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Chapter 1

THE SUBJECT AND SCOPE OF THIS INQUIRY

Arrivals and departures—Everyday Second Life— Terms
of discussion— The emergence of virtual worlds— The
posthuman and the human— What this, a book, does.

FIGURE 1.1. Arrival in Second Life (image by author).

ARRIVALS AND DEPARTURES.

Imagine yourself suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear, alone on
a tropical beach close to a native village while the launch or dinghy which
has brought you sails away out of sight (figure 1.1). You have nothing to do,
but to start at once on your ethnographic work. Imagine further that you
are a beginner, without previous experience, with nothing to guide you and
no one to help you. This exactly describes my first initiation into field work
in Second Life.
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Many anthropologists will recognize the paragraph above as a famous
passage, slightly altered, from Bronislaw Malinowski’s Argonauts of the
Western Pacific, published in 1922, describing the culture of the inhabitants
of the Trobriand Islands north of Australia.! Despite his shortcomings, it
was Malinowski more than any other anthropologist, and Argonauts more
than any of Malinowski’s books, that established the conviction that anthro-
pologists should have extended experience in close proximity among those
about whose lives they wished to speak: “it would be easy to quote works of
high repute . . . in which wholesale generalizations are laid down before us,
and we are not informed at all by what actual experiences the writers have
reached their conclusion” (Malinowski 1922:3, emphasis added): “Living in
the village with no other business but to follow native life, one sees the cus-
toms, ceremonies and transactions over and over again, one has examples
of their beliefs as they are actually lived through, and the full body and
blood of actual native life fills out soon the skeleton of abstract construc-
tions” (Malinowski 1922:18, emphasis added).?

Malinowski speaks of “actual” experience, “actual” belief, “actual” life.
In this book I take the methods and theories of anthropology and apply
them to a virtual world accessible only through a computer screen. Because
virtual worlds are so new, I will spend quite a few pages introducing some
general issues to keep in mind, before plunging into the details of Second
Life. I am an anthropologist whose previous and continuing research fo-
cuses on sexuality in Indonesia (Boellstorff 2005, 2007). Coming of Age in
Second Life is an anthropological study of Second Life (abbreviated “SL” or
“s1”).* This is a virtual world owned and managed by a company, Linden
Lab, where by the end of my fieldwork tens of thousands of persons who
might live on separate continents spent part of their lives online.* To ex-
plore how anthropology might contribute to understanding culture in vir-
tual worlds, I have departed from many previous studies of Internet culture
by conducting fieldwork entirely inside Second Life, using my avatar Tom
Bukowski and my home and office in Second Life, Ethnographia.® I went
through standard human subjects protocols and engaged in normal anthro-
pological methods including participant observation and interviews.

It might seem controversial to claim one can conduct research entirely
inside a virtual world, since persons in them spend most of their time in the
actual world and because virtual worlds reference and respond to the actual
world in many ways. However, as I discuss in chapter 3, studying virtual
worlds “in their own terms” is not only feasible but crucial to developing re-
search methods that keep up with the realities of technological change. Most
virtual worlds now have tens of thousands of participants, if not more, and
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the vast majority interact only in the virtual world. The forms of social ac-
tion and meaning-making that take place do so within the virtual world, and
there is a dire need for methods and theories that take this into account.
Another foundational conceit concerns the possibility of descriptive
analysis, rather than the prescriptive modes of argumentation that charac-
terize most discussions of virtual worlds, often due to legitimate interests in
social implications and design. When studying gay Indonesians, I do not
ask “is it a good thing that gay identities have emerged in Indonesia?”; I take
their emergence as given. Similarly in this book I do not ask “is it a good
thing that virtual worlds have emerged” or “is Second Life headed in the
right direction?” While such questions are important to many persons in
Second Life and beyond, in this book I take Second Life’s emergence as given
and work to analyze the cultural practices and beliefs taking form within it.
The idea of “virtually human” appearing in this book’s subtitle can be in-
terpreted in two ways, indexing two lines of analysis I develop throughout.
First, although some insightful research has claimed that online culture her-
alds the arrival of the “posthuman,” I show that Second Life culture is pro-
foundly human. It is not only that virtual worlds borrow assumptions from
real life; virtual worlds show us how, under our very noses, our “real” lives have
been “virtual” all along. It is in being virtual that we are human: since it is hu-
man “nature” to experience life through the prism of culture, human being has
always been virtual being. Cutlure is our “killer app”: we are virtually human.
Yet it is not true that nothing is new under the unblinking light of a
virtual sun. My second line of analysis is that virtual worlds do have signifi-
cant consequences for social life. Drawing upon the meaning of virtual as
“almost,” a second interpretation of this booK’s title is that in virtual worlds
we are not quite human—our humanity is thrown off balance, considered
anew, and reconfigured through transformed possibilities for place-making,
subjectivity, and community. Anthropology, “a positive and definite study
of the human knowledge of the human” (Wagner 2001:xvii), can help re-
veal the layers of contingency within the category of the virtually human,
rather than exiling such contingency into a category of the posthuman
and thereby retrenching the borders of the human itself. I approach these
two lines of analysis by writing an “ethnography; a text produced through
fieldwork-based research, also known as ethnographic methods. Contem-
porary understandings of ethnographic method presume historical and
comparative perspectives, and at various points I will discuss the history of
virtual worlds as well as virtual worlds other than Second Life.
The online fieldsite of Coming of Age in Second Life might seem ut-
terly different than Indonesia, but like my earlier work this book touches
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on broad issues concerning selfhood and society, and like my earlier work
this book is a methodological experiment. Building upon a significant body
of prior research on virtual worlds, I argue that ethnography holds great
promise for illuminating culture online, but not because it is traditional or
old-fashioned. Ethnography has a special role to play in studying virtual
worlds because it has anticipated them. Virtual before the Internet existed,
ethnography has always produced a kind of virtual knowledge. Borrow-
ing a phrase from Malinowski, Clifford Geertz argued that the goal of eth-
nographic understanding is to achieve the “native’s point of view” (Geertz
1983). The quotation from Malinowski that started this book asked you
to “imagine yourself” in a new place (Malinowski 1922:4), to be virtually
there. Representations of persons in virtual worlds are known as “avatars”;
Malinowski’s injunction to “imagine yourself” in an unfamiliar place un-
derscores how anthropology has always been about avatarizing the self,
standing virtually in the shoes (or on the shores) of another culture.

