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Books

This Is Not Your Mother’s Samoa
Christopher M. Kelty

Department of Information Studies, University of
California, Los Angeles, 219 GSEIS, Los Angeles, California
90095, U.S.A. (ckelty@ucla.edu). 6 XI 08

Coming of Age in Second Life: An Anthropologist Explores
the Virtually Human. By Tom Boellstorff. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2008.

There are at least two things at stake in Tom Boellstorff’s new
book, Coming of Age in Second Life. One is that he wants you
to take virtual worlds and their residents seriously, and the
other is that he wants you to take cultural anthropology se-
riously. A third thing might be that he wants to convince you
that these two are connected.

Second Life is an Internet-based, role-playing, graphical
program in which users who log on interact via avatars with
other users and their avatars. Second Lifers insist that it be
called a “world” and that they be referred to as residents of
that world (not “users,” “players,” “gamers,” or any other
term that emphasizes the computer-mediated aspect of it).
Second Life is one of a new generation of such programs that
emphasize “user-generated content” and as such allow resi-
dents to spend much time customizing, building things from
“prims” (“primitive” digital components), buying such be-
spoke items, and displaying them on or about their homes
or avatars.

Taking virtual worlds seriously should not be that hard.
One only needs to hear a couple of stories of real-life murder
over the theft of magical flaming swords or of in-world love
affairs and marriages to realize that the whole virtual/real
distinction no longer holds. But in the absence of signing up
for such worlds and spending hours online, it is hard to grasp
what has happened in anything but the abstract. Enter Coming
of Age in Second Life (CASL). The book is absolutely invaluable
for anyone who wants to understand what’s happening with
virtual worlds. Like the very best of ethnography, it transports;
it is classically thick with descriptions of everything from the
linguistic and the proxemic to the metaphysical and the erotic.
Ever wonder how time and space differ in virtual worlds?
CASL does an excellent job of explaining how space can be
virtualized while time cannot. What does death mean in these
places? Both the death of the player behind the avatar and
the death (disappearance?) of an avatar from the social world
are discussed. Ever wonder what the difference is between
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“chat” and “instant messaging”? Boellstorff expertly describes
the subtle forms of code-switching that (quickly) develop as
users learn to interact in this new medium. Gender, race,
embodiment, presence, personhood, sex, family, community,
addiction—CASL could just as well have been called Argo-
nauts of the Cupertino Server Farm; it takes as much if not
more inspiration from Malinowski as it does from Mead.

Taking cultural anthropology seriously means revisiting
these forbearers and accepting that the methods and proposals
of classic American anthropology are the right tools for this
virtual world. Indeed, Boellstorff turns cultural anthropology
into a game (or a virtual world, if you insist). Both the genius
and the potential failure of CASL lay in the conceit of entering
Second Life as Malinowski, Boas, and Mead entered their
worlds: as far-off field sites requiring extended stays and par-
ticipant observation. Boellstorff’s anthropological role-playing
game can produce a bit of vertigo, but the project is clearly
structured. He enters the world as an anthropologist, reveals
who he is to other residents, interviews them, participates in
events and social situations, runs focus groups, and asks that
real(?) consent forms be signed. He also explicitly limits his
view or attempts to: he is not interested in Linden Labs (the
company that runs Second Life), the heterogeneous blogo-
sphere that mirrors and serves as a public sphere for the virtual
world, or the garages and living rooms of the residents whose
avatars he interacts with. All of these “outside” things impinge
on the study, though, and will leave the reader asking whether
the anthropological role-playing limits the analytical precision
of his claims or enhances them.

Still, the decision to make a game of cultural anthropology
is an effective way to capture the how and why of Second
Life and repackage it in a form that is ideally suited for a
different purpose: teaching classes and learning the craft of
anthropology. Boellstorff argues that “culture has always been
virtual,” and this is an effective way to get students to think
about the culture concept by giving them something (dare I
say it) concrete to think with. Boellstorff lays out clearly how
Boas, Mead, Geertz, and others characterized culture in terms
that are immediately applicable to the forms of life that
emerge within Second Life. So, take Second Life seriously
because whatever it is, it is most certainly culture as we know
it. Though we might rather prefer that students learned
something about, for instance, Indonesia (the subject of
Boellstorff’s first two books), Second Life is an easy way to
get students, American students at least, eager and curious
about anthropological method.

