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Foreword 

Virtual Worlds, Pedagogy, and Knowledge 

Tom Boellstor.ff 

Virtual Environments and Cultures is an experiment in collaborative writing, 
bridging pedagogy and research. One striking aspect of this volume is that it is 
the product of an extended class-based engagement within a single virtual world, 
Second Life. This permits an intertextual richness, as the component chapters 
link a range of student experiences and insights. The meeting of learning and the­
ory makes for fascinating reading. The authors speak frankly about their success­
es but also challenges and even failures in their attempts to conduct ethnographic 
research in Second Life. This acknowledgement of difficulties encountered is in 
fact a vital aspect of good ethnographic practice, a tradition going back at least to 
Malinowski's "odyssey of blunders in field-work" in his classic monograph Coral 
Gardens and Their Magic (Malinowski 1935: 324-330). 

I salute the contributors for their fascinating work, as well as Undine From­
ming, whose pedagogical and editorial skills were clearly central to the book's 
publication. I hope to see more examples of this kind of work in the future-with 
the caveat that (as appears to have been the case here) ethical research practices 
and oversight are as important in a virtual-world context as anywhere else; in the 
United States and many other countries, students involved in research like this 
would need human subjects clearance from their university's Institutional Review 
Board. The rich contributions to Virtual Environments and Cultures speak to a 
range of conceptual and empirical questions that should be of interest to all of us 
as we encounter the rapid and continuing transformational effects of online tech­
nologies. In the remainder of this Foreword, I reflect on some themes and issues 
raised in this volume. 

In her introduction, Fromming reminds us that some observers have referred 
to Second Life as "a shrink...,ing world" (p. 19). While at the time I write this Fore­
word (December 2012) Second Life is a medium-sized virtual world with around 
a million active users, its precise size is less important than the rhetorical terms 
in which that evaluation is cast. In particular, the study of virtual worlds (and 
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of online phenomena more generally) remains dangerously shaped by the "hype 
cycle" ofthe internet industry. We cannot allow our research agendas to become 
unduly influenced by a profit-driven emphasis on the "next big thing" and the 
concomitant tendency to lose interest in online socialities more than a few years 
old. If we do this, we lose the ability to ask important questions at the precise 
point that a research community has come into being: 

Many are drawn to the internet as a research topic because its self-replenishing novelty al­
ways holds out the promise for unique intellectual spaces. Research in this area tends to chase 
new technologies and related, more current or cutting edge research is often valued more 
highly than what are seen as the out-of-date, old fashioned counterparts ... How can we move 
beyond documenting the new to saying things of lasting value about phenomena that change 
so rapidly? (Baym and Markham 2009: xiii) 

Thus, while it is clearly the case that online sociality "creates some novel chal­
lenges for scholarly research" (Karpf2012: 639), to truly address these challenges 
we need to evaluate these cultural contexts with both a clear appreciation for their 
historicity, and also for the possibility they may no longer exist in the same form 
by the time our work is published. 

In regard to this issue of researchers fearing their analyses are dated before 
publication, and with regard to so many other aspects of online research, perhaps 
the greatest barrier to a truly informed analysis is the tendency to treat virtual en­
vironments as fundamentally different from actual-world social environments. Of 
course, in some cases, depending on the research question, we might treat virtual 
environments "in their own terms" because, say, the residents in question rarely 
or never meet in the physical world. But even in such cases, we are talking about 
human social interaction and there are often more parallels than we first realize. 
For instance, I have often encountered persons entering Second Life for the pur­
poses of research experiencing the kinds of disorientation that Emily Smith de­
scribes, the sense that "the path towards producing effective research seems long 
and lonely" (p. 34). I once had someone say they gave up trying to do ethnographic 
research in Second Life after two weeks because they could not find things to do. 
In such cases I often remind my interlocutor of my other major fieldsite, Indonesia 
(e.g., Boellstorff 2005). Imagine the disorientation you would feel, particularly 
if you did not speak Indonesian or any other language of the archipelago: would 
you give up after two weeks and decide it was impossible to study? Too often we 
assume that online environments will "spoon feed" us valuable data and insights, 
forgetting the labor involved in any rigorous ethnographic research project: "this 
flexibility [of ethnography] is not unlimited. Simply stating 'this is ethnography' 
does not make it so" (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, and Taylor 2012: 4). 

Virtual environments require as much in-depth scholarly attention as physical­
world contexts because they are places of human culture, and because it is dif-
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ficult to tell ahead of time how they reconfigure preexisting social logics. For 
instance, Josefine Borrmann, Christina Voigt, and Julie Zaremba note that no­
tions of nature, place, body, and gender can take on new meanings in Second 
Life that reveal the constructedness of nature in the actual world. Issues of faith 
and religious community can also be reworked in virtual contexts (Manizhe Ali, 
Ranty Islam, Thomas John, Mike Terry). Even aspects of human life like gen­
der, romance, and pregnancy can take on new meanings (Emma Corbett-Ashby, 
Katharina Frucht, Elena Quintarelli, and Alina Trebbin). Like the internet more 
generally, virtual environments can represent important sites for artistic produc­
tion and social activism-by, for instance, providing "great potential for alterna­
tive ways of communication," as noted by Tobias Becker (p. 204), and also by 
Fidel Devkota, Jordana Goldmann, and Lidia Rossner. As Sara Ferrari and Tiina 
Kivela note, this can include forms of activism keyed toward raising awareness 
about conflict and human rights in the physical world. Samantha Fox's discussion 
of the work of the well-known Second Life artist AM Radio shows how virtual 
worlds can make possible forms of art that draw upon art movements and prac­
tices in the physical world, yet have their own emergent and unique aspects-for 
instance, through the creation of a whole physical environment with a narrative 
structure contained within it: "AM creates discrete worlds that can only be expe­
rienced in Second Life" (p. 228). 

Overall, I find the work of these student contributors to Virtual Environments 
and Cultures to be rich and fascinating, and will use their discoveries in my 
continuing research and teaching. We see the beginnings of a rich and dynamic 
research community that will help us understand these vital new frontiers of vir­
tual cultures. 
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