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Hi. I’m Lilly Irani from the UC Irvine Dept of Informatics. Today, I’d like to talk about the tools of social 

life for two activist groups I’ve been participating in in Second Life. I began to follow the lives of these 

groups, and the people in them, six months ago, thinking that I was studying communities in Second Life. 

However, the more involved I have become, the more I’ve found these two groups exist through many 

technological (and sometimes real world) spaces. Today, I will describe to you the tactical assemblages of 

various communication technologies, of which Second Life is one, that I have observed as people create 

spaces that suit their varied needs at different points in time in these technologically-mediated cultures.  

 

The work I present today is in intermediate stages – data “collection” is ongoing and analysis is still in 

early stages.  

 

First, let me introduce the groups I’ve been participating in, and who I describe in the examples that follow. 

The first is a disability activist group with 10 years of history that has taken up in Second Life, where they 

have weekly meetings and have created educational and hangout spaces. The second is an informal 

genderqueer social group. I’ve engaged with these groups where they are, both in and outside of Second 

Life, though I haven’t had the opportunity to meet with any of them in the “real world.”  In particular, I’ve 

engaged through interviewing people in world, reading forums, attending meetings and dance parties, and 

more generally hanging out. The boundaries of these communities I studied are very fuzzy. I’m interested 

in these communities as emergences, rather than formal, articulated structures. This leads me to take a 

broad view of what interactions – among people in spaces – are part of community activity.  

 

As I’ve hinted at, much of the literature on both virtual worlds and online communities tends to examine 

social life only in the scope of the particular technology of interest. Studies of online communities typically 

look at what happens within the bounds of a community technology space, such as particular forums, IRC, 

MUDs, newsgroups. These studies often look at the ways real and virtual coexist and interact. Virtual 

worlds research, similarly, focuses on avatars moving in virtual geographies and the communicative and 

spatial dynamics among them.  

 

As I grew increasingly involved in the lives of the groups I participated in, however, I found that their 

experiences in the space was not described by this model. The groups that interacted in part in these virtual 

worlds also enlisted other virtual spaces and communication tools in constructing an improvised, 

heterogeneous, and dynamic space in which to communicate.  

 



So what -in- what kinds of spaces do the communities I studied take shape? 

At the most obvious level, these communities seem to center around the hang out spaces and dwellings 

designed by members of the community. These are certainly the places that I, as a newbie, nervously first 

encountered these groups.  

[[slide of ALF meeting room and fracture dance club space]] 

But spending more time reveals the ways these interactions among community members also emerge out of 

heterogeneous assemblages of performance spaces.  By assemblages, I mean combinations and 

configurations of communications technologies held together in concert, and here these combinations can 

be improvised in the flow of communicative activity or designed strategically.  

 

Some of the assemblages are fairly long lasting. The meeting space shown above, for example, is held 

together by code to an IRC channel. A message in the Second Life meeting space warns attendees that their 

chats are being broadcast to that channel, which prior to Second Life had been a way for many in the 

community to communicate synchronously. This community also has a diverse set of asychronous spaces 

for keeping in touch – many participants keep blogs. The disability group founder actually hosts blogs for 

several group members. More than just auxiliary outlets for expression, blog posts are pointed to by 

community members during meetings as topics for discussion. Similarly, web forums for asynchronous 

communication, including a Facebook group with 37 members, supplement the group’s communication in 

Second Life. Group identity performances are even enabled through assemblage with Café Press, which 

sells t-shirts with the organizations logo – t-shirts accessible by touching a wall of the group’s Second Life 

residence which takes you to the Café Press site.  

[[café press pic]] 

The genderqueer community’s out-of-world performance spaces were linked less to the group and more to 

the individuals, but also included blogs, web-based profiles and photohosting, a few examples which I’ve 

pictured here.  

[[slide of jubi and neb blog, photos]] 

These  group’s long term infrastructures for communicating – these Second Life rooms, blogs, forums, and 

IRC channels -- form heterogeneous performance spaces – spaces where Second Life is only one of many 

sites of enacting identity, providing support, and conveying information.  

 

These assemblages can be far more improvised, ad hoc, and ephemeral, emerging out of the needs and 

circumstances of relationships at a moment in time. Passing URLs around in chat was a simple but 

powerful way for participants to point outside the virtual world in the flow of social interaction. In Second 

Life, when a URL is typed into chat, the software automatically links it so clicking the URL opens a web 

page in a web browser. This simple mechanism was used frequently. In eleven meeting transcripts, there 

were 19 instances of people pointing to web pages in conversation. These web pages included web forum 

postings to be discussed, funny photos as part of social chat, blog posts that contextualized a point made in 



chat, and, in one case, YouTube podcasts that were a more convenient substitute for typing out a particular 

story in chat. In a case that was particularly memorable for me, a URL passed to me in Second Life pointed 

to Flickr – one of many services used for the sharing of visual memories of the virtual world. 

[[flip to slide of jubi giving birth]] 

Friv, an informant from the genderqueer community, recently staged a 9-week virtual pregnancy, 

culminating in a ritualized, well-attended birth. Another resident in attendance posted screenshots from the 

birth to Flickr and, because I couldn’t be at the birth, Friv gave me the URL so I could experience what the 

happening was like. This URL allows Friv to temporarily and fleetingly enlist someone else’s Flickr space 

as part of her own performative space, but she doesn’t list the URL permanently in the profile or link to it 

in any other lasting way. These are just a few examples of the improvised, situated ways that URLs– with 

the diversity of web tools and information they can point to – were deployed within the virtual worlds.  

