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Abstract 

Second Life, one of the most popular of virtual world was invented by Linden Lab Corporation: its philosophical 

statement is that Second Life is 'a place where you can turn the pictures in your head into a kind of pixelated 

reality‘ (Rymaszewski, 2007, p. iv). Second Life is, for many reasons to be considered in this essay, a 

representative example of the (offline/real) world. This paper will argue that virtual worlds such as Second Life 

are an extension of the real world. Two major questions were posed earlier in this essay: ‗Does the virtual world 

represent the real world?‘ and ‗Is it a refuge for its participants from the real world‘. We can answer these 

questions. First of all, the virtual world is an extension of the real world, because it is built from, and continues 

to make use of, ideas, meanings, identity categories, performances, narratives and values derived from the real 

world. Secondly, Second Life is clearly not, in the long term, a refuge for its participants from the real world. 

Second Life can be understood as a virtual place that allows people to have temporary fun; however, it is only for 

a moment or for a short period, because the relationship between the virtual and the real world is interpenetrated. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 A Virtual Community – Second Life 

Second Life is invented by the Linden Lab from San Francisco, the US. As to many people who have never 

registered as a member of it, Second Life is assumed as a sort of online games. For some people, they also 

wonder if Second Life is an online date site. It is not hard to understand why people‘s assumptions about Second 

Life are not accurate. Second Life shares some similarities with other online entertainments, such as role-play 

games, which also reqests to be accessed by the connection of Internet. Moreover, online games also provide 

conversation tools for users to chat and communicate with each other. However, the main notion of Second Life 

is to pick up a new identity and chat with other residents. There are several games offered from different 

destinations, but most residents join Second Life is for chatting and joining activities purposes instead of playing 

games. 

The notion that virtual communities such as Second Life can function as real communities, in the way that 

characterizes a village, town, state or even a nation, is taken up and explored by Boellstorff (2008). In his book, 

which is a kind of 'virtual ethnography', he argues that, although online sites such as Second Life differentiate 

themselves from the real world and seem to offer something more or better than ordinary, real world life, the 

‗virtual worlds reference and respond to the actual worlds in many ways‘ (2008, p. 4).  

Boellstorff makes the point that virtual worlds play a key role in influencing social life (2008, p. 5). He suggests 

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‘ (2008, p. 5).  

1.2 Virtual Culture and Discourse 

Second Life is a particularly useful case study for researching virtual worlds, because it has a particularly well 

developed culture and a discourse on and about that culture and activities, values, imperatives and logics. While 

there is a single 'official' culture to Second Life, there are also subcultures. If we go into the site we can find 

people participating in a church service, virtual newspapers being sold on a newsstand, and virtual courses being 

offered by a virtual university (2008, p. 8).  

There are no temporal or geographical limitations: people can visit your friends in San Francisco in the early 
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morning, then dinner with your mum in Beijing. Your virtual life experience can begin with saying hello by 

typing words onto the screen and waiting for answers. You may get response from a numbers of people within a 

minute. You can go shopping for new clothes for your avatar or a costume party. In this way, our real world, 

physical identities are transported and integrated into the virtual world. 

2. Virtual Achievements and Satisfaction 

People go into and use Second Life for a variety of purposes. People who are dissatisfied or unhappy in the actual 

world because of problems regarding their family, career and sexuality, may access Second Life to give 

themselves a second chance, a second life, and for some users, moving to Second Life constitutes a sort of 

escaping from the realities of everyday life. 

It can be argued that virtuality has always characterized human culture (Boellstorff, 2008, p.33). McLuhan points 

out, for instance that ‗the development of writing can also be seen as the technology making virtual worlds 

possible‘ (1962). Ong connects the idea of writing with Plato‘s argument that writing is a thing, a product that 

has been modified in mind; it is a piece of artificial modification. Boellstorff suggests that the invention of 

role-playing game and the development of video games are ancestors of virtual worlds (cited in Rheingold, 2000, 

p. xv; Sterling, 1992, p. 108). Bartle also argues that ‗virtual worlds originate above all from video games‘ 

(2004:4). On-line games, especially role-playing games, provide opportunities for the players to take on and 

perform various identities.  

2.1 Virtual World vs. Actual World 

Since the virtual world is a new concept, it is to be expected that people bring actual life meanings and ideas to 

virtual worlds. However people‘s sociality in virtual worlds is not the same as in the actual-world. Moreover, 

scholars have considered and discussed whether or not virtual worlds can be considered as places. According to 

Rutter and Smith, ‗―place‖ and ―virtual‖ cannot coexist: ―there is not ‗place‘ in the virtual beyond the metaphor‖‘ 

(cited in 2005, p. 85).  

People who participate in virtual worlds such as Second Life are now offered 3D environments that simulate the 

actual world. It brings so much actual experience to the users as what they use to gain from the real world. This 

'simulation of the actual constitutes the basis of social relations. As Cosgrove points out: 

In the dominant Western tradition, vision and place are linked through the idea of the landscape, which 

―represents a way of seeing — a way in which some Europeans have represented to themselves and to others the 

world about them and their relationship with it, and through which they have commented on social relations 

(1998, p. 1). 

For Healy virtual worlds such as Second Life are places, because even a simulated place is made meaningful as a 

place by an observer who sees by and through socio-cultural frames (and limitations. A 3D environment provides 

users with a real world experience: as it is a simulation of the real world, the meanings given to a place through 

seeing and observing effectively 'make that place'. 

