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Second Life, Sex Life: Masculinity and Heterosexuality in Virtual Space


As the Internet has quickly evolved over the past two decades, there has been a noticeable shift in focus from text to imagery. As a result of this development—or perhaps even as a cause for it—the use of an avatar as a representative of one's digital presence has become widespread. In a web-based virtual world known as Second Life, individuals can create 3D avatars, choosing everything from their foot size to tattoos, and even develop the world where these avatars exist. When navigating Second Life, it becomes clear that the virtual world in many ways replicates reality, and in its frequent exaggerations of it, the characteristics and issues that society feels are most important become more obvious and illuminated. For example, it is well known that a majority of the activity that goes on in Second Life is sex-related; a location search for the word "sex" had hundreds of results.  These locations can serve as excellent examples of how gender and sexuality combine to form identity in virtual spaces, and how they maintain real-life gender and sexual standards. Sex clubs within Second Life offer especially useful insights into the importance of appearance, aggression, and dominance in masculine identity.


In Second Life's sexually themed locations, "cybersex" is usually accomplished through a combination of erotic chat and the use of explicit avatar animations that have been created by the users. There is little, if any, privacy; though chats between the users can be private (but often are not), the animations of the avatars are in public view of everyone else in the room. As there is a disproportionate number of men to women, this usually results in large groups of male avatars standing around the sexually animated couples and observing them. The public exposure that the occupied couple experiences is inherently performative, and easily lends itself to many of Laura Mulvey's theories on visual pleasure (2181-2192). The voyeuristic elements of the situation are obvious, as many of the users obtain "pleasure in using another person as an object of sexual stimulation through sight" (Mulvey 2185). However, the other visual pleasure—identification with the observed images—limits the possibilities of the digital world;  virtual space allows users to step beyond mere voyeurism and identification, and freely participate as well.


Within these rooms, participation is motivated by the expectation of cybersex. Participation begins with the establishment of contact between two or more parties, and though it varies in method, it is almost always the male avatar that initiates. Just as it is expected in American society, it is assumed that men will show sexual interest or desire first and be held responsible for its pursual. As an experiment for how fast this standard held, I entered a sex room twice, each time as a different avatar. My first avatar was a handsome, muscular man, who I had linger at various parts of the rooms for quite some time. At no point did anyone approach me or try to start a chat. I left the room and changed into my second avatar, a conservatively dressed woman, who I left at the very outskirts of the room, far from other users. After I received at least twenty sexual proposals from various men and women within the half-hour (who were equal parts disappointed and baffled when I said I was conducting research for a paper and would not be participating), I determined that even in a virtual space such as this, masculine aggression is a quality that is encouraged and expected, even when it is manifested in subtle ways such as initiating conversation. 

Intricately tied to aggression, and separated from it by only a thin line, is dominance. This dominance was visible within the game in several different contexts, but all involve the domination of and control over female avatars. My experience as a male avatar was largely uneventful, but as a female, I experienced several attempts of domination by other avatars. Though the majority of males were at least polite in their solicitations, if not direct, there was one extreme case in which a male walked directly into my avatar, pushing her toward an animation ball, while messaging me in broken English, “I take you now, come on.” These animation balls—clickable spheres that draw your avatar into a particular animation—are almost entirely comprised of sexual positions that are infused with implications of power, ranging from demeaning to sadomasochistic. The interactions of the Second Life sex world, whether textually between users or in “physical” action, maintain in an excessive way the patriarchal drive to dominate and subvert. 

Finally, Second Life sex clubs also reveal how men too are pressured by society to fit a certain body ideal. A great number of men sported unnecessarily large muscles, wearing little in order to show them off; those that weren’t muscular wore long robes and hair reminiscent of fierce anime warriors or powerful wizard characters in other video games. More prominent than all of these characteristics, though, was the ubiquity of the erection attachment. Modeled, skinned, and sold within Second Life, most males wore these exaggerated members proudly. Much to my amusement, one avatar even wore a phallic accessory that was gold and glowed with shining light. Freud’s castration complex (which I take strong objection to in most other cases and contexts) was not only valid, but a widespread issue amongst the males in the room, or so it seemd (Mulvey 2182). Needless to say, appearing large, powerful, and intimidating, whether in stature or genitalia, was a massive concern to many of the male avatars, once again exemplifying how art, in this case, was imitating life. 

Masculine gender roles and heterosexual norms proved not only to be preserved within the virtual sex community, but acted as the driving force behind most of the actions taking place within those rooms. What is most interesting, perhaps, is not just that men felt compelled to represent themselves in these ways, but that given the situation, they clearly felt that the qualities they were embodying were also the ones that women desired. Though it is difficult to draw conclusions or generalities from my short-term experiences in that virtual space, I have little doubt that the vast majority of people see virtual communities such as Second Life as opportunities to improve upon and perfect for themselves the qualities that society has already deemed appropriate and ideal. Even whilst breaking sex taboos and revolutionizing  traditional ideas of how sex is performed and experienced, Second Life users are carefully maintaining and reconstructing the gendered identities that permeate their offline lives. 
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