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Preface

Saskia Sassen

cross time, people and social conditions have complicated the

straightforward implementation of technologies. The mix of specific

materialities of daily life and people’s cultures of use is not easily
predictable. Such a mix can unsettle or disrupt the best technical designs
— and has done so in past eras and in today’s digitally driven world. This
holds at many levels — from advanced complex systems to daily applications
of standard technologies.

Guided by the enormous variety of sociological issues, research on the
technical can function as a lens: it allows us to understand a range of diverse
interactions between users (whether systems, organizations, or people) and
digital technologies (more precisely, the design and implementation of these
technologies). Thus, a sociological approach can, for instance, bring to the
fore a feature of electronic inferactive domains that remains insufficiently
examined: it is that the technical properties of these domains deliver their utility
to users through complex ecologies that include more, often much more,
than the technical capacities in play. They include specific social and cultural
variables. It is this intermediation that brings in the sociological, the political,
the economic, the cultural, and more, into a technical space.An analysis that
centers only on the technical capacity to communicate or interact in novel
ways leaves out precisely that which the social sciences can add to the analysis.
This brings to the fore a feature of electronic interactive domains that remains
insufficiently examined: it is that the technical properties of these domains
deliver their utility to users through complex ecologies that include more than
the technical. Such ecologies include (a) “non-technological” variables — the
social, the subjective, the political — all variables that characterize users more
so than the technology; (b) the fact that these “non-technological” variables
can and do shape technical developments but probably could do much more
of this, especially by broadening the range of cultures and social differences

viii



PREFACE

present in this shaping; and they include (c) the particular cultures of use of
different actors.

An example of the need to bring these variables into the picture is that of
smart city development. In this case technology inputs are akin to infrastructure
and are mostly run centrally; this is good for handling specific needs, mostly
standardized, that concern both the buildings as such and people’s needs. But
it leaves users’ capacities and at least some needs out of the picture. The user
1s reduced to choosing from pre-designed options with little if any chance to
contribute to those choices (or to designs, or types of technical applications,
and so on) and thereby have a sort of learning curve about the technical. In
short, one key dimension of having a genuinely smart city is open-sourcing
the pertinent systems.

A basic hypothesis in my work on the rise of the digital (including smart
cities) has been that as we add intelligence to tools and systems, we must
enable human intelligence to move as well in order to be part of it. This is
not confined to programming. Critical are forms of knowledge that bring
in the social, the cultural, and the political into the digital as it instantiates in
diverse settings. If we do not introduce these, admittedly messy, components
we delegate the making of knowledge about these technologies to the engineers
and software designers. From the social perspective this would mean we
simply fall back onto basic mechanizing, where the machine takes over and
our role disappears or is routinized. Instead, we should recognize that at least
some of these technologies, when used by people, can be constituted partly
in social terms.

When we look at electronic interactive domains as part of larger ecologies,
rather than as a purely technical condition, we make conceptual and empirical
room for the broad range of social logics driving users and the diverse cultures
of use through which the digital interactive space acquires meaning. Each
of these logics and cultures activates an ecology. These activating features
tend to be absent in much of today’s technically driven analysis of digital
capabilities and their implementation to address human needs (and whims).
And herein lies a vast research and theorization agenda.The authors in this
book contribute to fill this massive gap. They do so in both conceptual and
applied ways. They introduce a variety of methods, concepts, research designs,
and hypotheses that can enable social scientists to incorporate diverse types
of situated knowledges, of human needs, of projects, and much more, in the
analysis of digital instruments and digitized domains.
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Introduction

Karen Gregory, Tressie McMillan Cottom, and Jessie Daniels

“The digital revolution is far more significant than the invention of writing
or even of printing,” Douglas Engelbart, an engineer and inventor of the
computer mouse, speculated. While Engelbart’s claim about the revolution
may be up for debate, what is not in dispute is that digital media technologies
are changing everyday life, social institutions, and even how we experience
our embodied self. The array of digital media technologies, which often get
lumped together as “the digital” or “the internet,” are playing a central role
in the unfolding transformation of society. Digital technologies are reshaping
large-scale institutions such as government, finance, and education in ways
that are still unfolding, at once embracing more openness and enacting more
surveillance. Digital technologies are weaving their way into the quotidian,
reconfiguring daily routines. We text “I love you” over morning coffee to
someone as close as the next room, post a picture to Instagram in the morning
on the way to work, type away at our laptops in the afternoon, and engage
with our networks of “friends” and “followers” on platforms like Facebook
and Twitter in the evening while we watch Scandal on broadcast television.
Then, when we want to get away from it all, we explore vacation destinations
on TripAdvisor and book a place to stay through Airbnb. With each mediated
interaction, we leave a trail of digital debris tracked by a vast surveillance
apparatus capable of generating so-called “big data” (Kitchin, 2014). The rise
of ubiquitous computing, data generation, and data capture through digital
media has ushered in an opportunity for reconceptualizing the working of
our understanding of “the social.”

The transformations and challenges of digital technologies offer a chance
to reinvigorate the sociological imagination. The sociological imagination,
as C. Wright Mills described it, is the task of comprehending the ways in
which biography and history, the individual and society, intersect (Mills,
1959). The central task of sociologists, understanding this intersection of
the individual and society, is being reconfigured just as our everyday lives,
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our institutions, and our sense of self is being re-worked in the digital era. A
tension exists within this reconfiguration. Digital technologies simultaneously
offer liberatory possibilities for destabilizing old hierarchies while at the same
time they create mechanisms for retrenching well-established patterns of
inequality, stratification, and domination. It is through the recognition of this
tension that we have come to see the need for the critical practice of what we
now call “digital sociology” (Wynn, 2009; Orton-Johnson and Prior, 2012;
Carrigan, 2013; Marres, 2013; Lupton, 2014; Orton-Johnson et al, 2015).
Digital sociology provides a lens through which to understand the individual
and society after digitization.

Digitization is the process of converting information from analog into
discrete units of data that can be more easily moved around, grouped together,
and analysed. Moving, remixing, sharing, and circulating information is easier
and faster when that information is digitized. Digitization is perhaps easier to
understand if we consider what we mean when we use the common phrase
“cut and paste.” For generations of more senior scholars, “cut and paste”
meant to take scissors, cut paper with paragraphs typed on them, rearrange
their order, and then glue them to another sheet of paper, in analog fashion.
For another generation of scholars who have come of age in a world where
the internet has always existed, cut and paste has only ever meant the simple
keyboard commands: ctrl+x, ctrl+v. Just as the ctrl+x, ctrl+v commands of
cut and paste make it quicker and easier to move text around than typing,
scissoring, re-arranging and pasting, other forms of digital activity allow for
easier distribution and redistribution of text and all variety of media (Daniels
and Thistlethwaite, 2016). While this example may seem trivial, the shift
from analog to digital is not. The digitization of information has deep and
wide implications for our ways of knowing, studying, and understanding the
social world.

Digitization “makes possible new creative ways of imagining and doing
sociology” (Marres, 2013). Such new and creative modes of thought and
practice are currently happening across different subfields within sociology,
which has tended to tuck media work into more established fields of
sociological inquiry — such as the sociology of work and labor, the sociology
of the family, the sociology of education, or more broadly conceived research
in the sociology of race, class, and gender. In that regard, we understand that
there will be no singular digital sociology methodology, nor a unified agenda.
Critical analysis of digital media technology pervades and cuts across multiple
subfields within sociology, hence, the plural you will find in the title of this
volume, Digital sociologies. However, it is our hope that the works collected
in this volume will begin to connect sociologists to each other and to a
community of practice that will bear fruit in the form of fostering productive
conversations between sociological theories and sociological methods that
engage with digital media technologies, as well as a reconceptualization of the
longstanding polarization of qualitative and quantitative theory and practice.
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In practical terms, the examples of digital sociology in this volume are an
illustration of “the opportunities which digital tools afford for rethinking
sociological craft” (Carrigan, 2013). It is this reflexive practice that makes
digital sociology an exciting pursuit, as Orton-Johnson, Prior and Gregory
(2015) observe. It offers the opportunity to develop “inventive methods” (Lury
and Wakeford, 2012). Digital sociology presents the opportunity to theorize
the nature and shape of the social world, as we simultaneously explore and
experiment with inventive approaches to craft, theory, and methods.

An (unnamed) history and now a tipping point

Digital sociology is inherently an interdisciplinary practice that draws
from a long history of research done in internet studies, information and
communication studies, media and cultural studies, the sociology of science
and technology, surveillance studies, computer science, digital humanities, and
computational social science (Orton-Johnson and Prior, 2013). And it is also
a practice that continually reflects on the core concerns of sociology. Many of
the social implications of the internet were articulated more than two decades
ago by leading sociologists such as Castells, DiMaggio and colleagues, Sassen,
Wajecman and Wellman (Wajcman, 1991, 2002; Castells, 1998; DiMaggio et al,
2001; Wellman, 2001; Sassen, 2002). Other sociologists have built digital tools
to help us better understand the social world. For example, “Social Explorer,”
which enables users to dynamically map US Census data over specified time
periods (Beveridge et al, 2008), and “NodeXL,” which graphically displays
people’s social networks using data from their social media interactions (Hansen
et al, 2010), are but two examples of digital sociology tools. Yet, the field
of sociology to this point has no (sub)field of study in which to situate this
work. Sociology, as Deborah Lupton observes, has only just begun to take
account of the broader implications that the digital raises about the practice of
sociology and social research itself (Lupton, 2014). As a discipline, sociology
has been less concerned with redefining itself through its understanding of
the digital, and has instead been content to cede this terrain to those working
in communication, cultural and media studies, internet studies, library and
information science, digital humanities, and data journalism. This period of
ignoring the digital within sociology is coming to an end, particularly beyond
the borders of the US.

Digital sociology is gaining traction as a field in Australia, Canada, and the
UK, and to a lesser extent, in the US. As of this writing, the field of digital
sociology is experiencing something of a tipping point. In 2013, the first
academic book with the title “digital sociology” appeared (Orton-Johnson
and Prior, 2013), then another in 2015 (Lupton, 2015). That same year, the
editors of this volume organized the first-ever academic conference on digital
sociology in New York, which brought together an international group of
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scholars from 11 countries. Two of the editors of this volume are leading the
formation of sociology degree programs that focus on digital sociologies. At
Virginia Commonwealth University, Tressie McMillan Cottom is faculty
founder and also teaches a capstone course in critical theories of digital in the
Sociology Department’s Master of Science degree program. At the University
of Edinburgh, Karen Gregory will lead a Master’s program entitled “Digital
Sociology”. Such a program, while housed in a Department of Sociology,
will foster interdisciplinary research and draw together work currently being
done in science and technology studies, informatics and computer sciences,
and the digital humanities. These courses and programs represent some of
the ways that sociological inquiry of digital space, place, and problems are
being institutionalized.

Throughout the volume we pay homage through citation practices to
internet studies, computational social science, digital humanities, critical
theory, feminist theory, and a widely interdisciplinary body of scholarship
that has engaged the digital for quite some time. We also build on sociology’s
longstanding interest in technological change as a mechanism for social
formation and conflict. This volume extends and builds on this work, opening
new forms of inquiry that provide the necessary intellectual exchange for
critical knowledge production that includes “not just the architecture of the
internet but the social transformations that produce it and are produced by
it” (McMillan Cottom, Chapter 14, this volume). These observations about
a field in formation raise a set of additional questions: Why digital sociology?
Why digital sociology now?

Why digital sociology?

Disciplines are “so last century,” explains Cathy Davidson (Davidson, 2011).
She foresees a future of higher education where disciplinary boundaries
matter less and less. In the 21st-century university we are all interdisciplinary,
she contends. Davidson is a prescient observer of the landscape of higher
education and digital technologies, so she is very likely right about this. Given
this trend, it is perhaps folly to set out to form an academic subfield, to, in
effect, create a new discipline at a time when disciplines are so last century. Or
perhaps this is a crucial form of intellectual activism (Collins, 2012). In our
view, disciplines are here to stay for the foreseeable future because so much
of our labor is organized within disciplinary boundaries. We cannot wait for
an unspecified future date when we are beyond disciplines to consider how
sociological insights can help us understand the digital world in which we
live now. Our work of intellectual activism in forming digital sociology is
also meant as an intervention in the broader discipline.

The sociology we were trained in grew out of a theoretical response to
the transformations of the Industrial Revolution. If sociology is to continue
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to thrive as a field that is relevant to the concerns of the 21st century, it must
offer a compelling theoretical understanding of the current revolution in digital
media technologies (Castells, 1998; Sassen, 2002; Wajcman, 2002). If sociology
expects to attract graduate students and the next generation of scholars,
we have to offer some guidance on what sociological theory and research
methods might have to offer in a digitally networked era. And, if we expect
to engage undergraduate sociology students who have grown up immersed
in digital media technologies, we would do well to offer them research that
speaks to their lived experience with these technologies. And if we hope to
address wider audiences beyond our peers in the academy and the students in
our classrooms, we would do well to understand digital technologies (Stein
and Daniels, 2017). Sociologists, beyond the desire to share their work with
a wider audience, might want to engage with such tools to offer a critical
understanding of what is happening in our contemporary, digitally mediated
world. If sociologists do not, then those in other fields surely will.

The field of internet studies is well established and generative of a rich
body of scholarship (Baym, 1999; Brock, 2005; Consalvo and Ess, 2011;
Ess and Dutton, 2013). More than 10 years ago, internet studies had already
experienced at least three “eras” (Wellman, 2004). A widely interdisciplinary
field, internet studies is focused heavily on “the internet” as a mode of
communication and related set of questions along with identity and community
(Nakamura, 2002, 2009; Brock, 2005; Burgess and Green, 2013; Weller et al,
2013). In some ways, it may be useful to think of “internet studies” as similar
to “area studies” in which scholars from many different disciplines focus on one
geographical area. While we draw from this body of work, digital sociology
is concerned first with social problems (social inequality, race, gender) and
then with technology (Wajcman, 2002).

The digital humanities claims most of the research money and sets much
of the agenda for how we think about digital media technologies in relation to
teaching and digital tools for scholarship (Borgman, 2009; Gold, 2012). The
traditional humanities disciplines — literature, philosophy, religion, languages,
and musicology — are now often joined with history, linguistics, and semiotics
as part of the digital humanities. Social sciences such as anthropology and
sociology are sometimes included under the umbrella of digital humanities,
as one co-editor heard a preeminent scholar exclaim at a recent talk, “we
have a colonizer’s view of what is included in the digital humanities — if
youre doing digital work, it’s digital humanities!” This joking reference
suggests some of the quite serious critiques leveled at digital humanities
(Koh and Risam, 2013). The cumulative effect of the colonial tendencies of
the digital humanities is that it ends up with two primary contributions: the
development of new tools, such as those that do the work of data mining
digital archives, and the preservation of a predominantly white, male canon
of literature (McPherson, 2012; Golumbia and Koh, 2013; Golumbia, 2014).
Of course, not all digital humanities projects focus on tools nor valorize the
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work of a white male canon, and this is not an epistemological move unique
to that field. Sociology has its own history of ignoring scholars of color, such
as W.E.B. DuBois, in order to canonize a white male elite (Morris, 2015).
Countering such erasure, digital humanities scholar Jessica Marie Johnson
creates media (text/audio/visual) and curates archives relating to black history,
black futures, and social justice, and does important work that speaks to the
potential of digital humanities (Johnson, 2016). Johnson’s work is situated
within a broader effort among black feminist scholars to counter the erasure
of black women from the digitized record and to expand the scope of digital
humanities. Our work here takes this as a starting point throughout, most
especially in pieces by Gray about the platform Twitch.com (see Part III) and
McMillan Cottom about for-profit educational institutions (see Part II). By
conceptualizing digital sociology as starting from a black feminist standpoint,
rather than bringing it in later to transform extant work, we hope to offer a
more fruitful line of inquiry.

In many ways, the early and ardent embrace of the digital by disciplines
within the humanities was a response to threats (perceived or actual) to cuts
in humanities programs and funding. To look at the funding infrastructure
of the Office of Digital Humanities division of the National Endowment for
the Humanities (NEH), this was a shrewd, strategic, and successful move on
the part of forward-thinking humanities scholars of 20 years ago. The NEH
Office of Digital Humanities has funded a project called “W.E.B. DuBois in
cyberspace” to digitize and make available all of DuBois’ papers (Sternfeld,
2015). This important work of preservation and access is at the heart of digital
humanities. Work that opens up knowledge and makes it accessible to scholars
anywhere is part of the profound changes affecting what it means to be a
scholar today (Daniels and Feagin, 2011; Daniels and Thistlethwaite, 2016).
And such tools and open access to knowledge are part of what makes digital
sociology possible. But, a reader may ask, is it necessary?

Scholars in already established fields engaged in the study of the internet
may fairly critique sociology for being the proverbial “Johnny come lately”
to the digital party. Sometimes the late-comer to the party is the one who
brings a new bottle of wine, changes the music, and gets people dancing.
Our hope is that related fields will see digital sociology as just this kind of
late comer, arriving with more libations and a new beat to enliven the digital
party. But lateness is relative. From the perspective of internet studies and
digital humanities we may be late, but within sociology, we are right on time,
because the need for digital sociology is now.
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Digital sociology: a field in formation

“I’'m a huge fan of sociology,” says Patricia Hill Collins. This is perhaps not
surprising coming from a former president of the American Sociological
Association (ASA). She has her reservations about the field, however:

At the same time, I think that the field of sociology could do
a better job of embracing its existing strengths. Sociology is a
border discipline that touches political science, philosophy, some
of the natural sciences, anthropology, and literary criticism.
Yet sociologists often do not see sociology’s interdisciplinary
inclinations as a strength. Ironically, as the world itself becomes
more interdependent and interconnected, it needs interdisciplinary
analyses that can make sense of these relationships. Sociologists are
well positioned for interdisciplinary collaboration.... (2013: 107)

It is this inclination toward interdisciplinarity that Collins identifies that
gives rise to digital sociology. “Digital sociology is best understood as an
interdisciplinary practice,” writes Noortje Marres (2013). And this in line with
how we think of the work collected here: making a contribution to digital
sociology while drawing on an interdisciplinary practice. This collection is
a response, in many ways, to Collins’ observation that as we become more
interdependent and more interconnected, we need an interdisciplinary
sociology to make sense of the networked world. A wide array of pressing
social issues, and contemporary attempts to address them, make digital
sociology necessary.“One Laptop per Child” and “Apps for Good” are just
two of the many non-profit organizations that have emerged that seek to use
digital technologies to solve intractable social problems. To understand such
endeavors and the problems they are trying to address, we need scholars who
are trained to understand digital technologies and who have sociological
training that is linked to a politics of liberation. This “liberation sociology”
takes the perspective of those seeking liberation from oppressive conditions,
and 1s the framework from which we need to understand what it means to
be a child that receives “one laptop” from a US-based non-profit or someone
who uses an “app for [their own] good” coded by someone else (Feagin et al,
2015). As we conceive it, digital sociology is rooted both in interdisciplinarity
and 1in the politics of liberation. There are also methodological reasons that
digital sociology is necessary.

There is a crisis on the horizon in sociological methods. Over the past
40 years sociologists have led the way in methodological innovations, notably
the random sample survey and in-depth interviews (Savage and Burrows,
2007). These methods allowed sociologists to claim a distinctive access to
understanding the “social,” and both have been widely used by sociologists and
adopted by scholars in other disciplines. However, these research methods are
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less and less useful for understanding the social world and present sociologists
with something of a methodological “crisis” (Savage and Burrows, 2007). The
diminishing value of these methods means that sociologists can no longer
claim any special knowledge about the “social.” Part of what makes these
methods less compelling is the rise of “big data,” which proposes radically
different ways of making sense of culture, history, economy, and society. The
shift data analytics from “big data” (scraped from the web and social media)
1s reconfiguring how research is conducted (Kitchin, 2014). It is a paradigm
shift that has profound epistemological implications for sociology as a field
(Burrows and Savage, 2014; Kitchin, 2014). Our work here, collecting a
range of examples of digital sociological methods, is intended to address the
pressing need for new methods in sociology that are suited to understanding
a networked world. Throughout this volume, scholars grapple with the
issues of big data in a variety of ways. For instance, Maddox offers a way to
model and analyse data generated in and through an international online
community (Part I, Chapter 2). Rosengren and Ottosson consider what big
data means when it is collected by employers through workplace surveillance
schemes (Part II, Chapter 12). Lupton calls our attention to the way that we
actively participate in generating big data through our use of personal tracking
devices, and offers a critical analysis of how we begin to think about how this
shapes human behavior and society (Part III, Chapter 21). Grinberg offers a
thoughtful contemplation about the implications of discourse about big data
rendering us all “nude” (Part III, Chapter 26). And Sharma and Brooker use
a data-scraping tool to analyse the vast amount of tweets using the hashtag
#notracist to help us understand the mechanisms of racism denial (Chapter
29). These contributions are a starting point for a conversation about the
challenges that big data presents to sociology as a field.

