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ABSTRACT

This paper is the first in a series presentingifigd from a wider ethnography study of
players fromThere.comand what they did when this virtual world closedMarch 9th,
2010. Studies of online games and virtual worlds digberworlds,as | prefer to call
them) tend to focus in player activities during thee these spaces are open, assuming
them as timeless placeBut what happens when a cyberworld ends? How dgepda
react to its closure and what they do ne&iflly a few scholars have investigated such
critical events (Pearce 2009; Papargyris and Paeakou 2009; Consalvo and Begy
2012) and their findings suggest a determinatioplbyers to keep playing together after
the closure. Players do not simply disperse angl giying when a cyberworld ends but
they actively work to form groups and relocate ittagitivities elsewhere. | followed the
movement ofThere.complayers —or “thereians”, as they refer to themssh+ across
various cyberworlds, social networks, and forumsrafhere.conclosed. They actively
worked to keep together gathering in forums, cngafracebookgroups, uploading
videos onYouTubeand travelling to other cyberworlds such%econd Life, Onverse,
Kaneva, Twinityetc., trying to translate their play identitiedaactivities in these new
spaces. In this paper | will focus on the playepomses to th&here.comclosure and
what they did after the end of the world.
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INTRODUCTION

On March 9, 2010, the 3D social cyberwofitiere.comclosed to the public. Michael
Wilson, CEO ofThere.comannounced the closure a week before in a poshitigd to
the cyberworld’'s website. Hstated that there just wasn't enough money to kkep
world running and that Makena Technologies, the mamy behindThere was affected
by the economical crisis. As Wilson said in thispdWhile our membership numbers
and the number of people in the world have contirieegrow, there has been a marked
decrease in revenue, which, in these economic tiimseso surprise [...] There is a
business, and a business that can't support itesén't work”. Many people were
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outwardly enraged at the announcement loére.cors closing, but there really wasn't
much that could be done about it. Some playersutgtec on how to keep the world
running, and offered ideas like making members perymonth to keep it all going. But
the decision had already been taken and the waoredlyf ended up closing down the
announced date.

Players cited emotions such as shock, anxiety, rangd sadness to describe their
feelings about the closure. They felt like they evlrsing something, their avatars, their
friends, their objects, their houses: a commuraty,entire world. This world was not
“virtual” at all. It was “in many ways as real d®t'real’ world”, as one informant said to
me. The people players met there were very realtlagid feelings and reactions to the
closure were very real too. This is why the ternirthal world” is not a good way to
describe these spaces. They are “real” worldseakas the physical one (Boellstorff
2008; Pearce 2009; Kozinets 2010).

Cyberworld closures are nothing néabitat sometimes referred as the first graphical
cyberworld, closed down in 198Bleridian 59did it in 2000 and reopened in 2002 due
to popular demand from their fandru: Ages Beyond Mystlosed down in 2003, six
months after they opened (Pearce 2089)th and Beyondiid it in 2004. AndEA-land,
formerly known asThe Sims Onlineclosed down in 2008. Although cyberworld closures
are something players are experienced more and, @m®ithese examples show, we have
little empirical evidence regarding what peopleatier that. As Pearce (2009: 14) says,
“With all the real and imagined success of MMOGd MMOWSs, there is another more
somber side to this narrative: what happens whewali worlds fail?” Consalvo and
Begy (2012) observe that most of what we know ab®MOG and cyberworld sunset
events has come from games journalism rather tbhalarly studies. It is not strange
thus that most studies of cyberworlds are aboutithigities and interactions between the
inhabitants when the worlds are alive and runnBig.we do not know much about what
happens when a cyberworld closes down. How usacs te the closure and what they do
next is the focus of this paper.

BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY

Virtual Worlds or Cyberworlds?

