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Crossing Gender Lines? Second Life’s Replica of Rty

Second Life is an outlet for the subversive amddbmmercialized. The target audience
of Second Life is unclear; the focus presumablyasurds stereotypically female practices, even
though men dominate the gaming world. The key ¢ogdime is that it provides the opportunity
to break the barriers of traditional society. Gamgently, when presented with a clean slate for
which participants can mold and fantasize anonymypaensumerism and sex is born. The
blatant sexualized environments and the parti@pati female characters in these sexual worlds
is disconcerting. Either women have found an oddlesubversive sexual practices, or men are
using virtual women for their own pleasure witheflem from repercussion. In her article,
Feminist Internet Studiegan Zoonen presents a limited view of women’'sip@ation in the
Internet that foreshadows a “digital divide”, wheremen’s role in the internet surrounds
relationships and shopping (Van Zoonen). Secofalillustrates where van Zoonen’s argument
goes wrong, where she misses the opportunity fonevoto develop and participate in
technology. Unfortunately, although the game hasability to be a new alternative progressive
life, Second Life is ultimately falls short of bgimnything more than a gendered environment
for sex and shopping. Many of the sexual fantaanessex worlds manipulate and objectify
women. Second Life players earn Linden Dollarsnf@any activities within the game. The game
crosses the line between fantasy and reality aéxbbbange of Linden Dollars for US currency.
By inferring that Linden Dollars are real dollaksnden products and services then become real
products and services. The innovation within tuscept is overshadowed by the elements of
the game that should not be real, such as thentiekxual acts that occur in multiple worlds.

The sexual and commercialized world in Second isifeltimately both empowering and
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objectifying in its representation of women. Tlag provides women an opportunity to

embrace the technological world and participaté the representations of women promote
heterosexual male values that discourage progeessminine ideologies.

Second Life is an innovative 3D world that faeilés a legitimate new life—one where
people can earn a living by doing anything theyapée The game has a strong focus on
capitalism, where players participate in a dailglenge of goods and services for Linden
Dollars. Inevitably, huge media companies havegazed the potential for large revenues and
have set up shop within the Second Life commuwitivertisers and big name companies are
flocking to the online game, seeking an opportutotgarn huge profits through product
placement. The focus on buying and selling isansfe occurrence for a video game. Second
Life’s critical acclaim is attributed to its uniga@proach to game design, mainly surrounding
the strong presence of user-generated contenbn8edfe participants can contribute to any
aspect of the game by drawing and manipulatingaasahomes, shopping malls, accessories,
clothing, art, drinks and more. Second Life’s wibpromotes the game as a “3D online digital
world imagined, created, and owned by its residgi®scondlife.com). Anything tangible in
Second Life is likely drawn by a Second Life plgyand is usually bartered or sold for Linden
Dollars. To set-up a character in the game, umergliven a basic, pre-designed avatar to mold.
Players can change any aspect of the avatar désagmskin color, height, weight, age, body
structure, hair color and clothing. The avataaset through different “worlds”, mostly designed
and monitored by other Second Life players. To enaithin worlds, users “teleport” by
double-clicking on the title of any world sought dlirough the games “search” function.
Second Life staff, also known as Linden Staff, psints—a correlated list of the most popular
places, and maps for users to search and roangthtbe hundreds of user-created worlds.

Gamers have the option of selecting either a mafemale avatar when joining Second

Life. A few minutes of game play will indicate trmany gamers choose female characters.
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Female avatars are everywhere. They roam thesstbeeorate the houses, strip in the

nightclubs and are available for sex. Second Li$elé-reported statistics reveal that 58% of
Second Life players are male (Linden). Since a ntgjof gamers are men, the prominence of
female avatars suggests that the purpose of thalégptayer is centered around the male gaze.
Anne-Marie Schleiner compares gender-crossingdeoa/games to the act of dressing up in
drag. With specific relation to the character L&raft in Tomb Raider, Schleiner argues