I intentionally draw upon classic anthropology to demonstrate the
promise of ethnographic methods for the study of virtual worlds. This book’s
title is meant to recall Coming of Age in Samoa, the work that first established
Margaret Mead’s reputation (Mead 1928). At the same time, it will be obvious
that I draw upon contemporary anthropological critiques of ethnographic
method—not least, the vociferous debate over Mead’s book. Anthropologists
now recognize that the boundaries of “fieldsites” are contested and produced
in part by ethnographers themselves (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). They also
recognize that ethnographic research need not limit itself to a single fieldsite.
Indeed there is a sense in which this study of Second Life is part of my own
multisited project, an anthropology of modernity that treats gay Indonesians
and Second Life residents as nodes of an emergent cultural formation that is
at once transnational, national, and local, at once virtual and actual.

Many different kinds of books could be written about Second Life, each
with certain audiences in mind. A challenge I face is that I wish Coming
of Age in Second Life to be read and debated by several different groups of
people. I hope the book will be useful to those with interests in anthropol-
ogy, including graduate and undergraduate students. I also hope it will be
read by scholars, students, and designers in fields like game studies, infor-
matics, and science and technology studies. Another hoped-for readership
includes persons who participate in virtual worlds or online games. Persons
who spend time in Second Life fall into this category, including the many
friends and acquaintances whose kindness, patience, and insight made this
book possible. Then there are all the readers I cannot foresee who simply
find the topic interesting.
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It is impossible to write a book that will please all of these audiences all
of the time. Some may find my writing too laden with jargon; others, too
informal. Some may find my extensive use of sources distracting; others
may think of literatures they would have liked to see referenced. Some may
be frustrated with my sympathetic stance toward virtual worlds; others will
feel I underplay their importance. Those with little experience in virtual
worlds may wish I had focused on why people find virtual worlds compel-
ling, and their potentially negative effects; others with substantial experi-
ence in virtual worlds may wish I had written a book that went into more
detail about subcultures and controversies specific to Second Life. I can
only hope that all parties will meet this text halfway and find in it some-
thing useful or provocative.

This book provides an ethnographic portrait of the culture of Second
Life during the period of fieldwork upon which the portrait is based (June 3,
2004 to January 30, 2007).° Since Second Life first went online in June 2003,
this book chronicles the formative years when the virtual world was “com-
ing of age,” as the bookss title indicates. A problem of spatial scale appears at
the outset: “Second Life” seems too big and too small.” Too small, because
most of those who resided in Second Life during my fieldwork participated
in other virtual worlds or online games, as well as blogs, forums, and other
websites. The engagement ethnographic research demands makes it impos-
sible for me to conduct ethnographic research in Thailand while conduct-
ing such research in Indonesia; similarly I could not study other virtual
worlds while engaging in ethnographic research in Second Life. For this
reason, comparing Second Life to other virtual worlds in detail lies beyond
the scope of this book. Without good ethnographic work in place there is
nothing upon which to base comparison. Obviously all virtual worlds dif-
fer and Second Life was quite distinct from, say, combat-oriented virtual
worlds that existed at the same time, like World of Warcraft (Koster 2006).
Yet there are common aspects to virtual worlds, just as there are features
shared by all human languages even when they are mutually unintelligible.