In this paper, | will use the term “cyberworlds’stead of “virtual worlds” and other
confusing terms such as MMORGs, MMOWSs or metaveimegarious reasons. The first
one is a wish to avoid the negative connotatioas ttie term “virtual” inevitably carries
with it. These connotations go back to the opteahse of “virtual”, which refers to
something double, an illusion, something fictivenonexistent (Ryan 2001). As Malaby
(2009: 145) points out, most scholars make usbefdrm “virtual worlds” because they
acknowledge that this expression “currently enjpyscedence, despite the misleading
suggestion that ‘virtual’ makes: that there is@aclseparation of it from the ‘real™. This
is a clear sign that the term is not good enougtiecribe the type of experience users
have in these spaces, an experience that is “ae@a’not “virtual” because “The people
that we meet online are not virtual. They are cemhmunities populated with real people
[...] These social groups have a ‘real’ existence tf@ir participants, and thus have
consequentional effects on many aspects of beligiorinets 2010: 15).
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The second reason is because the Greek pogfber- meansskilled in steering or
governingand therefore ideas of governance and controlem&ral from the very origin
of the term. It is important to keep this meanimgniind because cyberworlds are
businesses governed by companies that have tatédot@ver almost everything that
happens inside. They can change, close and sonseterepen them as much as they
want. Virtual worlds thus are “cyber” rather thavirtual” because the control and the
effects and consequences it provokes in our fixpegence are very ‘“real”, as for
example those related with the end of a cyberwarld the way it is announced and
executed by its owners.

This idea of control is also related to the sofevdat is the basis of the cyberworld and
which allows the user to do certain things butatbers. Even in the more open, free and
co-created worlds likéSecond Life—which is supposed to be limited only by the
imagination of their players, as its slogan cleadgys: “Your World, Your
Imagination”— there is a hegemonic governance friaomnk and an implicit policy that in
practice translates as: “You can do anything yountwanless we decide you can't.”
(Pearce 2009: 34). Thus, the software and the wiayimplemented and governed by the
owners of the cyberworld dictates what we can dbwvaimat we can't.

A third reason why | prefer the term cyberworldbiscause the term cyberspace had a
sense of open space and conquering frontiers (B30d: 349) and, in some sense, this
is what | witnessed following the people frofhere.comand the flux of activity they
developed after the closure of this particular cyloeld. These people traversed a vast
part of cyberspace gathering in different webs#éed searching for a new cyberworld
similar to There exploring and conquering digital frontiers arouthd net. But even the
experience of entering a single cyberworld has shisse of space exploration related to
the term cyberspace, a sense that terms like alfrtlo not have.

Method

This paper is the first in a series presentingifigd from a wider ethnography study of
players fromThere.comand what they did when this cyberworld closed oard¥ 9th,
2010. Consequently with my use of the term “cybetds’, for the reasons stated above,
| prefer to use the term “cyberethnography” inste&tvirtual ethnography” to describe
the ethnography conducted on the Internet. Thisn tgoes beyond the negative
connotations of the term “virtual” and assumptidike the necessity of face-to-face
meetings in order to understand the “authentic” ‘@edl” social experience, assumptions
that make difficult a comprehension of Internedasultural context in its own right (Hine
2000; Boellstorff 2008). With respect to the prefoyber”, the ethnographer, like the
users, cannot do whatever he wants within cybedsosince they are controlled and
governed by the companies that own them. Ethnogragtave to accept the rules of the
software and their underlying values, which willdi#ferent in each cyberworld.

The whole project can be described as a “multdsagberethnography” (Pearce 2009)
since it involves ethnographic explorations in maéhan one digital place, closely
following a process of cyberdiaspora originated atabeloped within the Internet.
Because of the nature of this research, which soer process of a cyberdiaspaithin
the Internet, Marcus’s “multi-sited ethnographyh @ adapted in order to “examine the
circulation of cultural meanings, objects and iitee¥” (Marcus 1995: 96) through
different digital places, not only cyberworlds kalso social networks, forums, blogs,
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wikis, video-sharing websites, etc. The researclthate combined online participant-
observation and interviews, and also “cyber-arcluagd (Jones 1997) in order to
integrate immersive methods with the analysis dfucal artifacts, such as chatlogs,
blogs, forums and user-created content (Pearce)2008

More than a place the object of the study of theuiry is thus a topicthe closure of a
cyberworld and what happens after thattopic that, in this case, caused an immense
amount of activity around the Internet that carcbaracterized as ‘ecyberdiaspora”. A
community of users, the so-called “therians” orefians™® felt “homeless” when
There.comclosed and started looking for a new one acrosdriternet. This implies a
reconfiguration of the very method of cyberethnpbsawhich typically focuses in only
one digital place, like traditional ethnographytliie past (and even today). As noted by
Pearce (2008: 15), there has been a tendency anfiossvorlds research to look at these
places “as singular and somehow separated, inaime svay that anthropologists once
viewed “primitive” or “native” culture”. But ifculture and community are not self-
evidently located in one digital place, then neitlecyberethnography. The object of
cyberethnographic enquiry “can usefully be reshapgdconcentrating on flow and
connectivity rather than location and boundaryh&sdrganizing principle” (Hine 2000).
This is why the method of “multi-sited cyberethrayginy” is important here and why is
the best option to study a process of cyberdiaspoch as the one | withessed, which
implied a flow of activity and connectivity arourdifferent digital places within the
Internet: cyberworlds, social networks, forums,dgslovideo sharing-sites, etc. Then,
more than merely an ethnography of cyberworldss tihesearch is rather a
cyberethnography about different sites across thierret: the sites | discovered
following the process of the cyberdiaspora andtbeements of their members.

