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Dealing with the ‘digital’ and ‘virtual’ in Ethnography*
Observations from the methodological discourse in Anthropology

Abstract: This paper presents a synopsis of key methodological strands, focal
points and positions in scholarly discussions on digital anthropology, virtual ethnog-
raphy or internet ethnography, as they have been used since the 1990s in the inter-
national field of cultural anthropology and a little later also in the German-language
field of Kulturanthropologie/Europaeische Ethnologie/Volkskunde. It examines which
tasks, expectations, insights and goals in the extended discipline were connected with
the turn to the internet and digital technologies and how precisely the digital and the
virtual were negotiated on the methodical and theoretical level. The focus is on the
questions: Which particularities and innovations did these methodological discussions
about the internet and the digital bring along, and what does the digital render pos-
sible for ethnography and the discipline?
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The internet - and subsequent digital technologies - have played a continually in-
creasing role as a research field and subject in the discipline of cultural anthropology/
ethnology in the US-American and German-speaking areas since the early 1990s.!
This is manifested in research papers and projects,? institutional specializations,?

*  German version in Zeitschrift fiir Volkskunde 2019, 115 (2): 196-215. Translated by Wesley Earl
Merkes.

1 Even though the term digital has played an increasingly central role in the methodological discus-
sions of the past few years, the internet functions in this article as a terminological and analytical
starting point. Cf. Anette Markham's thoughts (2016: 3): “The ‘internet’ accurately focuses on the
means by which digital technologies have become a central feature of 21st Century social life. [...]
Without the internet, digital forms would not have such spread and impact.”

2 Cf. Why we post: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/why-we-post.

3 To give a couple of examples: The master’s program (MSc) in Digital Anthropology at University
College London (n.d.) or the Center for Digital Ethnography at RMIT University in Melbourne.
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working committees* and multimedia platforms,® and has also been precipitated into
distinct terminologies: Digital anthropology, digital ethnography or virtual ethnogra-
phy.® There is almost no area of the internet which has not been ethnographically
illuminated: The ethnographic studies in this field range from mediated breakups
(Gershon 2010), Facebook practices (Frischling 2014), augmented realities (Koch
2017b), and first-person-shooter cultures (Bareither 2012) to the history of the free
software movement (Kelty 2008) and Anonymous (Coleman 2015).” A range of works
also discusses transformations in methodology, particularly the ethnographic ap-
proach (Boellstorff et al. 2012; boyd 2009, 2015; Horst and Miller 2012; Pink et al.
2016).

This article undertakes a synopsis of central strands and key positions from
the methodology literature around digital anthropology, virtual ethnography and
internet ethnography, and how they have developed since the 1990s in the interna-
tional professional discourse of cultural anthropology and, a little later, in German-
language cultural anthropology/European ethnology/folklore (Volkskunde). It traces
which tasks, anticipations, opportunities and goals in this subject and in the broader
discipline are bound up with the turn toward the internet, and how the digital and
the virtual are discussed on the methodological and theoretical level.

The question of which particular insights have been brought along with this
methodological discussion regarding the internet is in focus here. It is also about the
question of what the internet has made possible for ethnography and anthropology.
A differentiated, field-related consideration has become urgent against the back-
ground of numerous other disciplines which, similarly, research ethnographically
on the Internet (Fleischhack 2016; Miller 2016). My article draws largely on works
from Anglo-Saxon cultural anthropology, represented especially by Tom Boellstorff,
Daniel Miller or danah boyd, which are also adopted by German-language profes-
sional discourse.?

4 An international example is the Committee for the Anthropology of Science, Technology & Com-
puting (castac.org) of the General Anthropology Division of the American Anthropology Associa-
tion, or, in the German areas, the Commission for Digitalization in Everyday Life of the Deutsche
Gesellschaft fiir Volkskunde (www.goingdigital.de).

5 A number of relevant platforms and blogs have arisen in recent years: e.g. http://culturedigitally.
org, http://culanth.org, http://savageminds.org, http://limn.it, ethnographymatters.net.

6 A few examples are the following method books on Digital Anthropology (Horst and Miller 2012;
Boellstorff 2012), Virtual Ethnography (Boellstorff et al. 2012; Hine 2005) and Digital Ethnography
(Pink et al. 2016).