The work in this volume also presents a wide range of inventive digital
sociological methods. Hunt’s investigation of transnational feminist activists
and Recuber’s examination of the digital detritus of suicide notes left online
both point to the need for a sociological understanding of “small data,” of the
intimate spaces people create as part of their everyday life (Part I, Chapters 4
and 7). Several of the pieces in this volume analyse online discussion boards
as their primary data source, such as Jamerson’s investigation of TripAdvisor
comments about Harlem Heritage Tours (Part I, Chapter 8) and Cruz and
Kubo’s examination of the hate-filled comments about Philippine-born
US immigration activist Jose Antonio Vargas (Part III, Chapter 27). Several
contributions here combine in-person, face-to-face interviews with some
form of digital media technology. For instance, McMillan Cottom interviews
African-American women who have encountered for-profit educational
institutions, and in some instances, the women she interviewed found her
through social media and asked to be interviewed (Part II, Chapter 14). As
another example of the innovative pastiche of methods in this volume, Wynn
investigates geocaching, an outdoor activity played among strangers, using
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the internet and Global Positioning System (GPS) data, to share the location
of “caches” hidden in public locations. To study this, Wynn interviews a
small group of avid geocachers and participates in geocaching himself, which
enables him to identify the key issues when mobile technology, leisure, urban
spaces, and heightened concerns over terrorism intersect in urban public places
(Part I, Chapter 19). These are by no means intended to be a comprehensive
catalog of possible methods for digital sociology, but rather a starting point for
a field in formation. Of course, sociology graduate students and early career
researchers are already using digital sociology research methods, but this often
pushes (and pulls) them out of the field.

Sociology programs are sending the best and brightest graduates to work
in other disciplines. Disciplines such as communications, cultural and media
studies, library and information science, and journalism have eagerly stepped
in to the void left by sociology to claim many of our top job candidates. When
sociology loses top job candidates to other fields, it is likely that they will
publish less often in sociology journals, attend fewer of our conferences, and
contribute less to knowledge that circulates within sociology. In our view, one
of the crucial tasks for digital sociology is transforming the broader discipline
of sociology and creating opportunities for early career scholars to stay in
sociology. This is part of what Stephen Barnard addresses in his contribution
to this volume when he writes about the “vocational potential” of digital
sociology (Part II, Chapter 13). Forming a field also generates possibilities
for connection, which is crucial for knowledge creation.

Those of us doing digital work within sociology need to connect,
collaborate, and create new knowledge with others. The British Sociological
Association established a digital sociology section that is growing. In the
US, there are scholars within the ASA that do this sort of work, but it is
often difficult for them to connect. This is made all the more difficult by
the nomenclature. The sections within the ASA devoted to the study of
digital media technologies call themselves “CITASA” (communications and
information technologies section of the ASA). This section recently merged
with one on media sociology, so now the section is called “CITAMS”
(communication, information technologies and media). If one were a digital
sociologist trying to find other digital sociologists, it is unclear how one
might do this given such obtuse naming conventions. Thus, one of the vital
functions of this field in formation is to provide an apparatus by which those
doing digital sociology might connect with one another.

The moment in which we write in is one in which there are sociologists
around the globe who are doing related and relevant work on different aspects
of digital media technologies in ways that illuminate the intersection of the
individual and society. Yet, without a disciplinary field, we can scarcely find
each other’s work. Put in terms of the digital media practices of creating
metadata, if we effectively “tag” our work as digital sociology, it makes it
easier to find the work and to find each other. We offer this volume, and
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the collection of works it brings together, as a way to suggest that there is a
power in naming the work that we do digital sociology because it enables us
to find each other.

The volume

When we were gathering papers for this volume, we wanted to open the
peer review process beyond the three co-editors. We asked all the potential
contributing authors to participate in the open peer review process. We did
this for two reasons. First, we wanted to use the affordances of open, digital
scholarship to help us think together about the ideas here. And second, we
are persuaded by the growing body of evidence that suggests that traditional
peer review is deeply, perhaps irretrievably, flawed (see, for example, Smith,
2006), and the converse, that open peer review is more equitable and generative
(see, for example, Morey et al, 2016). To do this, we set up a Wordpress
blog and uploaded the initial round of contributing papers. We invited the
authors of those papers and potential contributors to the volume to review
1-2 submissions by using the “Comments” field on the Wordpress blog.
This process created an opportunity for contributors to read other scholars’
work as it was in formation. It also enabled a much more open, horizontal,
peer-to-peer conversation and dialogue rather than reinforcing a hierarchy
between editors and writers. The comment period lasted for several weeks
and was quite lively. It also helped us to clarify our own thinking about
which papers we thought belonged in the volume and which ones needed
further development. This type of open peer review is increasingly common
in other disciplines (see, for example, Lopez et al, 2015), but it is relatively
rare in sociology. Given this, we chose a moditied version of openness, and
made the peer review site only available to those who had submitted pieces
and not open to a wide, public audience of readers. We were pleased to find
everyone participated in this open peer review process, and in general, reported
a positive experience with it. However, one contributor voiced concern about
the additional labor required in conducting such a review. This is a legitimate
concern that raises some of the key issues we address in this volume, particularly
around digital labor. And it is a broader issue. The fact of the uncompensated
and unacknowledged labor of peer review is part of an ecosystem of scholarly
publishing that many agree is broken (Daniels and Thistlethwaite, 2016). Still,
we are convinced that the modestly open peer review process for this volume
was a fruitful exercise for us, for the contributors, and certainly to the shape
and quality of the volume.

In the volume that follows, we have organized the collected works of
digital sociology into three sections: Part I: Digital sociology in everyday life,
Part II: Digitized institutions, and Part III: Digital bodies. Karen Gregory
introduces Part I with an exploration of the sociological imagination in
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the light of digitization. She suggests that the ubiquity of quotidian digital
technologies and digital practices in the Western world is prompting a Janus-
faced moment for the discipline of sociology —a moment that encourages us
not only to look back to writers such as C. Wright Mills, but to understand
how emerging terrains of data production, data capture, and data analysis
may be fundamentally pressuring taken-for-granted sociological binaries. In
Mills, however, Gregory also finds a necessary admonition to attend to the
politics of our methods and to contextualize our work as a process of critical
thinking — critical thinking in and through digital domains and digital methods.
Tressie McMillan Cottom introduces Part II with an exploration of how
digital sociologies will have to consider the form and function of institutions.
To talk about institutions in sociology is to engage a rich history and debate
about what constitutes an institution. There is, of course, the idea of social
institutions like economic systems, family, education, and religion. There is
also the Weberian concept of institutions as organizations and organizational
relationships. Perhaps in the most precise, contemporary sense institutions
refer to the formal rules that link individuals and collectivities to macro-
social processes. In this volume, we conceived of institutions in their plurality.
Contributors consider the political economy of digitization with particular
attention to social processes such as identity formation, group boundaries,
and social cohesion. We also focus on the three dominant trends in studying
institutions: education, work, and culture. In keeping with the volume’s
interest in groups and inequalities, these chapters practice critical sociology.
Critical sociology is concerned with social problems and sociology’s promise
for addressing them. Contributors use a variety of methods that significantly
overlap with those that have become most common among those studying
the digital: interviews, surveys, ethnography, and textual analysis. They
practice what Lupton has called a hallmark of digital sociology: using digital
data for social research (2012). These chapters also develop various aspects
of social theory. They consider how technological affordances reconfigure
theoretical assumptions about urban ethnographies, privacy, identity, mobility,
and stratification.

Jessie Daniels introduces Part III by discussing the way embodiment is
implicated in our understanding of digital inequality. While the early days
of the internet had many people, from commercial advertisers to esteemed
scholars, contemplating how digital technologies might allow us to escape
embodiment, few believe this now. As we move into the era of the Internet
of Things, the digital realm is no longer a destination, somewhere to go that
is separate from us, it is in thing, in us and on our bodies (Howard, 2015;
Neff and Nafus, 2016). The pieces included in this section move from a focus
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on the hardware of devices and digitally aware clothing to the queerness of
Facebook to gendered “mommy blogs” and sexualized search engines to the
virulent racism directed toward racialized bodies. Throughout this section,
these scholars raise compelling questions about the sociological and political
implications of bringing our embodied selves into contact with digital media
technologies. R eaching beyond facile binaries that pose dichotomous questions
(for example, will these technologies make us free or put us in chains?), the
pieces in this section offer nuanced and thoughtfully crafted contributions to
the emerging field of digital sociology and what it means for our embodied
selves situated as we are within systemic inequality.
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Digital sociology in everyday life







Structure and agency in a
digital world

Karen Gregory

igital technologies, digital media, and mobile technologies now
D shape and influence the nature and experience of everyday life in

the Western world. Technologies ranging from personal devices
to sensors in our shared environments have brought with them an era of
ubiquitous computing, data gathering, and data analysis. Such an era may
even be ushering in a “new onto-logic of sociality or the social itself” (Clough
et al, 2014: 147). Learning to live in and through these media, learning to
both maximize their potential, as well as resist their domination of time,
attention, and labor is an ongoing challenge for many individuals (Wajcman,
2015). New forms of technology and digital media are often presented by
their creators as time saving or “life hacking,” as expanding access to goods
and resources, or increasing personal choice. They may even be presented
as liberatory. Yet the reality of our entanglement with digital media is far
from clearly understood.

As scholars such as Deborah Lupton (2015) have shown, new digital
capacities for self-tracking and its attendant forms of self-fashioning are
accompanied by questions of labor, politics, datavallience and privacy. Digital
technologies have been particularly adept at collapsing easy distinctions
between private and public life, and giving rise to much larger questions about
the role of government in our lives, the nature and experience of work and
labor, the social functions of health care and education, as well as how we
understand just how “public” or civil spheres could or should be organized
and maintained. As such, digital technologies, even in their most banal or
quotidian forms, speak to issues of power and to the relationship between
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our individual biographies and the larger tides of history. As we will see in
this section, through studies of the digital everyday, sociologists are beginning
to do the vital work of reinvigorating the sociological imagination in light
of digitization.

Looking back to Mills’ classic text, we find that the promise of sociology
lies within the discipline’s ability to cultivate the “quality of mind” that is
capable of critically reflecting on the relationship between our personal,
subjective lives and larger social realities — as well as clearly articulating those
findings beyond the walls of academics. For Mills, the ability to draw links
between biography and history enables us to explain how and why a particular
society has come into being, as well as explore and clarify mechanisms for
social change. As such, the cultivation of a sociological imagination is a critical
and ongoing project. It is, fundamentally, a project of learning to think in
relational terms that cannot be reduced to data and method. Rather, the
sociological project that Mills advocated was a call to resist what he referred
to as “abstracted empiricism” or an over-wrought devotion to methodologies
and the over-production of research based on the routine application of easily
mastered methods. Although written in 1959, The sociological imagination speaks
directly to the challenges and opportunities that contemporary digital sociology
brings to the fore. If digital sociology is to more adroitly avoid the mental traps
of such methodological devotion (as well as become relevant outside of a small
circle of professional practitioners), we will have to continually engage with
Mills’ charge to locate thought and interpretation at the center of our project.

This is no easy feat as data science and computational social science
stand to dominate the methodological field. Mills’ keen observation that the
“intellectual administrator” and the “research technician” would eventually
compete with the scholar and professor has certainly been born out in the
contemporary university. Yet digital sociology is a field that is actively drawn to
and interested in the possibilities of new media, digital technologies, and digital
methods, or what Lury and Wakeford (2012) have called “inventive methods.”
As researchers, however, we have a dual charge to experiment with and work
through new digital tools, but to not take the tools so seriously that we lose
sight of the very social conditions that have given rise to them. Algorithms,
for example, may be both research companion for the digital sociologist, as
well as their own site of analysis as performative, embodied, and material social
actors (MacKenzie, 2014). In this regard, the emergence of digital sociology,
as it 1s happening within an increasingly neoliberal university, is prompting a
Janus-faced moment for the discipline of sociology: a moment to take stock of
the key tenets of sociological thought in light of the challenges that emerging
technologies and new forms of data are bringing about.

This section of Digital sociologies begins to do that work. The chapters here
move between theory and method, often struggling with how to go about
designing a research framework, as we see in Timothy Recuber’s work on
“small online spaces,” or how to work ethically as a digital researcher, as we see
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in Alison Mayne’s work with textile crafters’ online communities. The chapters
speak to the need to continually interrogate one’s position as a researcher and
sociologist, and to reflect on the process of knowledge creation. Additionally,
the work gathered here encourages us to revisit sociological interests in
community formation (see Alexia Maddox), the nature and possibilities of
social movements (see Theresa Hunt), as well as emerging forms of work and
leisure (see Alexandrea Ravenelle), yet they do so with a focus on the agency
and materiality of digital technologies and platforms.

If, for Mills, the essential units of sociological analysis are the individual
and the social structure (and the relationships forged therein), the works in
this section update such a configuration by articulating the role that digital
technologies and digital media play in modulating such a clear-cut distinction
between the individual, the self, and the social. Taking up the charge that
Orton-Johnson and Prior (2013: 2) have given “for sociology to conceptually
move beyond the binary oppositions of virtual and real and transformation/
continuity that have characterized much of the debate” surrounding digital
technology, chapters such as Alexia Maddox’s “Beyond digital dualism:
Modeling digital community” move us far beyond those oppositions. For
Maddox, community must be rethought as spatially distributed, global, and
mediated. Working with such concepts entails rethinking methods that might
account for the complexities of time and temporality, as well as rethinking
the status of the individual. As Maddox writes, “I would argue that the
networked individual can be thought of as emitting a multi-modal digital
signal that is evident in their sites of activity, leaving digital traces across the
online environment.” Here, we learn to work with both those traces, as well
with the notion of distributed life and the question of how such an ephemeral
sense of the social may show us how communities dynamically form, but not
be bound by, a sense of duration.

The figure of the city and urban publics is brought up again in Trevor
Jamerson’s work, but this time we encounter the traveler and the tourist. In
his chapter, “Positively digital orientalism: Identifying authority in online
tourist reviews,” Jamerson brings the often-overlooked economy of internet-
based travel into direct dialogue with critical race theory and the work of
Edward Said. Looking to the history of the travelogue and travelers’ tales,
Jamerson historicizes TripAdvisor and, as such, begins to problematize notions
of access and representation in the digital realms. Jamerson’s piece is vital for
understanding the ways in which digital platforms are not simply neutral
aggregators of information, fostering equal access to consumers, but rather that
these commerce platforms may be forging hidden ecologies and economies
of inequality. As much as TripAdvisor and its ilk have sought to “disrupt” the
tourism industry by extending the “authorial” voice of the travelogue, it may
also truck in what Jamerson calls the technology “of orientialism.”

Furthering the discussion of disruption and emerging forms of work and
labor, Alexandrea Ravenelle’s “A return to Gemeinschaft: Digital impression
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management and the sharing economy”’ looks to understand how gig economy
workers manage, guide, and control their digital identities in order to more
fully market themselves. Ravenelle’s work links us to Erving Goffman’s
dramaturgical sociology while paying close attention to the significance that
platforms such as Airbnb, TaskRabbit, and Kitchensurfing have for workers
in a shifting economy. Her attention to the production of value found in
these reputation economies is timely, and provides a subtle analysis of the line
between marketing one’s self as a choice and being modulated towards these
platforms in the wake of larger economic restructuring.

Alison Mayne’s “Virtually ethical: Ethnographic challenges in researching
textile crafters online” continues the investigation of digital communities, this
time taking up a Facebook community of textile crafters. Here, we find that
digital research affords us an ethical opportunity to think through the status
of digital data. For Mayne, there is a need to locate the human actor in the
research project, and she advocates for platform-specific ethical guidelines that
can enable a researcher to adopt a dialogical and transparent process. Mayne
argues that research participants, if given the choice in such a research project,
may opt for non-anonymous data collection.

Such methodological reflectivity is the hallmark of Theresa Hunt’s
“The digital solidarity trap: Social movement research, online activism,
and accessing the other’s others.” In her work with women’s transnationalist
feminist networks, Hunt encountered the methodological limitations of
qualitative work done in digital environments, particularly for the researcher
of subaltern populations. As power dynamics mask voices within the network,
Hunt became increasingly aware of the possibility that the most marginalized
“minority” populations in the network could be silenced by a reliance on
digital methods alone. This chapter is a needed call for caution in digital
method design, and is a case study for understanding how and why “analog”
methods must remain firmly within the digital sociologist’s toolkit. Hunt’s
work stands as a corrective to the notion that digital methods inherently foster
greater access to individuals and communities.

In line with thinking through issues of who and what is accessed in
the digital realm, Timothy Recuber’s “Digital discourse analysis: Finding
meaning in small online spaces”is a necessary rejoinder to the currently flurry
of big data research. As Recuber writes, “if digital sociology is to be about
more than just the ascent of big data, then those who traffic in qualitative,
interpretive, and textual approaches to social sciences need to explain how
their own methodologies can adapt to and take advantage of the digitization
of social life, and in ways that big data cannot.” Recuber’s chapter will be a
refreshing and thought-provoking work for the sociologist who has struggled
with digital methods or who is considering a research project of small and
overlooked digital spaces that lie beyond Facebook and Twitter, such as long
forgotten blogs, Tumblrs, and abandoned digital archives. Recuber’s chapter
provides a step-by-step guide for getting started on such a project.
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Finally, Harry T. Dyer’s “Interactivity, social media, and Superman: How
comic books can help us understand and conceptualize interactivity online”
puts “new media” in conversation with older forms of media, specifically with
comic books, to look at the complex phenomena of interactivity. Conceptually,
Dyer finds that interactivity is both overlooked and under-theorized, yet it
sits at the heart of all digital media. His detailed analysis of interactivity as a
process broadens the scope of discussion, and draws attention to the relations
between human, non-humans, and the digital.
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Beyond digital dualism:
Modeling digital community

Alexia Maddox

Introduction

become digital, this chapter proposes a digitally native methodological

approach to guide the study of digital communities. Drawing on data
collected from a case study of the community of people interested in
reptiles and amphibians (Maddox, 2015), it presents a conceptual model
that is intended to enable the research practitioner to gather data across
physical and virtual social practices. This model has been derived from
the case study analysis and has been developed to conceptualize how data
collected at the individual level can be extrapolated to characterize a digital
community. One of the most significant challenges faced by researchers when

I nresponse to the question of how traditional analog sociological methods

conducting community studies in contemporary societies is the imbrication
of digital networked technologies with sociality. This digitally enhanced
social connectivity has both opened up new spaces for the experience of
community, and created a schism in research methods and theory for how
to characterize the movement of social engagement across online and offline
environments.

This chapter follows the critique of Nathan Jurgensen (2012) against
digital dualism to use alternative socio-spatial metaphors, theories and
methodological approaches to define the environment of a community
rather than to separate community experience into online and offline spaces.
Through resolving the online-offline dualism inherent to research that views
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social behaviors as either/or, the notion of an online community is shifted
through an environmental lens into a discussion of digital community. In
addition to this, the use of an environmental lens allows researchers to move
beyond using a priori assumptions of community, place, social composition,
boundaries, and mechanisms of social cohesion to define a community
through its imprint in the socio-technical landscape. In this way, both digital
and physical activities are blended in the experience of community, and the
rigid definitions of the properties of community are made flexible and porous
through their characterization within the niche environment through which
the community flourishes.

The model proposed in this chapter builds on this approach to clarify
relationships between individual behaviors and values and how these
extrapolate out to identify a community environment. The model is based on
the activities of an individual person (whom we can refer to as “ego”), and
is an egocentric data profile of a networked individual (Wellman et al, 2003;
Comunello, 2012). However, the data collected to illustrate the portfolio
activity of the individual speaks also to collective behaviors and resources
within a group, such as organizational engagement, social networks, and the
communicative fabric across which these are maintained. These collective
characteristics can then be analyzed through three layers that illustrate the
ecological niche or environment of the community. This collective aspect is
discussed further in Maddox (2015), and the focus of this chapter is on the
egocentric data model and its possible applications within mixed-methods
research. However, a brief description defining the community environment
from the data-driven model follows.

The environmental niche of a digital community can be observed
both conceptually and methodologically through three layers, the built
environment of a community, its patterns of social organization, and the
mediating culture. The built environment is a technological layer which refers
to the digital (hardware and software), locational, and material environment
of the community. This defines both its place and boundaries and speaks to
aspects of its sociality. The social layer of the community is constituted by
patterns of social organization that speak to the wealth of social capital, the
characteristic of the social networks, and elements of social cohesion. The
mediating culture of the community, through which collective identity is
ascertained, is constituted by values that are overlapping rather than shared,
the social context within which these values gain credibility, and a topic focus
that draws people together. The quantitative and qualitative data that can be
gathered on the individual and focused through their portfolio of participation,
mediated sociability, and group engagement is then aggregated within each
layer to articulate the environment of the community.

By drawing on a digitally native mid-range theory (cf Merton, 1948) of
social action such as networked individualism and personalized communities,
the approach proposed here is argued to transcend existing limitations to

10
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community conceptualization and research methodology in which boundaries
and memberships are clearly defined before the conduct of the research. It aims
to do this by accommodating for augmentations to community experience
related to the embeddedness of the internet and information communication
technologies (ICTs) in everyday life (cf Wellman and Haythornthwaite, 2002).

