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Abstract

In recent years, there has been significant growthconsumption of
commodities in virtual social worlds, such as Sekbifie, and in the economies that
arise from this practice. While these economitesys have been acknowledged and
studied, there remains relatively little understangdof the reasons why individuals
choose to purchase such goods, despite the fattrélagons for consumption are
strong enough to drive a virtual goods industryhaannual profits in the millions of
dollars. Virtual goods, the author argues, meetimonediate needs for avatars or
individuals and, as such, are purchased based skaly on their exchange- and
symbolic-values. Due to the graphical nature ofddecLife and the consequent
visibility of commodities within the environmenhese reasons for purchasing
virtual goods are explored in terms of their rofes users, and especially in terms of
their potential for expressing wealth, power, statimdividuality, and belonging. As
such, this paper considers the roles of consumpitioa way that relies on and
further illuminates theories of consumption and uealwith respect to virtual
environments and commodities.
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Consuming Code:
Use-Value, Exchange-Value, and the Role of Virtual Goodsin Second Life

By Jennifer Martin, The University of Western Omdar

Every day, thousands of people spend millions diadoon goods that exist only within

a virtual environment and the computer servers baichvthey are housed. This world is the
online social world known as Second Life, and theseple are many of its millions of residents.
With regards to Second Life, there is no questiwat virtual goods are being purchased, but
there are questions as to why they are being coaduriVithin this virtual commodity system
goods are not needed or used in a conventional wdijrough they could be coded otherwise,
avatars within Second Life are not programmed teehany requirements for their survival—
they do not get cold, hungry, or thirsty, and themre have no immediate need for goods that will
slake these conditions. As such, the immaterialdgowithin this world have no capacity to
fulfill physical needs for either the user of theirtual representation. However, despite these
limitations millions of dollars are still being speon the purchase of virtual goods (Dibbell,
2006).

Modern theories of consumption suggest that useeyalr the ability of a good to fulfill

a need, has been overridden by exchange-valudyJh8B7) as well as sign- and symbolic-
value (Baudrillard, 2000). Since they lack any-uakie in terms of physical needs, but still
appear to be compelling commodities, an examinabiowirtual goods highlights and further
develops ongoing claims that conventional use-vaugo longer a characteristic that must be
present for goods to be consumed. By considehiagreanings of virtual goods for their users,
it is possible to elaborate on current understagglof consumption in virtual worlds beyond the
purely economic elements of such environments. aAalysis of virtual goods within Second
Life reveals that despite the fact that they fulfillmaterial needs for participants or avatars, the
role of virtual commodities as symbols of statusjividuality, and belonging are significant
enough to subsume use-value promote consumpti@geeas in a substantial number of sales
transactions and significant economic activity.

Consumption in Second Life

In recent years, there has been increasing develapof graphically rendered online
social environments. These social worlds providesavironment where individuals can create
an avatar as a visual representation of themsalwdsusing this virtual body, interact with the
world and other individuals in a variety of diffatevays. Created by Linden Lab, Second Life
is one virtual world that focuses on social intéiat while also offering a variety of different
forms of entertainment, including socializing, pfay, and shopping. As with many other such
worlds, Second Life is graphical, and provides siseith a visible world and a body through
which to experience and interact within it. Theviemnment was made public in October of
2003, and as of August 17, 2008 housed 14,760,285idents” (Linden Lab2003-2008b).
Currently, Second Life offers a highly developedirtmcommunity and market as a result of the
five years that it has had to develop and build oxdy a solid base of residents, but also of
commerce.
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Despite their focus on social interaction, virtusbcial worlds tend to involve
consumption as an element of the world’'s environm&ihere once online spaces, and
especially those involved in socializing, were ®ygfree of such practicegonsumption is
rapidly moving into online worlds through the pnese of virtual goods (Poster, 2004). On the
“What is Second Life?” webpage, three main featuwweghe environment are presented to
potential users: community, creativity, and comraefcinden Lab,2003-2008b). While it is
listed on its own, both community and creativitgafeed into and further commerce. In terms
of virtual goods, creativity is required in theievelopment, while community is required their
consumption. As a result, the two remaining fesgun Second Life can also be associated with
virtual consumerism.

As in the offline world, virtual worlds are poputat with a wide variety of goods that are
available to outfit the avatar in their virtualdif Virtual goods are especially prevalent in
graphical worlds, since in these environments gocals be visually rendered onscreen and
therefore become visible to both the immediate @s® any other users who happen to be
present within the environment (Bartle, 2003). &sesult, there is no dearth of goods to be
bought and sold within the world, and commodities &ale include clothes, electronics,
property, houses, furniture, vehicles, and almagthang else that a developer can imagine and
for which they can create the computer code.

Fig. 1: The variety of goods available at the Palaos Island Shopping Mall includes shoes,
art, fish, clothing for men and women, jewelry, avéar animations, games, and music

Prices for these goods differ based on a numbaabdrs, including rarity, custom work,
time and effort required to create the item, arellihnims of the developer, but ultimately all
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virtual goods are graphically rendered code. Imynzases, these goods are developed by users
who have the technical skill to create not only twmmodities themselves, but ways of
customizing, animating, and making functional thgapnds, especially those that are intended to
be interactive or animated in nature. These gsbdsild not only be rendered visually, but they
must also function within the world—clothes musveothe bodies of those who buy them, and
vehicles must respond to steering and braking camisia-which requires a certain level of
knowledge and skill to make the functional andaative enough for purchase (Bartle, 2003).

