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Unlike conventional academic 

books, this is a lavishly illustrated 

FRORXUIXO� ERRN�� UHÁHFWLQJ� WKH� DX-

thor’s background as an artist who 

has worked with interactive tech-

nologies for many years. Written 

without academic pretensions, the 

book is highly accessible to the 

general public. Although the book 

does not engage explicitly in meth-

odological discussions of studying 

Second Life (SL), it nevertheless 

presents an ethnographic account 

of the virtual world, written from the 

author’s experience of living in SL. 

The book provides yet another ex-

ample of how ethnography can be 

a viable method in studying virtual 

worlds such as SL. Ethnography is 

arguably the most natural way to 

gain an insight into life online from 

the perspective of the world’s resi-

dents and providing rich contextual 

information for the interpretation of 

the data collected. 

The book has no clear division of 

chapters. Instead, the contents can 

be roughly categorized into seven 

main sections, beginning with a 

GHÀQLWLRQ� RI� WKH� ZRUG� ҊDYDWDUҋ� DQG�

its development. This is followed by 

an introduction to SL, including its 

subcultures, rituals and archetypes. 

Meadows engages readers through 

his journey from novice to becoming 

D�UHSXWDEOH�EXLOGHU�ҊLQ�ZRUOGҋ��SDUWLF-

ipating in virtual parties, experienc-

ing crushes on other avatars, and 

SUREOHPV�RI�ҊJULHÀQJҋ��YLROHQW�DWWDFNV�
by other avatars). The book also 

includes a discussion of the public 

concern on the negative effects of 

addiction to virtual worlds, as well 

as its counter-arguments. Following 

this, he engages in a discussion of 

the real world consequences of on-

line participation at the macro and 

micro-level. Meadows also predicts 

the future development of avatars, 

their applications, and potential in 

our everyday life. Finally, the last 

section deals with the forthcoming 

problems likely to engulf SL in the 

near future. 

In the opening pages, Mead-

ows equates SL to Los Angeles in 

the 1920s; a promised land that at-

tracted immigrants from all over the 

ZRUOG�� ҊWKH� GUHDPV� RI� /RV�$QJHOHV�
and Second Life are similar; both say 
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you can be someone else by simply 

setting foot there’ (p.8). By treating 

SL as a bounded place with distinct 

cultures, it renders the ethnographic 

DSSURDFK� UHOHYDQW�� Ҋ6HFRQG� /LIH� LV�
more like a continent or city than a 

game. It is a landscape, one that is 

populated by avatar cultures as dis-

tinct as human cultures’(p.26). Con-

trary to most game worlds, such as 

:RUOG� RI� :DUFUDIW� ZLWK� SUHGHÀQHG�
story plots, rules and roles, SL is a 

socially oriented world in which resi-

dents enjoy greater freedom and 

ÁH[LELOLW\��7KH\�FROOHFWLYHO\�LQÁXHQFH�
the narratives and in-world rituals 

as the landscape of SL unfolds it-

self with emergent rules and roles. 

As pointed out by Slater (2002, 

541), using ethnography to study 

new media presumes the existence 

RI�ҊD�VRFLDO�VSDFH�WKDW�FRXOG�EH�H[-

amined in its own right, as internally 

meaningful and understandable in 

its own terms’. This is precisely the 

position taken by Boellstorff (2008) 

in his study of SL. His research was 

conducted entirely within SL and he 

made no attempt to meet other resi-

GHQWVҋ�RIÁLQH�RU�YLVLW�/LQGHQ�/DE��WKH�
company behind SL. For Boellstorff, 

virtual worlds are legitimate sites of 

culture and as such, they are a site 

of research.  

Meadows’ ethnographic study 

relies on participant observation, 

informal interviews with other resi-

dents in-world, and analysis of other 

publications about SL. In the book, 

Meadows does not mention any 

face-to-face meetings with other 

SL residents. Slater (2002) argues 

WKDW�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�RIÁLQH� LQIRUPD-

tion is needed when studying virtual 

worlds depend ultimately on the re-

search questions. Similarly, Mann 

and Stewart (2000) contended that 

it is both accurate to perceive virtual 

worlds as domains in themselves 

and as an extension of actual ev-

eryday life, depending on the re-

searcher’s interests. Meadows, like 

Boellstorff, is interested in studying 

the underlying cultural logics of SL 

and, as such, it is not necessary for 

him to go beyond the virtual world. 

However, as Meadows’ second ob-

jective is to study the consequences 

of having a SL, it becomes crucial 

to contextualize participants’ on-

line communicative practices within 

their everyday life. Meadows’ failure 

to do so could be due to limited re-

VRXUFHV� WR� IROORZ� UHVLGHQWV� RIÁLQH��
Instead, he draws primarily on his 

SHUVRQDO� H[SHULHQFHV�� UHÁHFWLRQV�
and exchanges with psychologists 

and third party accounts, to present 

the consequences of participating in 

SL. In other words, the limitation of 

Meadows’ book lies in its oversight 

of the importance of bridging the 

RQOLQH� DQG� RIÁLQH�ZRUOG� LQ� WKH� GLV-

cussion of SL’s impact on residents’ 

everyday life.     

The book focuses predominant-

ly on avatars, documenting the 

history of avatars from the initial 

string of texts to sophisticated 3D 

phantasmagoric creatures, and the 

roles, rituals and subcultures of SL. 