The digital augmentations of community tend to challenge the discrete
nature of spatiality across which a community occurs, and diversify the
population composition and membership of the community through networks
of strong and weak ties. Rather than thinking about communities as occurring
in a physical space or an online website, this chapter draws on the metaphor of
an environmental niche as the holding container of community and densities
in the network of social ties as the heaving and dynamic site of community
(see Sassen, 2001, 2007; Latham and Sassen, 2005, for a discussion of digital
formations that move across and beyond nation-state borders). Connecting
the environment of a community to the notion of digital formations proposed
by Latham and Sassen (2005) facilitates the incorporation of physical and
digital spaces alongside mediated sociability and in-person social engagement.
Consequently, thinking surrounding the episodic emergence of social
structures as a defining characteristic of contemporary digital communities
can be put forward in a context of open, rather than closed, social structures
that thread within and across the fabric of a Network Society (Castells, 2010).
In developing a model to bridge the conceptual leap of translating data into
a spatial metaphor (Ekbia et al, 2015), such as an environment or ecological
niche, this chapter seeks to enter the discussion of developing methods to
increase the accuracy within which we can identify the episodic emergence
and open social structures of digital communities.

In order to ease the reader into and through this conceptual approach,
and to demonstrate the utility of the model proposed to assist other research
projects, this chapter begins with a targeted discussion of the research literature
drawn on to characterize the environment of a digital community. It then
provides a brief description of the community that formed the case study
cohort in order to illustrate the population scope and social breadth that can
be studied through the application of this model. From this point, the chapter
leaps into the murky details of how the data points harnessed within the
model were developed from the research findings, and then extrapolated into
a discussion of a collective and emergent social form defined by the imprint of
its environmental niche. This discussion also considers the practical alignments
that were made across the qualitative and quantitative data collected to generate
the model, and then moves into a speculative finale for how a model developed
through an identified community system may be reverse-engineered to direct
alignments in big data streams that may identify community imprints.

11
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Characterizing the environment of digital community

Poole and Contractor (2011) observe a chestnut within organizational
studies that is also at the crux of research methodology in community
studies. They identify that previous research into small groups has “operated
under a restrictive model that treats groups as well-defined, clearly bounded
entities with a stable set of members” (2011: 194). While this discussion
may speak from the field of organizational studies, it can be equally applied
to community studies that look at neighborhoods (a place-based study
that focuses on in-person proximity and postal code affiliation), and single
website community forums (a virtual community study that focuses on co-
presence and website address). In an equally resonant manner, they observe
that viewing groups as well-bounded, relatively small and stable units with a
clearly defined, role-based membership makes conducting research on such
groups “straightforward.” From a research methods perspective, defining the
population is a matter of document research. The place, membership profile,
and community boundaries are mapped out for the researcher before they
begin the study. For research into digital communities, characterized by open
social systems, technological mediation, and global dispersion, such approaches
will not provide insight into the magnitude and diversity of membership
and community experience. In Poole and Contractor’s (2011: 198) words,
group settings are more uncontained entities, with a dynamic and variegated
nature that is expressed through a complex system of groups and individuals
operating as an ecosystem.

The ecosystem of digital community leaves an imprint in the socio-
technical landscape, which I refer to as its “environmental niche,” the actor
within which is defined as the networked individual. The conceptual model
of the networked individual provided in this chapter articulates the agency and
activity patterns of the individual within a digital community. As I argue in
the research presenting the case study findings (Maddox, 2015), this approach
can be seen as continuous with existing community studies, particularly in
connection with the environmental awareness developed through the work of
early Chicago School scholars (Hawley, 1950; McKenzie, 1967; Park, 1915;
Park and Burgess, 1921), with updates for the information age drawn from
the fields of internet and networked sociability studies. These concepts are
connected by the environmental approach to characterizing a community
that incorporates a topological perspective and surveyable population. This
approach is based on the idea of viewing a digital community as a “foci of
activity group” (Feld, 1981), an idea drawn from the field of social network
analysis in which the densities of social ties identify emergent groups within
more loosely connected networks. This notion resonates with a networked
approach to community conceptualization put forward by Wellman (Wellman,
1979; Wellman and Leighton, 1979). In particular, the “foci of activity group,’
which singles out a particular personalized community for study, facilitates

12
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the extrapolation of the collective from the individual through their portfolio
of participation (Wellman, 2001; Wellman et al, 2003).

Through the case study analysis, I argue that the environmental approach
derived from these ideas enacts the extrapolation of social data from individual
to community forms that are characterized by open social structures, global
distribution, and a digital backbone of mediated sociability and exchange
(Maddox, 2015). This approach for translating an individual portfolio of
participation into a community environment is derived from the work of
Latham and Sassen (2005) in characterizing global digital formations, and
Foth and collaborators in describing the communicative ecology of an urban
apartment complex (Foth and Hearn, 2007; Klaebe et al, 2009). Within this
conceptual framework, the place, composition, boundaries, and mechanisms of
social cohesion within a community are characterized through the aggregation
of individual profiles into three conceptual layers. These are constituted
through the networked individual’s community-specific engagement with the
built environment (the technological layer); the patterns of social organization
and configurations of sociality evident within their community engagement
such as group engagement, social capital, and their demographics (the social
layer); and the topic focus, value field, identity project, and social context
they bring to and collectively manifest through the community (the mediating
culture). Data speaking to each of these three layers can be drawn from
quantitative measures (such as technology use, demographics, and social capital
measures) and qualitative approaches to characterizing symbolic processes
and the construction of collective identity. Maddox (2015) provides a further
discussion on how this conceptual model acts as a lens through which to
transform individual actions to a community environment within a mixed-
methods approach. Foundational to this idea, however, is that each layer
contributes to a derived (rather than researcher-imposed) characterization of
community, place, social composition, internal and external boundaries, and
mechanisms of social cohesion.

A brief description of the case study

This section offers a brief description of the case study community, and
illustrates how its members can be characterized through the attributes of
a networked individual. The case study of people interested in reptiles and
amphibians — the Herper community — was drawn on to articulate data
streams and to provide a real-world laboratory for developing concepts and
methodological tools that can be used to characterize digital community in
the contemporary age.

The Herper community is a unique group of people that numbers in
the millions of animal lovers, adventure tourists, scientists, photographers,
zoo and government employees, museum curators, entrepreneurs, school

13
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and university students, medical professionals, veterinarians, smugglers,
organizations, businesses, and families that affiliate themselves with reptiles and
amphibians. What is unique about these people is that a love of reptiles and
amphibians is not an interest that can usually be pursued through mainstream
culture in any society. This is a social world where the basic unit of exchange
is the “herptile,” a shorthand term used to refer to reptiles and amphibians.
The animal is objectified as a symbol or value that is traded, bred, related
to, documented, displayed, legislated, digitized, dissected and recombined,
loved, and loathed.

The breadth of this profile of community involvement raises the question —
how could a group with so many social distinctions be considered a community?
It exists within a spatially distributed social system that is characterized by
a unique market system, the production and consumption of knowledge, a
distinct vocabulary, squabbles and rivalry, cultures of consumption, a virtual
landscape of websites, forums and other digital resources, a physical landscape
of deeply regulated spaces, transnational flows and a black market underbelly,
dominated by personalities, informal social networks, societies, and other
organizations. The question of how to conceptualize the emergent form of this
group, its boundaries, its membership patterns, its spaces of social cohesion,
continuity and change, and its coordinates in time and place became the
challenges of the research.

The research methods for the case study included participant observation
for a period of two years, an online survey, and in-person interviews. The
resulting data constituted 1,498 survey respondents across 47 countries,
interviews with 80 participants ranging from 30 minutes to two hours, and
participant observation conducted across 12 countries. The model proposed
in this chapter was used to structure and triangulate the findings from the
qualitative and quantitative data analysis.

Conceptualizing data intersections

The model proposed below (see Figure 2.1) is intended to assist the
triangulation of the quantitative and qualitative analyses by clarifying the
relationships between sets of variables and theoretical ideas that were used
to analytically describe the community under study. The underlying process
of the model articulates the way that the networked individual engages in
the Herper community, and how their data profile can be aggregated into
an environmental understanding of community form, process, and function.
[ consider this diagram the first step in the triangulation of the case study
results in that it acts as a visual guide to the analytical process. Figure 2.1
diagrammatically represents this model, and the subsequent discussion here
considers how the findings of the case study contributed to the development
and interpretation of the various components that constitute it. For the

14
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Figure 2.1: Conceptualizing the link between egocentric data imprints to
the digital community

Role Public In-person Group Access to
perception interaction engagement) resources
Interests Values st

mediation

Networked Portfolio of Social Channels of ~ Email Strong tie Access to
individual sociability approach communication| interaction networks support

Geographic o _— . Digital literacy B
context Participation \ ( Discursive Sociable and internet Reputation
over time boundaries /\ personality access mediation

Other online| Weak tie
interaction networks exchange

Mobility Network
centrality

Gender

‘Occupation/
Education

purposes of visual simplicity, complex and overlapping relationships between
technology use and patterns of social engagement have been streamlined to
represent the dominant pathways used by participants from the quantitative
and qualitative results.

The networked individual diagrammatically represented through the
model was shown by the research findings to be influenced initially by what
they were interested in, their values, physical location, and mobility. In addition
to these factors, their activity profile was shown within the quantitative
analysis to also be influenced by their occupational skill and education levels
and gender (rather than by their age). However, from both the qualitative
and quantitative results we learn that it was the participants’ passions, rather
than their demographic affordances, that facilitated their engagement in the
network. This finding leads us to the next set of influential factors that define
agency within community, their enactment of portfolio participation within
the community, which both the quantitative and qualitative findings suggested
was linked to their role, gender, and involvement profile over time.

Within the quantitative findings, participants experiences of community
engagement were largely characterized by engagement with multiple groups
and loose networks of strong and weak social ties. From the qualitative findings
we learned that these ties were fostered by engagement in private spaces in
the home, during trips to see reptiles and amphibians in private and public
collections, and in the wild and online. In addition to this, the quantitative
findings suggested that the way participants engaged with the network was
influenced by their network centrality, which was, in turn, related to their
social approach. If we pause here, we can see that we have moved through
the first third of the model, covered the influences of demographics and a
general sociability profile of the individual. From this point, we consider their
communication patterns, and the channels across which they do this from
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in-person to mediated sociability, which then leads us to an understanding of
the spatiality of the network. After we develop a sense of the socio-technical
space through which the individual operates, we then move into the wealth
of the networks (aka social capital) that they then have access to.

The “place” of the network is located in the channels through which
participants engage with other Herpers. However, public perception of this
marginal interest group prompted the use of online forms of interaction for
Herpers as they sought a space for social acceptance. This 1s illustrated in the
model through the linking of a person’s social approach with their choices
in channels of communication, mediated by public perception. From this
point in the model, we can see how face-to-face or embodied engagements
go on to foster strong ties, and that sociability is mediated by the participant’s
internet access. Both the qualitative and quantitative findings from the Herper
community case study suggested participants’ experiences of the Herper
community were a combination of face-to-face interaction alongside mediated
interaction by email and other online platforms. Intuitively, the quantitative
findings suggested that a participant’s engagement with the internet-based
channels is mediated by their internet access but less so by their digital literacy.
In a nod to the unique nature of the mediating culture of the case study
community, the research findings suggested that a participant’s gender and
level of education or occupation were likely to be an indicator of whether
they engage in online social spaces within the community. In this way the
research findings tied gender and place together, with most spaces of social
engagement replicating a gender imbalance, but identified that it was the
common interests and overlapping values that drew people into and across
the multiplicity of spaces and places that constituted the socio-technical niche
of the community environment. From the quantitative findings it was clear
that the physical places of the network were mostly experienced as local
to the networked individual, however regional, national, and international
spaces were connected through participants’ social ties. This suggested that
the relational space of the community was local, global, and mobile.

In a deeply intertwined manner, the communication channels used by
participants, alongside their organizational engagement, facilitated exchange,
support, and reciprocity within the community (key elements of social capital).
The final section of the model documents the various ways that social capital
has been measured, both through social ties and organizational engagement
across online and physical environments. Findings from the quantitative and
qualitative data suggested that participants engaged in person with groups of
Herpers mainly through societies, conferences, expos, and in the workplace.
They also were evidenced to engage with groups of people through online
forums and in virtual societies. This type of organizational or society-based
engagement was evidenced within the quantitative findings to build strong-
tie relationships, and to suggest that there were higher levels of trust among
people who are organizationally involved. Resource exchange, information,
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access, and support are available to participants through these strong-tie
relationships. However, these resources were not shown to be characteristic
only of those who engage with organized groups of Herpers. Mediated
interaction by email and other online channels such as instant messaging and
forums were shown to maintain local and strong ties, although these forms
of interaction also appeared to nurture larger numbers of weak-tie relations,
and consequently provide higher levels of access to information. Within this
context, the case study findings suggested that it was reputation, rather than
trust levels, that mediated exchange across weak-tie relations. These findings
and how they then articulated the links within the model both demonstrate
the complexity of social capital within a community and the variable role of
mediators to exchange such as reputation and trust.

Moving beyond the case study of the Herper community, the analysis
of data collected through this rubric is argued to animate social action into
a community construct, constituted methodologically through the four
domains of community characterization: its place, composition, internal
and external boundaries, and mechanisms of cohesion. Findings from the
data collected articulate these domains through an environmental lens of the
built environment, patterns of social organization and mediating culture.
This process produces a four/three dance in how the data is conceptualized,
gathered, and interpreted. For example, the individual actor, their interests,
values, demographics, and locations are collated within the framework of
their portfolio of sociability. This is the technical conduit that intersects the
individual with their personal community. Aspects such as values and interests
of the individual can be collated into depicting the mediating culture of the
community, with the collective identity and overlapping value sets evident
within the mediating culture being a key aspect of social cohesion. Other
aspects, such as the geographies associated with individual actions, speak to the
notion of the “place” of the community. These actions are articulated through
channels of communication and locations of interaction, producing coordinates
of interaction from physical space to code space (which can be collectively
referred to as the built environment; cf Indergaard and Mclnerney, 1998).

While at this point the data is speaking to the construction of place through
an environment of technology use and physical locations, it is also speaking
to the external boundary construction of the community through its cultural
context within wider societies. These coordinates of portfolio participation
within a personalized community have been shown through the case study
findings to articulate the external and internal boundaries of the community,
particularly in how loci of interaction are selected in part as a reaction to
public perception and divisions within the community. This shows the dual
construction occurring within data interpretation that uses the same data
point to articulate different aspects of community form.

Similarly, technology use through its overlay with and facilitation of
networked sociability and exchange is connected to a discussion of social
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capital, and from this to the larger discussion of mechanisms of cohesion within
the community. Speaking to the notion of social cohesion that is characteristic
of a community, social capital measures embedded with notions of trust
and exchange across strong and weak ties bridge and interpret individual
actions into a social layer of the community environment. The movement
from one set of data points on the individual’s technology use patterns to
how this imbricates with their social networks through trust and reputation
mediation demonstrates how the links within individual activity patterns can
be connected to depict the emergent form of a community. While the model
proposed characterizes an individual set of actions per se, it is the conceptual
layering directing aggregation, clustering, and visualization of these patterns
across multiple portfolios of participation that articulates the environmental
niche within which the community proliferates.

Bridging the conceptual leap within big data analysis

A key concern that arose during the case study research was the global reach
of the community, which created a methodological drive to access big data
analytics that operated at this level. This need for access to data sets that equate
individual actions within a global context rather than nation-state jurisdictions
also speaks to current methodological concerns within the social sciences that
seek to identify the presence of social forms within big data. An example of this
within the research literature is the identification of social movements through
the analysis of connective behaviors within social media (Ackland et al, 2014;
Bennett and Segerberg, 2012; McDonald, 2015). However, this approach to
the identification of collective forms is often limited to a single platform, and
runs counter to the multimodal nature of engagement that occurs within a
digital community. It is also counter to the evolving definition of big data that
is characterized by descriptors of volume, variety, velocity, veracity, and value
(Hitzler and Janowicz, 2013), and alignments or agglomerations of a variety
of data sources. Crawford and Schultz (2014) suggest that rather than thinking
of big data as it is commonly conceptualized through these descriptors, it is
a practice of data generation through the establishment of correlations across
data flows. Drawing on boyd and Crawford’s (2012) notion of the relational
nature of big data, Leszczynski (2015) argues that big data is a process of
generating more information beyond that contained within “piecemeal data”
by forming linkages between data events. Given the changing role and scale of
human involvement in big data analysis, the methodological concern for the
interpretation of correlations in data streams becomes the conceptual leap that
is made between raw data and the visualization of this information (Ekbia et
al, 2015). In addition to this, when the focus of big data analysis becomes the
identification of social formations, Gerbaudo and Treré (2015: 4), who focus
on social movements, argue that the resulting quantitative nature of big data
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analysis is not well suited to revealing symbolic processes and the construction
of collective identity. Within this critique of the definition and practice of
big data, there remains the need for a conceptual model that allows for the
correlation of “quotidian” digital behaviors across streams of data that draws
on both qualitative and quantitative techniques. For me, this is an opportunity
to speculate whether the model generated within the context of the Herper
community case study can be reverse-engineered to identify social forms
within agglomerated data streams. The following discussion considers this
proposition through an analysis of components within the model and how
they may connect with current thinking surrounding the construct of big data.

To begin, I would argue that the networked individual can be thought of
as emitting a multi-modal digital signal that is evident in their sites of activity,
leaving digital traces across the online environment. Existing research methods
through which these digital traces of personalized community activities can
be traced include website hyperlinking analysis (Rogers, 2009, 2012) and
networks resulting from social media engagement (Ackland, 2013; Bruns,
2007). Other data profiles that can be constructed from digital trace data that
move beyond the web environment include postal code-based consumption
profiles that produce globally equated demographics (Burrows and Gane, 2006;
Parker et al, 2007), geotagging of activities through online and interactive
mapping (Elwood et al, 2011; Rodriguez-Amat and Brantner, 2014), and
spatial profiles of users created through locative media (Lemos, 2010). In
addition to this, the sensory scapes through which these individuals move
are also digitized in terms of visual attributes (gathered through CCTV and
user-generated images, for example), and there is an increasing movement
to capture sound, thermal, and activity-sensing information (Nafus, 2014)
gathered through the advent of the Internet of Things (IoT) and ubiquitous
computing (Crang and Graham, 2007). These data attributes and generating
sources are spatial, quotidian, and environmental, suggesting that imprints of
social signals are reflected in digital data streams.

Through existing digital methods, the analytical vocabulary of big data
may be expanded into qualitative methods. Qualitative or symbolic content
within the online environment may be scooped up through digital methods
such as the automated content analysis of web scrapes (Herring, 2002; Marres
and Weltevred, 2013). In terms of the use of content analysis on big data, there
is a parallel body of literature investigating automated content analysis that
aims to capture the emotional scape of conversations as much as their topic
scope through digital methods (Jockers, 2013; Neviarouskaya et al, 2007),
particularly in the field of sentiment analysis as a form of public opinion (Cho
et al, 2003; Li and Wu, 2010; Prabowo and Thelwall, 2009). While current
approaches are usually limited to a single platform, the symbolic processes
and meaning-making that occurs within the online group conversations of
digital communities may become recognizable through the aggregation of
this information. More generally, the aggregation of this content into an
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analytically useful product requires the application of a conceptual model
linking the networked individual to the environment of a digital community.

In terms of the reality of translating the model proposed within this chapter
into a conceptual bridge that frames the aggregation and visualizations of
digital trace data into the environmental imprint of digital community, there
is still a long way to go. A possible limitation to the translation of the model
proposed to the clustering and interpretation of digital community imprints
emerging within big data is that it is derived from egocentric data. Within the
case study research, this model was generated through anonymous survey data
that took a holistic view of the individual and anonymized interviews using
a life history approach that provided the meaning-making and links between
the data points. The implications of this for the aggregation of big data may
be the promise of a more holistic and consistent view of the individual actor
across their technology use, social networks, and the topics through which
they engage with the community. In the current climate, such approaches
are deployed by government actors to locate individuals through their digital
traces or to use large data sets to create predictive indicators of “persons of
interest” through their associations with people and topics (cf Leszczynski,
2015). While the environmental approach may assist in using the established
model to interpret information in aggregates rather than by an individual
actor, there are likely to be ethical implications for this practice within research
methodology.

One of the lines of debate that has developed alongside the notion of big
data are the ethical implications of its use within research practice (Ackland,
2013; boyd and Crawtford, 2012; Buchanan and Ess, 2009; Crawford and
Schultz, 2014; Markham and Buchanan, 2012; Soghoian, 2012). Given the
definition of big data as the “establishment of correlations across data flows,”
this raises ethical questions surrounding privacy, consent and identification
through unintended alignments of personal information. These questions
for researchers are also set in the social context of increasing public concern
surrounding social control, surveillance and privacy (Lyon, 2013), particularly
through the Snowden revelations (Bauman et al, 2014; Gehl, 2014). The
increasing state of awareness of “dataveillance” has been argued by Crawford
and Schultz (2014) to have instilled a state of “surveillant anxiety,” while
Leszczynski (2015) argues that it is more an anxiety over the sense of being
able to control one’s own digital traces.