7 An overview of ethnographic studies on digital media can be found in Coleman (2010).

I focus here, first and foremost, on Anglo-Saxon cultural and social anthropological disciplinary
discourse, as the disciplinary horizon in German-language folklore and cultural studies is too
narrow in this topic.
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Not just a subfield

The terms digital anthropology and digital ethnography show that the discipline
wanted to consider the societal transformations of the digital world. However, com-
pletely different concerns, tasks and goals have been followed with the concepts
named here: To start with, it was more than just a formation of a subdiscipline
(Miller and Horst 2012: 3) with which new areas of research subjects and perspec-
tives were to be expressed. Heather Horst and Daniel Miller, for example, consider
the digital “as a highly effective means for reflecting what it means to be human”,
which they define as the ultimate task of anthropology (Miller and Horst 2012: 3).
Yet, they promote the continuation of a (well-)known anthropological mission as a
“key to digital anthropology” that entails the study of “how things become rapidly
mundane” (Miller and Horst 2012: 29).

Other works, such as Boellstorff’s, promote an intensive methodological and
theoretical engagement with the digital in the discipline. He argues that the disci-
pline has repeatedly been the subject of criticism, such as postcolonial, reflexive and
poststructural, but that a theoretical debate on the concept of the digital has not
yet happened in cultural anthropology. Boellstorff is addressing an analytical imbal-
ance in the disciplinary discourse and, simultaneously, emphasizing the importance
of this discussion, as it significantly co-determines research agendas and theoreti-
cal paradigms: “If digital is nothing more than a synonym for Internet-mediated,
then all anthropology is now digital anthropology in some way, shape or form”
(Boellstorff 2012: 39). Here, the digital is taken up as a cause for questioning key
disciplinary tasks, approaches and paradigms in equal measure. The formation of a
digital anthropology can also - as Utz Jeggle formulated it elsewhere and in another
context - be read as an “expression of new desires for insight” (Jeggle 1984: 12).

This has shown itself impressively in the discussion on Digital and Virtual
Ethnography (Boellstorff et al. 2012; boyd 2009; Pink et al. 2016), in which the
ethnographic approach moves into focus. The discussion points out different meth-
odological emphases and objectives. One comprehensive agenda, with examples from
empirical research, is summed up by the members of the Australian Digital Ethnog-
raphy Research Center at RMIT University with their volume Digital Ethnography -
Principles and Practices (Pink et al. 2016). In it, they follow two concerns above all.
Firstly, their focus is on researching how digital environments affect and redefine
the practices of ethnography. Secondly, they want to find out how “doing research
with, through, and in an environment partially constituted by digital media” allows
new and innovative methods to come into being, and which stimuli for ethnographic
research practice come from this. In this context, the question of how common
conceptual and analytical categories which conventionally determine the analytical
conventions of ethnography are challenged received considerate attention (Pink et
al. 2016: 1). A further strand of the debate, which revolved around the methodologi-
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cal peculiarities of ethnographic research in virtual worlds, was significantly shaped
by Boellstorff (Boellstorff et al. 2012).

In the works summarized briefly here, two general directions regarding the
anthropological tasks are discernible: Exemplarily, acute calls for methodological in-
novations appear, for instance, with Pink and colleagues, but there are also - similar
to Miller and Horst (2012) - calls to hold onto old tasks of anthropology.

The disciplinary discourse of German-speaking folklore (Volkskunde)/cultural
anthropology has also, since the beginning of the 2000s, addressed increasing meth-
odological questions regarding the internet.’ From the beginning, this discussion
was dominated by a general difference between researching about the internet and
researching in/with the internet (Koch 2014: 368; Schmidt-Lauber 2011: 5), where,
on the one hand, it was about ascertaining potential research agendas and, on
the other hand, about explicit methodological issues. While an early overview of
“Folklore research in, with and about the internet” by Thomas Hengartner (2007;
translated by the author) was still more concerned with basic investigation possibili-
ties and research practice consequences for the discipline, the “question of if and
how the practice of ethnography on the internet can function” (Koch 2014: 368;
translated by the author) became more relevant in more recent years. However, over-
all, the German-language works (with a focus on methods) have been concentrated
primarily on questions of feasibility and implementation (Hegner and Hemme 2011;
Koch 2011).

These positions and works exemplify a methodological discussion which has
been established, since the middle of the 1990s, in the broader ethnological and
cultural anthropological discipline, especially in the Anglo-American regions, and
which, only a little later, increasingly engaged the German disciplinary context. It
was not only about the formation of a subfield that defines new areas and topics
of research, but the digital was taken more as a cause to question the discipline
extensively as to its analytical categories and approaches, and methodological ways
of doing research, particularly ethnographic practice.’ I will demonstrate that with
some key examples in the following chapters.

9  Methodological considerations can be found, among others, in the following works: Amelang
(2001); Bachmann and Wittel (2011); Bareither (2013, 2016); Blask (2013); Frischling (2014);
Hamm (2011); Koch (2011, 2014, 2015); Schonberger (2003); Wittel (2000).

