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Virtual Ethnography; Hine; 2000
Internet as Culture and Cultural Artefact: Hine suggests that we need to think of the Internet 
as both a culture and as a cultural artefact. The key insight here is that the web is itself a 
technology, one that is designed and has particular features and goals and one that could have 
been designed differently. It is not a natural setting, it is a designed technological platform and 
thus studying culture on the web is also studying the technology that affords the experiences 
of the web. With this said, both the Culture of the Internet and the Cultural Artefact of the 
Internet feel far too monolithic in these statements. The Internet is a multitude of technologies 
assembled together in different arrangements and those platforms support and sustain distinct 
and different cultures. 
 
 
The internet an Ethnographic Approach; Miller & Slater, 2000
Continuous with everyday life: Ethnographic research working with the web should treat it as 
a tool that is part of and continuous with peoples offline experience. Page 5 “we need to treat 
Internet media as continuous with and embedded in other social spaces, that they happen with 
in mundane social structures and relations that may transform but cannot escape into a self-
enclosed cyberian apartness.” 
 
The Internet as a Shifting Assemblage of Technologies: “A central aspect of understanding 
the dynamics of mediation is to ‘disaggregate’ the Internet; not to look at a monolithic medium 
called ‘the Internet,” but rather at a range of practices, software and hardware technologies, 
modes of representation and interaction that may or may not be interrelated by participants, 
machines or programs (indeed they may not all take place at a computer). What we were 
observing was not so much people's use of ‘the Internet’ but rather how they assembled various 
technical possibilities that added up to their  Internet. (14)
 
Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online: 2010
Kozinets is far more interested in having people talk about the cultures of online communities 
than about somethign monolithic like “internet culture.” (13) One of Kozinets best contributions 
to this discussion is the notion of “computer mediated field work” in his conception, researchers 
still need to do ethnographic field work, they need to do “participant observation” but they need 
to do so while understanding that the nature of interaction and of their data collection comes 
through a communications technology. He calls this “alteration” which means “the nature of 
the intraction is altered—both constrained and liberated—by the specific nature and rules of 
the technological medium in which it is carried.” (68) Kozinats discusses three types of data 
archival data, data copied from “pre-existing computer-mediated communications of online 
community members” elicited data which is co-created with “culture members through personal 
and communal interaction” and fieldnote data, the researchers own notes and observations. 
He suggests that this is similar to Wolcott’s “watching, asking and examining” and Miles and 
Huberman’s “documents, interviews and observations.” He talks about defining the bounds 



of an “online fieldsite” which just sounds wrong. Feels like inappropriate spatialization (103) 
The archival data has much more in common with “documents” thank with “watching” but it is 
something inbetween, in that documents are things that are consciously created, where the 
information in the records of computer mediated communication are the actual communications. 
It’s not even that they are “recordings” of what transpired, as Kozinats makes as an analogy, 
they are what actually transpired. He gives more specific information on archival data , “Archival 
cultural data provide what amounts to a cultural baseline. Saved communal interactions provide 
the netnographer with a convenient bank of observational data that may stretch back for years” 
(104) this also feels off. It isn’t “observational data” it is a historical record and it is susceptible to 
manipulation as other kinds of historical records are.
 
Networked Publics: Kazys Varnelis; 2008
Networked publics sees the public sphere as something this increasingly intermeshed with 
networking technologies, like the web. Where a range of nodes in the network connect and 
interact and change each other “the network has become the dominant cultural logic” (145) “we 
situate ourselves less as individuals and more as the product of multiple networks composed 
of both humans and things.” 153 Nods to Latour and the fact that “”things are not merely 
objects that do our bidding but are key actors in the network.” (154). In one chapter, Ito explains 
participatory culture as a key part of this set of ideas, where “networked cultural production 
assails traditional structures of authority and disrupts the received logic of consumption by 
breaking down barriers between consumers and producers.” (71) and “”networked public 
culture has opened with a narrative of convergence and participatory culture” (72). I see the 
key takeaway here to be recognition of the role that Latour’s Actor Network Theory plays in 
recognizing the powerful role that technologies play as actants, as things that change and are 
changed through participation with other human and non-human nodes. 
 
Virtual Communities: Bowling Alone, Online Together; 2009
Does contemporary Internet technology strengthen civic engagement and democratic practice? 
This is the central question sociologist Felicia Wu Song asks of a range of websites in Virtual 
Communities. Song focuses on virtual communities as various websites that enable public 
interaction and discussion between users. The 30 virtual communities analyzed to develop 
this book include many popular online community websites, including sites like Beliefenet, 
iVillage, Slashdot, Craigslist and Meetup.com. Song is particularly interested in the “democratic 
potential” (p.47) of these virtual communities. In an attempt to assess this, much of her analysis 
focuses on the extent to which these sites provide autonomy to users and enact control. Song 
offers an interesting take on using qualitative methods to study virtual communities. In her 
words, the goal of the book is to explore “the design and implementation of virtual communities” 
(p.9). 
 
The third chapter offers four vignettes representing the categories Song has devised for thinking 
about the thirty online communities she discusses. These include beliefnet.com, idealist.org, 
bianca.com, and DelphiForums.com. What is a bit disappointing about this approach is that it 
leaves the reader with the impression that engagement with each of these communities is rather 
superficial. Admittedly, any approach to studying 30 different and distinct online communities 



cannot get into much depth. However, from the book’s description of these sites it sounds 
like analysis consisted of reviewing the top level links from the homepage of each. Readers 
are told about what each site's about page says, about what the terms of service are and the 
site’s privacy policies, not about the particular nuances of user interaction. While these can be 
important components of an online community, such top level documents often have little to do 
with telling us about what it is like to participate in these communities and the extent to which 
users themselves are or not being empowered in a given context. This project would have been 
considerably more valuable if it engaged more deeply and probed the technical, functional 
designs of discursive interaction. 
 
For example, in practice, are the stated rules and norms of the site evenly enforced? Do the 
rules apply the same to all the users? In short, based on this surface level of design I feel like 
Song has a lot to tell us about the rhetoric, top level design, presentation of online community 
and the extent to which that presentation level does or doesn't hold democratic potential. 
However, without getting deeper into how those communities day to day function, that is how 
users, interact with each other and the designed structure of the sites, I don't think there is 
substantial evidence to evaluate the democratic potential in actual experience and practice. 
Ultimately, I think Song is right, we need to be paying much more attention to how individual 
sites and online communities are designed and how those designs and structure enable and 
disable particular modes of participation. However, the book needed to dig into much more 
detail with how the nuances in design decisions result in changes in community relationships 
and discourse. 
 