[...] the realities of living in a (spatial) big data present are better
characterized in terms of what I designate as ‘anxieties of control’:
the desire to discern (be aware of) and direct (determine the disclosure
of) flows of personal spatial big data about oneself while feeling
that any attempt at exerting such control is effectively futile.

(Leszczynski, 2015: 1)
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The identification of the imprints of digital communities within aggregated
streams of data sits within this debate as both a challenge and a promise. Our
digital imprints are a quotidian archive through which we can learn more
about ourselves, both individually and collectively. Because of this it is also
a timely discussion for social scientists to engage with the opportunities
raised by big data by contributing our critical lens, conceptual capacities, and
insights into understanding humanity and its imbrications with technology.
The model proposed within this chapter is a step towards this discussion, both
in the possibilities it affords as an analytical lens and as a framework through
which to integrate quantitative and qualitative insights into the visualization
of social form.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed how the changing format of community experience
has provoked a need to develop new conceptual tools and approaches to
researching digital communities. Inherent to the structure and process of
these communities is their global reach and technological mediation. I have
argued that these characteristics make contemporary communities partially
invisible to existing research approaches. This chapter proposed a model of
data alignments from individual to digital community that assists in moving
beyond ascribed understandings of community characterization to providing
a derived environment through which digital communities can be identified.
This has been developed through a mixed-methods study of a real-world
community as a way to demonstrate the application of research methods to
provide an environmental imprint of digital community. Future research could
validate this model within a similar network, and continue to develop and
refine the model as a way to describe and characterize the emergent form
and environmental imprint of contemporary community experience. At the
drawing together of this discussion, I raise the possibility of this model to
not only act as a mechanism through which to gather and triangulate mixed
methods research, but to act as an information structure through which to
aggregate flows of big data. The foundation of this possibility is based on the
derived approach taken within the research methodology to defining the
location, social composition, boundaries, and mechanisms of social cohesion
through the environmental imprint or niche within which a digital community
proliferates.
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A return to Gemeinschaft: Digital
impression management and the
sharing economy

Alexandrea J. Ravenelle

know it, using big data, innovation and responsiveness to change the

r I Vhe sharing economy claims to be “disrupting”' the world as we

99D

world into “neighbors helping neighbors.”> Suddenly an app and a
smartphone is all you need to hail a cab, hire a handyperson, or find a hotel
room; and in each case, youre working directly with individuals through
peer-to-peer connections, as opposed to corporations. The breathless
consensus 1is that the so-called sharing economy will return us to the idyllic
days of Gemeinschaft, where everyone knows your name, people trust each
other, and resources are used in a more efficient and environmentally-
friendly-way.

Digital records are the key to working together in the sharing economy
or “gig” economy. In Gemeinschaft, reputations could follow a family for
forever, and today one’s Facebook trail is everlasting. Sharing economy services
often link through Facebook and LinkedIn accounts for identity verification,
attempting to digitally recreate the neighborly interactions and social network
linkages that defined pre-industrial society. Users are also asked to post personal
photos and profiles and to communicate before each stay or task. Workers are
rated on responsiveness and performance, with low scores triggering instant,
unappealable termination. Meanwhile, TrustCloud is working to collect
people’s “online data exhaust,” posts from Facebook, Twitter, and TripAdvisor
that could be used to calculate reliability, consistency, and responsiveness — a
“trust rating” similar to the credit rating of the offline world.
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Most people are familiar with the idea that first impressions matter.
Employment advice handbooks are chock-full of suggestions on how to
dress for the job you want, the appropriate fingernail length, even advice
on which piercings are appropriate where. But whereas in Gemeinschaft,
where reputations were formed over months and years of interactions with
an individual and his or her family, in the sharing economy, impressions are
formed in a millisecond as someone scrolls down a screen, viewing a dozen
or more competitors. In addition to managing their first digital impression,
workers must also manage themselves “on the job” to ensure that they receive
positive reviews that can also make or break their sharing economy success.
As a result, managing impressions is a circular reaction where successful
management leads to more bookings, resulting in higher placement in site
search algorithms and more work — and where negative impressions can
quickly spiral into unemployment.

In this chapter I use interviews with 27 gig economy workers to explore
how they present their digital selves and engage in face-to-face interactions to
further support those selves, with the goal of generating positive impressions
and digital reviews. I was interested in how users picked their photographs
(whether of themselves, their homes, or food) and of the text descriptions they
provided. What tactics do they use to market themselves? When it comes to
face-to-face encounters with clients, how do they ensure that their carefully
crafted online persona is deemed an authentic and accurate representation?
How does the process of being actively reviewed on a daily process affect
their interactions with others? In a world where one comment on Twitter
can result in virtual — and sometimes actual — mob action (Ronson 2015),
what does it mean to have your digital identity determine your employability?

The sharing economy

The sharing economy is a catch-all term for ““peer-to-peer’ firms that connect
people for the purposes of distributing, sharing, and reusing goods and services”
(Mathews, 2014). The concept encompasses everything from multi-billion
dollar companies such as Airbnb (room rental) and Uber (on-call taxi and
delivery service) to free durable good sharing sites such as Neighborgoods.
Definitions of the sharing economy vary and often seem arbitrary: Airbnb is
seen as the epitome of the sharing economy, but traditional bed and breakfasts
are not. Ebay, the online marketplace of essentially everything, is hailed
as an early founder, but free local libraries and parks are not. Juliet Schor,
a preeminent researcher in the field, notes that definitions of the sharing
economy tend to be “pragmatic, rather then analytical: self-definition by the
platforms and the press defines who is in and who is out” (Schor, 2014: 2).
The general view is that the sharing economy “represents an innovation that
is capable of re-allocating wealth across the ‘value chain, specifically away
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from ‘middlemen’ and towards small producers and consumers” (Schor and
Fitzmaurice, 2014: 4).

The sharing economy, also described interchangeably as connected
consumption, collaborative consumption, or the on-demand economy, is
generally dated to the 1995 invention of eBay by Pierre Omidyar (Alden,
2014). Later contributory organizations included Craigslist.com and the
free hospitality exchange website Couchsurfing.org, founded in 2003. The
rise of the sharing economy is thought to be “fueled by the convergence of
smart phone ubiquity; secure cashless payment systems, and the relatability
and transparency of customer review sites,” but not all of the impetus is
technological (McGowan, 2014). The recession and post-recession fall-out also
meant a need to monetize possessions, to make do with less, and the rampant
underemployment of college graduates (McGowan, 2014). In addition, the
gig economy’s focus on laissez-faire capitalism and deregulation suggests strong
neoliberal roots (Hill, 2014) and earlier efforts to shift risk to workers and
consumers (Hacker, 2006).

Goals of the sharing economy range from reversing economic inequality
to stopping ecological destruction to countering materialistic tendencies to
enhancing worker rights and empowering the poor (Mathews, 2014). But as
Jon Evans, TechCrunch writer and self-described “relatively-wealthy techie”
points out, the ““sharing economy’ is mostly spin. It mostly consists of people
who have excess disposable income hiring those who do not.... Far more
accurate to call it the ‘servant economy’ (Evans, 2013). This focus on the
workers as the ultimate in at-will employees — hired for a few hours or days
and actively reviewed all the while — is at the forefront of my research.

Three sharing economy companies

Founded in San Francisco in 2008, Airbnb was created by two roommates
who couldn’t make rent that month. In an oft-repeated story, the founders
of Airbnb rented out three air mattresses for $80 a night over the weekend
of the Industrial Designers Society of America conference and soon had a
business (Friedman, 2013). In May 2015, Airbnb’s website noted that it had
more than a million listings worldwide in 190 countries; by November of the
same year, the number exceeded 2 million. The website allows hosts to list
their home or extra space* online and to rent it out to guests. The company
operates as a listing service and escrow account; payment for the host is held
until the guest arrives and ensures that all is as expected.

Kitchensurfing is a personal chef service. The platform offers two
opportunities for chef rental: a Kitchensurfing Tonight dining option® that
costs approximately $25 per person and where diners choose from one of three
pre-set menus, or Traditional Kitchensurfing, a personalized, anytime option
for up to $100 each. The $25 per person is all-inclusive: a chef arrives with
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all of the necessary ingredients and cooking tools, cooks and serves the meal,
and then cleans up afterwards. Tips and transportation are also included in
the $25 price. The second, more expensive and expansive option, Traditional
Kitchensurfing, allows clients to choose a chef from more than 100 different
menus and to personalize the menu to their liking and guest count. Options
range from $40/head cocktail parties to $100/head formal dinners for up to
16 people.®

TaskRabbit is a personal assistant service that allows people to “live
smarter by connecting you with safe and reliable help in your neighborhood”
(TaskRabbit, no date, a). Users answer a series of questions about the task
that they want done (errand running, cleaning, Ikea furniture assembly, party-
planning, etc) and are given an algorithm-selected listing of available Taskers’
and their hourly rates. Taskers are interviewed and background checked by
the company and receive task assighments based on their availability, or can
be requested specifically by a client.

Research project

This chapter investigates, through in-depth mixed-methods research,
how sharing economy workers utilize impression management to market
themselves. This study is part of a larger qualitative study on the sharing
economy, the changing nature of work, and how social inequity contributes
to the sharing economy. Respondents for this study were recruited through
messaging tools available on Airbnb and Kitchensurfing websites and through
direct contact with workers. In addition, several respondents were recruited
through online discussion boards such as the New York City TaskRabbit’s
Facebook page. I focused my research on workers who work within the five
boroughs of New York City.

I interviewed 27 people: 14 Airbnb hosts, 6 TaskRabbit workers and 7
Kitchensurfing chefs between March and May 2015. Matching the heavily
White demographics often found in sharing economy services, 19 of the
participants were White, 4 were African American or Black, 1 was Hispanic
and 3 identified as racially mixed. Sixteen were men and 11 were women.
Their ages ranged from 20 to 54, with 85 percent in their 20s and 30s.
Education levels also varied: 11 had a Bachelor’s degree, six had a graduate
degree (JD, MD, PhD, or MA), and 8 described themselves as either currently
students or with some college or graduate credit hours. One international
respondent described himself as having a high school diploma and one had
an Associates degree. Ten were married or living with a partner; two of the
single respondents mentioned definitive plans to move in with a significant
other within the next few months.

All of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, and the length of the
interviews ranged from just under an hour to slightly more than three hours,

30



A RETURN TO GEMEINSCHAFT

although most were approximately an hour and 45 minutes. I used Weiss’
(1994) interview matrix to guide the interview as needed, but I generally
relied on a more conversational method, which allowed interviewees to discuss
additional issues that they felt were relevant and to provide stories about their
experiences in the sharing economy. Each respondent was also given a short
two-page survey to assist in gathering demographic information such as race,
age, income, education, marital status, and the number of hours worked each
week. Anonymity was assured and all names were changed.

[ tape-recorded and transcribed all interviews and systematically coded
categories using a standard system as utilized by Taylor and Bogdan (1984).
I then analyzed the data using grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967)
and an inductive approach, allowing the concepts and theories to emerge
from the data.

Impression management strategies

In The presentation of self in everyday life, Erving Goffman (1959) examines how
people guide and control the impressions that others form of them, a concept
he calls “impression management.” With the language of theatre, Goffman
utilizes the concepts of a front region or stage, where the performance is
conducted, and the back region, where one prepares for the performance,
stores props, or can otherwise relax. According to Goffman, social interaction
rituals reflect power dynamics among individuals as they work to create and
maintain a positive image of the self. Most people want to think the best of
themselves and to emphasize the positive in the online marketplace.

Impression management is often used to influence the outcome of
job interviews (Ralston and Kirkwood, 1999) and in promotion decisions
(Giacalone and Rosenfeld, 1991). However, in the sharing economy, where
work may last only a few hours or days and “job searching” is constant,
impression management takes on additional importance in hiring. In
addition, sharing economy workers can become, in Goftman’s (1963) terms,
“discreditable” if they present too rosy a picture, generating claims of false
advertising. Likewise, a sharing economy worker in particular must always be
a “disciplined performer” with “self-control” who “does not give the show
away” (Goffman 1959: 216).

Goffman’s work is usually applied to face-to-face interactions and has been
used to analyze such unrelated phenomena as how presidents utilize first ladies
(Klapp, 1964), how female psychopathic killers work to diminish accountability
(Perri and Terrance, 2010), how presentation of self can be used to motivate
one to exercise (Martin Ginis et al, 2007), and how mothers use children’s
appearances to maintain their identities (Collett, 2005). Although the technical
core of the internet was developed in the late 1960s, the World Wide Web
wasn’t established until 1989, roughly seven years after Goftfman’s untimely
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death. However, applying Goffman’s work to internet interactions is hardly
unprecedented. Papacharissi (2002) and Dominick (1999) applied Goffman’s
concept of impression management to examining personal homepages, Dwyer
(2007) explored impression management on instant messaging platforms, and
Pollach and Kerbler (2011) used the same concepts in their analysis of chief
executive officer (CEO) profiles on corporate websites.

Respondents believe it is important to market themselves well on the
various platforms through photography, text descriptions, and their general
responsiveness to potential customers. To explain the front stage strategies
used by sharing economy workers, I first explain the reasons behind these
front stage/back stage performances, and provide a few typical points made by
members of the sharing economy. I then explain how respondents interpret
each strategy before focusing on status symbol crafting and utilizing external
resources.

Front stage presentations

Goffman (1959: 22) defines the front as the “expressive equipment of a standard
kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during his
performance.” This equipment includes the setting, which features furniture,
décor and physical layout, and together “supply the scenery and stage props
for the spate of human action” (1959: 22). The personal front is often divided
into appearance and manner. Appearance can include race and sex, but also
age, clothing, and facial expressions. Meanwhile, manner can be thought of
as how one carries oneself, for instance, are one’s interactions egalitarian or
haughty?

Although the importance of worker photographs varies on Airbnb,
Kitchensurfing and TaskRabbit, all three sites require workers to provide a
photo, and workers repeatedly noted the importance of appearing friendly
or maintaining a friendly manner in the photos they utilized.

[ made sure to smile — and smiling indicates friendliness — so |
wanted people to know that 'm a friendly person. (Samantha,
23, Airbnb host)

[ want people to look at my picture and say, ‘oh my goodness, that
guy looks like fun and I want to hire him’ and then when they
meet me they think ‘that’s exactly the guy that I thought I was
hiring.” (Robert, 28, TaskRabbit)

Smiling is important to successful impression management. Research by Peace,

Miles, and Johnston (2006) suggests that genuine smiles in advertisements
are more likely to lead to more positive evaluations as compared to neutral
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and faked smiles, and work by Scanlon and Polage (2011) showed significant
preference in respondents’likelihood to purchase products when accompanied
by a smiling photo. Some workers, such as Ashaki, a 35-year-old Kitchensurfing
chef, mentioned being told by consumers that their smiling even landed them
the job: “They’re like, “We like that you smiled on your picture and that made
us feel like you are friendly. That’s the reason why we went for you.”

A photo of the individual worker is important, but depending on the
service being offered, workers are often given additional tools with which to
market themselves. For instance, individuals who list homes or rooms for rent
on Airbnb are called “hosts” by the company. In addition to their individual
profiles, hosts are also responsible for creating a listing profile. Hosts write
catchy headlines, select pictures of the rental space and themselves, provide
house rules, descriptions of the space and surrounding neighborhood, a
personal profile, and set their availability and rates. Although Airbnb provides
some suggestions of what hosts should include in each section of their listing,
the content is very much in the hands of the user. Even though homes are often
viewed as back stage locations where one can relax and be one’s self, a home
listed on Airbnb is suddenly front stage. Just like a real estate broker may stage
a home, Airbnb hosts can carefully curate their listings, shaping the back stage
in order to create authenticity. As a result, hosts utilize each section of their
listing to convey a particular impression of themselves to prospective guests.

For Daniel, a 31-year-old branding professional, and his girlfriend, the text
descriptions of their home were a deliberate effort to address topics that they
felt people would be concerned about. Daniel says that their listing utilized
such phrases as “a smoke-free house keeps our linen fresh” in a conscious
and intentional effort to let people know that it was a clean and smoke-free
apartment. He explains,

And even just like little things, like, “We always have avocado
available in the kitchen for you guys. Yeah, it was a very conscious
effort to make it like a certain personality and like, here’s who
youre going to be staying with without saying it that directly.
Like we definitely want to give people clues for like, you know,
youre going to be with a couple, we’re young professionals and
we’re probably not going to be out drunk all the time, but we’re
probably going to come home late. And it helps people who also
do that to be like, ‘oh cool, I can probably find a bar with them.

Reassurance is a common theme among Airbnb users. Many are conscious of
the fact that strangers are renting out space in their homes, and that Airbnb
is still a relatively new service that not all people are entirely familiar — or
comfortable — with. In particular, there’s a perception that single women may
be wary of staying with male hosts and as a result, men often listed female
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partners as co-hosts, referenced them in the listing or put the listing in the
name of a girlfriend.

The first time we went on, it was my boyfriend who made the
profile and he used a picture of me and my name because he felt
that a woman was like safer. He didn’t ask me but this was his
rationalization afterward, and then we packaged ourselves as a
couple which was also a calculation about making ourselves appear
normal. (Ramona, 28, Airbnb host)

Single men were being careful to mention female partners or to take photos
that showed them with female friends in order to reassure prospective guests.
This need to provide assurance that women won't be sexually assaulted in the
home of a stranger also extended to gay men:

I provide a couple of photos of myself. I don’t state that 'm gay
in my profile but I think some people can pick up on that which,
obviously for women probably, is very ... reassuring, yeah.... There’s
also one of me and my best friend T—. Oh, yeah. That’s right.
That, I think, was probably also somewhat reassuring to women
to see me with another normal-looking girl having a good time.
(Andrew, 28, Airbnb host)

Given that single travelers and women make up a considerable portion of the
traveling public (Rosenbloom, 2014, 2015), being successful in this reassurance
can literally make or break a host’s listing success.

Taskers, workers affiliated with the personal assistant service TaskRabbit,
are limited to approximately 150-word descriptions of themselves and their
work skills. Perhaps because of this limitation, they repeatedly mentioned that
they didn’t believe that people read the actual text accompanying their profile;
however, they still used the text descriptions to make themselves seem like a
safer hire by highlighting their education level and prestigious alma maters.

Interviewer: Were there things that you did on your profile to make you
seem more trustworthy?

Jamal:  You dropped the S word.

Interviewer: You dropped the S word?

Jamal:  Stanford.

For Jamal, a 25-year-old African-American man with a college degree from
a highly prestigious university, noting that he attended Stanford was a way
to emphasize his qualifications and assure potential TaskRabbit clients of his
legitimacy.
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For Kitchensurfing Tonight chefs, who arrive otherwise sight-unseen at
a client’s home, name dropping must be done verbally. Ladu, a 39-year-old
dreadlocked black man from the West Indies, explained that he deliberately
mentions cooking at one of the most famous and iconic New York City
restaurants when he needs to reassure people of his qualifications.

Storing the self in back regions

Examining the back region allows us to better identify the hidden work
involved in the presentation of self. Airbnb hosts in particular walk a fine line
in their impression management strategies. Although the home is often seen
as a prime back stage region, for Airbnb hosts, their homes are transformed
into front stage regions as the homes are staged, photographed, and displayed
online for public perusal and renting. In addition, because guests are paying for
the space, the act of purchasing brings a certain expectation of service. Hosts
must provide the New York City local living experience, while protecting
themselves and their belongings. They have to ensure that guests have a place
for their possessions without putting personal items at risk of being used or
broken. In order to maintain the impressions they cultivated through their
profiles, hosts also utilize Goffman’s concept of backstage. Goffman (1959:
112) defines the backstage as a place where the impression fostered by a
performance is knowingly contradicted. In the back region, “stage props and
items of personal front can be stored ... different types of liquor or clothes, can
be hidden so that the audience will not be able to see the treatment accorded
to them in comparison with the treatment that could have been accorded to
them.” Many hosts discuss preparing their homes in advance of renting them
out. This preparation has two purposes: (1) it allows hosts to hide or protect
items that are perceived to be valuable from their guests, and (2) it allows the
home to mimic the clean, organized state depicted in the Airbnb listing. In
accordance with Goffman’s description of the backstage, a closet is often used
to hide or remove items that could otherwise be used by guests.

[tems that are left behind run the risk of being damaged. Amy, 36,
an Airbnb host who had temporarily moved with her family out of their
apartment in order to register her child in a better school, expressed dismay
at leaving behind personal items and was one of the few to tell the story of a
destroyed memento, a handmade airplane that she had given her child. Amy
noted, “I was really torn to leave personal things but we’re in a much smaller
place, I couldn’t move everything.”