10 Even though the methodological debate in the cultural anthropological/ethnological discipline
is in focus here, important input also comes from other disciplines, such as sociology, internet
studies or science and technology studies, which were engaged at the same time with the question
of how the “ethnographic study of the ‘digital” (Markham 2016: 1) can be defined.
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Digital culture(s) - a further arena of cultural analysis

How the digital should be grasped at all has been a major issue in the methodology
literature regarding ‘Digital Anthropology’ It has been in no way free of controver-
sies. Miller and Horst plead for looking at the digital'! as something which intensi-
fies the dialectic nature of culture (Miller and Horst 2012: 3). With that, they mean
that the digital reinforces the universal and particular of culture. This is one of the
premises which they - in addition to five further aspects'? - formulate as a project
of digital anthropology. To this belongs, for them, the viewing of the digital as a new
historical phase, which they compare to the introduction of modern money and its
influence on humanity. However, they understand mediatization as such as nothing
new but rather that this takes on another form only with the digital. They base this
on the new possibilities of convergence between formerly disparate technologies and
contents which arise through the digital (Horst and Miller 2012: 5). In their agenda,
they also criticize approaches which fetishize the pre-digital culture as a place of
secured authenticity (Miller and Horst 2012: 13).%

While Miller and Horst use the digital as a cause for considering the differences
and similarities between digital and pre-digital everyday culture, Boellstorff directs
his attention to the relationship between the virtual (being online) and the actual
(the physical and being offline) (Boellstorff 2012: 39). He ascribes a fundamental
importance for the project and field of a digital anthropology to this relationship. It
has, for him, foundational ontological, epistemological and political consequences,
as it becomes clear how the virtual is to be understood, to which knowledge about
the virtual it should lead and how to do justice to it. With this in mind, it can be
seen why he - as presented above - considers a theoretical engagement with the
digital to be so central. The virtual, following him, may not be seen simply as a
derivative of the offline (Boellstorff 2012: 39-40). His attention is directed to the

11 They define the term ‘digital’ as all that which can ultimately be reduced to binary code but which
also produces a spreading of distinctiveness and difference: “The dialectic refers to the relation-
ship between this growth in universality and particularity and the intrinsic connections between
their positive and negative effects.” (cf. Horst and Miller 2012: 3.)

12 Miller and Horst formulate six principles of digital anthropology, e.g. the commitment to holism as
the basis of the anthropological perspective. One further principle has to do with the importance
of cultural relativism despite the global nature of our encounters with the digital. To them, it
denies assumptions that the digital society is homogenizing. A further principle regards the
fundamental ambiguity of digital culture regarding its openness and closedness (Miller and Horst
2012: 3f.).

13 Among others, they criticize the book Alone Together by Sherry Turkle (2011), of which they ac-
cuse a nostalgic lamenting about supposed lost sociality and humanity (cf. Miller and Horst 2012:
12). Out of this problematic situation, they also develop a call for the discipline which pursues the
question of how it came to be that some forms of media are seen as more mediatizing than others,
and how the emergence of digital technologies produces the illusion that this is the case (Miller
and Horst 2012: 14).
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question of how online sociality can reference the physical world and how the physi-
cal world interacts with online sociality (Boellstorff 2012: 52).

Boellstorff and Miller and Slater discuss a number of epistemic difficulties and
problematic assumptions. The latter authors criticize the artificial separation and
disconnection of real life from virtual space which is propagated in certain works
(Miller and Slater 2000: 5). Boellstorff, however, also sees a contrary problem ap-
pearing in some works, in which the virtual and physical are no longer treated as
separate or distinct from one another (Boellstorff 2012: 40).% In turn, he accuses -
similarly to Miller and Slater - other works of not only making false oppositions
between the digital (or virtual) and the real, but also of identifying the physical as
the real, thereby misperceiving, he argues, that the virtual is just as profane as the
physical (Boellstorff 2012: 41-42, 2016: 387).