2.2 Virtual Identity 

It is important to analyze issues and differences of identity across virtual and actual world. What is at issue is the 

extent to which actual and online identity is continuous. In Second Life people can behave and act differently to 

what they might do in the actual world. Participants in virtual worlds used to be called ―users‖, ―gamers,‖ or 

―players‖, and these terms are still used quite often in the study of Second Life: however, other terms have been 

added, such as residents and members.  

In order to survive in the actual world, people have to play multiple roles, and assume different identities. We are 

a different type of identity with out family (a daughter, a sister, a mother) from the identity we have in social and 

work contexts. Everyone has to change their performance once their role-as-identity changes. Different 

nationalities are often expected to perform in keeping with national stereotypes. 

Fornas et al. write about ‗how identities ―are not produced by sovereign and autonomous subjects alone … 

identity-producing interactions take place in the use of communicative and signifying practice‖‘ (cited in Fornas 

et al., 2002, p. 34). For Foucault, ‗such ―identity-producing interactions‖ are ―technologies of the self‖‘ (cited in 

Foucault 1986). The gap between virtual and actual world identities (and performances) has caught the attention 

of researchers.  

One of the most significant differences between Second Life and other virtual worlds is the avatar. As Taylor and 

Hudson-Smith explain, avatars are not just abstract anchors of virtual perspective; they were the modality 

through which residents experienced virtual selfhood, and ―central to both immersion and the construction of 
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community in virtual space (cited in Taylor, 2006a, p. 110; see also Hudson-Smith, 2002, p. 82).  

The avatar is the screen name and representation that stands in for you to the other. Some residents confirm that 

the avatar does play an important role in their interaction with other residents in Second Life. The style, content 

and decorative aspects of an avatar is a personal decision. Some people choose an avatar that reflects their 

physicality.  

The question of the relationship between actual identity categories based on factors such as gender and race, and 

online or virtual identity has been an important topic of research in this field. Second Life provides its residents 

with the freedom to select their gender. The first step for Second Life residents is to set up a gendered avatar: but 

this not need be consistent with their actual gender. People who are dissatisfied with their gender (or the 

limitations that are placed on their desires because of their gender identity) in actual life use the virtual world as 

an escape and as a chance to change their identity, even if only temporarily. Gender has been a topic of interest in 

virtual worlds and has attracted much scholarly attentions.  

3. Communities and Friendships 

Besides offering so much confident to its residents, Second Life also plays a key role in building up social 

communities, networks and friendships. One of the key aspects of social life on Second Life is sexual activity 

and finding sexual partners. For Mills, sex is main reason why people visit and frequent virtual worlds: 

regardless of claims about the breadth of other social activities in virtual worlds, sex is still the primary goal of 

virtual activities. Mills suggests ‗the ostensibly generic term ―cybering‖ had become a synonym for sex, rather 

than for chatting, building a structure, or any other activity‘ (cited in Mills, 1998).  

It is interesting to note that at a public level, avatars cannot include certain parts of the human body, such as 

genitalia. However businesses do cater, at a private level, for 'sexual services' that include genitalia, bondage 

devices and 'sexualized' landscapes All these products produce an environment/place for virtual sex activity. 

Sexual activities include both private relationships and group sex, as well as sexual work such as ‗prostitution or 

sexualized environments such as strip clubs‘ (Boellstorff, 2008, p. 161). 

4. Society of the Spectacle 

The spectacle, like Second Life, replaces the actual world with a series of dramatic, unusual, fascinating fantasies 

and performances: think of the way in which, in Second Life, the actual person is replaced by something more 

beautiful, interesting, glamorous, colorful, attractive and unusual, to the extent that the actual person (in fact, any 

actual person) cannot compete with this kind of 'spectacular identity'. As Debord writes: the spectacle 'manifests 

itself as … out of reach … All it says is: "Everything that appears is good; whatever is good will appear'" 

(Debord, 1983, p. 15). To some extent, the spectacle, is everywhere no matter in the real world or the virtual 

world. This is clearly show through Second Life‘s residents in the way how they behave, how they act, in 

particular, what kind of avatar they select as the representation of themselves.  

In the real world/offline world, people have to adjust their behavior, keep an eye on their perforformance in order 

to be appropriate for a particular event or a specific culture. The reason why people have to pay so much 

attention on their own is manily due to the surveillance by others, as well as by themselves. In general, we 

cannot say, everybody do the same things, which means that every member in the society is so caution on how 

they present themselves to other is an issue, however, we would say that the majority of people do concern about 

if they belong to a culture, or if we can use the word that they look ‗normal‘ to others. In the virtual world, such 

as Second Life, even though it claims that it offers unlimited freedowm to the residents, we may raise up the 

question of ‗how many of us can truly enjoy the freedom in Second Life?‖ The one who are in control of the 

avatar as well as the keyboard, it is hard to answer this question simply because of the virtual world‘s residents 

are also the residents in the real world. Our physical appreance can be different but our mind remains the same 

wherever we are. 

5. Conclusion  

It is clear, from the evidence presented, that virtual worlds such as Second Life are an extension of the real world. 

Some residents claim that Second Life provides endless freedom to its users, and people there can be themselves. 

In the real world, people more or less have to care how others see their body, image, and clothes:, this is reflected 

in Second Life.  

Secondly, Second Life is clearly not, in the long term, a refuge for its participants from the real world. Second 

Life can be understood as a virtual place that allows people to have temporary fun; however, it is only for a 

moment or for a short period, because the relationship between the virtual and the real world is interpenetrated.  
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