Ramona, a graduate student who rents out her apartment with her
boyfriend, illustrates this backstage management of the setting pertectly. Like
many hosts, she hides valuables, stores them with friends, or takes them with

her:
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My boyfriend has a projector, which is an $800 thing, which
feels valuable [laughs] and so we put that up away in the back of
a closet. We take all our booze out of the cupboard and put it in
the closet and ask people not to go into the closet. The closet is
never locked but it’s just kind-of packed full of stuft and the booze
is hidden. [laughs] Those are our priorities: booze and electronics.

But as the conversation continues, perhaps feeling uncomfortable with the
impression she is creating as someone for whom “booze and electronics” are
priorities, she redirects her description of hiding things to more of a focus
on how she ensures that guests get the “hotel experience.”

It’s usually less about hiding valuables and more about like clearing
space. So we clear cupboard space, we clear out the fridge, we
clear out our dresser drawers, we clear out the clothes racks in the
room. We kind-of make our place into a hotel so that when they
get there it’s less like they’re living in our space.

For some, the clearing of space not only made their home but also served the
goal of making it easier to clean between guests:

[ did a lot of making space for people on surfaces and things, so that
you could very easily arrive and settle in the place and then pack
up and leave without feeling like you had to go into cabinets and
all that kind of stuff. And like making space for hanging clothes,
for example, and space in the fridge.... So one of the things that
[ adapted was that I didn’t have anything on my floor. Everything
had legs or was sort of light so that vacuuming can be very easy
and quick. (Matthew, 36)

In this way, Matthew also takes advantage of common strategies in hotel
rooms — lightweight, legged furniture and few additional items — that make
it easier to clean the room between guests.

Even though Airbnb often emphasizes that guests get the authentic
experience of staying with locals, the locals I interviewed made a conscious
effort to reduce their physical presence and to allow guests to take the space
and “make [it] their own.” Samantha, a 23-year-old host, went so far as to
emphasize this freedom to create in the listing photos she featured of her
room: “I made sure my room was clean and clear of personal stuft because I
wanted them to know, it’s like a canvas, which is how I leave it.”

For TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing workers, their backstage occurs
off-stage, before they arrive at the client’s home. Workers with both groups
mentioned using time between gigs to rest and recharge on the subway, grab
a slice of pizza, or visit a Starbucks bathroom. For Kitchensurfing Today
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chefs, the additional backstage work of prepping that night’s meal (cutting
up vegetables, assembling spice packets) is done at the commissary kitchen
by other cooking personnel, making it easier for them to remain within their
30-minute face-time time limit.

Impression management: a team effort

Goftman notes that the effective presentation of self requires the collaboration
of a team of social actors. Two cast members that contribute to the digital
performance are the product itself (that is, the space on Airbnb and the food
on Kitchensurfing) and external resources via legitimizing reviews. Although
it is common to think of the performance team as being actual individuals,
such as the audience or co-stars, the utilization of static images or places has
precedence in work by Bonsu (2007) analyzing how obituaries from the Asante
people of Ghana are used to craft self-presentation strategies and Zavattaro’s
(2013) work on place-branding. Airbnb hosts and Kitchensurfing chefs in
particular used status symbols and external resources to market themselves.

Crafting the status symbol

Goffman writes that a status symbol can “express a point of view, a style of
lite and the cultural values” of an individual (1951: 295). Even as work in
the US becomes increasingly service-based, most workers are not located in
other people’s homes, or make money by renting our their own homes. As
a result, Airbnb hosts and Kitchensurfing chefs must use status symbols to
demonstrate to potential clients that they are “one of our kind.”

Even though hosts and chefs are the ones providing the labor and often
mention trying to offer a personal experience, they are given second billing
in the listings compared to the product on offer. For Airbnb, the main photo
is of the apartment and the image takes up approximately half of the screen
vertically. By comparison, the image of the host is roughly the size of an
American quarter. On Kitchensurfing, the main chef-listing page features
12 different food photos with chef thumbnails that are approximately a
tenth of the size of the food images. Food remains front and center with the
Kitchensurfing Tonight service. Chefs hired through the weeknight service
are assigned via algorithm and only the food is featured — consumers don’t
know who their chef will be until that evening’s assignments are made and
distributed via email around 4pm. Both traditional Kitchensurfing chefs and
Airbnb hosts are conscious of the power of the status symbol in their midst,
and actively work to showcase it through photography, often putting more
attention to the photos and description of the “product” than of themselves.
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For instance, James, 36, noted that he “put very little thought into my
profile.” By comparison, he took “probably like 40 shots” for the apartment’s
listing on Airbnb and then chose the best 12 to feature. He explains,

[ was conscious with the opening shot. Everyone else has a picture
of their living room. I have a picture with a view from my roof....
Because people are looking to come to New York and here’s a
picture of the skyline in New York versus a tiny spot. It’s like tiny
spots? There are plenty of those. Here’s a beautiful view. Then [
have a pool on my roof, I feature that too.

The status symbol of the gorgeous apartment or beautifully plated food is not
only given the most attention in the performance, it’s also given attention
in the marketing that leads up to the in-person performance. Even though
James notes that the outdoor rooftop pool is only open for approximately
three months of the year, it gets much more attention on his listing and from
guests than his personal information, and helps to differentiate his listing from
the rest. For Ashaki, a chef who specializes in Western African food, making
food the star comes with additional challenges. She explains,

If you ever Google African food, they just slap it on the plate. 'm
like, “What is this?’ If you know it, you're like, “Wow. It’s delicious,
but if you see the picture, if you've never tried, you're like, ‘I will
never try that.... I try to really make sure that images are really
captivating, and they make you want to basically eat it oft of the
page.... That way, it helps the customer ... to book me.

Even though Ashaki spends hours sourcing, prepping, transporting, and
marketing her farm-to-table food and Kitchensurfing describes itself as
“putting chefs in your kitchen,” she is very much put second to the food in
her listing. As a result, in response to this challenge of marketing Nigerian
food, Ashaki took advantage of Thanksgiving to enlist her family to stage and
photograph the items on her Kitchensurfing menus. She explains, “It dresses
it up. It makes it more presentable, more appetizing. You want to try it. It’s
not just cooking. It’s just the presentation of it. It’s everything.”

However, the sharing economy is not just about marketing. There’s also
a fine line between selling and over-marketing. Users who run afoul of this
division are likely to experience negative reviews as a form of user policing.
Too many negative reviews can result in reduced bookings in the future, or,
in the case of TaskRabbit, possible deactivation from the platform. As a result,
hosts emphasize the best parts of the space that theyre renting, while still
being careful to note any possible problems.
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When I was making the profile, it was all about the location. I
mean, it’s a good location, and it’s really close to great restaurants,
easy access to the subway, it’s a clean room, it’s got good windows
and good light. So for me, it was more about, you know, making
the room seem desirable, because it is.... I mean at the same time,
I don’t have a door, I just have a curtain that blocks my room,
so I put that in there as a disclaimer. “This room doesn’t actually
have a door that separates it from the living room.” (Samantha, 23)

Most people would never rent a hotel room that didn’t have a lock, much less
a room that was missing an actual door and an entire wall, but in the New
York Airbnb world, such a room can be listed for $95/night. Still, Samantha
is conscious that such a room might not qualify as a room for everyone,
describing her notation as a “disclaimer” so that she can repudiate any possible
claims of misrepresentation.

Photos can also be used as visual disclaimer, to help minimize the expected
status of a product that has been reviewed favorably. Joshua, 32, who runs
a sell-described Airbnb “syndicate” of roughly 10 apartments split between
multiple user profiles had an apartment that he designated, “The Dungeon.”
The tiny, box-like ground floor apartment had problems with mice, kitchen
sink drainage, and a front door lock that was constantly breaking; eventually
Joshua gave the space up. He explains, “I still had like four stars which is
actually a good lesson for anyone doing Airbnb. Just because a place has a lot
of stars, you should still look at the pictures, and say what does this look like?”

Harnessing external resources

Reviews are powerful in the sharing economy, with users alternatively
describing them as exciting and scary. There’s a common perception that bad
reviews can make or break a listing. At the same time, the user reviews are
also seen as a marketing resource. Given by an outsider, positive reviews are
often seen as an endorsement and can make it possible for a user to move up
in the placement algorithm and to receive more bookings, even in unrelated
areas, as this Tasker mentions.

It’s also really great to get the reviews because that’s how you get
more clients and when clients want to hire you they see that and
they say, ‘oh well, they have great reviews.” And it may not even be
in the task that you are doing but they see that you have reviews
and so that’s a really good thing. And especially when you have a
review and the task that you've already done and people see that,
that moves it forward. (Robert, 28, Tasker)
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All workers studied discussed actively working to ensure that their reviews
were positive. Common strategies for Airbnb hosts included making sure that
the home had plenty of towels, special bath products, a well-stocked medicine
cabinet, and even leaving gifts for their guests.

[ try to provide some sort of like granola or a couple of pieces
of fruit. I will normally put like two or four juices in the fridge
depending on how long their stay is ... it depends also who is
coming. If it’s like a fun couple maybe I'll think, ‘oh they’ll like
this beer’ or if I have someone coming for their honeymoon, I'm
going to definitely buy them like wine or champagne, those sort
of things. (Brittany, 24)

First it was just a box of chocolates then I was like, I don’t want
to give chocolates to everyone, I want them to feel special. So
sometimes [ do wine —sometimes I'd get Broadway tickets. (Aalia,

30)

Leaving items for guests isn’t perfunctory, but is a part of making it a
personalized experience and is intended to make a visitor feel special. Hosts
who don’t provide gifts often work to make guests feel unique through
personalized service.

[ try to build goodwill mostly being like an on-demand concierge
because I tell them they can always reach me on the iPhone, via
text message, if they have any questions.... I consider myself an
expert on the city so 'm more than happy to share that, especially
for people who are interested in the same things as I am. [ want
them to have the best experience possible so I encourage that they
use me as a resource. (Andrew, 28)

The focus on the self as a resource also allows users to educate users, and,
it especially successful, they may find that the user reviews assist in their
marketing. Ashaki, a chef, often finds that her clients’ exposure to African food
is limited to Ethiopian cuisine. As a result, she must actively work to educate
her clients about the food by comparing it to other items they may have tried:

There’s one particular review that had my thing. [ think that
was almost eight months ago when I got it. My whole thing is
trying to make connection about African food for people. Kind
of, “You might have tried tamales before. We have Moi Moi that is
Nigerian that’s almost similar to tamales, but they’re not the same.
The process of cooking them is the same because you put them in
plantain leaf. It’s black-eyed beans versus corn. You put different
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seasonings. So they are from the same family, but theyre just a
different flavor. That customer made that connection. When she
did my review, she basically did a lot of that like, “When me and
my husband tried it, it reminded us of tamales. When she cooked
this, it reminded us of this’ I love that.

For Ashaki, careful management of her interactions with clients can also result
in harnessing those clients to further her mission of explaining what her food
is, giving additional legitimacy to her listing.

Given the risk of negative reviews, users also actively worked to transform
problematic situations. Airbnb hosts who encountered unhappy guests utilized
a number of strategies including offering to buy dinner; delivering wine,
chocolates and presents for a child; letting ill guests stay after the customary
check-out time; letting guests check in during the middle of the night; and
delivering space heaters when an apartment was too cold. Sometimes their
efforts result in a positive review after all, but hosts also noted that sometimes
their additional efforts may have simply prevented a negative review. Joshua
explains:

Some people don’t review because they forget or maybe they were
dissatisfied in some way, but they don’t want to ruin your profile.
That’s why I respond and am very friendly with people because I
think it makes it harder to give someone a terrible review if you
talk to them and they’ve been helpful.

Discussion

Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft 1s often described as the city-country divide. For
Tonnies (1887), Gemeinschaft was a community focused on primary relations
organized by natural will, house, village, and town, with a focus on collective
consciousness and effervescence. In a Gesellschaft, connections are abstract and
more tenuous, bonds have to be imagined and connections organized through
contracts. By this definition, when one moves to a “modern” day society — or
at least a city — one loses the community connections of Gemeinschaft.

But the sharing economy paints itself as a solution, as a return to small
town or even village life. The sharing economy is thought to make trust easier
because electronic trails are supposed to make it easier to know everyone. In the
small community of old, reputations could follow a family for forever, but today
people are equally followed by their online personas. Yet rather than lead to a
wholesale embracing of trust, every interaction is turned into a performance.
In the past, home was viewed as a refuge from the workplace, a place without
the pressures of performance for pay. But with Airbnb hosts renting their entire
homes or “sharing” them with guests, the home is transformed from a refuge
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from the marketplace to an additional performance space, a place where the
back stage is displayed front and center as a way to support authenticity and
build trust. Likewise, the rise of TaskRabbit and Kitchensurfing also bring
workers into the home and contributes to the division of labor: cooking and
errand running become the activities of those for hire.

As the ultimate in temporary workers, members of the sharing economy
must actively work to cultivate and maintain positive impressions among
users. Through photos and text descriptions, workers focus on creating
positive impressions of themselves and their sharing economy work. They
utilize Goffman’s concept of the backstage to literally hide the personal —
whether valuable possessions or their own eating and bodily functions — in
order to provide positive impressions to prospective clients. Sharing economy
workers also craft stars, manage social risks, and harness reviews in their
digital impression management strategies. This digital crafting of profiles may
contribute to the sense of community, but is also necessary to employability.

Rather than returning to the community-focused Gemeinschaft, the rise
of the sharing economy commodifies services, adding a paying component to
things that used to be done for free and turning “neighbors helping neighbors”
into a quantifiable and reviewable performance. Instead of returning to the
pre-industrial village, the sharing economy extends the Industrial R evolution.

Notes
' Disruptive technology, according to Clayton Christensen, is when a product or service
relentlessly moves up market, eventually displacing established competitors (see www.
claytonchristensen.com/key-concepts/#sthash.3AeloMhH.dpuf). This technology does
not have to be groundbreaking; it just has to start to edge out established competitors —
something Airbnb and Uber are doing quite well.

TaskRabbit, one of the sharing economy companies explored in this chapter, describes
itself as, “an old school concept — neighbors helping neighbors — reimagined for today”
(Taskrabbit.com, no date, a).

Readers may note that some of the terminology in this chapter contradicts standard

S

definitions, such as the use of “trust” to describe background checking and identity
verification or “home sharing” to describe charging someone to sleep in your spare room.
[ argue that this expropriation is often crucial to the marketing of sharing economy
(Ravenelle, under review). Likewise, in regards to the use of “disrupting,” many sharing
economy companies use this term to describe their services, although their use of the term
is often at odds with commonly accepted definitions of disruption as “groundbreaking” or
“wreaking havoc.”

Airbnb’s definition of extra space is especially broad. Listings include everything from a
spare bedroom to trechouses to castles to sleeping in the trunk of a Tesla.

Although Kitchensurfing.com is available in seven cities, this new weeknight dining option
is only available in Manhattan, south of 116th Street and was launched in 2015. As a result,
I refer to these as Kitchensurfing Tonight and Kitchensurfing Traditional.

The gig economy is constantly changing. In the fall of 2015, Kitchensurfing noted that it
was disbanding the Traditional service and focusing entirely on Kitchensurfing Tonight. A
future article will address the effect this sudden service change had on workers.
Originally, the workers were called “TaskRabbits.” In 2014, as part of an overhaul of the
system, the workers were renamed the less disparaging “Taskers.”

42



A RETURN TO GEMEINSCHAFT

References

Airbnb.com (no date) “About us” (www.airbnb.com/about/about-us).

Alden, W. (2014) “The business tycoons of Airbnb.” The New York Times
Magazine, November 25.

Bonsu, S.K. (2007) “The presentation of dead selves in everyday life:
Obituaries and impression management.” Symbolic Interaction 30 (2), 199-219.

Collett, J. (2005) “What kind of mother am I? Impression management and
the social construction of motherhood.” Symbolic Interaction 28 (3), 327—-47.

Dominick, J.R. (1999) “Who do you think you are? Personal home pages and
self-presentation on the World Wide Web.” Journalism & Mass Communication
Quarterly 76, 646-58.

Dwryer, C. (2007) “Digital relationships in the ‘Myspace’ generation: Results
from a qualitative study.” 40th Annual Hawaii International Conference on
System Sciences, IEEE.

Evans, J. (2013) “Meet the new serfs, same as the old serfs.” TechCrunch,
October 5.

Friedman, T.L. (2013) “Welcome to the ‘sharing economy.” The New York
Times, July 20.

Giacalone, R.A. and P. Rosenfeld (1991) Applied impression management: How
image-making affects managerial decisions. London, UK: Sage.

Glaser, B.G. and A.L. Strauss (1999) The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies
for qualitative research. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.

Goffman, E. (1951) “Symbols of class status.” The British_Journal of Sociology
2 (4), 294-304.

Goffman, E. (1959) The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Doubleday
Books.

Goftman, E. (1963) Stigma notes on the management of spoiled identity. New
York: Simon & Schuster.

Hacker, J.S. (2006) The great risk shift. New York: Oxford University Press.

Hill, S. (2015) Raw deal: How the “Uber economy” and runaway capitalism are
screwing American workers. New York: St Martin’s Press.

Klapp, O.E. (1964) Symbolic leaders: Public dramas and public men. New York:
Minerva Press.

McGowan, H. (2014) “Underemployment and income inequality:
Occupy or collaborate.” LinkedIn Pulse, August 25 (www.linkedin.com/
pulse/20140825182254-22726740-underemployment-and-income-
inequality-occupy-or-collaborate).

Martin Ginis, K.A., M. Lindwall, and H. Prapavessis (2007) “Who cares what
other people think? Self-presentation in exercise and sport.” In R.. Eklund
and G. Tenenbaum (eds) Handbook of sport psychology (pp 136—153). Hoboken,
NJ: John Wiley & Sons.

Mathews, J. (2014) “The sharing economy boom is about to bust.” Time, June
27 (http://time.com/2924778/airbnb-uber-sharing-economy/).

43



DIGITAL SOCIOLOGIES

Papacharissi, Z. (2002) “The presentation of'self in virtual life: Characteristics
of personal home pages.” Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 79,
643-60.

Peace, V., L. Miles, and L. Johnston (2006) “It doesn’t matter what you wear:
The impact of posed and genuine expressions of happiness on product
evaluation.” Social Cognition: 24 (2), 137-68.

Perri, ES. and T.G. Lichtenwald (2010) “The last frontier: Myths and the
temale psychopathic killer” Forensic Examiner, Summer, 50-67.

Pollach, I. and E. Kerbler (2011) “Appearing competent: A study of impression
management in US and European CEO profiles.” Journal of Business
Communication 48, 355—72.

Ralston, S.R. and W.G. Kirkwood (1999) “The trouble with applicant
impression management.” Journal of Business and Technical Communication
13, 190-207.

Ravenelle, A.J. (under review) “Sharing economy workers: Selling, not
sharing.” Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, Special Issue.

Ronson, J. (2015) “How one stupid Tweet blew up Justine Sacco’s life.” The
New York Times Magazine, February 15.

Rosenbloom, S. (2014) “Zeroing in on the female traveler.” The New York
Times, July 31.

Rosenbloom, S. (2015) “Travel industry responds to rise in solo sojourners.”
The New York Times, May 15.

Schor, J.B. (2014) “Debating the sharing economy.” Great Transition Initiative,
October (http://greattransition.org/publication/debating-the-sharing-
economy).

Schor, J.B. and C. Fitzmaurice (2015) “Collaborating and connecting: The
emergence of a sharing economy.” In L. Reisch and J. Thogersen (eds)
Handbook on research on sustainable consumption (pp 410-25). Cheltenham,
UK: Edward Elgar.

TaskRabbit.com (no date, a) “About us” (www.taskrabbit.com/about).

TaskRabbit.com (no date, b) “What does TaskRabbit ofter” (https://support.
taskrabbit.com/hc/en-us/articles/204411410-What-does-TaskR abbit-
Offer).

Taylor, S. and R. Bogdan (1984) Introduction to qualitative research methods: The
search _for meanings. New York: John Wiley.

Scanlon, A.E. and D.C. Polage (2011) “The strength of a smile: Duchenne
smiles improve advertisement and product evaluations.” Pacific Northwest
Journal of Undergraduate Research and Creative Activities 2 (3).

Tonnies, E (1971) Community and society: Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft
(translated and edited by Charles P. Loomis). East Lansing, MI: Michigan
State University Press.

Weiss, R.S. (1994) Learning from strangers: The art and method of qualitative
interview studies. New York: The Free Press.

44



A RETURN TO GEMEINSCHAFT

Zavattaro, S.M. (2013) “Expanding Goffman’s theater metaphor to an identity-
based view of place branding.” Administrative Theory & Praxis 35 (4).

45






4

Digital discourse analysis: Finding
meaning in small online spaces

Timothy Recuber

igital devices and online, networked forms of communication have
D become so ubiquitous in social life that to mention this fact has

almost become unnecessary. Yet social scientists are still coming
to terms with the fact that “we now live in a digital society” (Lupton,
2015: 2), and are still figuring out how to adapt our research accordingly.
For example, mobile communication technologies have posed significant
challenges to traditional methods of survey research (Blumberg et al, 2006;
Kempf and Remington, 2007), and online personae make the traditional
anonymity of the ethnographic subject increasingly difficult for researchers
to guarantee (Thomson, 2014).

