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Figure 7: Advertising board, Zeus Figure 8: Avatar, Greek Gold

With the exception of Apollo, which is offered as an all-inclusive space to visit, the spaces analysed
are specifically designated queer spaces, meaning they are specific sites for alternative sexualities.
They are attractive for reasons similar to that of corporeal queer spaces in that they offer safe
seclusion for sexual expression outside of normative culture. However, they are somewhat different
to urban queer zones and gay ghettos in that they offer a tourist experience: travel to another place
removed from the local where one can meet individuals from all over the world in a paradise setting,
similar in structure to physical gay travel destinations (that often feature beaches, bars and clubs, as
well as secluded zones for sex). As noted by Waitt and Markwell (2006: 117), the nightclub
environment is persistent in queer travel discourse due to the sanctuary offered by the secluded
environment:

On the mainland the nightclub offers the gay traveller a controlled safe(r)
environment, free from potential homophobia on the other side of the boundaries
drawn by its doors. Inside, gay tourists are assured a familiar space where they can
be themselves. The nightclub provides a place for the enactment of global gay
identities through the presence of same-sex attracted people, bars, dance floor,
music, gay porn video booths, and back rooms for sex.

It is unsurprising then that gay spaces in SL often have dance clubs as a primary part of the
experience. Clubs not only provide a condensed space for avatars to mingle and view each other
closely, they also signify bodily performance, hedonism and, in particular, casual sex. The link
between dance clubs and sex is often assumed, particularly in the gay community. This connotation
with the gay community arose out of necessity for appropriate meeting places since the 1950s when
individuals had to be far more discreet about their sexuality, and has since been replicated
consistently in mass cultural representations of gay life. Outside of the club, the beaches, gardens
and other zones follow the discursive structure of gay travel media, and can be easily identified as
qgueer. Uses of gay signifiers abound from rainbow flags, to half naked bodies, to advertisements for
sexual services and products. This subversive sexual discourse, however, continues to operate
“within the structures of white hetero-patriarchy rather than as a critique or a challenge” (124) and
continues to reinforce performance and interaction regulated through and by the male gaze. Zeus,
for instance, with its reinforcement of commercialisation and its focus on the muscular and assertive
male body, affirms the hetero-patriarchy of male dominance and control, signalling a normative
representation of form within a matrix of expression that mirrors heterosexual conduct and power.

Unlike gay male tourism, lesbian tourism has been minimally reported and researched, “with very
little academic literature exist[ing] about gay women and lesbians in terms of travel and tourism”
(Waitt & Markwell, 2006: 33). According to Puar (2003: 938), the gay female statistic is made
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invisible by the overarching categorisation of ‘gay’ that groups male and female homosexuals
together, often disguising the disproportionate number of gay male to gay female tourists. Waitt
and Markwell (2006: 33) speculate that this may be due to the following factors:

[1]t is likely that lesbians shoulder the burden of raising children more often than do
gay men; that their income levels are on average lower than gay men’s; and that
they also are more susceptible to subtle and not-so-subtle forms of discrimination
stemming from both sexism and homophobia than are gay men.

If these factors, speculated upon by Waitt and Markwell, are indeed valid, then the virtual platform
may be a way to circumvent these barriers to lesbian tourist experience, given that the limiting
factors stated are of a geographical and economic nature. So, if it is not possible for a gay woman to
escape the confines of her domestic/work space due to either domestic or financial impasses, or if
she is too anxious about travel due to a fear of discrimination, then the virtual platform may provide
a means of touring other gay/queer/lesbian spaces outside of those in immediate geographical
reach. Spaces such as Eden and Greek Gold, by allowing only female avatars within each region, can
be very welcome environments for women who have been harassed, or are fearful of harassment,
due to either their gender or sexuality. Although there is the possibility for men to pose as female
avatars in order to access the spaces, moderators are able to remove any avatar acting in an
unsuitable manner. However, it must be noted that it is still possible for men to access the site if
they behave within the guidelines imposed by it, making it impossible to ensure that all avatars are
being controlled by corporeally-bodied females.