As most ethnographies (Hammersley 1990) and cyreogtaphies (Hine 2000), the
account that | present here is necessauilstial because “a holistic description of any
informant, location or culture is impossible to @ele” (Hine 2000: 65) although it
always remains an intellectual aspiration. | fokmivsome of the users of the cyberworld
There.conmacross different Internet platforms once this warbsed. By doing so, | tried
to understand not “the practicesatif users, but [...] what it is to beeuser” (Hine 2000:
54; Papargyris and Polymenakou 2009:10), in thi® @user immersed in a process of
cyberdiaspora. The main goal is therefore tryinguiolerstand the experience of the
There.contyberdiaspora in the terms some of their membgrerenced it.

About There.com

There.comtypically referred aFhere was a 3D open-ended social cyberworld that first
launched in 2003, the same yearSasond Lifé.It was one of the most popular social
cyberworlds along witlsecond LifendHabba As with these cyberworlds, ithereyou
could create your avatar, meet and hang out wigindis, and talk to each other using text
chat or real-time voice chat. The cyberworld’'s hpage said thafThere was an
“everyday online hangout where people can meetdsgplay games, and have fun in a
cool, non-violent 3D world”.There members had access to many games and hobbies.
They could drive buggies and cars, fly helicoptémsyercrafts and hoverboards, train
cyberpets and play games such as card tables mtbaki BasicTheremembership was
free, butBasic members could upgrade Rremiummembership paying a one-time fee
then becoming a “lifetime member”. Premium membssld purchase Therebucks (the
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currency used in There) which could be exchangedlfithing, houses, cars, and even
property.

Geographically,Therehad 14 main islands and dozens of smaller islaviekicles were
so important in There because players usually ievend explored these islands with
them. When you signed up, you got a hoverboardna & surfboard or skateboard that
hovers a few feet of the ground, just like theidical hovering board used for personal
transportation in the film8ack to the Future Part landBack to the Future Part I
Other vehicles players could use to travel arounerewhoverbikes, hoverpacks,
hoveraboats, dune buggies, coupes, muscle camssa@tc. As with cars in real life,
these vehicles were extensions of the avatar’'sopality, ways of expression and
communication within the cyberworld.

The avatars immherefeatured a unique cartoonish style different tioeotcyberworlds.
The ways these avatars expressed and communicéteéaeh other was also cartoon-
inspired, for example, having cartoon-bubble cosatons. As Jeffrey Ventrella, one of
the founders ofThere said to me regarding his preference for thisocenish style:
“Realism can distract from expression. This is ekpmd well in Scott McCloud’s
Understanding Comicslt is also explained by the uncanny valley théotgo much
realism can become creepy, and it is easier foplpdo use their imaginations when the
graphical style is less realisti€'Finally, as in other cyberworlds, players coulcmte
attributes such as hair, head, body, skin, eyercolothing, etc., but the avatar's name
and gender were permanently set.

Players could also create their own content u3ihgreprovided tools and traditional
development software such Adobe Photoshop, Paint Shop Pro, The Gand Gmax
The content could then be bought, sold and trade. TBiere.com’scontent creation
policy was more controlled than in other cyberwsrld developers wanted to see any of
their creationsn-world they had to submit items for review by the comppaying a fee.
Items were vetted if they fitted into one of thdldwing categories: Inappropriate (the
custom content is deemed inappropriate or offepsi@epyrighted (the custom content
contains copyrighted material) and Technical (yooaterial does not conform to
technical requirements).

Therealso encouraged an “all ages” philosophy in whicling people over 13 could log
and enjoy the world together with older people.sTisi different from what we find in
cyberworlds likeSecond Lifewhich has a strict over-18 policy. Being an ot8rworld,
Therehad to protect the PG-rated standards by constiiimappropriate content and
monitoring sexual or violent behavior.