On the other hand, digital sociality also offers exciting new methodological
possibilities for social research. “Big data” has almost certainly been the most
discussed of these. Big data refers to the continuously generated, exhaustive,
and fine-grained data that is created today by things such as mobile media
devices, banking and retailing transactions, and social networking sites, which
is beyond the scale or scope of older ways of knowing about these aspects of
the social world (Kitchin, 2014; Schroeder, 2014). Many sociologists have
speculated about their discipline’s ability to incorporate this new kind of data
into existing research paradigms. Although Savage and Burrows worried
that big data threatened to muddle “the role of sociologists in generating
data” and possibly unseat the discipline’s “claims to jurisdiction” (2007:
886), many sociologists have embraced these challenges. Some claim that
new computational technologies “and their allied data have the potential to
‘digitally re-master’ classic questions about social organization, social change
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and the derivation of identity from collective life” in ways that might invigorate
the discipline (Housley et al, 2014: 4). And important work is certainly
being done using big data to map information flows across networks, to link
qualitative with quantitative levels of analysis, and to apply new kinds of data
visualization to large data sets (see Bail, 2014; Healy and Moody, 2014; Tinati
et al, 2014; Wiedemann, 2013).

But big data is not without its critics. Writing in The New Inquiry,
Nathan Jurgenson argued that, “The rationalist fantasy that enough data
can be collected with the ‘right’ methodology to provide an objective and
disinterested picture of reality is an old and familiar one: positivism” (2014:
para 6). As he put it, “that unwieldy aspiration has been largely abandoned
by sociologists in favor of reorienting the discipline toward recognizing
complexities rather than pursuing universal explanations for human sociality.
But the advent of Big Data has resurrected the fantasy of ... ratifying social
facts with sheer algorithmic processing power” (2014: para 7). Similarly, Kate
Crawford has criticized the kinds of “data fundamentalism” that support “the
notion that correlation always indicates causation, and that massive data sets
and predictive analytics always reflect objective truth” (2013: para 1). Crawford
instead reminds us that:

Data and data sets are not objective; they are creations of human
design. We give numbers their voice, draw inferences from them,
and define their meaning through our interpretations. Hidden
biases in both the collection and analysis stages present considerable
risks, and are as important to the big-data equation as the numbers
themselves. (2013: para 2)

Of course, it is certainly possible to avoid positivist proclamations about the
objective truth of even the largest data sets, and sociologists who work with
big data are likely to be more attuned to such epistemological concerns than
those in other disciplines, given the substantial sociological history of post-
positivist or anti-positivist thought (see, for instance, Jain, 2013; Lally and
Preston, 1973). But if the digital turn in sociology is to be about more than
just the ascent of big data, then those who traffic in qualitative, interpretive,
and textual approaches to social science need to explain how their own
methodologies can adapt to and take advantage of the digitalization of social
life, and in ways that big data cannot.

One way to do so is to foreground the importance of the kinds of small data
produced within digital culture. In addition to the massive data sets discussed
above, the internet provides access to intimate spaces, with small sample sizes,
that let us see people making sense of the world on their own terms, and at a
profoundly human scale. Everyday actors make available their thoughts and
experiences online in a variety of ways and at a great diversity of sites. This
is often at a scale far beneath the thresholds for big data, and in ways difficult
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to capture with the kinds of automated content and sentiment analysis tools
associated with quantitative approaches to textual research. Meaning gets made
online in the deep recesses of the internet, beyond Facebook and Twitter,
in forgotten Tumblrs, abandoned digital archives, and other out-of-the-way
digital spaces. If digital sociology is to flourish, it needs to be able to attend
to this sort of data as well. But making sociological sense out of them requires
different approaches.

Of course, the affordances of digital technology can enhance traditional
forms of qualitative research, such as ethnography, that are more attuned to
questions of meaning and working with small sample sizes (Smith, 2014). In
Murthy’s (2008) formulation, “digital ethnography” involves the incorporation
of digital technologies such as online questionnaires, digital videos, social
networking sites, and blogs into the ethnographer’s traditional toolkit.
Others go further, and advocate a kind of “netnography” in which online
interactions constitute the entirety of the research site (see Kozinets, 2010). Yet
this approach has been criticized for drawing an untenably sharp distinction
between the on- and offline world, and ignoring the latter (Dumetricia, 2013).

The approach advocated in this chapter is not a form of digital ethnography,
however, as it does not involve becoming a participant in an online community,
either overtly or covertly. In that way, it avoids one of the thornier questions
of all ethnographic work — the extent to which the researcher’s presence has
influenced the observed interactions — and takes advantage of the fact that most
online spaces automatically record the interactions that take place in threaded
posts and archives without requiring the presence of any researcher. Of
course, such an approach cannot centrally address the offline connections and
interactions that produce online discourse, but by thoroughly contextualizing
the research site, it aims at engaging in dialogue and informing the larger
scholarly debate around both on- and offline behaviors.

This chapter thus presents a guide to doing digital discourse analysis on
small sets of texts in online spaces. This method seeks to deeply understand
one aspect of social life online: how meaning gets made through texts. Digital
discourse analysis accomplishes this by systematically collecting, reading, and
analyzing what gets left behind in the small, sometimes forgotten sites of
online discourse that are scattered throughout the World Wide Web. The
chapter ultimately argues that digital discourse analysis can reveal much about
the ways that social actors make sense out of the messiness of everyday life,
and that it can reveal this with a kind of transparency and reflexivity that big
data methodologies often lack.

Discourse analysis

Even the term “discourse analysis” is fraught with definitional issues. Often
the sort of systematic analysis of textual material advocated here is labeled
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“content analysis.” But beginning with Berelson’s (1952) work, content
analysis has been associated with a very quantitative approach to media texts,
and has also been criticized for its pretense to objectivity and its lack of
sensitivity to the nuances of the texts being analyzed (Denzin and Lincoln,
1998; see Kracauer, 1953). Berelson (1952) himselt described content analysis
as producing “objective, systematic quantitative description of the manifest
content of communication” (1952: 18). Discourse analysis, by contrast, is
often couched as the more reflexive research practice, more attuned to the
ways that institutions and cultures are “enacted and reenacted moment-by-
moment” and to the idea that “language-in-use is everywhere and always
political” (Gee, 1999: 1). Discourse analysis is, then, also concerned with
“the latent meaning of discourse(s) ... what is suggested by them or even
what is hidden in them” (Ruiz Ruiz, 2009: 8). In practice, such distinctions
may be blurrier than advocates of discourse analysis suggest, but in any case,
given its more explicit concern with power and reflexivity, discourse analysis
appears the more appropriate term for a textual study of online spaces that
can counterbalance the positivistic assumptions of big data.

Many studies have already applied the kinds of discourse analysis advocated
in this chapter to a variety of relatively small samples or sensitive subject matter
in online spaces. To name just a few, Hughey and Daniels (2013) analyzed
racist comments at online news sites; Mudry and Strong (2013) analyzed
the recovery narratives of gambling addicts; Weaver (2011, 2013) examined
racist joke websites; Heinz et al (2007) compared environmentalist rhetoric at
Greenpeace websites in three different national contexts; Swan and McCarthy
(2003) investigated online animal rights argumentation; and Pulos (2013)
studied posts at a World of Warcraft discussion forum devoted to LGBTQ
players. My own work has applied these techniques to an anti-Occupy Wall
Street Tumblr called “We are the 53 percent” (Recuber, 2015), and to user-
submitted messages at digital archives devoted to the September 11th attacks
and Hurricane Katrina (Recuber, 2012).

Research like this can say much about how social life is made meaningful
online, but these research sites are not, of course, amenable to big data
methodologies, or even to more traditional quantitatively oriented forms
of content analysis, since they don’t really lend themselves to standard kinds
of sampling, and they likely wouldn’t generate strong measures of statistical
significance. Following Mautner (2005), Vann (2009) has argued that discourse
analysis methods might be used on big data sets in order to bolster analysts’
claims of generalizability, while acknowledging that to do so might hinder
the ability of discourse analysis to “continue to make the kinds of close
qualitative readings that are its mark of distinction” (2009: 166). Yet digital
discourse analysis derives its value precisely from its ability to get at the parts
of the internet that are hard to reach or hard to understand with automated
text mining tools or other computer-assisted techniques. It is not necessarily
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important for such data to be numerically large or widely representative of
all public opinion on a subject.

In that way, what digital discourse analysis ought to aim for is not
capturing all the data, or even a large enough sample of the data to claim
generalizability, but simply “transterability”” As Lincoln and Guba (1985: 124)
explained it, “the degree of transferability is a direct function of the degree of
similarity between the two contexts, what we shall call ‘fittingness’.” Others
have elaborated that “the way that the author/researcher helps to establish
fittingness vis-a-vis future users of his/her research, is to describe the context
of the case/situation in sufficient detail, so that the receiver has an appropriate
base of information on which to make a judgment” (Hellstrom, 2008: 326—7).
This notion of transferability is often applied to qualitative work where small
and non-random samples suggest that, “local conditions make it impossible
to generalize” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 124). In any case, the aim of digital
discourse analysis ought to be to show that the meanings and norms in the
digital texts under analysis are transferable — that they have relevance to other
texts in other small, forgotten digital spaces, or in other online sites with similar
thematic or emotional content, and to build up from there in future research.

That said, discourse analysis need not shy away from counting. Even
Kracauer’s (1953) qualitative challenge to the content analysis of Berelson
(1952) acknowledged this possibility:

What counts alone in qualitative analysis — if the verb is permissible
in a context which defies counting — is the selection and rational
organization of such categories as condense the substantive
meanings of the given text, with a view to testing pertinent
assumptions and hypotheses. These categories may or may not
invite frequency count. (Kracauer, 1953: 637-8; original emphasis)

Indeed, discourse analyses have often involved counting, either based on
the frequency of key words in the texts being analyzed or on the salience of
important or ambiguous themes. In either case, “the goal is to use keywords
as a heuristic for guiding a close semantic reading of a manageable set of
samples” (Vann, 2009: 169). Moreover, the seemingly sharp distinction
between quantitative and qualitative approaches to textual analysis may be
untenable anyway, as “qualitative decisions” come into play in even very rigid,
quantitative coding systems (Popping, 2012: 88). And as Roberto Franzosi
(2010: 1) reminds us, “qualitative scholars often use quantitative expressions
... and quantitative scholars conveniently forget that often the words are right
below the surface of their numbers.”

Although many varieties of discourse analysis exist, “critical discourse
analysis” — as first outlined by Norman Fairclough (1989) — has been perhaps
the most influential. Beginning with the assumption that language and society
mutually constitute one another, critical discourse analysis moves through
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the description and interpretation of texts in order to determine the way
other discourses, institutions, and ideologies have come to condition those
texts. This view of language as a social process and texts as social products has
clear connections to sociology, but discourse analysis — or really any form of
textual analysis — 1s usually treated cursorily in sociology methods classes and
textbooks (see Franzosi, 1998). Thus it bears mentioning that methods like
critical discourse analysis can provide evidence for core sociological concepts
such as the social construction of reality, and can hone in on classic sociological
concerns like norms and values (see Grimshaw, 2001).

Some sociologists have attempted to lay out rules specifically for
sociological discourse analysis, although these were not concerned with digital
texts and online research sites. For instance, David Altheide’s (1989, 1996)
attempt to bridge the gap between traditional quantitative content analysis
and sociological participant observation resulted in a method he labeled
“ethnographic content analysis,” which has much in common with later
models of discourse analysis. And Jorge Ruiz Ruiz (2009) has laid out other
methodological guidelines for a specifically sociological form of discourse
analysis. In his lucid formulation, discourse analysis begins at the textual level
with a mixture of content and semiotic analysis, addressing both manifest and
latent meanings. It then proceeds to contextual analysis, focusing on “the
space in which the discourse has emerged and in which it acquires meaning”
(Ruiz Ruiz, 2009: 11). Finally, the third stage of sociological interpretation
“involves making connections between the discourses analyzed and the
social space in which they have emerged,” focusing especially on “discourse
as social information ... as a reflection of the ideologies of the subjects who
engage in it, and ... discourse as a social product” (Ruiz Ruiz, 2009: 15). The
aforementioned works have thus supplied the theoretical and methodological
grounding for the method of digital discourse analysis presented here. In the
remainder of this chapter I lay out this method in seven simple steps, and
discuss several ethical considerations associated with this approach.

Digital discourse analysis, Steps 1-3: Research phase

1. Locate an online research site or corpus of digital texts

In selecting a body of texts to analyze, smaller is generally better. Digital
discourse analysis cannot compete with the “strength in numbers” of projects
that scrape Twitter’s application programming interface (API), or which
employ Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count software or other sentiment
analysis programs to huge numbers of texts. Nor should it. Moving beyond
the manifest content of a corpus of texts still requires a human reader, so
research sites should be chosen in which all texts, or a manageable random
sample of them, can be individually read and re-read by human researchers.
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2. Allow categories/themes /keywords to emerge from an initial reading of the
fexts

Altheide (1996) was critical of the tendency within quantitative content analysis
to pre-code categories, which were often quite numerous, and suggested that
in his ethnographic content analysis method, researchers ought to instead
“treat the development of your protocol as part of the research process and
let it emerge over several drafts” (Altheide, 1996: 27). This is an advantage
of doing digital discourse analysis on small corpora of texts, and especially
texts with very sensitive subject matter. We can let the authors of these texts
themselves tell us what is meaningful to them, and use that to animate our
research. What’s more, as sociologists we likely want to distinguish our work
from the more literary or linguistic approaches to discourse analysis, so staying
grounded in the meanings of the texts and their authors is important, to the
extent that these can be determined. These meanings, whether emerging
out of sheer frequency of expression or some other measure of the salience
of particular themes, should guide the research categories. It may even be
the case that the site being analyzed employs user-generated “folksonomies”
(Vander Wal, 2007) in which texts are thematically tagged or ranked by their
authors. Basing one’s own categorization scheme on such folksonomic data
would have the obvious benefit of demonstrating that one’s interpretations are
attuned to the meanings of the authors themselves. Of course, this approach is
not a necessity, as user-generated tags and rankings may be either unavailable
at one’s research site, or be geared more towards organizing the site’s manifest
content than classifying its latent themes and discourse.

3. Keep categories to a minimum, and be flexible as you code or organize the
texts

Altheide has also suggested that researchers should “keep categories to a
minimum at first, but others can be added as the investigator interacts with
documents and relevant theoretical issues” (1996: 27). Such flexibility is a
strength of discourse analysis. Moreover, keeping categories to a minimum is
especially important when one’s corpus of texts is relatively small — if categories
are too complex or too numerous, they won’t be well populated. Also, the
more fine-grained one’s distinctions between categories become, the more
likely that a reader will quarrel with the researcher’s interpretations. In my
own work [ want categories to be almost self-evident, so that when I quote
examples, the rationale behind my interpretations is clear and demonstrable.
That is one way to convince readers about the “correctness” of one’s
interpretations, in the absence of inter-rater reliability statistics or big sample
sizes. After all, the most important insights in discourse analysis do not come
from relatively simple decisions about how to categorize content, but rather,
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from the way such content is contextualized and interpreted (see Ruiz Ruiz,
2009), or shown to reflect larger discourses, ideologies, and power structures

(see Fairclough, 1989).

Digital discourse analysis, Steps 4-7: Writing phase

4. Thoroughly describe the context of the research site

As the earlier discussion of “transferability” suggested, the contextual
information that you provide will at least partly determine the degree to
which it resonates for readers, and whether or not your findings and theories
get applied to other research sites by other researchers. You need to be
clear about the contours and limits of the space, or the methods behind
the collection of the corpus, their connection to other spaces and corpuses,
and about the relevance of these texts to larger, ongoing debates in popular
culture and academia alike. One way to create a particularly rich description
of one’s research site might be through a process of “triangulation,” in which
textual analysis is supplemented with interviews of site users or participant
“netnography” on the site as well. However, as Norman Denzin has reminded
us, “objective reality can never be captured. We only know a thing through
its representation. Triangulation is not a tool or a strategy of validation,” but
ought simply to be considered part of “an attempt to secure an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon in question” (2012: 82). In other words,
multiple research methods do not get one closer to “truth,” but may be used
to demonstrate a more fully developed and reflexive understanding of the
sites and texts under analysis.

5. Quote liberally as you write up your results

Even if the work youre doing and the arguments youre making proceed
from some comparison of categories and frequencies, one advantage of this
work as opposed to large-scale content analyses and especially big data is
that digital discourse analysts can show our work. We can persuade readers
about the validity of our categorization schemes by putting them right there
on the page, not hiding them behind statistics. For example, the infamous
Facebook “emotional contagion” study (Kramer et al, 2014) angered so
many by suggesting that the site had experimentally altered the moods of
over 600,000 of its users, yet it did not show a single example of the sort of
emotional textual expressions that resulted. Digital discourse analysis is well
situated to combat the opacity in big data research by showing readers rich,
meaningful examples of primary source data.
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6. Be transparent and reflexive about the choices you’ve made

Along those lines, one key strategy ought to be anticipating counter-arguments
about the choices one has made in selecting the research site and categorizing
texts. Researchers ought to be able to justify these choices and, especially if
one is comparing discourse in more than one site or the texts from a variety
of spaces, the grounds for comparison must be clear. Essentially, one must be
able to describe why these texts and not others have been analyzed, why they
have been placed in these and not other contexts, and how the researcher’s own
positions and interests factor into these decisions. This is especially important
in online discourse analysis, where a body of scholarship specifically on the
effects and affordances of the internet must be addressed in concert with the
literature on the specific themes one is interested in studying, such as the work
on racism, environmental discourse, recovery narratives, collective memory of
disasters, and grassroots political movements mentioned earlier in this chapter.
Though sharp on- and offline distinctions are certainly not tenable in this day
and age, researchers still need to explain the ways that online affordances are
uniquely threaded into the fabric of the larger social issues under investigation.

7. Embrace the argument

Even the largest of quantitative content analyses and the biggest of big data
projects are still using texts to make arguments about the social world. But the
problem with big data is often that its proponents fail to recognize this fact,
and imbue their claims with an aura of objectivity and truth that stifles critique
and leads to misreading. This is a significant weakness of big data that digital
discourse analysis ought to exploit, to the extent that the two are in any sort
of methodological competition. As boyd and Crawford (2012: 668) explain:

Interpretation is at the center of data analysis. Regardless of the size
of a data, it 1s subject to limitation and bias. Without those biases
and limitations being understood and outlined, misinterpretation
is the result. Data analysis is most effective when researchers take
account of the complex methodological processes that underlie
the analysis of that data.

Thus, the reflexivity built into digital discourse analysis, along with the
fragility of interpretation and claims-making based on small data sets, help
guard against the assumption that one is capturing an objective reality, rather
than persuading readers about a particular interpretation of the world. In this
way, digital discourse analysis might even provide a model for future big data
researchers hoping to avoid such epistemological pitfalls.
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Ethics and anonymity

The research sites described earlier in this piece — things like message boards,
comments sections, websites, Tumblrs, and digital archives — are all public
spaces unlikely to require the approval of an Institutional Review Board (IR B).
Federal regulations classify research as exempt from IRB approval when it
involves “the collection or study of existing data, documents [and] records ...
if these sources are publicly available” (US HHS, 2009). Nonetheless, ethical
guidelines for such research are still important, as the authors of the texts in
these spaces likely did not expect that their words would end up as source
material for an academic paper. Although hardly exhaustive, here are some
sensible rules for protecting the human subjects who produced the discourse
under examination.

1. If the spaces or texts being analyzed have already been in the news quite
a bit, or if the users themselves clearly wrote with a public audience in
mind, it may be fair to use first names of authors, rather than pseudonyms,
or to use the actual usernames and handles with which these authors
identify themselves. It also may be fair to provide direct links to particular
posts and to quote verbatim from them. I employed these guidelines in
my paper on the anti-Occupy Wall Street Tumblr (Recuber, 2015) since
those users were making explicitly political statements in what they knew
to be a public space, and since the site had received a substantial amount
of press coverage covered before I analyzed it.

2. Researchers ought to default to conventions of anonymity in the event
of uncertainty about the practical publicness of the research site. That
is, just because a site is technically public, it may be frequented by such
a small niche of users that the thought of larger public attention may
be completely outside the users’ realm of possibility. If an initial read-
through of the texts or research into the site’s larger context suggests as
much, researchers ought to create pseudonyms and not provide direct
links. Direct quotes may still be used, as these are quite important to the
methods of discourse analysis, but should be done with added concern
for the situation of the authors and the sensitivity of the subject matter
being discussed.