Boellstorff sees the digital (or particularly the virtual that forms his own fo-
cus) as a further space for social and cultural expressions and practices - a space
which can create additional realities (Boellstorff 2016: 395). Miller (2016) refers
to this and argues that “we need to treat Internet media as continuous with and
embedded in other social spaces, that they happen within mundane social structures
and relations” (Miller and Slater 2000: 5). While their approaches emphasize the
reciprocal interlacing of digital culture with everyday culture, other works point out
the general difficulty of avoiding prevailing ideological associations in this field of
investigation. Graham Jones refers, in a rejoinder, to Boellstorff’s reasoning:

For my part, I wonder whether the real/virtual binary will not always somehow be

with us, insinuating itself as implicit rationale for anthropological research seeking

either to reveal that ‘online’ sociality is really real or that naturalized, normative
forms of ‘offline” sociality are deeply artificial - even if the valences are ultimately

reversed. (Jones 2016: 399)

Underlying his argumentation, Jones offers Dominic Boyers’ “call to reflect upon
anthropology’s own ‘informatic unconscious’ as the ethnography of digital culture
comes into its own” (Jones 2016: 399). In the same context, the reference by Stefan
Helmreich to the historical situatedness of that which is marked as digital or as real
is just as important: “The ‘digital real’ is a shifting, historically situated social phe-
nomenon”, Helmreich points out that, in earlier times, the digital was ideologically
totally separated from the social, even though in today’s times of social media this
may be difficult to imagine (Helmreich 2016: 398).*

14 Boellstorff criticizes this perspective as a language of intermixture which undermines the project
of digital anthropology. In his ethnographic research, these differences are very real and, there-
fore, an ideal object of investigation.

15 A critical discussion about terminologies takes place especially in Markham: She talks about the
temporality of the term online in the methodological literature. This was, she argues, absolutely
central in the context of digital media during the 1990s and early 2000s, and yet, through the
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Other social premises:
Mediatized sociality and multiple fields of reference

One similarly intense debate started with the question of which new demands does
research in and with digital environments place on ethnographic research. A major-
ity of the method literature is about the particularities of ethnographic research in
the internet. Which new insights and experiences during ethnographic research in
and with the internet were addressed and problematized? What became visible?

Boellstorff and boyd have addressed the changes for ethnographic research
which result from research in and with virtual environments and digital media in
multiple methodological contributions and are among the first in Anglo-Saxon an-
thropology to do so (Boellstorff 2008; Boellstorff et al. 2012; boyd 2009, 2015). In
order to clarify the new methodological situation for ethnographic research, boyd
points toward earlier disciplinary debates on multi-sited ethnography. She argues
that the mobility of the society had already changed the terms of ethnographic
research, however, she sees the rules changing completely through the mediatized
technologies (boyd 2009: 27). She identifies certain basic idiosyncrasies in the in-
vestigation of digital cultures. One of these, she says, is that the internet, and she
is supported in this by Sarah Pink, is a rapidly changing research environment (boyd
2009: 31; Pink et al. 2016: 1), and the architecture of digital research environments
can have a substantial effect on research practice (boyd 2009: 30). Both are, for her,
significant features which influence the new research context.

She sees one further distinctive feature of fieldwork regarding the question of
the constitution of the field: “Networked technologies,” or so boyd describes the new
situation, “have completely disrupted any simple construction of a field site” (boyd
2009: 27). That is for her, however, a newer development. According to boyd, in early
internet studies, the architectural qualities of chat rooms and MUDs/MO0Os, out
of which the social internet architecture was composed, still had meaningful field
boundaries, as the internet culture of the time was still strongly concentrated on
the coming together of social groups around a topic or activity. With the emergence
of technologies such as blogs and social networks, boyd considers it much more dif-
ficult to find general norms or practices in these structures (boyd 2009: 27).”

strong embedding of digital media and the internet, the term, according to her, appeared ever
more infrequently. She herself speaks of “ethnography in the digital era” (Markham 2016: 5) in
order to avoid false binarities, which, according to her, provoke concepts such as online (offline),
virtual (real) or digital (analog) (cf. Markham 2016: 3.).

16 The acronym “MUD” stands for multi-user dungeon and “MO00” stands for MUD, object-oriented;
they relate to text-based virtual (game) surroundings.