While not everyone has the skills to generate kificbome, by selling their goods users
accumulate in-world currency, know as the LindefladdLD), that they can use to purchase
commodities. Conversely, they also have the optofcash out” and exchange their Lindens
for offline currencies, such as the US dollar. @Gosely, these links between offline and online
currency also allow for Linden dollars to be pursdd with other currenciesTherefore, while
currency can be earned in-world by creating anlihgegoods, or by purchasing a membership
with an allowance, Linden dollars (LD) may alsodasily obtained through a standard currency
exchange between online and offline economies. Liha@en dollar is valued at approximately
$240 LD to $1 USD and rises and falls with the nearfor virtual goods (Walsh, 2006). No
matter how users acquire their money, though, watsh in (virtual) hand they are able to begin
to purchase virtual goods with which to outfit thartual lives.

To date, a significant amount of work has been g#ad on the economic implications
of consumption in virtual worlds. Edward Castroadwas produced extensive examinations of
the costs of virtual goods (2001, 2002, 2003), hmaney circulates through virtual and real
markets (2001, 2002, 2005), and the role of theéaawaithin these systems and in virtual worlds
in general (2003, 2005). For Castronova, “Virtwalrlds may be the future of ecommerce, and
perhaps of the internet itself” (2001: 3), suggestihat worlds like Second Life may be heralds
of larger economic systems yet to come. Withis #malysis, desire for virtual goods is shown
through the fact that individuals actively seek anel willing to work for and even spend offline
money on virtual goods. Similarly, F. Gregory laagka and Daniel Hunter claim that virtual
goods are subject not only to conventional forms sopply and demand, but also to
unconventional sales tactics, such as migratiooniine auction sites (2007). These tactics,
which require extra time, effort, and money to pase commodities also indicate increased
desire for such goods. As such, there is littlaldahat there is desire furthering the sale of
virtual goods.

Although the desire to consume virtual goods igjdently acknowledged as a driving
force of this economy, in many cases the factodedying and driving this consumption are
largely absent from analyses of virtual capitalhefie are multiple signs pointing to a rising
desire for virtual goods, but in order to underdtéinis desire in more than general terms, it is
necessary to interrogate reasons for virtual coesism in more specific terms.
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Use-Value and Exchange-Value: The Debate

Despite customary readings of use-value and exehaalgie through the lenses of
materiality and abstraction (Marx, 2000), thesensehave been contested and debated in ways
that are further illuminated by the consumptionvofual goods. Recent debates surrounding
consumption have primarily centered on the linkevieen use-value and exchange-value, and
especially on the ways in which exchange-valueniglicated in use-value. Traditional readings
of the work of Karl Marx consider use-value to bgtidct from exchange-value. In this context,
use-value is a material reality inherent in a ptgisobject while, in contrast, exchange-value is a
socially assigned system of value determining geabdls worth in relation to other goods, and
not by virtue of any inherent characteristics witthe object itself (Marx, 2000: 10).

However, this divide between use-value and exchaagee has not gone
unproblematized. For many theorists there aretdanl Marx’s argument, especially in his
failure to acknowledge that the symbolic elementsexchange-value can affect use-value
(Baudrillard, 2000; Jhally, 1987). Here, as sutggedy Sut Jhally, the notion that exchange-
value can supplant use-value is especially relevéirtual goods offer an exemplary case of this
subsumption because they lack use-value and yéhaeno be bought and sold at a rapid rate.
In July of 2008, Second Life users made 19,937,88dr-to-user transactions (Linden Lab
2008a) and collectively spent close to $84 millld8D in one quarterli§id, 2008b). Despite
their inability to meet any material needs, trad¢hiese goods is reaching millions of dollars per
month. As a result, exchange-value has subsumeg-galue that never was, not only because
virtual goods are incapable of meeting physicadsgbut also because virtual bodies in Second
Life are not programmed to have them.

In Marx’s account of the valuation of goods, us&igas positioned as the ability of a
good to fulfill a material but not necessarily ecisb need (2000). Although Marx does not
explicitly make clear that use-value is purely piad and not linked to social needs, it is this
perspective that is generally taken up by lateotises dealing with consumption (Baudrillard,
2000; Debord, 1994). This is not to say, howetlea commodities do not have a use beyond
their application to material needs. While usaisgals commonly associated with physical
needs, such as shelter and food, through their gyenéapplication commodities can meet less
immediately material but equally important needshsass belonging and individuality.