3. Ofcourse, direct quotes should be altered or removed altogether if authors
of the texts being analyzed are under 18 years of age, or if you think they
might be but can’t tell. In other words, don’t make any quotes that may
be from users under the age of 18 searchable or traceable back to those
original users. Protection of minors, or any other particularly vulnerable
population, should be at the forefront of all social researchers’ concerns,
regardless of the public availability of the data under investigation.
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Conclusion

This chapter has laid out steps and guidelines for the production of digital
discourse analysis. It has situated such work as an extension of existing models
of discourse analysis, many of which have already been applied to online
research sites, although without any explicit methodological continuity
between them. At the same time, it has argued that digital discourse analysis
might help broaden the boundaries of the emerging field known as digital
sociology, which is currently in some danger of being subsumed by big data
approaches to textual analysis.

The method of digital discourse analysis outlined here is rooted in small
samples of text from lesser-trafficked corners of the internet. It privileges
transparency and reflexivity, concerns itself with the ways that meaning is
produced by users through texts, and the ways these texts might reflect larger
social and cultural forces. It aims not for objectivity or generalizability, but
simply for the transferability of its findings into other similar contexts. In
these ways, like all good scholarship, it aims to keep the conversation going,
to further our knowledge of the social world by increments and in dialogue
with other scholars. It attempts to stay grounded in the meanings of those texts
it studies, while still making connections to the larger world outside those
texts. This is undoubtedly messy business, as this sort of textual interpretation
is always open to multiple and competing variations, especially because it
does not make the kind of pretensions to objective truth associated with
big data. But as Deborah Lupton (2015: 110) reminds us, “the neatness and
orderliness of big data sets ... are mirages.” In comparison, then, it is precisely
the messy, argumentative, interpretive nature of digital discourse analysis that
can provide digital sociology with an alternative to big data and, in its own
way, a smaller sort of truth.
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5

Virtually ethical: Ethnographic
challenges in researching textile
crafters online

Alison Mayne

his chapter is based on research that explored wellbeing among
I women who engage in knitting and crocheting while alone in
physical, domestic settings and who subsequently elect to share
their making online. This research is specifically focused on the ways that
participants comment on and present images of their making to a digital
social community on Facebook. Choosing a method that involves gathering
data online brings with it a number of significant challenges. Research
on the dilemmas of ethical practice in using social media for academic
purposes remains relatively limited (Henderson et al, 2014), and is fraught
with ambiguities and contradictions. What follows is an exploration of the
ways a dialogic, transparent process can be applied to research design, in an
effort to remain “virtuous” in conducting an online ethnographic study.
First, the chapter discusses some of the literature on the principles and
ethical considerations of using social media, particularly focusing on the
debates surrounding notions of identity, privacy, and consent in the ocean of
data offered to us through modern online practices. The key tool for the early
phase of research — a closed Facebook group established specifically for this
study — is presented, along with an exploration of participants’ engagement.
Complexities generated by this experiment in digital ethnography are then
unpacked, including the ways that time, place, and cultural group behave
differently in this “virtual” environment — if indeed that is the right term. Next,
participants’ views on the ethics of the research project are shared, including
their comments on information security, the opportunities offered by research
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through social media, and an interest in having their voices heard. The chapter
closes with some reflections on what has been learned to date — and how this
will have an impact on the next stages of research design.

A little background

Digital sociology is perhaps no longer “new;” but still emergent in terms of
academic practice. We are exploring the parameters and possibilities of what
it means to apply ethical considerations to studying what we learn through
participants’ engagement in the online environment as it evolves (Robinson
and Schulz, 2009). Discussions regarding the research validity of computer-
mediated communication or the crumbling of a utopian society through a
focus on banal up-date culture (Carr, 2010; Keen, 2007) are surely behind us
now. However, social media research ethics are still much debated — particularly
regarding the principles of informed consent — not least because of the ethical
concerns arising from the Facebook “emotional contagion” study, where the
mood of unwitting participants was observed and manipulated in response to
status updates (Kramer et al, 2014). This study seeks to address the need for
rigorous good practice as identified in the 2014 NatCen report (see Beninger
et al, 2014), where participants expressed concerns that consent for online
data was morally right, and that terms of privacy and confidentiality should
have greater transparency.

Nevertheless, current guidelines are sparse and somewhat flexible.
The British Sociological Association is currently redesigning their ethical
recommendations for social media research. The Association of Internet
Researchers provides guidance but admits tensions and ambiguities in
suggesting that ethical consideration related to human subjects only may
be a requirement (Markham and Buchanan, 2012). There is an extended
continuum of ethical choice (James and Busher, 2015) to navigate in the effort
to demonstrate academic integrity and respect for participants. Much of the
contention surrounds the interpretation of the validity of online identity and
what may be perceived as public as opposed to private.

A question of identity

Debating and defending social media as a valid arena for research, and
particularly reframing the faceless user who creates an alternative identity in
cyberspace as a holistic being, has long been the focus of digital sociology
academics. It is particularly in the field of early studies of the internet that a
lack of trust in the veracity of online identity can be observed. The idea that
an alternative virtual identity, different from that in the physical world, could
be performed online muddies the waters in considering the trustworthiness
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of the data we are collecting or from whom we are really gaining consent.
Believing that participants make new and different personae reconstructed “on
the other side of the looking glass” (Turkle, 1995: 177) or use digital space to
experiment and play with an identity significantly discontinuous (R obinson
and Schulz, 2009) from the offline self contributes to the binary separation of
“real-life” participant versus virtual simulacrum. To seek permission to explore
this range of new or false identities (Rheingold, 2000) as a basis for research
has been seen by some as reckless (Fritch and Cromwell, 2001).

However, Baym expresses the view that “most social users of computer-
mediated communication create online selves consistent with their offline
identities” (1998: 45), and Wellman and Gulia saw participants’ engagement
in social media communication as “an integral part of expressing one’s
selt-identity” (1999: 73). Capurro and Pingel perceived “a tension, not a
dichotomy” (2002: 190) in the consideration of on/offline identity, as one’s
identity may be projected in different ways in the digital medium but will
still remain connected to the embodied user. Similarly, Liiders expresses
concern over the binary view of on/offline identity that focuses on searching
for differences “rather than on the embodied realness of online behaviours

. as an integral part of life” (2015: 80). Ess (2013) and Nissenbaum (2011)
both posit that online behavior is rooted in our physical, social lives. If we
accept these nuances, conventional ethical consideration for those involved in
digital research simply must be equal to that offered to participants involved
in parallel physical studies.

A question of privacy

There is a deluge of information available to us in the growth of Facebook
or the advent of Twitter — much of which post-dates writing on the ethics
of digital or social media-based research. More than ever, we are exercised
by decisions about privacy — the dilemma of interpreting the context of data
as “a conversation in a public space ... or a quiet chat behind closed doors”
(Dawson, 2014: 433). The contention surrounding sources deemed publically
available in contrast to perceived as private (Rosenberg, 2010) is illustrated
in the amendments by the International Council on Human Rights (2011)
clarifying that privacy is only partly under one’s own control in the world
of social media communication. Participants may anticipate that posts to an
open forum are public, but that a post to a personal page, or one requiring
a password, are private and only accessible to identified “friends.” However,
all this may be moot if they are unaware of the implications of their own
out-of-date security settings or the absence of security settings for those
with whom they communicate. Recognition of the context in which the
participant originally generated data is crucial here — whether it is perceived
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as “not for public consumption” and should therefore be treated as private
(Henderson et al, 2013).

Publically available “big data” originates from a context that may be
understood as openly accessible to all, and therefore more flexible ethical
considerations of privacy could be applied. However, there is also a problematic
erosion of conventional concepts of privacy and consent in contexts where
the assumption of what constitutes private communication online may differ
between researcher and participant:

Although many users of social networking sites may have misplaced
expectations of privacy ... this does not mean they should have a
right to privacy. (Wilkinson and Thelwall, 2011: 151)

A step further from this, we have the notion of digital data being separated
entirely from its human source, interpreted instead as cultural product
(Wilkinson and Thelwall, 2011) or found text (Bassett and O’Riordan, 2002)
and therefore available for academic consumption without consent. In other
studies, participants who may otherwise be deemed as meriting consent could
be perceived as simply cost-effective “units of analysis” (Langer and Beckman,
2005: 200). Such de-humanizing of participants is deeply troubling. This
study seeks rather to acknowledge the complex space — neither totally public
nor wholly private (Eysenbach and Till, 2001) — in which data is collected
from participants who possess a justifiable expectation of how their shared
communications may be presented and respected in research (Bakardijeva and
Feenberg, 2000; Whiteman, 2010, 2012).

Digital data as “fair game”’?

The online world provides us with a vast and messy source of data, as
d’Orazio (2014) has highlighted, and it is challenging to provide regulations
for something that is ever changing and growing. It appears that the sheer
range and convenient accessibility of social media can tempt researchers into
justifying uses of data that are somehow divorced from their source. This study
reflects the view that to consider content gleaned from social media as “fair
game” (Zimmer, 2010) is highly questionable — why should online participants
not have an equitable experience in the treatment of their responses? Online
interactions are recognized as real and of value to those involved as “(t)o
do otherwise would be to treat online identities as if they did not matter to
participants, whereas in many settings they do patently matter” (Hine, 2000:
219).

Capurro and Pingel (2002) suggest that online communication research
should be guided by an ethics of care where respect for the interests and
values of the people involved in online research provides an opportunity for
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participants to actively consider the implications for their cooperation. This
has been echoed by Henderson et al (2013) in recommending an explicit
focus on ethical processes throughout research experience that reflects the
context of data source, consent, and confidentiality.

This is not the place for a wide-ranging overview of what ethics may
mean in research. However, it is worth noting that the principles of Aristotlean
virtue ethics, idealistically grounded in the notions of moral conduct, do
provide a framework here (James and Busher, 2015; Ess, 2015). While it is
entirely appropriate that researchers must deliberate on their choices and
justify their accountability in the research process, ethical behavior in research
is also about — and is perhaps above all — a matter of personal choice and
moral integrity. Every decision made in the research process brings with it
some form of compromise or challenge. The focus placed in this study on a
dialogic approach to ethics is simply one created by a commitment to respect
and protect participants.

Sharing craft making in a digital world

Why Facebook?

While it is acknowledged that using an internet-based study has its limitations
in terms of the digital divide in less developed countries (van Dijk, 2015)
or the digital skills divide (Hargittai, 2011), Facebook remains an important
arena for research as the most popular social media platform. Figures from
Pew Internet Research (Duggan et al, 2015) indicate that 71 percent of US
citizens engage with Facebook, with a slightly higher figure of 77 percent
for women. Internet World Statistics (2015) suggest that the continued
popularity of Facebook remains global, with 936 million daily active users
and significant growth in Africa and the Middle East between 2013 and 2014.
In comparison, users of Instagram and Pinterest represent under 30 percent
of US users (Duggan et al, 2015), which, along with the public nature of the
data and primary focus on image over text commentary, indicated they would
not be a suitable vehicle for this research. The reach of craft blogs is, by their
specialist nature, more likely to be limited. For example, popular yarn craft
blog “Look What I Made” has over 15,000 blog subscribers in comparison
to over 27,467 Facebook followers (Strydom, Alison Mayne, email message
to author, May 13, 2015); similarly, the blog “A Creative Being” has over
38,000 Facebook followers, compared to a little over 4,000 blog subscribers
(Slump, Alison Mayne, email message to author, May 13, 2015). In this study,
therefore, Facebook appeared to offer the greatest opportunity to reach a wide
audience, particularly with its established tradition in enabling craft groups to
share online, from the giant The Crochet Crowd, with over 560,000 members,
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to I Love Crochet & Knit at around 12,000 members and Winwick Mum
Sockalong with around 750 participants.

Facebook created group settings at least partly in recognition that
individuals may wish to share posts with parties other than (and hidden from)
family and friends (Henderson et al, 2013):

Facebook Groups make it easy to connect with specific sets
of people.... Groups are dedicated spaces where you can share
updates, photos or documents and message other group members.
(Facebook, 2015)

Security settings within “closed” groups meant that the study could be found
through searches and links, with a permanent post visible to all readers to
provide information regarding the parameters of the research. However, only
members accepted into the group are able to access content — a secure way of
enabling a shared interest rather than shared geography (Wellman and Gulia,
1999) to facilitate engagement in research.

The Woolly Wellbeing Research Group

The early stage of this wider qualitative study, seeking to interpret amateur craft
makers’ opinions and experiences of wellbeing, isolation, and connectedness,
was facilitated through the creation of a closed Facebook group designed
to engage participants in sharing their views. Launched at the beginning of
February 2015, this chapter reflects participants’ activity, including comments
and posted images, collected in just the first two months. Data was gathered
from a pragmatic and purposive sample of participants who self-identify as
women, initially invited through Twitter and other Facebook crafting groups.
Publicity about the research also expanded through word-of-mouth, retweets,
and sharing through craft bloggers and other public and “closed” Facebook
pages.

That the Facebook research group has grown so swiftly to over 300
members suggests that there is a strong desire to engage with the ideas it
seeks to explore, but this has brought with it some unexpected difficulties.
Currently, there are 324 members of the group, 247 of whom are engaged, that
is, they have liked, commented, and posted. A weekly “Wednesday Research
Question” post draws on average over 60 comments, with a number of posts
receiving between 150 and 250 responses. Over the first two months of the
research group being online, 216 posts have been made, generating 1,403
comments and 2,419 “likes;” only 0.5 percent of posts are without a response
of some kind. Dealing with this amount of data is still a learning process:
group analytics software is being used to collate data into spreadsheets that
can be categorized and quantified, and images are being stored and grouped.
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Every researcher has to grapple with the volume of their data, but there is
an added layer of complexity in this stage of the study through operating in
a virtual environment.

Ethnographic challenges online

Baym (2010), Clemens (2014) and Hine (2015) each remind us that the
ethnographic tropes of place, time, and cultural group operate differently in a
digital world, with asynchronous exchanges, settings separated by geography
or time zones, and where membership is fluid. The impact of the researcher
in ethnography online, managing dominant voices, and identifying ambiguity
in computer-mediated communication are all challenging, but Hine (2015)
reassures us that the uncertainty in analyzing what is being represented
through the virtual world remains as much a part of the ethnographer’s role
as it ever was. Capurro and Pingel (2002) point out that we are as capable of
being misleading in the digital world as we are in the physical, and attempting
to analyze the implications of a Facebook post may be as inscrutable and
challenging to read online as it is offline:

When one of our informants updates his status on Facebook, he
may tell us what he meant by it, but we cannot be quite sure what
his friends make of what he writes ... any more than, as Geertz
(1973) reminds us, we can understand from observation of the
action alone what is meant when we see someone close one eye

to wink. (Hine, 2015: 3)

Place and time

The membership of the Facebook Woolly Wellbeing R esearch Group is global:
there are over 100 participants in both the UK and US; Australia, Canada
and South Africa each have around 20 participants. In all, the 324 women
currently involved in the project represent 34 countries, from Albania, Egypt,
the Netherlands, and Singapore to Zambia. It is a “glocalized” community,
where women are coming together in a virtual place that has significance
for them.

Communication mediated online has always been asynchronous, with
responses being delayed in time from hours to days. The global nature of the
research group means that there are waves of posts over a 24-hour period
in differing time zones. While this may, in fact, mean that questions and
responses are perhaps more likely to receive a timely response — there is always
someone “present”’ — there are challenges for the researcher in monitoring and
managing comments as they are posted. The key point is that, as participants
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move between archived posts and ephemeral, fleeting “chat” responses, they
are using the group as a means to sustain social interactions across geographical
place and temporality (Baym, 2010).

Cultural group

The group of research participants is also fluid — with 324 members currently,
and a total of 351 participants to date — membership is affected by women who
choose to engage but who then withdraw over time. Different participants
engage through different kinds of activities, including posting extensive
comments, answering queries or requests for advice, and providing status
updates with images of their work. Some are more likely to be involved
in commenting or just “liking” rather than posting independently — and
significantly, active participants are a minority.

Of course, there are members who do not visibly engage at all — the
“lurkers.” A group constituting 26 percent of the participants appear to be
inactive — they have never liked, commented, or posted to the page. Hine
(2000) highlights the difficulties in managing the silent — those who are
present and can see and access material, but who leave no traces to analyze.
Just because some members are not observable or meaningfully present does
not mean, however, that they are unimportant. Any community becomes “an
elective phenomenon in which some who could participate choose not to”
(Hine, 2000: 220), and so “lurkers” are acknowledged as an audience (Hine,
2000, 2015; Preece and Maloney-Krichmar, 2005).

Influence

It is also noted that the impact of the researcher here is — as always —
problematic. Operating as a participant-observer, “perceived ... to be an in-
group rather than an out-group member (that is, understood to be ‘one of us’
and hence ‘like me’)” (Cruwys et al, 2014: 231) is crucial in developing the
ethnographic focus of the Facebook research community group. The work
is clearly identified as being for PhD studys; it is the identified researcher who
— usually — posts research questions and responds to comments, although the
perceived “power” of the researcher is being modified by group members who
are beginning to post their own queries about wellbeing and yarn-making.
Participant comments are also frequently crafted, extensive and occasionally
edited, creating data that may be more akin to a semi-structured interview
than a “naturalistic” response. That the response of participants therefore may
be reactive or adjusted to create a particular representation “for research” is
accepted. Examples of crafted and lengthy responses may also raise questions
about in/equalities among participants of not merely digital access or skill,
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but education, articulation, and fluency in the use of the English language.
However, it is not possible to resolve such tensions here — it is an aspect of
the ethnographic research experience to be balanced regardless of digital/
physical setting.

Nevertheless, some interesting patterns emerging about clear voices
contributing responses, beyond that of the researcher. In data collected over
a 60-day period, some participants are more prolifically engaged with the
group — those who have posted most frequently, those who are most likely
to comment on others’ posts, and those who are influential, that is, their
interactions generate the most likes or comments from the wider community.
“Gay” is highly involved in building the community through contributing
24 posts and 65 comments, with a frequency similar to the researcher, who
had contributed 26 posts and 71 comments. A new figure emerges when
we explore those who most frequently comment — “Wendy” rarely posts
independently, but is engaged significantly in responding to the posts of
43 others, representing a participant who is key in providing information,
promoting self-esteem, and responding with reciprocal support for others
(Baym, 2010; Cutrona and Russell, 1990). Finally, we can observe that
“Danielle,” the least likely member of this group to post (with 8 contributions)
or comment (38 contributions) herself, but in fact generates the most responses
from the community in the form of 405 comments and likes. “Danielle”
represents the figure in any community where they may not speak most
frequently, but their views appear to be valued or influential.

Engaging with ethics

From the very beginning of the Facebook study, I sought to be transparent in
highlighting issues around research online, through explicit discussions about
ethical considerations on the Facebook group threads. In this way, consent has
been negotiated as an ongoing process throughout the study, rather than as an
1solated initial event. In order to become involved, participants had to respond
to the information that highlighted the key differences in conducting research
that would be confidential in writing, but not anonymous within the group,
and that participants could be traceable (Henderson et al, 2014). Mindful
of this in particular, all were offered the choice of creating a pseudonym,
although fewer than five participants elected to take this option. Additional
threads have also been developed to highlight both concerns and protocols
regarding trolling or flaming — where negative or directly vindictive responses
could derail the community.

It would appear that, in posting images of making from intimate domestic
interiors or comments that reflect on topics such as mental health, participants
in this research are blurring the boundaries of the public and private spheres
(Habermas, 1989) through Facebook. Therefore, iterative permissions are
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sought for the use of images in publication or presentation, and particularly
personal responses are double-checked for inclusion in the research through
back channels in private messaging. This ongoing dialogic approach
(Henderson et al, 2013) is both about creating trust and “an atmosphere of
collaboration and mutual support” (Capurro and Pingel, 2002: 193) in addition
to reflecting a broader ethical process that illustrates respect for participants
perceived as equal in the research relationship (Schrijvers, 1991).

Protection online?

In discussion threads surrounding the ethics of confidentiality, participants
expressed an understanding of the issues surrounding the impossibility of
guaranteeing anonymity in research online. There was almost exclusively a
weary cynicism that:

Nothing is safe. (Bettina)
Nothing is truly private anywhere on the internet. (Pat)

As such, a large number of comments were posted indicating that participants
acknowledged that protecting their identity was not necessarily secure — but
that accepting this problem became part of their decision process in deciding
to engage in the research:

If I didn’t feel comfortable having an opinion and voicing it then
[ would not join. (Sandra)

If T don’t want something to be known publicly then I won’t post
it, including in closed groups. (Ruth)

Here, comments serve as an interesting illustration of the ways that participants
appear to be balancing their expectations of privacy on Facebook with their
desire to communicate — both with other knit and crochet makers, and with
a channel for research into their experiences of wellbeing.

Some members explicitly focused on the importance of a strong
administration of the group, which meant that they knew trolling or flaming

would be blocked.

It’s really interesting and at the same time a little scary that anyone
from around the world can look at these pages.... I only associate
with groups and admins that will block, report and remove
inappropriate content, users, and spam, making me feel mostly
safe. (Taylor)
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In fact, there has been no flaming to date, adding to participants’ sense of the
groups being a supportive and “safe place” (Michelle).