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN A CYBERWORLD ENDS?

The Death of a World

There.comservice ceased operation at midnight on March0202 The forums closed
even days before, on March 2, without any kind dafrnving. The same day, the
announcement about the closure was posted on thsitele The membership was
shocked, confused and angry.
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For some thereians, the endltfere.comwas like a death. And death, as Klastrup (2008:
143) argues, “is important as a pivotal design elenand something that every player
experiences several, if not many times during imee in a gameworld”. Death —and the
stories players told about death and dying— is lerolement of the gameworld
experience and one that we need to analyze if wet twaunderstand this experience in all
its complexity. When a cyberworld comes to an enddt only the world that died but
also the avatars that inhabit it. And players dewedtories about it, stories about death
and dying. As Pearce (2010) says “When virtual dodlose, one of the points of trauma
my research subjects have cited is the “deathheif tcharacter, particularly if they have
invested many years in creating it. This is patéidy tragic for those of us who use this
‘second body’ to overcome physical, social or gapbical limitations”.

Death references were common in the narrativeslojese by thereians whefhere.com
closed. As one informant said: “My first reactiorhem | heardThere was closing...
About 30 seconds of shock and then the tears teek t felt like a part of me was being
destroyed. It was like a death. There had been alntlge part of my life for so long and
I'd met so many really friends there, | couldn'agme losing it”. Another user said that
“When There.com died a piece of me did too. Theas no world like There.com”. And
another said the following: “To some extent it iilae a death. My avatar wasn't just ‘a
character’ and There wasn't just a game. My avatan extension of me. She's a virtual
representation of me”.

This sense of “death” is not specific to cyberwsrlilt something that we can find in
other media. As Murray (1997: 174-175) observegeéislly in encyclopedic narratives
such as television series or movie trilogies, théireg can be painful to the creators and
to the audience. She cites examples such as Dickmhsis audience crying when the
last number of one of his two-year serials wassfied; or the end of the television series
Cheerswhich “provoked an orgy of public nostalgia, aghié actual neighborhood bar of
millions of people were closing”. She concludeg tiiae refusal of closure is always, at
some level, a refusal to face mortality”. In digigmmes, this denial to death appears
when we start over or when we replay an event gnébt a different solution. “In this
respect, electronic media have the advantage atiegaa deeply comic vision of life, a
vision of retrievable mistakes and open optionsiit Bhat happens when we cannot
access to the gameworld anymore? Then ¢biwic vision of life and death become
tragic because we are not able to start over and replayrg for a different solution, at
least in that particular gameworld. The world haldand we cannot log in anymore. It
has disappeared in the vast ocean of cyberspace.

This is paradoxical if we realize that the veryezg® of a cyberworld is a world without
ending, a world of endless play, social interactimdl communication, since they are by
definition persistentvorlds, worlds always alive. It is ironic thus tipdayers have to face
the closure of these so called persistent/endleskisv They are not designed with an
end or a dramatic conclusion in mind but as tinejdaces where the player is able to
discover new people and objects every day. It enewore ironic that cyberworlds like
There.conoffered up “lifetime memberships”, memberships i@ supposed to extend
every day, every month, every year, until the deydwners of the cyberworld decide to
close it and then this “lifetime” status simply alpears.
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Post-World Communications

After There.comshut down, and even in the days before, therestarted to gather at
different places around the net, trying to be thgetfter the passing of their world and
developing all kinds opost-worldcommunicationsFacebookwas an important element

at that time due to its increasing popularity angstrthereians started to gather there.
People who had not madd-acebookaccount before made one and began to add anyone
that was from There.com. They built these accowitls their There names and with
photographs of their former avatars in it. A siggaht number used names such as “Mike
There”, “Susan Therian” or “Sally Thereian”, whiimctioned as identity markers that
may seem odd to those who did not pldaere.com.

Lots of Facebookgroups started up in order to provide a means ofneonication for
thereians. They served as a means to stay in tasggcially through "remembrance
groups”, like "Remember There ", "The Lost Thersfaor "Thereians Unite!", to name a
few. Through these groups, thereians shared thearite moments iThere.comwriting
comments and attaching pictures and videos. As afnthese groups stated on its
Facebook profile: “In this page, we would discuss about davorite moments in
There.comWe all would like to hear your great momentg irere We all know it's been
difficult to lose our favorite virtual world, butevcan still keep in touch with this page”.