Too big, because as was the case for many virtual worlds during the time
of my fieldwork, Second Life was already so large that there were many sub-
cultures within it. At various points I discuss subcultures in Second Life and
in future writings I hope to analyze such subcultures in greater detail, but
the goal of this book is to explore what might be learned from Second Life
taken as a single culture. Just as it is possible to study Indonesian national
culture or more localized cultures like Javanese culture, so one viable ap-
proach to Second Life is to examine its general aspects. It is typically much
easier to recognize subcultures than cultures: no one during my research
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denied that there were subcultures in Second Life, but many questioned if
there was a Second Life culture. Claims that a virtual world like Second Life
is composed of nothing but subcultures mistake notions of subculture in
terms of identity and style (Hebdige 1979) for anthropological notions of
culture in terms of shared meanings and relations of power.

EVERYDAY SECOND LIFE.

A man spends his days as a tiny chipmunbk, elf, or voluptuous woman. An-
other lives as a child and two other persons agree to be his virtual parents.
Two “real”-life sisters living hundreds of miles apart meet every day to play
games together or shop for new shoes for their avatars. The person making
the shoes has quit his “real”-life job because he is making over five thousand
U.S. dollars a month from the sale of virtual clothing. A group of Christians
pray together at a church; nearby another group of persons engages in a
virtual orgy, complete with ejaculating genitalia. Not far away a newsstand
provides copies of a virtual newspaper with ten reporters on staff; it in-
cludes advertisements for a “real”’-world car company, a virtual university
offering classes, a fishing tournament, and a spaceflight museum with rep-
licas of rockets and satellites.

This list of occurrences does not begin to scratch the surface of the myr-
iad ways those who spent time in Second Life interacted with each other
and the virtual world. During the time of my fieldwork, the level of “real”-
world news coverage of Second Life increased dramatically, often focusing
on aspects of the virtual world seen as sensational (for instance, that over
US$1,000,000 of economic activity was occurring daily, or that a “real”-
world musician was performing inworld). But events seen as exceptional are
of limited value; they take place in the context of broader norms that at first
glance may seem uninteresting, but are the true key to understanding culture.
For this reason it will prove helpful to introduce Second Life not by means
of some infamous incident, but through a portrait of what an uneventful
afternoon might have looked like during the time of my fieldwork.® I do not
intend this portrait to be representative of everyone’s experience, just one
example of what life in Second Life could be like during my fieldwork. Read-
ers with experience in virtual worlds may find the description obvious, but
I would ask such readers to consider what kinds of cultural assumptions are
encapsulated within these apparently banal details of everyday Second Life.

IMAGINE YOURSELF suddenly teleported into Second Life, alone in your home.
You already have a Second Life account and thus an “avatar;” which we will call
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FIGURE 1.2. Standing at home (image by author).

Sammy Jones. On a computer—at home, at an office, or on your laptop at a
café—you start the Second Life program just as you would an email program,
word processor, or web browser. After logging on with your avatar name and
password, you see your avatar, who never needs to eat or sleep, standing in
your home (figure 1.2). You built this house out of “primitives” (or “prims”),
as objects in Second Life are known. You did so after practicing with Second
Life’s building tools in an area known as a “sandbox,” where you can build
for free but everything you build is deleted after a few hours (figure 1.3). The
piece of land upon which your house sits is 1,024 square virtual meters in
size; you paid a virtual real estate agent about thirty dollars for it, conducting
the transaction in linden dollars or “lindens.” For the right to own land you
paid Linden Lab, the company that owns Second Life, $9.95 a month for a
“premium account” and an additional $5 a month for the ability to own up to
1,024 square meters of land: this is known as a “land use fee” or “tier fee”
Using your mouse and keyboard you walk around your house, adorned
with furniture, paintings, and rugs. You purchased some of these furnish-
ings from stores in Second Life; others you made yourself. Deciding you
are tired of the white rug in your living room, you open your “inventory;
which appears on your screen as a “window” filled with folders containing
items within them (figure 1.4).° You drag an icon named “green rug” from



FIGURE 1.4. Perusing the “inventory” window (image by author).




































