Given that these needs exist even in the absenusesfalue, exchange-value may also
be determined in the context of sign- and symbeaditie, or the social values that are given to
commodities (Baudrillard, 2000). For Baudrillafthat which precisely the commodity was for
Marx—is no longer today properly either commoditysign, but indissolubly both” (1981, p.
148). Here, the symbolic-value of an object comés play and works to value commodities
within their social context. This movement towatbte value of the symbolic can be seen in
Second Life, where exchange-values associated witlial goods can be read as a product of
what they signify for individuals as well as whaey represent for the community at large.
Given the absence of use-value within Second ltifis, the symbolic role of virtual goods that
will be seen to determine the roles of virtual geedthin Second Life, their exchange-values
and the rates at which they are sold.
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The Roles of Virtual Goods

The roles of virtual goods and the drive to purehtieem can be tied to recent debates
around the ways in which use-value and exchangeMainction in a world increasingly based
on capitalism, consumption, and consumerism. Surteal goods do not meet physical needs,
but are still purchased in abundance, it standstiieae must be forces behind this consumption
that are not rooted in use-value. As a resulheflack of use-value inherent in virtual goods,
this driving force is linked to exchange-value irultiple ways, including profitability and
affordability, social belonging, status, conspicsiogonsumption, identity and selfhood,
individuality, and social lubrication.

Although they are intrinsically linked, the role§ artual consumption in Second Life
can be divided between the focus of the virtuaheowy and the focus of the virtual consumer.
The focus of the virtual economy is to sell goods,afor many residents, to generate profit.
Here, producers seek to create goods and poshiem in such a way that they are attractive
enough to residents that they will be purchasednv€rsely, the focus of the virtual consumer is
to use those goods in a way that augments theuavitife. Consequently, they seek out the
goods that are best going to fill their need arslrddor items that will allow for the appearance
of status and uniqueness within the virtual worll positioning goods in a way that plays into
what consumers wish to gain from their purchades virtual economy is able to use only the
symbolic and social needs and desires of virtuasomers to sell their products.

Virtual Goods and the Economy
Profitability

In general, the virtual economy is concerned wihirgy its goods to generate profits.
Since users are able to exchange their Lindenrddita offline currencies, profitability can be a
significant goal for producers. This opportunity faake money is positioned as an attractive
feature of the world, and Second Life assuresatsdents that, “Thousands of residents are
making part or all of their real life income fromeir Second Life Businesses” (2008). Making
a profit can be difficult. Since there is an abamck of virtual goods within Second Life,
developers must balance the cost of their goods witat people are willing to pay. However,
generating income is not impossible, and a numb&egond Life users are able create goods
that are attractive enough to other users that ¢cheylive off the proceeds of their sales (Bridge,
2007; Craig, 2006).

The creation of virtual goods in order to genepatdits can be a complicated endeavour,
especially in an environment that boasts thousafdems for sale and where no commodity
will meet a pressing physical need. Given the laldity of an extensive selection of well-
designed items in Second Life, basic goods doerat to sell as well as those created by people
with more advanced skill sets and design abilifies/alee, 2006). Those able to make money
from their virtual creations are generally seerexibit exceptional devotion to their work in
addition to creativity, coding, business, and desgills (Bridge, 2006). Anyone can learn to
code virtual goods, and many thousands of comnesdére available for purchase in-world, as
well as through online auction sites and persoredd pages.
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As a result of these conditions, producers mustl fimays to appeal to potential
customers. This appeal is especially importangmithat they are competing for individuals who
have a wealth of both offline and virtual goods which to potentially spend their money.
Therefore, those individuals who create and produdeal goods must do so in a way that
makes them especially appealing to other indivsluBroducers seem to create appeal in their
virtual goods in two main ways. First, appeal barcreated by the fact that virtual goods — even
those goods that are high in quality, status, beopositive attributes — tend to be vastly cheaper
than their offline counterparts. Second, and tingteyy that is most directly linked to virtual
consumers, is that producers can create a senstatas and belonging for the consumer that
arises from the purchase and possession of vigoadls. These elements, combined with the
desire to generate profits, define the focus ofvilteal economy.

Affordability

In addition to the Linden to dollars exchange radm, analysis of Second Life
commodities reveals that virtual goods are much ¢estly than their offline equivalents. An in-
world Hummer sells for $500 LD, an amount thatasrhore affordable than the offline version
on which it is modeled. A live-aboard yacht sétls $2,600 LD or $9.97 USD, a significantly
lower price than even an offline rowboat, and &uydltdog can be had for $1,800 LD, or $6.87
USD. Furthermore, none of these goods have arociated fees or costs that will arise in the
future. In Second Life, vehicles do not need neiahce, upgrades, or gas and dogs do not
require food, veterinarian visits, or toys. Whibe initial outlay of money for these commodities
is more affordable than it would be offline, virtigbods are also cheaper because most do not
necessitate spending after their initial purchase.

This affordability is a trait of most virtual gogdeot just those within Second Life.
Dibbell’'s account of consumption iditima Online offers the information that Dugger’s house
cost him $750 USD which, while not an insignificantount at more than a single week’s wages
(Dibbell, 2003, 2006), is a small fraction of thestof buying an offline house. While the online
house does not fill a need for shelter, it is atre¢ly affordable purchase within the virtual
world. More importantly, it is a worthwhile purctefor Dugger, who sees the house as a way
of better establishing himself within the environm@bid).