0HDGRZV�GHÀQHV�DYDWDUV�DV�UHSUH-
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sentations of participants in online 

social environments which allow 

participants to interact with others. 

In brief, sociability and interactivity 

DUH� WKH� WZR�GHÀQLQJ� IHDWXUHV�RI�DQ�
avatar; the virtual embodiment of 

participants. After providing a brief 

introduction to other virtual worlds, 

Meadows chooses to concentrate 

on avatars in SL because of its 

metaphor free structure that allows 

residents maximum levels of control 

and customization, not only of their 

avatars, but also the in-world narra-

tives. Due to the social architecture 

of SL, studying in-world avatars may 

shed more light on the motivations, 

identities and the meanings people 

ascribe to their second life and the 

LPSDFW�RI�6/�RQ�WKHLU�ҊÀUVW�OLIHҋ��
Perhaps aware of the warning 

that one cannot fully participate and 

observe simultaneously (Boellstorff, 

2008), Meadows seems to prioritize 

participation above observation, 

DUJXLQJ� WKDW� ҊLQ� RUGHU� WR� HQWHU� DQ\�
society, one must have a role. You 

must know something about the rit-

uals and archetypes. You must have 

something to do there’ (p. 48). Play-

ing a role in-world facilitates the un-

derstanding of the culture and of the 

social interaction with others. In SL, 

Meadows builds houses, furnish-

ings, skins, body shapes, clothes, 

jewelry and more. The Linden dol-

lars he earns in-world can be con-

verted into real cash. The income 

generated from this intangible form 

of labour online has a profound 

impact, changing the nature of the 

interaction as it highlights the per-

meability of the border between 

WKH� RQOLQH� DQG� RIÁLQH� ZRUOG�� 2WKHU�
forms of participation, such as talk-

ing about real world concerns and 

HPRWLRQV�� RUJDQL]LQJ� RIÁLQH� HYHQWV�
LQ�ZRUOG�� YLVLWLQJ� RIÁLQH� EXVLQHVV�
corporations and institutions’ SL 

premises, not only alter what is be-

ing observed in-world, but also high-

light the blurry boundary between 

UHVLGHQWVҋ� ÀUVW� DQG� VHFRQG� OLYHV��
Put differently, SL may seem like a 

distinct independent sphere with its 

unique cultures and subcultures, 

however, the line between the two 

worlds is permeable and mutually 

penetrable.

 The book also focuses on the 

PHDQLQJV� DQG� VLJQLÀFDQFH� RI� DYD-

tars to their drivers, and on the con-

VHTXHQFHV� RI� H[FHVVLYH� LGHQWLÀFD-

tion with avatars. This discussion, 

again, puts the issue of the distinc-

WLRQ�EHWZHHQ� WKH�RQOLQH�DQG�RIÁLQH��
at the centre of attention. Just as 

participants’ actual everyday life 

conditions have a direct bearing on 

their avatars and level of participa-

tion in SL, avatars and life online 

can also affect participants, mentally 

and physically, due to the amount of 

WLPH�VSHQW� LQ�ZRUOG��2Q�WKH�PDFUR�
OHYHO��6/�DYDWDUV�KDYH�UDPLÀFDWLRQV�
RQ�WKH�UHDO�ZRUOGҋV�SROLWLFV��ÀQDQFH��
education, religion, research, fam-

ily institutions and environment. 

For example the author cites real 

life politicians making appearances 

as avatars online to interact with 

their constituents during elections, 
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university professors conducting 

classes in SL, and a report claiming 

RQOLQH�LQÀGHOLW\�OHDGV�WR�DQ�LQFUHDVH�
in divorce rates. Furthermore, what 

renders the virtual real is the collec-

tive construction of reality that takes 

place when residents collectively 

share a narrative, suspending dis-

belief to create the grounds of be-

OLHI��Ҋ6R�D�YLUWXDO�JODVV�RI�ZLQH�DERYH�
a virtual ocean shared with an ava-

tar is as important to us, psychologi-

cally and socially, as a real glass of 

wine on a real cliff with a real friend’ 

(p.51). This idea of the reality of 

virtual encounters supports the ar-

gument that a virtual world can be 

studied entirely in its own terms. 

Ethnography in virtual worlds 

faces greater ethical challenges 

WKDQ�HWKQRJUDSK\�LQ�SK\VLFDO�ÀHOGV��
Data may be easily available online, 

but to what extent a researcher can 

ҊKDUYHVWҋ�WKLV�RSHQ�GDWD�LV�D�FRQWHQ-

tious issue (Sharf, 1999). Whether 

or not to disclose researcher identity 

and intention when participating in 

virtual worlds, is yet another subject 

of debate. A lack of clear guidelines 

means that researchers, especially 

novices, can easily cross the line 

and risk offending others, infringing 

their copyrights or compromising 

their anonymity without awareness. 

The discussion of ethical issues is 

absent in the book. Therefore, it is 

unclear whether permission was 

sought before Meadows published 

chat logs with other residents in the 

book. Putting aside the two method-

ological limitations, this book is use-

ful because of its readability and the 

thought provoking arguments that 

problematize the simple division be-

WZHHQ�WKH�ÀFWLRQDO�DQG�WKH�UHDO��DQG�
boundary between the online and 

WKH�RIÁLQH�����
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