Over the course of the game, the constructioh@ptayer’s feminine identity

emerges from the reflective connectivity betwdenlayer’s identification with the

avatar’'s movements in the game space, (a solteshate "mirror" reality.) Rigid gender

roles are broken down, allowing the young boys rmed who constitute the majority of

Tomb Raider players to experiment with "wearindéminine identity, echoing the

phenomenon of gender crossing in Internet chansoand Mud’s (Schleiner).
Second Life does not break down gender roles—itrao@s them. Although male players can
select and manipulate female avatars, the actsvitiat many female avatars are seen conducting
are traditional feminine roles such as shoppinggcohay, flirting, and providing sexual pleasure.
However, the game is not at fault for the tradiéilbgender roles—gamers are. The user
generated content, online chats, and the gamearsstiees rule and define the messages sent
within Second Life. Thus the problem of a tradialy gendered game does not lie in the game
creators, but in society’s acceptance of theses ial¢he first place. VanZoonen argues that to
classify a gendered internet, either by female alerstandards, missing the possibilities of the
Internet to be both. She explains,

The same holds for feminist perspectives on thermet: the nature of the technology is

such that the claim of a one dimensional gendpractice of the Internet, be it

feminine (as in female communication) or mascu(aeein male domination), is bound

to miss the rich diversity of gender articulatiammsand with the net (Van Zoonen 71).
Second Life misses opportunities to be progressivs representation of gender roles. Avatars
in Second Life can fly, a feature human beings.ldtkvould be fantastic to see Second Life
apply other non-traditional features to avatar glesind abilities, such as the creation of a non-

gendered avatar, in order to break down traditigealder roles and embrace a new world, a

second life, that is not defined by any societalstaucts.
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Second Life’s ingenuity is based around shoppirdycapitalism. Market forces drive

the real world economy, and in Second Life, momelyertising, and shopping defines much of
the game’s identity. A free version of Second loé be downloaded from the company’s
website. However, in order to be a true participarsecond Life’s culture, the game begins
with a monthly subscription membership. For $985a month, users are given a $1000
Linden dollar signing bonus and a $300 Linden Ddlgpend a week. The weekly income
allows gamers to buy and trade goods as they waoulte real world; it facilitates shopping,
gambling, down payments on property, and overafthvim the game.

The line between fantasy and reality is blurredulgh the collection and trading of
Linden Dollars. Second Life makes it possible taraton real life responsibilities and be reborn
in Second Life. The goods and services that adettdor real US currency in Second Life
validates and legitimizes the practices and satiacture within it. On May*12006,Business
Weekreported one successful Second Life player’s ireatran estimated $250,000 US.
Interestingly, the article profiled Anshe Chundemale player, who was one of the first players
recognized for earning huge amounts of US currémough the gamd3usiness Weeleported
that: “ Chung's owner, who prefers to keep her real naimatprto deter real-life intrusions
[says], ‘This virtual role-playing economy is soostg that it now has to import skill and services
from the real-world economy”(My Virtual Life). Thgame transcends the video game genre by
allowing players to successfully generate virtmabime and translates that income into
legitimate US currency. Chung, a female playean example of the empowering elements
within the Second Life community. Women can jthiis community as successful business
strategists, earn a lot of money, and be a reéicgaant in the gaming community.

Major media companies are flocking to Second lafaopes of capturing the online
community’s attention. The game does not diretztitget a specific gender, but instead

advertises itself as a completely new 3D virtuahomunity for all. The opportunity for
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advertising initiatives is vast. Instead of Lindsaff creating virtual products for players to buy

and sell, media conglomerates such as AOL Time @aMBC and CBS have joined Second
Life and created content that integrates branditgthe virtual community (Wallenstien)'he
game is not about luring women to video games Ipgaling to popular shopping activities, but
instead companies are infiltrating the game withdpct placement in hopes of generating
income in reality. Second Life is earning prottisough the increasing number of monthly

subscriptions.
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Figure 1

Figure 1 illustrates the 3D advertising designd @@ success of product placement
within the game. Companies such as Procter andog@ameate 3D vending machines such as
the one shown above, and invite players to purchiagel chips. By doing so, players hand
over their Linden Dollars, which can then be cotegto US Dollars, to Procter and Gamble for
nothing more than a 3D drawing of a Pringles c@he purpose of buying virtual chips is
meaningless. The exchange of money for virtuatlgas intriguing though. If you purchase