Juliet Schor writes that Americans are driving tBelwes into serious debt as they
purchase (offline) status in an attempt to appeanenaffluent. In contrast, there are few, if any,
accounts of individuals who have gone into debtpasing virtual goods. This is not to say that
people are not going into debt or overworking thelwes in order to be able to afford virtual
commodities. However, when money is tight for santividuals, online virtual world accounts
are one of the first things sold to generate mdiielgbell, 2003, 2006). Given the possibilities
for gaining status in the virtual world, these ddegations suggest that despite the fact the
people are making frequent purchases, virtual codities remain more affordable than their
offline counterparts and are therefore even mdradive to users than they otherwise might be.

Social Belonging
In order to sell their wares and sustain the vira@nomy, producers of virtual goods

have an abiding interest in imbuing their virtuabgds with meanings that make them attractive
to consumers. Jhally writes that, “given the cantole of objects in the constitution of human
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societies, human culture and human meaning, on@made an answer as to where the power
of advertising comes from: it derives not from thgenuity of advertisers but from the need for
meaning” (1987, p. 197). Jhally’s point regardthg “need for meaning” is well taken in this
context. There is no inherent material use-valuevirtual goods, both by virtue of their
immateriality and the fact that they are simply netessary for the basic requirements of offline
or virtual life. Again, they do not feed us, keep warm, shelter us, or offer any tangible
benefits that fulfill basic physical needs. They However, sell at an impressive rate for reasons
that have, as Jhally asserts, everything to do wi#aning, and especially meaning that
producers are able to position in terms of stdiaknging, and individuality.

This sentiment is echoed in the work of Schor, wgues that the purchase of goods is
rooted in the meanings and social status that dffey. For Schor, increasing consumption is
driven by a desire to enjoy the benefits associati#ldl a higher status group by purchasing the
trappings and appearance of such a lifestyle. mgyaging in consumption and allowing other
people to see these goods, consumers are ablgpéaraps though they belong in a particular
status group within society even when their incowauld indicate otherwise. Therefore,
through purchasing virtual goods, individuals caeréase their apparent status within the virtual
world. At the same time, those who produce virg@ds can use their ability to offer status as
means to position their goods attractively withie £conomic system.

This focus on status also arises in the Secondddéemomy in the pricing and discourse
of selling virtual goods. For virtual objects, aghatheir offline equivalents, “the value character
of the products of labour become firmly establisbaty when they act as magnitudes of value”
(Marx, 2000, p. 13). These goods are still thedpob of labour, for it takes time and effort to
develop and code even the simplest of virtual goodsre, different objects require different
amounts of time and effort to design and code (le®ya&2006). However, these differences can
affect the price of a commodity and their succesimthe economy, with those requiring more
time and effort being more expensive but also ndesgrable.

These differences in prices are important sinctuairgoods are computer code and,
beyond labour, offer no intrinsic reason for valéaprices. Despite the fact that virtual goods are
all constructed of code, there is a tendency fodpcers to value goods differently within the
economy depending on what is being represented. example, while clothing is common to
most avatars, art requires a place for displayianderefore more likely to be a status item and
less likely to be widespread within Second Lifeon€equently, one dress for sale in the Plaza
Mall costs $150 LD while directly across the aialgainting sells for $800 LD. As such, the
pricing structure in Second Life can be seen toabemuch of a product of exchange- and
symbolic-value as any offline commodity.

This desire for status and social belonging is lust on developers and appears
frequently in the discourse around the sale ofuairtgoods. To denote higher status goods,
sellers frequently advertise items in a way thakesathem sound special or rare in a bid to
attract buyers. One designer selling a piece toivates, “only 50 of these will be released, this
is your chance to own something unique” (SLExcha2@e6c). In turn, the creator of a pre-fab
rainforest home writes, “This is a truly one-ofdak structure” [pid, 2006), which could be
outfitted with “The Candarian Dweller”, a “uniquepérson sitting room custom” (Maelstrom,
2006, May 13). This advertising discourse—involyterms such as “unique,” “one-of-a-kind,”
“exclusive,” and “rare’—appeals to the desire ftatgs through individuality (Mueller, 1986).
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By positioning commaodities in terms of the statnd @restige they convey, developers are able
to sell their goods to residents despite the alesericuse-value by playing off social and
symbolic needs and desires.

Aura and Limited Editions

Status associated with rarity can be traced to &v/&8éenjamin’s notions of the aura of an
original piece of work (1968). Aura is the sendeuniqueness based on authority granted
through history and presence that emanates froorigimal work of art. This aura is lost when
the work is disseminated through reproduction. j&®m asserts that, “For the first time in
world history mechanical reproduction emancipathe tvork of art from its parasitical
dependence on ritualll{id, p. 96), suggesting that there is value to be dounthe process of
reproduction, despite the loss of the aura. Howeatreemains that the original piece of work is
subject to a loss of its sense of history, preseand uniqueness when it is rapidly reproduced
and disseminated. This loss becomes an issue ginaavorld with millions of participants and
virtual goods, status can be conveyed through wWiath is rare, expensive, historical, and
possessing an aura.