17 For the sociologist Christine Hine, the field is devised from the following connections through
“tracing networks of connection through online and offline space” (Hine 2016: 25). In her choice
of words, Hine’s thoughts are reminiscent of Marcus’s approach of multi-sited research, in which
he “recognized the ‘tracing and tracking’ of supralocal connections and geographically widespread
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While the characteristics mentioned here tend to describe the research context
more generally, it is exactly those new kinds of premises and conditions, under
which fieldwork in digital environments happened, which themselves became an
object of methodological observation. Boellstorff sees one of the more far-reaching
changes for ethnographic research in that the spatially and temporally specific so-
cial realities are no longer restricted to the physical world (Boellstorff 2012: 52). This
new situation has, according to Boellstorff, decisive theoretical and methodological
consequences for the analysis of social practices and their meanings. Now, with the
possibility of being online, the social has - and most of all through the emergence of
virtual or digital worlds - many fields of reference. He cites the example of multiple
embodiments as a new characteristic with which, by way of the different digital and
virtual environments, one is currently confronted in research. By that, he means
that a person presents themselves differently, depending on the particular envi-
ronments, and this can also be in behavior. However, according to him, the social
practices observed in virtual or other digital environments have multiple fields of
reference. As an example, he names making friendships, which can vary depending
on the surrounding - whether it is friendship on Facebook or in Second Life. In this
way, a friendship can arise on both platforms without the necessity of having met a
person in the physical world (Boellstorff 2012: 52). He pulls the following theoreti-
cally and methodologically relevant finding from his own research context in virtual
worlds: Some social interactions and the creation of meaning occur only in digital
or virtual environments or between these. His observations and thoughts touch,
above all, on his fieldwork in the virtual world Second Life. The distinctiveness of his
study lies specifically in that he conducted his fieldwork - participant observation
supplemented by interviews and surveys - exclusively in this virtual world."®

The changes in social conditions and preconditions, especially in their conse-
quences, also take center stage for boyd. She speaks about a “mediated sociality”
(boyd 2009: 30) which, in the examination of digital environment, in comparison
to unmediated contexts, would need to be considered and which is mainly distin-
guished by four key properties. She describes these as “persistence, searchability,
replicability and invisible audiences” (boyd 2009: 30). For her, this includes the
continued existence of online utterances, the quick retrieval of texts, media, and
people, and the difficulty of differentiating duplicates from originals. Not least,

networks as a decisive requirement for a research not bound to one single place” (cf. Welz 2009:
198, translated by the author).

18 He grounds his methodological actions as follows: According to him, to require that ethnographic
research always includes searching out the inhabitants of virtual worlds means not recognizing
virtual worlds themselves as context; it also ethnographically contradicts the fact that most in-
habitants of virtual worlds do not meet those known to them in this world offline. Yet, according
to him, “studying a virtual world in its own terms” does not mean that one can ignore the differ-
ent ways in which the actual world influences the virtual (Boellstorff 2008: 61-64).
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this also includes the state of not knowing who sees, hears or reads one online.
According to her, these properties allow social contexts to collapse and change the
rules by which people can behave (boyd 2009: 30).%° Recognizing and dealing with
the attributes outlined here is a central starting point for boyd’s research, as these
can change the context in which research happens. It is very important to her that
researchers learn how to handle these special features (boyd 2009: 31).

Here, boyd and Boellstorff unfold a series of specifics regarding internet envi-
ronments which change social contexts, and with them, the rules by which people
act or interact with others. Consequently, these also have important effects on the
research situation, especially on the analysis and interpretation of the ethnographic
material, and lastly, on the interaction and relationship between researcher and
those researched.

Pink and colleagues see these particularities, first and foremost, in mediatized
forms of presence and interaction in the field: “In digital ethnography we are of-
ten in mediated contact with participants rather than in direct presence” (Pink
et al. 2016: 3). For Annette Markham, new communications technologies privilege
and emphasize certain features of an interaction, while simultaneously minimizing
or obscuring others; this can irritate conventional methods of doing research and
analysis (Markham 2005: 796). Precisely through this heterogeneity of internet en-
vironments (Hine 2016: 26; Markham 2005: 796), the British sociologist Hine points
to the importance of carefully reflecting on how an interaction happens and under
which conditions they happen (Hine 2016: 26).%

The observations summed up here concern the process of fieldwork and, overall,
ethnographic engagement at its core, as this “is based on the active, observational
participation in the everyday life of those researched, with the goal of the meaning-
ful witnessing and reproduction of reality contexts” (Schmidt-Lauber 2007: 219;
translated by the author).

How are these observations related or different to earlier methodological de-
bates on ethnography? Based on Marcus’s thoughts on multi-sited ethnography
(Marcus 1995), Welz has suggested a fundamental revision of the understanding of
what the ‘field’ of fieldwork is, what is observable and where it can be observable
(Welz 2009: 201; translated by the author). In the methodological works mentioned
above, it is, by contrast, less about a fundamental revision of the understanding
of the field and much more about a revision of social contexts in the field. This is
related to the multiple embodiments and the fields of reference which do not arise

19 Boyd also refers to these characteristics as affordances. These are “not in and of themselves new,
their relation to one another because of networked publics creates new opportunities and chal-
lenges” (cf. boyd 2014: 11).

20 Even though digital media makes new ways of interaction available, most of the surroundings
investigated in ethnographic studies are text-based (cf. Markham 2004: 131, 2005: 796).
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exclusively from the physical world but rather overall from the conditions of social
interaction in the field that were highlighted by boyd and what she calls “mediated
sociality.”