Where the book falters is in the third part, which ostensibly
steps back to the domain of social theory in order to theorize
“creationist capitalism.” Boellstorff claims that this is a de-
velopment within contemporary global societies in which sub-
jects are formed not only as consumers of goods produced
elsewhere but also as creators of goods. It widens the scope
too far, though, in an effort to generalize the insights from
Second Life, and ends up lacking the specificity of the rest of



404 Current Anthropology Volume 50, Number 3, June 2009

the book. It might have been more compelling to keep the
artificial field site experiment going and to try to disclose how
capitalism functions within the virtual world—how are mar-
kets formed and sustained, and what role does “regulation”
play? Boellstorff shies away from this approach, maybe in part
because economist Edward Castronova has written a book on
this topic. However, the level 70 Mage anthropologist must
never be defeated by the noob economist! Especially given
Boellstorff’s extensive knowledge of colonial and postcolonial
society in Indonesia, an analysis of Second Life’s “colonial”
situation (e.g., the fact that it is run entirely by a single cor-
poration that can make important decisions about the in-
world economies) might have provided a nice counterpoint
to Castronova’s essentially conservative neoclassical analysis.
Lest we reinscribe the disciplinary divisions of our world in
the virtual worlds of tomorrow, I think the challenge remains
to reimagine the questions that need answering and the ways
we might answer them. The danger lies in making virtual
worlds a mere stage in which we replay the academic fights
and stories of the twentieth century—rather than a potential
doorway to another world of problems that transcend those
of anthropology’s (and economics’) past.

Toward a Social Science of Global Health
Ron Barrett

Department of Anthropology, Emory University, 1557
Dickey Drive, Atlanta, Georgia 30322, U.S.A. (ron.barrett@
emory.edu). 13 XI 08

Global Health: Why Cultural Perceptions, Social Representa-
tions, and Biopolitics Matter. By Mark Nichter. Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 2008.

With a latent awareness that health problems transcend na-
tional boundaries, “global health” is replacing “international
health” as a name brand for funded initiatives. Not surpris-
ingly, global health is also becoming a dominant theme in
academic and development discourse. Thus far, this has been
a mixed blessing. On one hand, it suggests a promising op-
portunity for interdisciplinary collaboration and a further rec-
ognition of the important linkages between local needs and
transnational forces. On the other hand, it has the potential
to become no more than another catch phrase: a new edifice
for the old structures of biomedical hegemony. For all these
reasons, it is essential that anthropologists engage in global
health discourse. We must communicate the lessons and rel-
evance of social science, not only to our colleagues and stu-
dents but also to our potential collaborators.

Mark Nichter has taken a major step in this direction with
his latest book, Global Health: Why Cultural Perceptions, Social
Representations, and Biopolitics Matter. Written in plain lan-
guage, this volume critically explores the many definitions,
dimensions, and scales of global health. Perhaps most effec-

tively, it does so through numerous scrupulously documented
case studies of social researchers working on the ground. As
such, Global Health simultaneously serves as an essential ref-
erence, an accessible textbook, and a lens for expanding the
horizons of other health-related disciplines.

The book begins with a brief introduction to anthropo-
logical theories of representation and perception, highlighting
two important theses. The first is that an overemphasis on
“cultural barriers”—simply read as lay beliefs and practices—
can lead to the representation of communities as scapegoats
for structural inequalities and shortsighted programs. The sec-
ond is that professional health discourse is itself composed
of culturally mediated perceptions and representations. These
theses inform the two major sections of the book, which
Nichter paraphrases as the “social science of health” and the
“social science of health research.”

The first section deals with local models of body and cau-
sality, illness categories, and popular uses of pharmaceuticals.
Here, the author clearly points out that local models and
practices often defy generalization. These chapters are filled
with examples of multiple and shifting illness models, differ-
entially informed by issues of gender, class, and poverty. The
prevalence of hybrid illness models supports the classic ar-
gument that people are not empty vessels in which to pour
biomedically correct information. Thus, some people may
associate the TB bacteria with witchcraft or conflate a filariasis
infection with local models of heredity. While some examples
demonstrate conflicts between local models and biomedical
models, many others reveal significant intersections with the
aims (if not the beliefs) of health researchers. Communities
may associate pneumonias with “weak lungs” or mosquitoes
with hard labor and climate change as potential causes of
malaria. Such associations aptly identify linkages between
chronic and infectious diseases and the syndemic contribu-
tions of social and physical environments to human sickness.

Nichter warns the reader that health beliefs do not always
translate into health practices, reinforcing the ethnographic
maxim that people do not always say what they believe or do
what they say. It is therefore important to identify the par-
ticular models that inform health-related actions. One method
of doing this is to understand the reasons why people use
certain medications and treatments over others. For instance,
some people choose to take or avoid certain medicines be-
cause they associate the color of the tablet with bodily notions
of “hot” and “cold.” This kind of information is relevant, not
only for the marketing of health interventions but also for
understanding how local bodies are connected to their sur-
rounding environments. Add to this an understandable belief
about the strength of Western medicines and one can un-
derstand why some would prefer to avoid the side effects of
antibiotics for an asymptomatic infection or, alternatively,
why they would seek a placebo injection for a painful con-
dition. The author also points out that these practices often
reflect the impact of transnational marketing on local rep-
resentations of medicine and healing.