 

Among these different performance spaces, the real world is also enlisted at times to suit the needs of the 

situation. When I asked one woman how her Second Life affects her real life, she responded: “Well, they’re 

a lot less separated after someone I met in SL rang the police on my behalf last year. ” [[slide for quote]] 

She then explained the story of a particularly rough week that came out in an emotionally fraught blog post 

read by some Second Life friends. When the police rang at her real life doorbell, this woman learned that 

her Second Life friend had managed to reach out of virtual. The concerned friend had figured out what city 

she lived in and summoned the police to make sure she’s okay. This is simply an anecdote that illustrates 

still more heterogeneity in the spaces of “virtual world” sociality, but Silvia Lindtner’s presentation 

tomorrow engages more deeply with this question of what the real and virtual have to do with one another.  

 

So what does it mean to be attentive to the ways these spaces are heterogeneous, situated in local needs, 

and of varying temporalities? I will venture some incomplete guesses, and am interested in your thoughts.  

 

First, I’ve given an account of virtual space that differs from the dominant assumptions of representational 

geographies and interactional modalities within a virtual world. I am also suggesting that studies of online 

communities ought to increasingly engage with the messy, heterogeneous ways collectives keep in touch – 

ways that fall outside of the boundaries of any one community technology platform. Studies of workplace 

technologies take a broader view of how disparate, interconnected technologies can shape an organization, 

but I’m not aware of this kind of research in non-work contexts. 

 

This assemblage notion of virtual performance spaces has also helped me think about issues of privacy. 

One area I’ve been attentive to has been how marginalized communities understand and negotiate spaces 

that can be safe, open, intimate, and private as they are needed to be. Paul Dourish’s work on collective 

information practices calls for an understanding of privacy that is sensitive to these fluid social dynamics. 

Instead of talking about privacy as something that some people have and some people don’t, or that some 



spaces have and some spaces don’t, we can start to see how privacy – in the context of communities, 

especially -- is the fluidly enacted management of one’s audiences.  

 

These improvised extensions of performance space are one way to do just that – to manage audience and 

enact intimacy and trust through selective sharing. Selective sharing, to me, is the flip side of managing 

“privacy.” Blogs, one technology used in assembly with Second Life, are one example of spaces that are 

selectively shared. While some reserve their blogs for closer friends, others utilize it as a public face. Take 

Bobbi as an example. She’s the one who was paid a visit by the police. Her Second Life profile includes 

her blog URL so that anyone interested in learning more about her can go to the blog to see a different 

presentation of her over time – a presentation crafted around the knolwedge that the blog is so readily 

available in Second Life. Her closer in-world friends, however, get to know her instant messenger screen 

name. Bobbi only discloses that screen name to people with whom she wants extended, out-of-world 

contact and accessibility– or with whom she needs to communicate rapidly. Other informants have chosen 

not to make their blog URLs publicly viewable – I only know of many of those blogs through the traces 

they leave in the community, such as mentions in passing as a source of news or gossip. But as Dourish and 

Anderson, and Fine note in their studies of truckers and mushroom hunters respectively, community norms 

often include knowing what not to ask when – and so I don’t push.   

 

It’s also worth pointing out here that the assembled performance spaces I’ve described are not 

approximated by simply providing all Second Life avatars with the superset of the technologies employed, 

but within the world by default. After all, IM is available in world but out-of-world messenger screen 

names, like Bobbi’s, grant others access out of the virtual world and this has its own value as a gesture. 

Providing a blog, for example, by default for each Second Life character may seem to provide an alternate 

communication modality but would not allow for the selective sharing, in the flow of action, that is part of 

the expressivity and meaning of gestures and information shared.  

  

Understanding the space as an assemblage foregrounds its constructedness – its literal constructedness and 

its social constructedness. In a literal sense, residents use in-world scripting, blogs, and other technologies 

I’ve described to extend their performance spaces in accordance with their goals, needs, and requirements 

at particular points in time. In the social sense, Second Life residents appropriate and interpret the space 

situatedly, not only concerned with the local, immediately observable and reportable properties of the 

space, but also historically-rooted norms around and familiarities with certain modalities. As feminist 

researcher Kavita Philip writes, “our notion of environment ought to encompass social and political 

dynamics as well as the physical landscape, since the two constitute each other.” Thus, the performance 

space is not just a space for performance, but it also is always an outcome of performative process — 

social, political, material, and iterative 

  



And finally, the heterogeneity of these performance spaces suggests that I decenter Second Life as the focal 

point of my ethnography of these communities. This is not to say that some technology other than Second 

Life is more central. Rather, it seems that different technologies are central to different members of these 

communities connected through technological assemblage.  Some members of these communities spend 

most of their time in Second Life, building, exploring, and interacting with others. But for several members 

of the disability activist community, Second Life is just a place to go once a week to participate in 

discussions that are then continued asynchronously through blogs, web forums, or even IRC. Taking 

seriously these assemblage practices, the pluralities of purposes to which Second Life is put, and the 

different modes of engagement of different community members reminds me to keep the immersive in 

proper perspective – as one of many communicative infrastructures.  

 

I describe this work today – in a rough stage of its development –in hopes of finding new connections, 

frameworks, and inspiration through your ideas and discussion. Thanks for listening! 


