, with an infinite number of lifetimes to try. However, not everyone is equal in Bitchun—wealth and status are publicly viewable as currency, which can only be earned from the approval of others. As Smith would have predicted, it turns out that expertise is very valuable in Bitchun society. “The division of labour…occasions, in every art, a proportionable increase of the productive powers of labour.” (Smith, Wealth of Nations, Chp. 1) Experts like Debra, the master programmer, and Dan, the successful missionary, are respected most at the peak of their careers. In fact, Debra is the personification of merit-based success, the absolute product of Bitchun society. She succeeds because her ideals match the capabilities of the society—life is easily replaceable, Whuffie is the goal, and public opinion is not necessarily based on the truth.
A merit-based society is designed to reward individuals who make the greatest contributions to the group. Through this, weak links are purged, and incentive is provided for individuals to work as hard as they can to improve the whole. Group success rewards individuals, and the only way an individual can succeed is by helping the group. However, in Bitchun, where status and wealth is measured by public approval, success is really measured by appearing to contribute to society, whether the contribution is real or not. A merit-based society is constantly changing and evolving to whatever its citizens desire the most. An individual can do anything, as long as it is pleasing to others.
Bitchun society uses a currency called Whuffie. Whuffie is a numerical representation of peer approval, and wealth is determined by one’s visible contributions to society. Whuffie is not a currency the way we think of currency now. The currency of Bitchun society is not exchanged for goods or services, but rather Whuffie is a measure of an individual’s value, and people who have more Whuffie have more privileges. An individual can earn Whuffie by pleasing other members of the society. As the incentive in a merit-based society, Whuffie is supposed to encourage individuals to work as hard as they can to please as many people as possible. Drains on society are marginalized, and the constantly evolving society favors increased efficiency. This public-relations method of earning Whuffie favors individuals who have good people skills, are innovative, or who are very good at specific tasks.
Debra is able to take advantage of Bitchun society because she knows that only what is visible to the public eye can be measured for Whuffie. Debra is able to earn a lot of Whuffie without contributing to society in a positive way. She kills Julius to gain Whuffie, Dan confesses, “I’d get the girl to shoot you [Julius] and disappear. Debra would give me Whuffie—piles of it, and her team would follow suit.” (Doctorow, Chp 9) and succeeds because the public does not know that Debra was behind Julius’ murder. In public, Debra is both extremely smart and she has good social skills—she is the type of person the merit-based Bitchun society benefits the most. “Debra’s the sort of person who keeps a lot of plans standing by, just in case.” (Doctorow, Chp 3) Debra is an excellent example of how “those exalted stations [of wealth and greatness] may, no doubt, be completely degraded by vice and folly.”(Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, I.III.31) Bitchun society has shaped her into a person who cares only for Whuffie, and uses morally questionable means to acquire it. 
	Debra exists because she wants to succeed. She wants to be respected. She wants to be famous. She is completely Bitchun because her only motivation is to acquire more Whuffie. “Us oldsters who predate Whuffie know that it’s important; but to the kids, it’s the world.” (Doctorow, Chp 1) Whuffie is so important to the “kids” because they were born and raised in Bitchun society, and shaped by the need to acquire Whuffie. And it is because Debra is completely Bitchun that she is able to succeed. In Beijing, “Debra herself had been killed every day for a week and restored to a series of prepared clones.” (Doctorow, Chp 3) Debra gained first-hand experience that life in Bitchun society really has no value. An individual in Bitchun can restore to backup as many times as he wants, as frequently as he would like to. And as Julius was offered to be restored to backup even though he had zero Whuffie (Doctorow, Chp 9), the right to restore to backup must be a freely given one. Because coming back to life is costless in Bitchun, Debra took the next step to assume that life itself is not valuable. Debra does not mind killing to gain Whuffie because life is so easily replaced that it is meaningless to her. Debra is also free from any sentiments that tie her to the past—she wants to change the park to what people want to see, which happen to be simulations. Not only is Debra willing to do anything to please the public, she is good at what she does Debra “was really good at coding sims.” (Doctorow, Chp 2) “The division of labour, by reducing every man’s business to some one simple operation…necessarily increases very much the dexterity of the workman.” (Smith, Wealth of Nations, Chp. 1) Debra is not successful because she is good at doing a little bit of everything, but because she is very good at making simulations. Debra uses innovation very well, which makes her even more valuable. In a society where change is rewarded with Whuffie, Debra’s new ideas about simulations earn her a lot of respect.
As Smith would say, “this disposition to admire, and almost to worship, the rich and powerful…is often most unjustly bestowed.” (Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, I.III.28) Debra does not deserve the Whuffie she earns by hurting her competition. But at the same time, Debra cannot be blamed for her actions—her morals are a product of Bitchun, and her goal of wealth is a sentiment shared by many members of society.