Members ofThere.comcame together throughRacebook,forums and other existing
websites, which allowed them to keep in touch beytreir world of origin. Another
popular site for them wabhumdar.comThumdaris a social network connecting people
with friends involved in social cyberworlds. It waseated by ahere.commember in
April 2004 purely as a resource for thereians baw s open to all users involved in
cyberworlds. As its website says, the latest varsiffers “a true community experience
where members can communicate through profile;lartblog, and gallery commenting,
private messaging, emailing and chat”. Althougis ibpen to users from all cyberworlds
and sees itself as a “virtual worlds social networkhumdar.com(originally called
Thumdar in There“has always been, and always will be, a placettiereians to come
and find free enhancements and to hopefully haveestun along the way”, as the
website says. It was a natural course for therdiargather inThumdarand share their
feelings there whefihereclosed.

YouTubethe popular video-sharing website, was anotherepln which thereians started
to gather whermhere.comended. Having closed the forums on March 2 andetttee
world on March 9;There.constarted deleting their host&@uTubevideos on March 12.
This decision was a complete surprise for manyefhes, which realized that all the
official things related t@here.comwere being destroyed by the owners of the company.
But players had their own videos and photograplisthay started to upload and share
them onYouTube They were videos of their best moments Tihere machinima
creations, and sequences of photographs taken tlkemorld was still alive. Thereians
watched these audiovisual texts and wrote commahtait them, remembering the
people, actions and places these pieces showedbtistes “with tears in my eyes”, as
many thereians said.

A Diaspora across Cyberspace
In all of these sites useexpressed words of sadness and unhappiness. Th&y about
the homesickness they felt for having lost theiberyorld. By writing about their
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feelings and watching and commenting other playetsds, photographs and videos,
they shared the trauma of the closure and the tisituaf displacement they were
experiencing. Phrases like “I miss my second wodd™l miss my avie”, sometimes
accompanied with sad emoticons (“I loved it soooooeh :'(“ ) were common during
the first weeks after the end of the world, giviegthe community a collective sense of
nostalgia similar to other involuntary displacemsittiations such as diasporés.fact,
the situation that Thereian people were experigncian be interpreted as a diaspora,
rather acyberdiasporasince it was originated and developed across spbee.

According toThe Merriam Webstér Dictionary, a diaspora is "the movement, miguati
or scattering of people away from an establishednaestral homeland”. This homeland
can be “real” or “fictional”, as in the case ®here.com which was interpreted as
“homeland” by many thereians. “There was a magpate... it was home”, as one
informant said. “I really do still love There.coirhave not felt at home since it closed. |
am still homeless”, in the words of other. This pogs findings by Pearce (2009), the
first specific study of a “game diaspora” (the Wiaspora), whose informants also used
terms like "homeland" and “refugee” to describartbe&periences of losing a cyberworld.

There are as many definitions of diaspora as ther@eople trying to define it. But here |
understand diaspora in a postmodern sense of thel, wejecting any type of
essentialism, that is, any definition with referenc one or two necessary characteristics,
and preferring a broader, more encompassing viesvwould include various refugees,
guest workers, immigrants, racial minorities, angéreeas communities (Clifford 1994)
—and, in my case, those users that have lost thdierworld of origin and find
themselves in a situation of involuntary displacem&round cyberspace. Clifford also
acknowledges that in the late twentieth centurgost all communities have diasporic
dimensions (time, tactics, practices, etc.) and thay develop diasporic forms of
nostalgia, memory and (dis)identification. A comrtyrthat lost their cyberworld and
feel displaced around the net and nostélgimut this world can be interpreted as another
manifestation of the variety of contemporary diagpdorms we can find nowadays,
whether it be offline or online.

Lost in Translation

Some thereians cited a feeling of being lost orecyfiace wheihereclosed its doors.
As one informant said: “There was so much more thgame. It was a community and a
big part of our lives. When There closed we felt off, adrift, even lost. We are
homesick. We miss our home”. Another thereian esged his feeling of being “adrift on
the vast ocean of cyberspace”, and another exgrékae “l have an avatar all over the
Internet and | am not happy in any world”.

