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Good afternoon, my real life name is Randolph Hollingsworth and I’m a historian and administrator from the University of Kentucky.  My presentation today, entitled “Gender and Race in Ultra-Conservative Groups in Second Life,” focuses on the role of female avatars in racist right-wing groups in Second Life.  Since my audience is here in Second Life with me and thus aware of much of what is happening in this intriguing social networking environment, this presentation does not explore *whether* ultra-conservative groups exist in Second Life, but how the cross-over from real life and the 2-D Web works and why.  As we know, Second Life is ideal for imagining and practicing gender and race, and in my explorations of SL as a feminist scholar I have seen that ultra-conservative groups have found land, groups and events in Second Life that match their needs.
One might ask why would a right-wing group choose to use Second Life for communication and outreach - and especially in regards to women? Sociologist and oral historian Katherine Blee asserts in her book _Inside Organized Racism_ published in 2002, that women are heavily sought after by American hate groups, making up half of all new recruits. Women can serve as some of the most creative movers and shakers in a hate group, and surely I thought Second Life would draw these creative minds.  During my explorations over the last year in Second Life, I searched the archives of blogs and forums and found several examples of ultra-conservative women.  A good example of what I found in the archival evidence is the February 24, 2006, article in the  SL Herald of an interview of the controversial designer Katja Eisenberg – here in the slide is a picture of her from Neal Stewart’s article.  She had returned to SL after her eighth ban from SL, the last one for creating Nazi-related group names and officer titles though consistently had been reported by residents for her extreme racist comments and Nazi-related builds.  In her interview, Katja emphasized she was interested in portraying historical Germany, that she had friends who enjoyed her design work, and that she was not interested in recruiting neo-Nazis.
However, this did not ring true for me. There is a clear connection between some white power, nationalist websites and groups in Second Life.  It was relatively easy for me to find early in my background research a November 24, 2007 posting by a longterm (and still active) member of Stormfront.org.  A white supremacist discussion forum often cited as the earliest and longest continually published hate site, Stormfront was founded in the mid-90s by former Ku Klux Klan member Don Black, to create and maintain communities among extremists.  So, it seemed natural for the Stormfront member to use that platform to invite everyone to use Second Life and to post pictures of the new sim he was building for a French far-right political organization, Renouveau Français.  It took but a moment for me to find the sim and the SL resident who had built it.  His profile picture, taken in front of one of the posters in the sim (a military boot camp for young white men), portrays the hypermasculinized militant with the conspiratorial logic and zeal for practiced activism.  The few images of women were of the military life of Jean d’Arc or the winged Nike, both medieval and classical references clothed in a romantic image of woman that could rally the military-minded man to do his duty for family and nation.  This focused, self-conscious and targeted, goal-oriented and organized racism is what can demarcate the ultra-conservative from the mainstream.  In his building were images and posters that encouraged the development of the kind of organized racism that Blee defined as a constructed “social milieu in which venomous ideas – about African Americans, Jews, Hispanics, Asians, gay men and lesbians, and others – take shape (p. 3).”   In the next sim over the anti-fa movement had placed towers of posters protesting the extreme politics of the Renouveau Français
A side note – as you know, the SL Terms of Service (4.1) asserts that users shall not take actions that are considered “harmful, threatening, abusive, harassing, causes tort, defamatory, vulgar, obscene, libelous, invasive of another's privacy, hateful, or racially, ethnically or otherwise objectionable.” So when I visited recently the Renouveau Français build, only the edges of the French Revival building remain along with a few bits of furniture – all the incriminating images are gone – and a whirling box protesting the inevitable actions of the Lindens.
The picture of Katja in her vaguely SS uniform stayed with me as I imagined what kind of alternate avatar I would craft in order to interact with and interview extremists.  I could lurk in the background no longer and become engaged in the community, just as Ingeborg Reichle wrote in her 2004 essay "Remaking Eden," (in _Cyberfeminism. Next Protocols_): "the observer is no longer merely an observer, but rather becomes a participant." In thinking about how to cross a boundary that is so clear in the minds of member of racists groups – how to soften the visual effect of being one of those on “the outside” – I tried to imagine what would be least threatening, maybe even a bit comforting.  Chris Atton’s “Far-right media on the internet; culture, discourse and power” (_New Media & Society_ 2006: 8: 573-587) asserts that websites of rightwing groups such as the British National Party ”constructs white identity as Othered (that is, as repressed and in need of defence), yet perceives that identity as under threat by cultures which themselves are subject to Othering (p. 578).”  So in constructing my alt, I sought clothes, hair and skin in a sim where Whiteness is assumed and even celebrated. I found a sim that perpetuates the stereotypical white, middle-class 1950s and I bought some clothes there.  In the effort to feel even less intimidating, I chose the lowest possible setting for female avatar height.  
Blonde, petite and pretty in a Daisy Mae kind of way, I went looking for the Ku Klux Klan by searching for Confederate flag-loving Southern rednecks, a group that surely frightens this Kentucky-bred woman more than any other.  I quickly found a Museum of the Confederacy with the mythical images of the Lee who took on the presidency of Washington College in a post-Civil War resurgence of racism in The Lost Cause.  No one there but I found great images on the walls and around the building that emphasized the revisions to history and Lincolnography that are needed to fight the War of Northern Aggression again and the South winning this time.  The designer of the Museum was a woman – jackpot!  Trying to communicate with her was problematic, though.  She was elusive.  So, I tried to find out more about her – her profile was strange and intriguing, reminding me of a slavegirl I had interacted with at a freebie spot early in my SL life.  The designer’s group names led me down a long side alley into the Gorean world of roleplay in Second Life just as the stories of the stories of Warren Jeffs sex-slave girls and his polygamist compound in Texas came to light.  The confluence of Second Life and real life intimidated me in my continued attempts to communicate with this neo-Confederate slave.   