Pringles in the game, is it the same as purchdaimgles in real life? To Procter and Gamble
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who earned the profit from the purchase, it is. cdgy this example further, if purchasing

Pringles is legitimate, is paying for sex also tiegate?

The prominence of shopping
undoubtedly has feminine connotations
associated within. In a quick search
through some of the game’s most popular
malls reveals that most of the clothing and
avatar designs are intended for females,
such as the figure shown below. A closer

reading of the female clothing reveals

designs intended for male pleasure, such as
the prominence of lingerie, leather, and schodlayitfits. Although the game
may appear to provide a variety of goods for pusehaany of the clothing items for sale are
created to make female characters sexy; leopantl gkirts, revealing tank tops, and even
ballroom gowns appeal to a idealized feminine imige is not progressive or empowering. The
overflowing amount of feminine-styled goods presemstereotypical and simplistic idea of
female leisure activities, inferring that a womarote in online communities and the Internet is
little more than a way to participate in consunteeadencies.

Lisbet van Zoonen examines women'’s role on thermat in her articl&eminist Internet
Studies She argues that a woman'’s role online is sttbsidary to men, and that their uses of
the Internet closely resemble that in the realftilorth American society, activities such as
shopping, emotional support, communication, actsaoihg and personal relationships. Van
Zoonen argues that there is a potential digitaldéivwhere a woman'’s role online will be
limited to the superfluous acts of a modern dayskeauife:

The US situation shows us what is to come: wommemaw using the Internet in equal
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numbers as men, but they are usually targetedragsimers and online shoppers. We

may be moving towards a situation then, in whittte“digital divide” in the Western

world does not express itself in terms of numleérsomen and men having access to the

Internet, but in terms of the uses to which therimet is put by women and men (van

Zoonen 68).

By highlighting the potential “divide”, van Zoone@mly contributes to the stereotype of the
female online shopper. Although at the surfaceoBed.ife appears to promote van Zoonen’s
argument that women'’s role online is rooted in ghiog, the game contradicts this notion. It
does so in two ways; firstly, assuming that mely pideo games more often than women,
clearly there is a very large male interest inremkhopping. The paradox is interesting; 58% of
Second Life players are men, but Second Life hasvarflowing amount of clothes for women.
Secondly, Second Life provides opportunities fatipgation in consumerism beyond mindless
shopping; female and male gamers can create thwaivotual store with virtual lines of

clothing, art, hair designs or accessories. Thmeht of user-generated content empowers
women to serve a participatory, active role in thitual society, not a passive one.

It should be noted that van Zoonen also arguadthassuming that women'’s role online
is rooted in consumerism, it neglects other extignmeportant functions that women serve in
the community, such as their roles in the careetdyactivism, intellectual thought and personal
hobbies (van Zoonen 70). Second Life takes vam&n® point beyond just the mention of
women'’s “other” roles in society and breaks dowa riiotion of a “digital divide”. Men and
women are free to play any gender, and participatiee online culture in a multitude of forms,
beyond shopping. Second Life empowers women reduse the game provides the ability to
join communities and shop, but because female @ayan control and manipulate content and

showcase technological and graphic design talentettpually competes with male user-