This situation of being lost on cyberspace candweated to the “liminal phase” studied
by anthropologists Arnold Van Gennep and Victor riair The term liminal is an
anthropological term taken from the latin word fhreshold” and it is used to described
a fluid, malleable situation that occurs in the dhédstage of rituals, when participants
stand at the threshold between their previous wWastracturing their sense of identity
and a new way of doing it. As Turner (1969: 81)ssd¥he attributes of liminality or of
liminal personag"threshold people") are necessarily ambiguousis & transition from
one phase of life to another, during which “Whoepasses from one to the other finds
himself physically and magically-religiously in pesial situation for a certain length of
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time: he wavers between two worlds” (Van Gennep919®). The dissolution of order
during liminality creates disorientation, but atee possibility of new perspectives.

This sense of being lost if something we also findthe discourses about diaspora.
Having lost their world, their home, and looking f@ new one, diasporic people are
liminal people moving between worlds. One of thamfaatures of diaspora is a double
conscience, a double exposure of different timeb spaces, a constant bifurcation. As
with nostalgia, a cinematic image of diaspora isléable exposure, or a superimposition
of two images —of home and abroad, past and prederam and everyday life” (Boym
2001: xiv).

When There.comclosed, thereians became liminpkrsonae liminal avatars As
diasporic people, they were living in a constarftifgiation between the past and the
present, remembering their digital homeland an@mexl about a possible homecoming
while searching for a new home across cyberspas®n& informant said: “These days |
spent time on Second Life. But | still hope tAdterereturns...”. In some sense, many
thereians were experiencing a well-known diaspfe@ing, that of seeing “everywhere
the imperfect mirror images of home”, and “tryirgdohabit with doubles and ghosts”
(Boym 2001: 251).

Searching for a new (3D) Home

Sites such ad~acebook, Thumdar or Youtubserved as a way for Thereians to
communicate and keep in touch after the closutbeif world. But they were not worlds

at all. They were networking sites where they cadtllive in the bodies of avatars and
traverse a 3D world. They wanted to find a siméarbodied an immersive experience
like what they had ifThere.comThey wanted to live in another 3D cyberwdtld.

Along with their presence in sites suchFacebook, YouTuband Thumdar thereians
started to explore other cyberworlds searchingaf&ind of experience similar to what
they had inThere.com They started to visit cyberworlds such @econd Life, Twinity,
Onverse, Kaneva, Blue Mars, IMVU, Gaia Online, \éSidctive Worldsetc. They
shared their opinions and experience within thes®lds in Facebook, Thumdar,
YouTubeand other websites, talking about the advantagdsdiésadvantages of every
cyberworld and comparing them with their world afgin. In general, people felt that
these cyberworlds failed in comparison witlhere They were those “doubles and
ghosts” | cited before. As one thereian said: édlriKaneva, tried Onverse, tried
Secondlife, tried IMVU, tried Gaia Online, NOTHINGWILL REPLACE
THERE.COM!". Other user said me that after havirigd Kaneva, IMVU and Second
Life “I miss There.com terribly. There's been nothiout there to rival it... :(“. These
reactions were common when thereians reported backheir experiences in other
cyberworlds trying to find a new home.

Feeling displaced and lost on cyberspace, theréahked like a potential market to other
cyberworlds. When the announcement of the clostirfehere.comwent public, various
cyberworlds started to offer possible solutionghis situation. Then, as someone said,
“the recruiting began” and every social cyberwaaldilable at that time tried to attract
the Thereian population with different offers amctegies. For exampl@&winity wanted

to attractThereusers by exchanging some Therebucks for Twinityo@ls the currency
used in this cyberworld. They also offered an doeahereians called “There Lounge”.
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The cyberworldBlue Mars developed a new region called “Pavonis” with tlaens
tropical archipelago theme of Then€anevaoffered an entire “There Channel” and
Moove created a special sign up area Tdrere users. Sometimes, the owners of the
cyberworld developed an entire discourse about dlesure of There.comand the
situation of their ex members. That was the casthefcyberworldActiveworlds which
accompanied its offer of 6 months free to formkereplayers with the following text:

COMMUNITY PROGRAM FOR THERE.COM USERS

Activeworlds is very sorry to hear about the abgsbf the THERE.com virtual
environment. We understand what it means to lredommunity for many years
only to have it go away without warning. Your fids that you have made in the
world will no longer be accessible to interact widnd the many memaories you
all had will slowly fade away. Activeworlds isesffhg all dislocated THERE.com
users a free account for 6 months as well as aRE&orld to be managed and
run by former THERE users. In this world you canld the environment to
replicate anything you want including your fornfame. We feel that while this
may not replace your previous virtual home thamight at least serve as a
gathering place where you and your friends cantggether once again.