As with the art world, high-status virtual good# ¢ protected by ensuring that they are
singular, or at least not widely distributed orneguced. In order to protect its authority from
reproduction, Buskirk claims that art “requiresudlyf elaborated external structure of support,
which includes...the adherence to external convestibat limit and control the reproduction of
otherwise inherently reproducible works” (2005 4p. especially around the convention of the
limited edition. Similarly, by only releasing siegunits or limited edition runs of a particular
item, developers have tried to ensure that thesdgaetain their status and value in Second Life.

However, the protection offered to virtual goodsotlgh the use of limited editions has
not gone unchallenged. Conflict within Second Ldeer the program CopyBot—a tool
designed to backup in-world content that is capableopying and reproducing the code for any
item—have highlighted this importance of individtgl rarity, and status associated with
commodities by threatening these qualities. Ptetagainst the use of this software came
largely from developers of virtual goods, who fehtieat the ability to replicate any commodity
would allow them to be undersold and render theifipmargins non-existent. By dealing with
the issue quickly and declaring the use of CopyiBatiolation of the Terms of Service, Linden
Lab reaffirmed the value of virtual goods.

Given this response, it appears that the developaresh availability of such tools may
also have implications for the meanings associatgd virtual goods. Since CopyBot can
recreate any item, it could also affect the losshefindividuality, rarity, and status associated
with in-world commodities that were for sale or haldeady been purchased. To manage this
threat, one resident suggests, “I'd also put upaaesin Second Life and sell signed and
numbered digital copies of the player so copybotldwt be an issue” (Nathan, 2006). By
acknowledging the need to reaffirm the authentioftyhe work through the virtual equivalent of
numbered editions of art, the threat to its aurasimmultaneously addressed. When any
commodity can be copied, including rare or custoadenitems, the potential for losing the aura
of individuality and status is very real, and igrdgfore a threat to those who create and sell
virtual goods.
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Virtual Goods and the Consumer
Status and Conspicuous Consumption

Despite their importance to the Second Life econothg role of virtual goods as a
driving force in the economy also relies on consiendesire for commodities. While the
creation and purchase of virtual goods is commahiwiSecond Life, there would be no sale of
virtual goods — and quite likely less developméiithe same — without individuals who desire to
purchase those commodities. Since virtual goodsaddulfill physical needs, sellers and buyers
must have a means of determining an appropriateagxe-value for commodities, while buyers
must also have reasons for purchasing goods. dralisence of use-value, the sale of virtual
goods in Second Life depends on symbolic-valuaitedheir purchase by consumers.

Since many virtual goods are graphically rendessu] therefore visible to other users,
they can convey status through their display. Ruéhe visibility of virtual goods in Second
Life, in-world status can be linked to theoriescohspicuous consumption. Thorstein Veblen
writes, “the basis on which good repute in any higitganized industrial community ultimately
rests is pecuniary strength; and the means of stgppecuniary strength, and so of gaining or
retaining a good name, are leisure and a conspscaonsumption of goods” (2000, p. 39). By
making consumption visual, users and developersvarking within a world in which status can
be expressed and recognized through commoditigshvdads to conspicuous consumption.

The tendency towards conspicuous consumption isiseie drive to acquire noticeably
high-status virtual goods. This drive is not exslado Second Life, and has been documented in
other online environments. In writing about a glapamed Troy Stolle frorJltima Onling
another virtual world, Dibbell describes not onlyetprocess of buying a house—a rare,
expensive, and high-status good in and of itselftlso what the player does with that
property. Once the dwelling has been purchasduk fiFst floor, once the austere workshop of a
hardcore craftsman, has become a bright, busygghllery for Stolle's collection of rares and
semi-rares” (Dibbell, 2003). As with Second Lifgher users are free to come and go within the
space, and presumably take an admiring look adigpay.

Key words in Dibbell’'s account of what he terms ETnreal Estate Boom” are “public
gallery” and “rares and semi-raredbifl). The purpose of this space is to show off Swlle
uncommon goods as a sign of his status withinuhiena Online community. Stolle’s goods
suggest status on their own. Both the dwelling #rel goods that it contains are rare, and
therefore signal difficulty or expense in their aition. However, by making this space public,
Stolle is engaging conspicuous consumption in @rtavay. Not only does he posses a house—
a very visible sign of status, given that it leawesnark on the very landscape of the virtual
world—but he wishes to display his other virtualbde in a way that makes them visible to
others. It is not enough that he owns them. Hissamption must be made conspicuous to
reveal the status associated with his goods imdasimanner to that seen in Second Life.

Similarly, consumption is conspicuous in Secone liif multiple ways. First, even the
smallest of purchases of clothing or jewelry cansben on the avatar, since it is graphically
rendered. Second, users can more easily seeisignifpurchases, such as cars and boats,
because they are larger than the avatar, and tinerafore immediately visible. Third, people
tend to be inclined to show off their goods, andgie dwellings are frequently made public to

10
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all Second Life residents so that others can sée the dwelling and the goods that it houses.
All three forms of consumption allow almost any coodity that can be purchased within the
world to be put on display for others to see.