generated content.
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Although the game has a strong design elemenethpbwers women, there is an
equally strong sexual world that negates the pssjve elements within this virtual community.
Second Life suffers from an identity crisis. Thave surrounds itself in a world of
stereotypically female practices, such as shopaimty‘dressing up”, but the dominant sexual
world implies a strong level of eroticism geareanarily towards men. Abnormal practices
within Second Life do not surround gender represtéont; they surround the prominence of
sexual activity. To find sex in Second Life, altakes is a simple keyword search or to browse
over Second Life’s “Popular Places”. In a revievthe ten most popular worlds in Second Life
to visit (measured by how many players are in eemtid) on March 28 2007, the top ten that
appeared were sexually explicit in nature.  Playan participate in sexual acts in a number of
ways. They can draw character add-ons, such as’f@em dildos to be used in animated sex
acts. To perform sex acts, players click on rotpue balls”. When a pose ball is selected,

control of the avatar is released to the animadiesign.
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Moreover, the female avatars who have sex aracuirate representations of women. It

is disappointing that although players can drawagan any shape, color or form desired, most
female avatars are hyper-skinny with long, flowiragr and big breasts. The game would be
much more convincing as a progressive movementrtisraasecond, or different life if there
were realistic representations of women having sex.

Although Second Life is demeaning to women iraltswance of virtual sexual assault
and archaic gender roles, it also can provide dletdior female empowerment. Anne-Marie
Schleiner also suggests that female avatars amibet of male gaze and that most avatars are
modeled after men (Schleiner). Although Secone hifay be an outlet for sexual arousal in
men, it can also be a sexual outlet for women. \Womho want to explore sexual fantasies and
experiment with sexual pleasure certainly haveothgortunity to do so in Second Life. The
strong prevalence of female avatars suggests dhat svomen are playing Second Life and are
enjoying the sexual conversations and visual regmtesions of sex. If a female player finds
pleasure in the sexual world of Second Life, itilddde embraced, not criticized. Van Zoonen
worries about the representation of women onlike contends that,

In addition, in terms of téxts and 'representationsthe Internet is also not simply

a women’s haven. Although there are few systenaaiatyses of the representations and

constructions of gender on the Internet, theemmsugh evidence about (child)

pornography, right wing extremism, sexual harasgreming and other unpleasantness

to disclaim any utopian vision of the Internetaasunproblematic feminine environment
(van Zoonen 68).

Van Zoonen does not allow women to enjoy the plessaf the Internet. Second Life is an
example of life; there are examples of “child pagraphy, sexual harassment and
unpleasantness”, but there is also an opportuaitfeiminine sexual arousal. If the Internet and
video games are a realistic representation of arldythen presumably the negatives that
accompany society will also be present. Insteddgifing out at the representations of the

Internet, van Zoonen should be upset with the emcs of these negative social forces, not with
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the online world for displaying them.

Second Life empowers women, but it also gloribegectification and abuse. It provides
a lawless environment where players can explogenithout governmental or societal rule.
However, when presented with the opportunity telieversive or experimental, the game falls
short of being much more than a replica of theetgave already live in. As a sociological
experiment, what does this game say about ourre@tWhen given the opportunity to create a
utopist environment, all human beings can contabsitsex, violent and an overwhelming urge
to shop. The game does allow women to step otltenf comfort zone and explore sexual
worlds and language in an anonymous and creativieoement which they may have
previously self-selected themselves out of. Sedofedalso adheres to traditional gender roles
and stereotypical notions of the woman. For thetrpart, the fashion options and sexual worlds
suggest that the material is intended for the maiee. The sexual worlds are not censored, they
are violent and present an unrealistic fantasy@sgesexual relationships that create unreal
expectations and reinforce violence against wonieis. not surprising that the sexual worlds in
Second Life are offensive, especially since lawsdo& govern those creating worlds. It can be
argued that Second Life merely represents thewedtl—it would be naive to assume that
S&M, bondage, orgies and adultery do not take pilaceality. In order for Second Life to truly
be innovative and garner the attention of massesgess, it needs to do more than attract
marketers and promote stereotypes. It would bg subversive to see Second Life form an
alternate reality that is not a replica of our eatrsocial roles, which do nothing for the

progression of women'’s roles in technology.
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