Given the gendered nature of the environments, it is interesting to analyse the role of the body as
presented on Eden within the parameters of tourist discourse. The Eden environment has been
constructed for the pleasures of the body, in line with the bodily emphasis seen in coastal resorts
such as the Mediterranean holiday island: there are beaches to sunbathe on and passively display
the body; there are shops to purchase items to adorn and present the body; there is a nightclub and
dance-floor to actively engage in bodily interaction and the active gaze; and there are lounges for
more intimate forms of bodily interaction and activity. According to Markwick (2001: 424), “Such
imagery draws heavily on the popularly supposed oppositions of work and leisure” where the binary
is “played out in the imagery focused on relatively passive forms of leisure such as sunbathing”. The
replication of the work/leisure binary in a virtual space is consistent with the desire to immerse the
self in a space symbolic of pleasure; even if an individual is stuck in their work/home environment, it
is possible to ‘get away from it all’ through the computer. Within Eden, however, what is notable for
a female-only and lesbian environment is the replication of heteronormative bodily symbolism that
encourages both passive and active forms of looking and being looked at. Here, the tourist gaze
becomes centred on bodily performance, akin to that in heterosexual and gay male spaces such as
Zeus.

Figure 9: Avatar, Eden Figure 10: Beach towels, Eden



Whilst it may be possible that individuals hyper-gender their avatars in Eden to ensure that they are
seen as female in a female-only environment, it is more probable that such appearances are due to
fantasy and desire replicating mass consumption practices; bodily performance is of the desirable
fantasy self which is open to eroticisation and the potential for sexual exchange. The self in an
environment such as Eden is underpinned by its sexual use-value, with visual signification as the
currency of this exchange. Moreover, this hyper-gendered form of femininity is potentially
problematic in terms of the possible infiltration by ‘males in drag’ as well as diluting lesbian
performativity to more acceptable and normative performances. Whilst Eden can be viewed as an
extension of the heterosexual matrix, Greek Gold is unique as a gendered and sexualised space
constructed for the female gaze. Unlike the normatively presented and hypergendered
representations of females (and males) on the spaces of Apollo, Zeus and Eden, the representations
on Greek Gold are far more diverse with a fluidity of gender expression ascribed to the female
subject. Greek Gold presents multifaceted lesbian representations, and so can be seen as an
extension of this urbanised queer identity, particularly in relation to the expression of fashion and
bodily adornment. The appeal of Greek Gold as an ideal holiday experience for queer females is
that,in opposition to mainstream culture, there is both an explicit acceptance, and implicit approval,
of masculine and androgynous avatars in this space. Moreover, Greek Gold also offers a space of
community and identity actualisation that is both non-threatening and safe. In the absence of the
male gaze practices of looking are reconfigured. In the interplay of feminine and masculine-female
subject positions power relations are overturned. This diversity and opposition to the established
male gaze links the region most readily to ideas of Lesbos and Sparta and to notions of returning to a
nostalgic, mythical past in which female desire and female autonomy were foregrounded.

In addition to the possibility for exploration, SL and similar virtual environments can also reframe
notions about sex and the body, as well as the relationships we have with our own bodies as well as
others’ bodies. Some may argue that the Internet and virtual environments are negatively affecting
culture in view of the commodification of sex as well as increasing the desire for bodily perfection,
and that these are exacerbated in the hedonistic environments of both corporeal and virtual tourist
spaces. However, there is also the opportunity to re-imagine many of the issues to do with sex and
tourism that are only possible through re-embodiment. Whilst a full discussion is necessary (and
outside the scope of this paper), the re-embodied tourist body may engage with sex and experiment
with sexuality without many of the possible dangers of physical intimacy, such as sex-work, human
trafficking (for sex-work), and STIs. The spaces of Second Life described in this paper also follow the
notion of gay travel in the real world as described by Clift, Luongo and Callister (2002: 3) which is a
desire to visit “safe gay sites” which is often a “segregation from the heterosexual world”.
Furthermore, travelling within Second Life offers a freedom to explore identity as well as a freedom
from financial and material limitations.
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