While these first two expressions of conspicuoussamption are readily apparent in
offline life (Schor, 1999), the third one is somawhnusual. It is rare that individuals open their
offline homes to anyone who wishes to enter, aridriyeual homes are frequently accessible to
other users, if not the entire environment’s popaita Within the virtual world there is no dirty
virtual laundry lying on the floor, or virtual memine chests with embarrassing contents for
visitors to peek into. As a result, privacy is rast much of an issue as it would be offline.
Therefore, it is easier for users to open up thetual abodes to show off their goods without
worrying about many of the small details that coké&p an offline home off limits to other
people.

Fig. 2: A prominent and publicly accessible housetaVaterMoon Breeze in Second Life.

More importantly, those dwellings that are operthte public tend to be set up nicely
with furniture, art, electronics, and a significamount of space for users to move around in. In
some cases users are so proud of their spacedhtatpost virtual web sites specifically
dedicated to this kind of display (Samiam, 200By and large, virtual homes can be kept open
to the public more easily than offline dwellingschase there is less upkeep, there are fewer
concerns about privacy, and theft is unlikely, ot impossible. However, there is also a very
real sense of display that goes into the constmaif the space and the decision to open it up to
the public, either in-world or on the web. Givdnsttendency towards display, consumption
within Second Life can be read as conspicuoussimtiempts to make purchases visible within
the world.

11
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I dentity and Selfhood

In addition to conspicuous consumption, the gragdmature of virtual goods also lends
itself more specifically to augmenting personal egoance and in-world identity through
consumption. Despite the importance of rare, enstind high-status goods within the Second
Life economy, it is also important to consider otiaays through which residents can use the
wide variety of more widespread goods to seek stand establish their identity and place
within the world. A more common and, in many casese affordable way to mark identity and
generate status is through developing the avasgpearance using the thousands of items that
are readily available for purchase. In virtual lder many people simply want to create an
avatar that looks distinctive and is representatiVevho they wish to be (Castronova, 2005).
The easiest way to accomplish this task is thratghpurchase of smaller but no less significant
virtual goods.

Erving Goffman’s theories of identity speak to tbea that appearance is a critical way
of providing personal information to other peomed that props are a means by which we can
convey personal information to others about whaaveeand want to be (1973). Graphical virtual
goods associated with the avatar can be seen gndcated by other players both for their
aesthetics and for the fact that their owner haseh them (Castronova, 2004). Consequently,
by obtaining and displaying virtual goods, resideste able to customize the appearance of their
avatars, performing their virtual self to otherspiarticular ways. Although these goods can be
relatively small, they can also be a sign to oghlayers of how much money, status, time, or
effort has been invested in the avatar.

Goffman’s ideas of performativity can be also lidke multiple conceptions of the self,
including ideal, multiple, and extended selves.cddd Life offers its users the opportunity to
create a virtual self with which to experience émvironment. However, due to the anonymity
associated with online interaction, the virtual £an be different from the offline self in terms
of how it is constructed and defined as well as meany selves are created. Rather than being
limited to one representation of the offline safiline selfhood can be multiple, variable,
idealized, and changeable. In the context of thesey options, consumption functions as a way
to expand on and delineate between different espmes of selfhood within Second Life.

In addition to the possibility of creating only ogelf within the virtual world, residents
are able to create multiple selves through whicimteract with the virtual world (Turkle, 1995;
Taylor, 2002; Boellstorff, 2008). While it is pdsie simply create multiple avatars, this process
can be augmented through consumption. As Goffrugigests, consuming particular types of
virtual goods allows individuals to relatively gkig and easily position themselves in a
particular way (1973). Because different itemsigteste different aspects of identity, the
consumption of a variety of goods may be used limegte different identities from each other,
especially within the virtual context (Kafai, Fisldand Cook, 2007). Since these items can be
and often are made visible to other members otdmemunity, they serve as a visible marker to
distinguish between and reinforce the differentrabgeristics of multiple selves.

Within Second Life, consumption can also been lihke the idea of extended selves.
The idea of the extended self refers to the wawhich individuals’ possessions help to define
who they are, expanding the sense of self beyoadntimediacy of the body and its associated
personality and persona (Belk, 1988; Ahuvia, 200Bgather than focusing on augmenting the
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performativity of selfhood for others, the extendssdf relies more on possessions as a way to
define who they are and, in some cases, who thsly tei be Ipid). Within Second Life, virtual
goods offer ways to extend the self through a wiglgety of possessions, from clothes defining
a particular group membership to houses that iteliagparticular class of property ownership.
This extension of the self is especially interastim terms of virtual goods than can be scripted
or coded so that they function in particular waythin the world. While buying a sailboat in
offline life may allow individuals to associate theelves with sailing, it does not guarantee the
skills necessary to safely take a boat out on apater. In contrast, buying a virtual scripted
sailboat in Second Life allows the resident noydhk feeling of being a sailor, but the ability to
be one as well. As a result of their meanings @apmhbilities, the associations made with virtual
goods can be a powerful way of extending the selfiwSecond Life.

