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Abstract 

 

Most of my previous research participants were Westerners, and those research findings showed 

that Third Culture residents must learn to be more accepting and tolerant. However, the few non-

Westerners I interviewed did not agree with this statement. Therefore, I wonder, what if the 

majority of the research participants were not Westerner, would the research result be similar? I 

wonder, in virtual worlds, who is benefited from the cultural creations? Who are the creators? 

What messages are they delivering? And who are the audiences? What they might think about 

the culture that is appropriated? Maybe cultural exchanges and mutual respect are the solutions 

to cultural appropriation in virtual worlds? 
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Introduction 
 

From my visual culture research in virtual worlds, I found there is a unique culture existed, 

which I call Third Culture (Han 2010, 2013, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). The Third Culture exists in 

virtual worlds created by residents who speak different textual languages. In the Third Culture, 

the meanings of images are built and negotiated by the Third Culture residents; these residents 

learn primarily about each other’s culture through visual imagery. Virtual world residents create 

and recreate their own and other cultures’ visual representations to promote their virtual products 

or ideologies. 

 

Evans and Hall state that seeing is a “cultural practice” (Evans & Hall 2005: 310). Residents in 

virtual worlds come from various geographic locations and cultural backgrounds; they may have 

different understandings of and experiences with the same imagery (Machin & Leeuwen 2007). 

Due to the advancement of technology, virtual experiences are just as valid as real experiences 

(Riva et al. 2010). As my previous research shows, virtual world residents prefer to visit a 

culture they are not familiar with (Han 2010, 2016b). However, some virtual world creators build 

exotic cultural locations and objects for profit, without knowing the meaning or reason of those 

cultural objects.  

 

Most of my previous research participants were Westerners, and those research findings showed 

that Third Culture residents must learn to be more accepting, more understanding, and less 

judgemental (Han 2017). However, the few non-Westerners I interviewed did not agree with this 

statement. Therefore, I wonder, what if the majority of the research participants were not 

Westerner, would the research result be similar?  
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In this paper, the term virtual world refers specifically to Second Life (SL), an open virtual world 

where residents present themselves through customized avatars and where all residents are able 

to contribute visually presented virtual builds. SL is an environment in which residents are able 

to immerse themselves and where they can create their own community and even their own 

culture (Han 2016a).  

 

Literature review  
 

In my previous research, I found that residents in the virtual world unconsciously learn from the 

images they encounter (Han 2010). While virtual world residents reported they critically look the 

environment they inhabited in; the truth is, without cultural context, they are unable to critically 

analyze what they have encountered. Moreover, no matter what images residents see in the 

virtual world and what they think those images mean, those images influence how they see and 

understand images in the future, both the virtual and the real world (Burnett 2002).  

 

Culture in virtual worlds 
 

Culture in virtual worlds is diverse. Virtual world residents come from around the world to form 

different communities (Porter 2013; Kiesler 2014). Everything visualized is built by its users, 

and nothing should be taken for granted. “To look is an act of choice” (Berger 1999: 106), and 

vision is the major sense used in virtual worlds (Atlas & Putterman 2011; Dickey 2005; Han 

2016a; Kaplan & Yankelovich 2011). Images with different meanings coexist in the virtual 

world, and the relationship between images and residents is not direct or transparent (Burnett 

2004). Individuals’ cultural backgrounds influence their choice of what and how they view, and 

their cultural backgrounds alter a great proportion of the meanings of the images (Sturken & 

Cartwright 2004).  

 

The Third Culture  
 

It is a psychological necessity for all human beings to belong to a culture, which is the “result of 

complex interactions among images, producers, cultural products, and readers/consumers” 

(Sturken & Cartwright 2004). Cultural ideas and values are maintained by visual images because 

images can communicate, teach, and transmit the behaviour, ideas, and values of a culture 

(McFee & Degge 1977). McPhail (2002) contends the virtual world is not only a subculture, but 

a mainstream hyperculture shared by all online residents. The meaning of images among viewers 

and site designers exists in a simultaneous circulation within the virtual world (Appadurai 2005). 

McFee and Degge state that “culture is a pattern of behaviors, ideas, and values shared by a 

group” (McFee & Degge 1977: 272), and “each culture has its own individuality and has a 

pattern that binds its parts together” (Dewey 1934: 349).  

 

Kellner (2006) states that the whole globe connects through the internet, bringing different 

cultures together, and creating a new culture. In the virtual world, “the processes of immigration 

and globalization lead to new ‘third’ identities that represent complex and shifting hybridizations 

of earlier cultural patterns” (Ess & Sudweeks 2006: 181). Virtual worlds become a “ritualising 

phenomenon” in which residents must be initiated into one kind of shrine or another (Anyanwu 

1998). In this way, the virtual world creates a unique Third Culture. 
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Semiotics as research methodology  
 

Virtual worlds are images constructed through a sign system (Chandler 2004). To decode the 

sign system, I chose to use Barthes’ semiotic approach because it examines not only texts or 

signs but also the cultural system that creates them. In this paper, I chose to use denotation and 

connotation because these two coding systems are able to directly go from the surface meaning 

to the cultural meaning embedded in the texts. My research applied Barthes’ semiotic theories to 

visual culture in the virtual world. Examining the visual culture environment from a semiotic 

point of view helps people form a deeper understanding of the culture they inhabit. 

 

Cultural appropriation in virtual worlds  
 

While I was proudly presenting my previous research findings that shows we should tolerant and 

be open-minded to the virtual builds (Han 2017), the non-westerner research participants’ 

comments regarding visual culture in virtual world still linger in my mind. I wonder, in virtual 

worlds, who is benefited from the cultural creations? Who are the creators? For what purpose did 

they create the cultural object? What messages are they delivering? And who are the audiences? 

What messages are they receiving from the cultural object? What they might think about the 

culture that is appropriated?  

 

Culture sells (Ninetto 1998). Human beings are attracted to different cultures and cultural 

products. Virtual world cultural creations are easier to make because of fewer real world physical 

limitations. They are rarely criticized because people prefer to stay with their cultural group. 

Virtual world creators pay less attention to cultural appropriation; however, the influence they 

bring to the world is no less than real world cultural appropriation.  

 

Maybe cultural exchanges and mutual respect are the solutions to cultural appropriation in virtual 

worlds? Culture exchange introduces our own cultures to others with whom we are interested. In 

an equal platform, virtual world residents celebrate their own culture and introduce their own 

culture to others. With language support, 3D virtual objects introduce and explain cultural 

contexts to people who are not familiar with the culture.  

 

Mutual respect asks us to care for and learn about other cultures in the cultural context. We 

should not stop at tolerance (Han 2017), but learn to mutually respect other cultures. Limitations 

on getting to know cultural context is recognized, however, cultural objects are not to be made 

fun of, joked around about, or treated with contempt (Heyd 2003). Virtual world creators should 

be consciously aware of the power of their creation and avoid cultural appropriation (Graw 2004).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Culture is to be lived and to be learned. The connotation of cultural symbols is negotiated and 

learned within the culture. When we are in a dominant culture using another’s culture objects, we 

are unable to know the context of it and cultural appropriation happens. Cultural imagery carries 

cultural meanings (Nelson 2003). Looking critically at virtual objects without a cultural context 
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is not an easy task. I believe we need to develop visual literacy to help virtual world residents 

learn how to read, see, and decode virtual imagery (Duncum 2002).  
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