I bought a shirt with a Confederate flag and felt better about my alt, but I couldn’t shake my own personal inhibitions about having taken on a constructed identity ready to be recruited by a hate group.  What I came to find out is that my avatar’s physical self was less important than my social self – what I said as I introduced myself or what questions I asked were critical in opening up my informants to productive interactions.  Clearly this was my own personal limitation in the research process since there is much work to be done. Social scientists working on nationalist movements in Europe have observed a troubling trend: several years ago Ursula Sautter wrote in _Time Europe_ (5/7/2001) that anti-immigrant, nationalist parties in Germany recruit women heavily, especially into their “so-called comrade groups – small, informed unions of far-right sympathizers.”  The growing influx of women has allowed for a greater diversity in homogeneous male groups which increasingly do not fit the popular neo-Nazi or skinhead stereotype, making their image more acceptable to new recruits from the mainstream.  

In December 2006 stories in the _SL Herald_, Hamlet Au's _New World Notes_ and even the mainstream news about a French nationalist party opening a recruiting office in Second Life had attracted my curiosity when I first joined SL.  In fact, the legendary griefing that occurred at that sim upon the opening of a the political recruiting office for the right-wing pundit Jean-Marie Le Pen during the French presidential elections taught me much about the political organization possibilities in this environment.  Maybe there I would find women or at least female avatars to talk with about their perspectives on the use of Second Life for awareness-raising and community-building for hate groups.
Several visits to the cleanly designed and beautifully arranged platform for the Front National proved that Le Pen was interested in recruiting young people, including women.  The posters showed the kind of ideal young female: beautiful and nubile but airbrushed to the kind of perfect sexlessness of the smiling girl brushing her teeth in a toothpaste commercial.  During one visit to the FNSL site, I found in progress an anti-fa protest happening and a gathering of FNSL supporters trying to shoo the offending furry away with anti-Semitic jeers. The bear was dancing around in the center of the group with a big poster that declaimed fascism and then she rezzed and waved a flag of the German antifascists.  She wore a Roman toga over long trousers and had sneakers on her feet.  The contrast of the slender 2-legged bear with the busty dominatrix in a red mini-skirt, black stockings and a whip highlighted for me how differently women can be portrayed in Second Life.  As I watched her chat text move across my screen in reaction to the female furry’s anti-fa exhortations, the dominatrix moved from the margins to the center of my attention.  They were getting into a discussion about the Jewish and Islamic versions of creation - and the dominatrix started talking about how all Jews, Arabs and blacks should be annihilated.  I started examining her profile and saw that one of the groups to which she belonged emphasized the role of sexual politics in avatar behavior: placing the strong-willed woman within constraints to assure control or otherwise her lustful passions would rule society unchecked and destroy it.  A world turned upside down.  

I realized then that I had been looking in the wrong places in Second Life for the ultra-conservative women.  I wasn’t going to find them out recruiting in mainstream sites.  They were in Second Life to explore the edges of their own power and the strength of their convictions.  As roleplayers they could spend time exploring their sexual roles and how they fit in groups where organized hate constrained the anarchy of too much choice and too liberal acceptance of a government gone soft.  A recent visit to the FNSL site, after the election of Barack Obama as president, my alt’s cowboy boots and feathered hat attracted the contempt of this Frenchman who appeared soon after I arrived.  He refused to respond to my inquiries in English, abruptly ordering me in French to take off since all Americans, now ruled over by a “negro,” were unwelcome.  I saw he was part of the French royalist roleplayers, and not surprisingly, this courtier was part of a group that lived in a castle designed by a woman.  The castle was fondly described as the “Castle of the Ladies.”  The groups associated with this site include women whose profiles alternate between sex kittens and royal denizens celebrating their male consorts in their profiles in romantic epithets.    
The closest I could find in my search for American ultra-rightwing women was among the Christian sites where the anti-abortion movement is at fever pitch.  The body of a woman is reduced to a uterus in these sermons, and I did not have the heart to attend the Bible study and woman’s prayer session to which I was kindly and gently, repeatedly invited.  My bravery for continued social interactions with the skinheads, the neo-Confederates, the sex queens and the woman-centered evangelists shriveled to near nothing by the time I needed to stop and write out my thoughts for this conference.  This is not, then, a scholar’s success story.  I found ultra-conservative women in Second Life to be elusive and uncommunicative since they tend to be everything I am not willing to be: safe and neutral, intimately immersed in their chosen worlds.  I wouldn’t go with the romantic chevalier to be a model “and see if I’d like to try it out for a while.”  I wouldn’t go to prayer group meeting.  As Kathy Blee has taught us, intense, activist racism is learned in racist groups – and I needed to become a trusted member of an SL group to study this process.  Ethnography is hard for the faint of heart.  I thought it would be easy to use Second Life to do research, but it is as hard for me as it would have been in the real, physical world.  I encourage you to do it, though, if you haven’t already started. Women of all political backgrounds can use multiple platforms easily, abandoning one for another depending on the purpose of the advocacy.  Second Life can be a rich and rewarding environment for the ethnographer well-trained and experienced in close observation and immersing oneself in the community under study.
At this time, I would like to thank you for your kind attention to my presentation and now ask for audience participation in a discussion on the role of gender and race in ultra-rightwing groups in Second Life. What are your ideas and comments on this topic?
************
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