The influence of virtual goods on providing an exted sense of self is perhaps most
clearly seen in reactions to the loss of virtuaddgp Russel W. Belk asserts that, “If possessions
are viewed as part of self, it follows that an wemtional loss of possessions should be regarded
as a loss or lessening of self (1988: 142). Withatond Life, it is not uncommon for bugs in
the code to delete the inventories of residents) vaspond negatively to such losses. On the
official Second Life blog, one resident who lose tbontents of their inventory writes, “My
inventory is back but I'm a shadow of my formerfsgbeaton, 2007), alluding to both the literal
loss of items that defined her visual appearandetlam loss of feelings of self generated by such
an experience. Although it is not solely definedtlhy individual’'s possessions, the loss of such
goods can have a profound effect on a sense of self

Finally, since individuals are free to constructithSecond life avatar as they please,
virtual consumption can be further expanded thraihghdevelopment of an ideal version of the
self. Research into consumption practices hasesiigd that purchases can be used as a way for
individuals to work towards the development of thieieal self (Landon, 1974). In online
worlds, rather than simply purchasing virtual gosdsdefine and distinguish online identity,
goods can be purchased so as to create an ideg@é&sdna with which to engage with the
virtual world. In Dibbell’'s account afl/itima Onling the acquisition of an in-world tower and
creation of a public gallery within it helps to ate an ideal version of the self for the purchaser
(2003, 2006). While the offline user is positionasl rather average, the in-world self is a
property-owning, visible, well-outfitted membertbe virtual community. By consuming virtual
goods that construct the self in a particular waig ipossible for individuals to not only create
alternate selves online, but also to constructiaaliself through which to interact with the world
and other residents within it.
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Personal Appearance

Within Second Life, personal appearance can begiydinked to the construction of
virtual selves and identity. By offering visiblees about avatar style and preferences, virtual
goods can help to establish a particular identitpugh the appearance of the avatar. While
larger goods, such as dwellings and vehicles, bevadvantage of being more easily noticeable,
commodities associated with appearance are atteatdiusers because they are always present
with the avatar, and therefore always provide im@tion about status and identity. While a
virtual house cannot be taken into an in-world tegib, a distinctive outfit can. Therefore, it is
these smaller, portable goods that come to sigétus immediately. In this way, appearance is
the mark of status and a designator of identity ihalways present with the avatar.

Due largely to this focus on appearance, clothinthé most popular commodity within
Second Life. Of the 2,353,390 goods currently labée on the Second Life exchange, 79,422
are clothing—a category larger than any other byoal 38,000 items—33,565 are accessories,
and 16,998 are otherwise related to avatar appearalhis also possible to buy upgrades to the
avatar body, and designers offer a multitude of @fers, hairstyles, hair colors, piercings, and
facial features that can be used to change the lmédthe avatar and achieve a desired
appearance.

Fig. 3: Some of the many clothing options for saldarough Destiny Designs in Second Life.
Another expression of this focus on using goodsid¢eelop personal appearance and

identity in Second Life is the production and sal€'skins,” or full-body tattoos that cover the
original body and can change a variety of the aisafaatures at once. One newspaper reports
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that, “a rocked-out, tattoo-covered sex god skim &l for upwards of $3000 LD, or about $15
in U.S. currency. People can't buy them fast enbd(tafford, 2003). Skins allow users a way
not just to customize their appearance throughhirigtand other goods, but also a means of
altering the entire body. In this way, Second Ldfiéers residents a variety of options for
customizing their avatar’'s appearance. The widgeaof goods available for customizing the
avatar body and the rate at which they sell suggbsat appearance and the commaodities that can
be used to change it are important markers ofstaithin the Second Life environment.

Fig. 4: CMFF — Designer Chip Midnight’s Second Lifeclothing, shoe, and skin store.

The prevalence of clothing and other appearanegectigoods in Second Life is also a
phenomenon found in other virtual worlds. One gsialof There.com, a virtual world similar to
Second Life, states that, “as with the real womdich attention is given to personal appearance,
and one of the main activities Thereis designing virtual clothes and selling them tiglo in-
game auctions” (Brown and Bell, 2004, April 24-29j.is not possible to definitively suggest
that this focus on appearance is an integral daall airtual social worlds. However, the fact
that appearance is such an important element o¥/iimteal worlds does suggest a common focus
on goods as a sign of status and as a means ofrastg the virtual body. Although the goods
associated with an avatar do not fulfill physicakds, they are created, sold, and bought at high
rates. As such, it follows that their ability tgnsbolically fulfill needs and desires for statuslan
a pleasing appearance within the virtual worldrigidg their popularity.
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Uniqueness and | ndividuality

While the almost unlimited combinations of skinftlking, and features available in-
world are a way to ensure avatar uniqueness, nwwaeadvertisements in the Second Life
forums offer custom designs, which can further hedprs to maintain their individuality. These
custom orders can cost significantly more thanrtbenventional counterparts—in one shop, a
regular dress is $100 LD, while a custom dresS@0$-but they ensure that the avatar can be
singular in its appearance. Custom work ensurdsthather avatar will be wearing a particular
dress, tattoo, or skin, and also provides a wagr@hting an appearance or item that is not only
unique, but representative of the user. Out of ®,8@vertisements for goods in Second Life’s
“New Product” forum, 351 vendors, or 5.5 per cenvendors refer to their work as “custom,”
while in Second LifeExchange 2,704 advertisements, or 14 per cent claim terofustom
goods. These numbers suggest that despite higis¢s, chere is enough demand for custom
work that it is an important factor behind purcleagathin Second Life.