Along with this text,Activeworldscreated an interesting picture depicting an avafar
this cyberworld welcoming the netihereusers.

Figure 1: Activeworlds Welcomes There Users (Image: Activdda,
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Second Lifecreated a similar text in the form of a farewatidait offered a special
greetings area withirsecond Lifejust for thereians. The farewell was written by a
member of the Linden Lab staff as follows:

The end of any community platform is an unhappsnem, and we certainly feel
for the community. Although it may not be the saséhe world you know and
love, we hope you will come and explore anothdinerworld of possibility and
engaging experiences. We are working on creatorgesnew places for you, so
look for news of those in a future post. We'llddor you inworld.

As we can see, these strategies tried to lufEhgreusers by offering them all kinds of
opportunities and advantages. These recruitmemirteffare similar to the different
policies designed to attract migrants that haven lsreloped throughout history, which
also proceeded to the provision of certain resauerel privileges designed to attract
people on the move: free transportation, food sypphd allocation, etc. (Livi Bacci,
2012).

However, some thereians felt like they were benitkéd because, for them, some of
these environments were not cyberworlds at all.t Twes the case dfrenzoo In this
environment, you could change your position bykitig on what they called hotspots.
But for thereians this was different from what thed in There, where the avatar could
freely move around the world, without necessityclidking on hotspots. Also, the clubs
in Frenzoowere more like chatrooms, not 3D chatrooms. Astbeeeian said regarding
the Frenzooattempts to attract them: “It is a new communiitgttis fine, but they should
not try to trick There users that their commungysimilar. It is a cheap way to get more
users”.

There.commembers continued to report back on their expeégrin the cyberworlds
they visited investing significant amounts of timed energy in it. Although they
explored almost every world available the majoofythem ended up irsecond Life
because it was the largest cyberworld at the tintethe one closest to the experience
they had inThere.com As one user clearly said: “Despite many There.coembers
initially refusing to accept SL, there is a genexaknowledgement that nothing else out
there currently offers anything close to what mersliead in There.com except Second
Life”.

Cyberworlds likeTwinity were still in beta and had some technical problanmsonly a
few users. Thereians sometimes referred to it ‘@hast town” and some of them said
that there was very little to do except admire theéldings and the arquitecture.
Thereians met in the “There Lounge” area that tiwaevs of the cyberworld built for
them but, as one thereian said, all they did in #iea was to talk about how all other
cyberworlds suck and how there will never be armoptece like There.

Other worlds likeOnversedid not offer the possibility to user-created emitand did not
have vehicles or other means of transportationchvivere so important for thereians,
especially the popular hoverboards. Others sitels aslIMVU or Frenzoowere more 3D
chatrooms than cyberworlds for thereians. As onthei said: “l always hesitate to call
certain virtual environments “worlds”, even if thegll themselves that, because most are
not free-roaming and the way | see it, if you cdrite/walk from place to place, it is not
a "world".
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By contrast,Second Lifeoffered them the possibility to create their owsmtent and
added it to the world without all the constrairtieyt had inThere.comlt also had free
objects and avatar designs all over the world atatge amount of users that made the
life in-world exciting, or at least more exciting that what tifimynd in other cyberworlds.
Thereians also liked the possibility to exchangeintual money for real money, one of
the main features @econd Lifeand one of the most cited in the news. As onerinémt
said: “SL has free things all over the place... | dvdput 1 cent in this world... In
There.conthousands thousands... you see to buy anythinfjhene.comyou must buy
tbux [Therebux] with real money... well | feel shoubd exchanged our tbux to real
money. They didn't. SL has an exchange here frorddtis to real money”.

Second Lifalso had things that some thereians did not lilka#l such as lag, crashes and
login problems or the realistic nudity and otherds of sexual content available in this
cyberworld. But in general many of them found irstiorld the type of experience they
were looking for: a vibrant cyberworld with all kinof possibilities for travelling,
socializing, creating and playing, just what theadhin There.com They could even
recreate irSecond Lifesome visual and social aspects of their cyberwafriotigin, as for
example t-shirts and decorations featuring Theere.comlogo and activities such as
playing cards, driving vehicles or dancing. Thisbemworld even offered better
possibilities in terms of dancing, as one informaaid to me, because here the dance
moves were more elaborated and the avatars coulcedagether, something that was
not possible inMTheredue to their condition as a PG environment and timitations in
matters of touch. They could also try more adufitamdesigns, such as the condom outfit
depicted in Figure 2, something impossible to imagh the more control-oriented world
There.com.