The methodological discussion on “the shifting of the relation of space, so-
cial connections and communication options to which the new methodological ap-
proaches such as those of ‘global ethnography’ or ‘multi-sited research’ from Marcus
react” (Welz 2009: 200; translated by the author) finds a continuation here, in the
sense that the works presented in this article follow and consider further changes
and challenges for ethnography through the multiple (new) modes of ethnographic
engagement under mediatized conditions that are now possible with the internet
and other digital communication technologies and can have - following Boellstorff’s
and boyd’s argumentation - significant effects on the social contexts of and in
research.?

New dimensions of anthropological learning

The fear of watering down ethnographic principles - as was generally present in
the criticism of multi-sited ethnography (Welz 2009: 199) - has also played a role,
in a different form, in the methodological discussion at hand (Miller 2016). It was
expressed in the skepticism regarding the changed modes of ‘being’ in the field when
physical sensory interaction and experience is missing.? In this new situation, an
insecurity is possibly reflected in how the differences, or rather, the (unfamiliar)
conditions of the internet (when interaction is not face-to-face) should be handled
methodologically. Numerous empirical works and method articles on ethnographic
research practice in recent years have stated how they handle the methodological
challenges problematized here. They show, to name only a few examples such as in
virtual, avatar-based surroundings, how the non-physical presence of the researcher
and the body are newly negotiated as an analytical instrument (Boellstorff 2008);
how, especially in sensitive research surroundings such as an online breast cancer
forum, trust is built up between forum users and researchers (Orgad 2005); how emo-
tions or socioeconomic characteristics of people in text-based internet surroundings
with missing visual information can be read over these (Markham 2005: 799, 803);

21 These methodological issues currently concern nearly all ethnographic studies, not just the ones
with a focus on digital culture, because an increasing number of our research participants use
social media (Sinanan and McDonald 2018: 181).

22 For Schmidt-Lauber, an “analogy between physical fieldwork, or rather, participant observation,
and ‘participant observation on the internet’ [...] not yet possible, and talking about fieldwork on
the internet should only be undertaken with care” (Schmidt-Lauber 2011: 9; translated by the
author).
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or how the practice of participant observation is generally newly negotiated in dif-
fering internet environments (Rutter and Smith 2005).%

Boyd understands ethnographic research in and with digital environments, first
and foremost, as a process of acquisition and learning. This primarily contains the
acquisition of knowledge about new kinds of conditionalities, under and in which
technical, virtual, digital and medial environments are researched, and how these
have an impact on ethnographic research practice (boyd 2009: 31). However, the
handling of the accessibility? and visibility of the culture of the everyday through
the emergence of the internet plays a central role.? In this context, boyd and Miller
see the danger that researchers of the internet tend to partially idealize the pos-
sibilities of the internet rather than recognizing the actualities of practice and work-
ing with them (boyd 2009: 31; Miller 2016). Social media certainly make it much
easier, according to boyd, to obtain insights into the social life of individuals, but it
is still easier to interpret these online traces wrongly.?® In order to avoid this danger
of misinterpreting the social practices online, boyd points to the importance of un-
derstanding the context in which people act (boyd 2015: 83). She sees it as her task
to throw light upon relationships and upon possible contradictions between online
profile and offline context. In her own research, she is interested in those online
spaces which teenagers consider to be important for themselves, in which they
come together with friends and peers (boyd 2009: 31). Accordingly, boyd spends
many hours visiting the social media pages of youth, reading their comments and
tweets, and following their other online traces. Yet, for her, it is just as important
to meet the youth face-to-face. In these personal meetings and conversations, the
young people offer deeper insights into the contexts of meaning around their media
practices and give information about whether boyd’s first impression was inaccurate
or even wrong. That is why she consciously collects data online as well as offline.
The unmediated interactions, i.e. those interactions which do not take place over
digital media and surroundings are for her as important as the immersion in the
pop culture of teenagers in social networks (boyd 2015: 84-86). Although, for her,

23 These works also demonstrate the possibilities of researching life and work worlds which were, for
all intents and purposes, inaccessible (cf. Sanders 2005); this is shown, for example, by studies on
disease forums and sex work on the internet.

24 Hine sees the special quality of the internet above all in that “the Internet makes everyday public
existence searchable in a way that public existence was never searchable before” (BBC Radio 4
2015).

25 These new possibilities of collecting digital subjective testimonials in the form of private photos or
blog entries have posed a number of new ethical questions. See Boellstorff et al. (2012), Markham
and Buchanan (2012) or Zimmer and Kinder-Kurlanda (2017).