Although custom designs are commonly found in d¢hgland appearance-related goods,
similar development can be completed for almost\ariyal commodity, providing that there is
a willing developer. Custom cars and motorcycles available to those willing to pay, and a
customized castle currently costs $20,000 LD. Heawet remains that these virtual goods still
do not fulfill material needs. What they do offera fulfillment of desires. Custom goods are
closely linked with appearance and status, and ofers a way to establish themselves within
the virtual community through the goods that theggess and the things that they suggest about
their bearer. Moreover, these goods can be seespessentations of status at a financial level.
While custom goods ensure the individuality of #watar, they are also a visual sign that the
user has the means to pay for unique goods rdtharsimply purchasing items that are available
to other residents. By purchasing virtual goodsl especially those that are custom made, users
are expressing their status, individuality, andigpms within the virtual world to others.

Social Lubrication

In addition to their potential to indicate statustual goods can also function as a
social lubricant to bring people together througinmon interests and shared activities. Despite
the fact that goods in Second Life lack conventiars®-value, this does not mean that they are
not still useful within the world. In some inst&s¢ commodities can bring people together into
shared activities out of which social networks @aoedhmunities develop. Some of the clearest
examples of the use of virtual goods as sociali¢abt surround larger commodities and the
events that surround them. For owners of carsdame buggies, it is not uncommon to have
owners come together for a race and enjoy timethegesocializing. Although individuals do
come together of their own accord and form in-wadenmunities, virtual goods can serve as a
common bond and a reason to get together with otbexs.
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Fig. 5: The Nantucket Yacht Club — a sailing club wth moorings and activities for Second
Life residents with sail boats.

To this end, one boat designer and owner writesyd$ thinking of having a race, or
series of races, some time in the next couple @&kael know nothing about real sailboat races,
so it would probably be a simple affair. Everyonewd race the same class of boat, though --
i.e., a Flying Tako” (Massiel, 2006, June 22). Muamship in a particular group of individuals is
signaled by ownership of specific goods—in thise¢apecific to the point of owning the same
class of boat. More importantly, it not only sighahembership but allows for participation in
activities that are associated with or facilitatgdthe goods in question. Without owning these
goods, membership may not be possible and indilsdocan be excluded. Conversely, while
there is status associated with these goods, theyalao wrapped in intangible notions and
feelings of belonging that can be employed in tkale. Brown and Bell write, “By choosing to
do leisure activities with certain people they bmeoour friends” (2004, p. 353). Although
virtual goods may not be necessary, through theichase they are able to bring people together
into communities based on common interests andites, and can be sold as such.
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Conclusions

Despite the necessity of moving away from concegtiof use-value and need fulfillment
when considering virtual goods, it cannot be shat that there is not a sense of need attached to
consumption within Second Life. However, this s nsf need is constructed not on
conventional notions of physical and material neaad use-values, but on symbolic meanings
around individuality, power, status, community, abdlonging. Baudrillard asserts that
individuals, “in the rupture of symbolic exchangeitonomize themselves and rationalize their
desire, their relation to others and to objectsteirms of needs, utility, satisfaction, and use
value” (2000, p. 24). Although residents may jiystineir purchases in terms of their use-value,
it remains that they are purchasing goods whosenmgas located in social- and symbolic-
value, rather than the capacity to meet physicatlae

Although there remains a lack of use-value in rtgoods, it is important to note that
their consumption should not be read as irratimrameaningless. A significant number of
individuals who enter into forms of online engageineighly value their interactions (Turkle,
1994, 1995). As Thomas Malaby suggests, evennwgpaces that are virtual, “People may, in
any specific context, imbue them with deep, norwedyi charged meanings” (2007: 96).

As such, it can be argued that it makes senseéhén tto focus their efforts in terms of
time and money on developing reputation and staitisin the online world through virtual
goods, if this is the environment and communityt thatters most to them. The roles that these
commodities play for individuals is still meaningfand it is these representations of status,
individuality, and belonging that have driven thalesof virtual goods even as they have
supplanted use-value.

The continued purchase of millions of dollars wosfhvirtual goods suggests that their
consumption is being driven by a quality apart fribvat of use-value. An examination of virtual
goods reveals that use-value is not a charactetisét is necessary for acquisition, and that
exchange- and symbolic-value can be the drivingefdrehind consumption. As a result of their
existence as visually rendered code stored on guwtan server, none of the virtual goods
available for purchase in online worlds can beduhko a tangible expression of use-value. Yet,
walking through a virtual world, these goods arergwhere—on avatars, in shops, advertised
on the street, and placed in homes and buildings-emspite their ephemeral and immaterial
gualities, they affect Second Life users, residecdsnmunities, and interactions in significant
ways that continue to justify their purchase.
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