Figure 2: A thereian encapsulated in a condom outfts@tond Life
(Image: Marquez).

It is not strange thus that some thereians fountva home inSecond Life As one

informant said regarding his new life this cyberworld “Home is where your heart is.
My heart is here now”.

—-12 --



CONCLUSION

The deaths of cyberworlds have implications beytimel companies that create and
control them (Fairfield 2009). What is striking aibothe case ofThere.comis the
astonishing flux of Internet activity related ts itlosure. Thereians worked to maintain
their friendships even when their cyberworld ofjoridisappeared. They actively worked
to keep together developing all kindspafst-worldcommunications across the Internet,
gathering in forums, creatinfacebookgroups, uploading videos oviouTube and
travelling to other cyberworlds looking for a newnhe. Feeling displaced and lost on
cyberspace, thereians looked like a potential niadkether cyberworlds and many of
them tried to attract the Thereian population wilifferent offers and strategies.
Thereians explored almost every cyberworld avadladdl that time and many of them
finally ended up irSecond Lifédbecause it was the largest cyberworld and thectosest
to the experience they hadThere.con.

During their particulacyberjourney thereians developed a collective sense of naatalg
similar to other involuntary displacement situatiosuch as diasporas. The whole
experience can be described ascyberdiaspora since it involves experiences of
displacement across cyberspace; a movement, noigratr scattering of people away
from an established cyberworld. Previous researcligame diasporas” (Pearce 2009;
Papargyris and Poulymenakou 2009; Consalvo and Beg§) found similar patterns of
behavior when users lost a cyberworld. As a regutan be argue that these phenomena
transcend a given community or cyberworld and wesege similar trans-ludic patterns in
different communities and worlds.

This line of research also calls for studies ofottiosing cyberworlds or online games to
see if their closures cause a similar flux of In&gractivity and if their users develop
similar displacement or diasporic situations aghie case offhere.comUru (Pearce
2009), Earth and Beyond(Papargyris and Poulymenakou 2009) draunasphere
(Consalvo and Begy 2012).
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ENDNOTES
! The ability to move and migrating to other cyberds is also nothing new. It dates

back to MUDs (Turkle 1995: 12; Boellstorff 2008:)19vhere residents who were friends
or romantic partners maintained their relationshagsoss platforms, something users
continue to do nowadays in the modern 3D cybengordhether it be by personal choice
or due to involuntary displacement situations saglliasporas.

2 “Sunset” is the term used in the game industryetscribe these closures.

® There.conrusers called themselves “Thereians” or “Theridnggrchangeably. As one
informant pointed out: “Thereians or Therians. \Wehever really consistently settled
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one on or the other. | think | like Therian betteut usually type Thereian, so either
works.”

* For those interested ifhere.comsee Pearce (2009), the only prior work about this
cyberworld.

® The “Uncanny Valley” is a term coined by the rabgrofessor Masahiro Mori in 1970
and refers to a creepy discomfort or revulsion fleatple experience in reaction to robots
or 3D animated characters that look an act alnikestalctual human beings.

® Email communication, July 2011.

" Here | do not agree with Boym (2001: 258) when s#s that she does not know “any
nostalgia for a homepage; rather, the object ofatgia is precisely the nonvirtual low
tech world”. As the case ofhere.comclearly shows, the object of nostalgia can be a
cyberworld and the avatars, objects and spacesvthain find and create within it.

8 Although the vast majority of the players | intesved expressed their determination to
stay in touch and migrate to other cyberworldscting as a kind of one, harmonized
collective, there were also other users that decide to participate in this process. As
expressed by one of them: “I have belonged to tmud World There.com for many
years and will truly miss this place with all myaneand by choice will not be migrating
to any other virtual world. This is the third VW itual World] that | have belonged to
that has closed its doors and can't see devotimg tib building a Second Life. | feel this
is my sign to get out there and build my Real Lfife way | built my There life”.

° There.conreopened in May 2012 and although some people tacie many who had
settled in other cyberworlds, especially thos&@cond Lifedid not return. | will address
the consequences of the reopening in a future paper
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