26 She justifies her observation with an example from her field of study, showing just how quickly a
person’s online profile can be misinterpreted when the person themselves is not asked about the
profile’s meaning and arrangement (boyd 2015: 82-83).
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this approach is central, boyd, using Boellstorf’s study on Second Life in which he
conducted his field research exclusively in the virtual world, refers to the different
positions in the methodological disciplinary discourse (boyd 2015: 83), which are,
however, especially indebted to their different research concerns and questions.

Here, it should be considered which aspects and approaches of ethnography
came into focus and increased in meaning through the digital. For Welz, the debates
on the methodological approaches of global anthropology from Burawoy and multi-
sited research had the important effect that these make “doxic presumptions of
ethnographic field research explicitly addressable and questionable” (Welz 2009:
201; translated by the author). In the course of this, it becomes clear that anthro-
pological research has always privileged settled social relationships over forms of
mobility and travel (Welz 2009: 201). What becomes visible in the debate on digital
and virtual ethnography?

The approaches described most notably negotiate new requirements for the
presence, participation and interaction in the field which are no longer (exclusively)
oriented toward purely physical criteria. They question a methodological approach,
the central research strategy of which is set almost exclusively on physical-sensory
co-presence and experience in the field. Forms of ‘mediated contact’ and media
(e.g. doing interviews via phone) have played a role in fieldwork before, however,
the ‘mediated options’ and forms of ‘mediated contact” were far less present and
significantly explored in earlier methodological debates on ethnography. In that
way, it is a relatively new phase for the history of ethnography, because the concept
of (physical co-) being in the field gets a new component with the many mediated
modes of interaction and ‘being’ in the field that are now possible with the internet
and its various digital and virtual spaces. That this, at the same time, means a
significant methodological (re)learning, or rather, adaptation process, which is still
in the process, has been made clear by the works discussed here.?’

Ethnographic (future) visions:
The example of “Writing Culture Critique, Digitally”

The methodological exploration process has, for some anthropologists, not yet been
finished. The transformation of ethnographic practice through research in digital
movements is rather an inevitable process for Gabriella Coleman, who in her study of
Anonymous dedicated herself to an extremely challenging movement from a meth-
odological standpoint (Coleman 2015): “[T]he study of digital media transforms the
possibilities and contours of fieldwork” (Coleman 2010: 494). However, she also

27 Here, the adaptive element of ethnography, meaning the adaptation of ethnographic research
practice to the particular research surrounding in which one currently works, is not meant so
much but concerns anthropological and ethnographic practice more generally.
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considers further methodological engagement to be important, and her attention
also applies to the handling of digital data material:
Ethnographers will increasingly have to address how to collect and represent forms
of digital data whose social and material life are often infused with elements of
anonymity, modalities of hypermobility, ephemerality, and mutability and thus pose
new challenges to empirical, let alone ethnographic, analysis.?® (Coleman 2010: 494)

For George Marcus, and Kim and Mike Fortun, the methodological debates on Com-
puters In/And Anthropology must still, all in all, be pursued further, though they ac-
knowledge that the field of digital anthropology has, in fact, experienced important
steps and developments. They promote a new phase of experimentation with digital
form, especially by means of a digital platform, in order to newly sound out not only
the possibilities of ethnography and the ethnographic archive, but also the forms
of collaboration between researchers (not only from anthropology) (Fortun, Fortun,
and Marcus 2017: 13).° They base their sketch in the history of the discipline. On
the one hand, the three authors reference earlier anthropological experiments with
computers from the 1960s. On the other hand, they see their intent as being the
possibility to be able to again take up those arguments and proposals about the
implications and boundaries of the form which originated in the middle of the 1980s
in the Writing Culture critique. At the time, the arguments would have addressed,
above all, the singularity and authority of the ethnographic voice in writing about
other people, the monograph as an end of analysis, and the problem of the extent
and range of the investigation (Fortun, Fortun, and Marcus 2017: 13). They assign
the task of continuing this tradition of experimenting with ethnographic form to
digital anthropology, as it emerged then in the debate, and to make a “more collabo-
rative and open-ended ethnographic work/writing - across time, space, generations,
and ‘cultures™ possible (Fortun, Fortun, and Marcus 2017: 13). They refer, above
all, to their own project, the Platform for Experimental Collaborative Ethnography
(PECE), for the implementation of their thoughts.*® For them, this presents an ap-
proach which partially supports and allows new collaborative forms of examination,
data production and data sharing (Fortun, Fortun, and Marcus 2017: 14). However,
alongside it, they define these as a central target of the platform, to create and
sustain an “explanatory pluralism” in ethnographic representation and analysis (e.g.
through different levels of interpretations from different researchers, data materials

28 Here, she mentions internet memes, chat logs, viral videos or comments which - she refers to the
ethnographic works of Jones and Schiefflin (2009) - play a central role in the study of digital
media.

29 According to them, the politic of the digital form must be read against the grain in order to do
justice to the anthropological understanding of language, meaning and culture (Fortun, Fortun,
and Marcus 2017: 14.)

30 Platform for Experimental Collaborative Ethnography (n.d.).
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or explanatory paradigms), which they consider an anthropological necessity in the
face of the scientific, technical and cultural complexity of present problems.3! Digital
anthropology needs, according to Fortun and his co-authors, an infrastructure which
can take up, allow and embody poststructural theories of language, and postcolonial
and feminist understandings of the politics of language. In this way, an ideal form
of their system can create an even thicker ethnographic knowledge (Fortun, Fortun,
and Marcus 2017: 17-18).

Their contribution, “Writing Culture Critique, Digitally” (Fortun, Fortun, and
Marcus 2017: 13), takes up Marcus’s earlier thoughts on “The End(s) of Ethnography”
(Marcus 2008). His criticism in that is (as Welz interprets him) that the central
anthropological undertaking currently lacks a conception of “how one could, collec-
tively and systematically, bring the many individual ethnographic findings into re-
lationship with one another, so that knowledge about human experience and human
agency can be enlarged through this” (Welz 2009: 207; translated by the author).

Marcus and the Fortuns initiate (here) the call to actively pursue the question
of methodological innovation in ethnographic approaches: They see the forms and
possibilities of data production and the presentation and representation potential of
digital ethnography and anthropology as not yet exhausted.

Conclusion

The primary aim of this article was to give insights into the methodological discus-
sions around digital anthropology and digital ethnography. To conclude, I want to
draw on a methodological observation by the Swedish anthropologist Ulf Hannerz
from the early 2000s.

Ulf Hannerz has already dealt with the question of polymorphous engagements
and the increasing importance of media, especially in multilocally-aligned ethno-
graphic research in his 2003 essay Being there ...and there...and there!: Reflections on
Multi-Site Ethnography. According to Hannerz, research relationships have, for quite
a while and to a surprisingly large extent, not all been face-to-face. He summarizes:
“Media, personal or impersonal, seem to leave their mark on most multi-site stud-
ies” (Hannerz 2003: 212). Still more important for one’s own context seems to me,
however, to be his reference to the limited amount of observation and participant
observation in some multi-sited ethnographies, to which he ascribes the “modern
settings” in which these arise: “There are surely a great many activities where it is
worthwhile to be immediately present, even actively engaged, but also others which
may be monotonous, isolated, and difficult to access” (Hannerz 2003: 211). As an

31 This is to be done through “different artifacts and data, different annotations from different
researchers, different explanatory paradigms - into insight, through a variety of display mecha-
nisms” (cf. Fortun, Fortun and Marcus 2017: 17).
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example, he refers to his own ethnographic research with foreign correspondents,
commenting on them as follows: “What do you do when ‘your people’ spend hours
alone at a desk, perhaps concentrating on a computer screen?” (Hannerz 2003: 211).

These considerations, proposed at the beginning of the 2000s, address changes
in research relationships through media and what Hannerz calls “the celebrated
and mystified notion of ‘being there” (Hannerz 2003: 202). The debate around
multi-sited ethnography offers, for all intents and purposes, its own possibilities
for connecting with the positions on digital anthropology and digital ethnography
addressed here. While these considerations by Hannerz were not really followed up
in the debates on multi-sited ethnography, the biggest accomplishment of the ap-
proaches outlined in this article are that they take up the task to comprehensively
reflect the role of ‘mediated environments’ and media technologies in ethnographic
research settings. What has been previously appearing on the margins of methodo-
logical debates has now entered its effects for ethnographic research and analysis
into center stage within the last decade.

The debate also makes it clear that yet another fundamental discussion on
questions of ethnographic representation, in the sense of Marcus and the Fortun’s
explanatory pluralism, is needed. This touches especially on the question of how
digital culture and digital material can be adequately represented ethnographically,
and according to which other rules this can succeed.?® Finally, the debate shows that
digital anthropology, and with it the further cultural anthropological/ethnological
professional discipline, is just starting out here. Regarding that, Horst and Miller
say: “The lesson of the digital for anthropology is that, far from making us obsolete,
the story that is anthropology has barely bequn” (Miller and Horst 2012: 30).
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