Using Facebook as a platform for research was also considered a benefit
as it allowed participants to engage with research questions at their own pace,
selecting the extent they wished to share personal information and to respond
to one another’s comments:

I’'m fine with this medium of sharing as I also feel that you explained
it fully before we started. For me it is a very convenient method of
sharing as [ can read responses and add my own whenever it suits
me.... I also like that, so far, your questions and comments have
been open enough for me to choose, albeit quite carefully, how
much or how little I write and share. (Paula)

The positive responses to engaging with the research through Facebook,
regardless of concerns or cynicism about online safety, are illustrated usefully
here:

Facebook is a really powerful tool for collaboration ... look at us
all! there are always security risks etc but we shouldn’t let those
risks prevent us from gaining the positive rewards from interacting
with one another ... in the risk vs reward deliberation ... reward
wins for me. (Cat)

The risks of security and confidentiality are debated and acknowledged in
the group, with the gains of forming part of a community being seen as more
valuable. The complex nature of privacy in a “closed” Facebook group is
acknowledged by participants — there are concerns regarding sharing personal
views and, in some cases, disclosing deeply moving experiences. However, the
perceived benefits to be gained from sharing in a digital community appear
to be more powerful than anxieties regarding anonymity.

Shared interests, not shared geography

For some participants, the nature of the closed group did make them feel secure
in expressing ideas to a supportive community, reflecting Wellman and Gulia’s
(1999) statements about the importance of perceiving companionship in a
group organized by shared interest rather than shared geography. A response
such as this is not unusual, making clear that participants are being considered
in their decisions of what to post:

There are statements and or photos I would never post on my
personal timeline but will post in a ‘closed’ group. Usually because
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the people in the group have become closer to me than the
neighbor next door, not only because we share in common our
crafts but because we share our everyday struggles. (Gay)

Sometimes it’s easier than on my timeline where ‘friends’ know
me.... It’s great that we are all so geographically spread yet share a
common bond. (Jill)

The group fostered a sense of belonging between participants who did not
have contact with each other in the physical world, but who felt they were
part of a community that could provide:

A cheerleader when you complete any project. A friend when
you feel lonely, and support when you have a problem. (Wendy)

A way to be heard

Perhaps parallel to a participant’s right to withdraw from research and be
forgotten online (European Commission, 2014; Weber, 2011) is the right
to be heard in research. To some extent this is indicated by the number of
participants who explicitly asked that their names were used in the research,
suggesting that to be clearly linked to one’s opinion is empowering, and to omit
the names associated with voices in research could be disempowering rather
than protective. A number of women were engaging with the investigation
process and discussing ethical issues in research conducted online because
it was accessible through social media. For those who self-identified as
experiencing physical disability, mental health issues, or social isolation, it is a
rare opportunity to feel that one’s voice matters and that somebody is listening:

Being a stay at home mom I don’t get my opinion out there much,
I’'m not ‘heard’ much ... so I appreciate tb & these lovely groups
where I can get help or help someone else! Or at least let someone
else know they were heard! (Rebecca)

Next stages

Woriters on virtual ethnography and digital sociology, from Nancy Baym
and Barry Wellman in the 1990s to Christine Hine in 2015, challenge us to
understand the internet not as some “other” discrete place —a “cyberspace”
— but as something more accepted and everyday. Hine suggests “We find
ourselves being online in an extension of other embodied ways of being and
acting in the world” (2015: 14). Participants have responded to the Facebook
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group page as a participatory space, where socially meaningtul activities are
supported and social relationships are developing — even thriving. The crucial
point is that this originates from real people who perceive themselves to be a
community, and therefore there can be no difference in the ethical approaches
to managing their data simply because it was generated online.

The next stages for this research include developing online focus groups
for interested “Woolly Wellbeing Research Group” participants, including
an extended “eJournal” study to explore experience of wellbeing over time.
There are clusters of UK-based participants who will be invited to engage in
further face-to-face semi-structured interviews and workshops. Additionally,
new participants who operate “in real life” retail or social “sit and stitch”
groups or community arts schemes will be invited to engage in the research
as responses are triangulated and compared between the physical and digital
worlds.

Much of the research design for this project has been a deliberate response
to calls from the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) to
explore the “ethics and ontologies of participation and collaboration ...
via digital networks” (Armstrong et al, 2014: 58) and to consider where
an online creative arts community has a contribution to make in building
meaningful social relationships that can support and empower. Using the
Woolly Wellbeing R esearch Group on Facebook to engage and communicate
with participants has allowed a sustained conversation about the virtues of
and ethical approaches in research online to develop. In some respects, the
challenge may lie in ensuring that physical participants in the research process
have as much opportunity as their digital counterparts to explicitly consider
the ethical implications of consent in sharing their views.
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6

Interactivity, social media, and
Superman: How comic books
can help us understand and
conceptualize interactivity online

Harry T. Dyer

as it informs and envelops a number of further questions of how a media

form works with and on us. Yet in the field of digital sociology, the
concept of interactivity is sadly under-conceptualized; it is often utilized
with an assumed definition and a perceived consistent relationship between
all involved parties, or else it is reduced to an afterthought. Yet, as a concept,
interactivity is worth accounting for, defining, and fully considering in order
to understand what is unique and different about interactive media, who is
interacting, what they are interacting through and with, what can affect,
shape, and mediate interactions, and how interactions may affect, mediate,
and shape our experiences and behaviors. Walther, Gay, and Hancock sum
up the importance of interactivity for digital sociology, as well as the lack
of consideration and consensus in defining and conceptualizing it, when

Interactivity is an important concept when considering any media form

they say:

.. Interactivity, as a loose term is alive and well on the Internet
and 1s a dynamic that begs for theoretical and practical attention
from communication researchers. As a construct, interactivity has
been under-theorized, and as a variable, poorly operationalized.
(Walther et al, 2005: 633)
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The discussion and conceptualization of interactivity can generally be
split into three areas of focus, detailed and expanded on later in this chapter,
each of which offer a different approach towards understanding and defining
interactivity (Ariel and Avidar, 2015; Weber et al, 2014). These approaches
split their focus between attempting to understand and emphasize different
aspects of interactivity, concentrating on either the human understanding and
comprehension of interactivity, the role of design in informing and shaping the
available interactions, or the processes through which interaction takes place.

These three approaches towards understanding interactivity all introduce
useful concepts and ideas, and emphasize different important aspects of
interactivity for digital sociology. However, there is currently a lack of research
that attempts to account for and reconcile the various aspects raised in these
different discussions of interactivity, or provide a bridge through which we
can consider the many facets that shape and form interactivity online.

This chapter therefore aims to understand and conceptualize interactivity
by combining these approaches and asking what a consideration of interactivity
as a fluid, materially heterogeneous concept can add to the discussion of online
social activity. In order to approach interactivity as an ongoing process shaped
by materially heterogeneous actants (Latour, 2005), this chapter proposes and
introduces the use of concepts drawn from the field of comic book studies
(McCloud, 1993). Comic book studies provides a means to help better
conceptualize and understand how relations between humans, non-humans,
and online website design through, on, in, and with interactive media forms
results in specific iterations of online interactivity.

Comic book studies provide a focus on the manner in which each
individual comes to create their own stylistic narrative interpretation and
experience of a media form. This process is guided by a number of factors
such as the users’ own sociocultural experiences, the sociocultural ideals and
assumptions of the designers of the media form as understood by the user, the
users’ exposure to and understanding of other media texts, and the limitations,
opportunities, and restrictions provided by the design and layout of the media
form (McCloud, 1993). By adapting the ideas presented in comic book
studies, we can account for interactivity as being guided by discursive and
social expectations as well as by the needs and expectations of the audience,
while still also accounting for individualistic and stylistic interpretations of the
media text and importantly, paying detailed attention to the effects of design
on interactions. Comic book studies therefore importantly:

* sees the relationship between user and design as bi-directional, with
both design affecting our framing and actualization of social actions and
interactions, and individual users understanding, contextualizing, and
acting in novel manners within this space (while still being guided by their
understanding of discursive and social expectations for social action and
interactions) (see Foucault, 1984; Goffman, 1959);

78



INTERACTIVITY, SOCIAL MEDIA, AND SUPERMAN

* places the emphasis of understanding the implications of the design choices
made within the social spaces that the user is interacting in, on, with, and
through on the user, removing the researcher’ interpretation of the designers’
intentions in regards to design choices, and instead focusing the attention
on how the user contextualizes, understands, and interacts with the design
of the social spaces.

Using comic book studies we can look at the manner in which site design
affects, mediates, and guides user action and interaction online as well as,
crucially, also consider how site design reveals a number of assumptions about
user actions and interactions, and how the users understand, engage with,
and possibly flout these assumptions and expectations. Comic book studies
focuses on the manner in which each user ultimately creates their own stylized
reading of a media form through the concept of “closure” (McCloud, 1993;
Schwartz, 1983), detailed later in this chapter, which attempts to understand
how a user of a media form is guided towards certain behaviors by the media
form’s design, as well as how the users’ life experiences and exposure to other
media texts and discourses (see Foucault, 1979) guides their individual reading
and use of a media text. “Closure” provides a useful consideration for the
biases built into the design of websites, and how users negotiate these. It allows
a consideration of how site design guides and shapes our ability to act and
interact online, and how the design of online social spaces can favor certain
types of actions, interactions, discourses, themes, users, and audience members.

In order to expand on these concepts, we must first critically consider
how interactivity has previously been framed and discussed, before considering
the implications and considerations arising from the abundance and variety of
interactive media and technology today, and finally, highlighting some of the
key concepts from comic book studies, and how they can help reconcile the
various strands of interactivity research, as well as introduce some important
and new considerations.

Defining interactive and active media

Over the past three decades since the growth of “interactive” technology
and of academic interest in technology as a social tool, there has been an
ongoing scholarly effort to understand, theorize, and define the concept of
interactivity (see Avidar, 2013; Bucy, 2004; Heeter, 1989, 2000; McMillan,
2002; Moore, 1989; Rafaeli and Ariel, 2007; Schultz, 2000). Ariel and Avidar
(2015: 21) point out that despite (or perhaps, because of) this multidisciplinary,
lively discussion, “There has been general agreement that interactivity is an
important element of the communication process.... Nevertheless, there is
no agreement on the operational definition of interactivity.”
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One approach to conceptualizing interactivity has been to understand its
place and importance as a characteristic of “interactive” mediums. Marshall
(2004) attempts to do just this, pointing out the importance of interactivity
at its broadest point, by defining what is meant by interactive media, and
highlighting how it differs from the concept of what Marshall terms “active”
media. Marshall suggests that the difference between “active” and “interactive”
media lies in the style, manner, and moment of audience participation.

Marshall posits that audience participation in “active media” (AM) can
be seen at the point of consumption or reception by the audience (Marshall,
2004), where the audience of the media form “works” on actively decoding
and consuming media. As such, in “active” media the audience become
involved in shaping the media narrative, but only affer the media form has
already been created and disseminated. Marshall argues that “interactive
media” (IM), on the other hand, engages the user of the media form during
the production of the media text, meaning the production of the media form
becomes a collaboration between the users, the media text, and the “authors”
or creators of the media form at the point of production. This allows the users,
in various degrees, to take an active and participatory role in the creation,
formation, and maintenance of an ongoing piece of media as opposed to
merely dissecting an already created media from, as with AM. The involvement
of the audience at the point of production in the media form rather than in
the consumption of the media form, Marshall argues, means the creation of
the media form becomes a collaborative process, and the media form can be
thought of as a platform that the users can interact with, through, and on.

Other researchers have used similar concepts in order to understand
what makes IM different from other media forms. Indeed, this approach is
commonly used to discuss digital media, and the degrees to which it can be
considered more interactive and engaging than other media forms (Ariel and
Avidar, 2015). This is often done through extending the dichotomy of active
to interactive into a scale, placing a media form along an axis from “low”
interactivity to “high,” based on “the extent to which users can participate
in modifying the form and content of a mediated environment in real time”
(Steuer, 1992: 84). Similarly, other researchers have defined low and high
interactivity based on the level of involvement of the participants in the
ongoing production of the media form, and the forms and modes available for
them to interact through (Coyle and Thorson, 2001; Downes and Macmillan,
2000; Johnson et al, 2006; Liu and Shrum, 2009; Sundar et al, 2003).

Although there appears to be a general consensus in regards to IM involving
the audience during the production process, there is some disagreement as to
the exact temporal nature of this involvement, especially when taking into
consideration the range of temporal options now available using digital media.
For example, researchers such as Steuer (1992) have argued that interactivity
takes place in real time, as users work to modify form and content. However,
given the rise of a-synchronous forms such as email, text messaging, and
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social media feeds, other researchers such as Downes and Macmillan (2000)
have made the case for a consideration of a range of temporalities and delayed
activities when considering the audience involvement in an IM form. While
in general the understanding of the temporal aspects of interactivity presented
by Marshall (2004) and others works towards defining the stage in the media
process at which the interaction takes place, this does not define what this
interaction is, nor how it can be conceptualized as a process. The question
becomes, what is happening between the media form and the user during
the ongoing production of IM? While the distinction from AM is promising
and indeed useful for understanding the importance of interactivity as a media
tool, it fails to adequately define or explain what exactly interactivity is, who
is interacting, or what is occurring between the audience and the media form
during this stage.

In order to provide a functional and robust definition of what interactivity
is, and how it is carried out in IM, we need to look at a variety of definitions
and conceptualizations of interactivity that attempt to answer the questions
of what, who, why, where, and how interaction is taking place. However,
within academia there appears to be somewhat of a lack of consensus when
considering and conceptualizing the notion of interactivity. When approaching
the matter of interactivity, both Ariel and Avidar (2015) and Weber et al
(2014) agree that the efforts to define and conceptualize interactivity roughly
fit into three loose categories: (1) interactivity as perception, emphasizing the
participants’ understanding and experiences of interactions (Newhagen, 2004;
Wu, 1999); (2) interactivity as a medium characteristic, in which interactivity is
defined, discussed, and framed in terms of the technological features that make
the interactions possible (Durlak, 1987; Lee et al, 2004; Markus, 1987; Rust
and Varki, 1996; Sundar, 2004); and (3) interactivity as process, which focuses
on the manners and means by which information and actions are transferred
from one participant to another (Kelleher, 2009; Rafaeli and Sudweeks, 1997,
Rogers, 2003; Stewart and Pavlou, 2002). In the following section, each of
these branches of interactivity will be discussed in order to briefly introduce
the concepts each focus brings separately, before considering how we can use
and consolidate these concepts along with ideas raised from comic book studies
to understand online social actions. We start by discussing the definition of
Interactivity as perception.

Interactivity as perception

Marshall’s (2004) definition of IM highlights an important point for a definition
of interactivity. The temporal differences between AM and IM, and the
involvement of the audience during the production process rather than at the
point of consumption, raises the question of how the audience understands
and conceptualizes their role in this process, and how the audience processes
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and makes sense of the media forms. This emphasis on the audience and
users’ understandings and experiences of media forms has been the focus
and approach for a number of studies that have attempted to conceptualize
interaction.

Ostensibly, this branch of research places the focus and burden of
interactivity onto the audience of the media form in order to understand
how they make sense of the media form, and how they manage and complete
their roles during the ongoing production process of IM (Day, 1998; Kiousis,
2002; McMillan and Hwang, 2002; Leiner and Quiring, 2008; Schumann et
al, 2001). This understanding is built on the idea that any media form requires
an audience, that media is made meaningful by the audience interpreting it.
Therefore the focus is on the audience’s understanding and ability to make the
media form meaningful. As Reeves and Nass (1996: 253) suggest, “perceptions
are far more influential than reality defined more objectively.”

McMillan and Hwang (2002) highlight this focus on the audience’s
perception of their role in the creation on IM during their discussion of digital
media as locations for interaction. They suggest that changes in site design
may not necessarily automatically lead to changing how the users acted and
interacted on the sites, and that the medium and the characteristics of the
media forms do not define interactivity per se; they rely on the user to make
them meaningful (Reeves and Nass, 1996; Wu, 2005). As such, a focus purely
on the modes and design features that enable interaction was not enough. For
McMillan and Hwang, the processes and features of interaction are important,
but they are only made meaningful by the audience. Rather than taking a
technologically deterministic stance and focusing on the effects of the modes
and tools available for interaction, the focus is shifted instead to how the
features were approached and understood. According to this approach, then,
interactivity should be conceptualized “... not [as] a characteristic of the
medium. The medium simply serves to facilitate the interaction” (Schumann
et al, 2001: 41).

In order to understand how the users make both the IM form and their
roles and actions as a media audience for IM meaningful, this approach
suggests that there are two key stages of perception in interactivity: pre- and
post-evaluation (Ariel and Avidar, 2015). During pre-evaluation, users draw
on their understanding and experiences with similar interactive features and
mediums, and use this understanding to approach the new interactions (Adami,
2015; Haneef, 2010; Hernandez-Pérez and R odriguez, 2014). Users make use
of their previous experiences of IM forms to understand and contextualize
their roles and expectations in each particular interactive experience, meaning
that different users may approach, understand, and contextualize interactive
mediums, and their roles within these mediums, differently (Downes and
McMillan, 2000; Kiousis, 2002; Leiner and Quiring, 2008; Wilson, 2014).
This leads to the second stage, post-evaluation, in which the user makes sense
of the interactions that have taken place, and uses them as guides and directives
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for future interactions (Lee, 2000; Livingstone, 2004; Leiner and Quiring,
2008; Newhagen, 2004).

While this approach provides a useful understanding of the importance
of individual users and their approach towards media forms, we should be
careful not to downplay the effects of the medium in shaping and mediating
our interactions and actions online (Dyer, 2015; Lee et al, 2006; van Dijck,
2013). Online, and indeed offline, our choice of actions are not limitless, but
bound to, and are often choosen specifically for (Goffman, 1959), the situations
in which we are acting and interacting. A focus purely on the perceptions of
the user would not allow us to account for the effects that many technical and
logistical factors and choices can have on the manners and means by which
we are acting and interacting online (Ariel and Avidar, 2015; Kelleher, 2009;
Lee et al, 2006; Sundar, 2004). Although part of interactivity is evidently
shaped by the users’ understandings of their past experiences and of the various
maxims of interactivity, consideration needs to also be given to the role that
that medium itself has in shaping interactivity. Newhagen’s (2004) assertion
that interactivity takes place only within the mind of the users during their
work to create meaning within the interactive landscape fails to adequately
explain and consider the myriad of effects that interactive environments can
have on the users’ actions (Dyer, 2015). As such, we now move on to look
at definitions of interactivity as a medium characteristic.

Interactivity as a medium characteristic

Heading back to Marshall’s (2004) definition of IM, one of the interesting
aspects of interactivity is how this temporal shift and the involvement of the
user in the media production process affords the user a greater agency in
shaping the media. By focusing on the tools that enable the user to gain this
ability to take a role in media production, we can begin to understand how
the audience are afforded this agency, and how different tools and modes can
shape and affect our ability to act and interact within this landscape. Rather
than situating interactivity as a result of human behavior, this approach attempts
to look at how our ability to act and interact with and through media is shaped
and facilitated by the specific tools through which we are afforded the ability
to play a role in media production (IM) rather than purely consumption (AM).

The “interactivity as a medium characteristic” approach attempts to
understand the many actions that technology and tools make possible (Lee
et al, 2006); the effects that technology can have on our ability to act with,
through, on, and in media; and the ways in which we are guided towards
certain interactions. The focus for this approach then becomes which specific
tools make IM difterent from AM, and which are most effective at engaging
the user to interact. This has been the subject of many studies in the field
of business and advertising as they attempt to optimize the chances of users
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fulfilling their role in the creation of media online (Adami, 2015; Fotouhi-
Ghazvini et al, 2011; Kim et al, 2012; Quiring, 2009; Sicilia et al, 2005; Wu,
2005; Yoo etal, 2015). Such an approach argues that certain features encourage
the user to become engaged in media production and are therefore more
interactive than other features. For example, Warnick et al (2005) posits that
an increase in number of hyperlinks on a website will increase the website’s
potential for interactivity. McMillan (2002) similarly suggests that certain
features such as email, registrations forms, surveys, comment forms, search
engines, and games can increase the interactive potential of a platform.

This approach is similar to the idea of “low” and “high” interactivity
mentioned earlier, with a focus on the specific tools that enable users to
become more involved in the media production process. As such, Bucy and
Tao (2007: 656) define interactivity as the “technological attributes of mediated
environments that enable reciprocal communication or information exchange,
which afford interaction between communication technology and users or
between users through technology.” In other words, this approach understands
interaction as something that involves the user, but that is impossible without
the technology, which can mediate and shape the ways and means available
for users to act on and through. Different tools will affect the extent to which
users can take actions, and the ways users can act (Hausman and Siekpe, 2009;
Rogers, 2003; Teo et al, 2003).

A similar approach has been taken when considering interactive art
instillations (Goodman, 2012). Researchers such as Kwastek (2013) and de
Meredieu (2003) highlight that although interactivity may at times seem
boundless, it is a restrictive process that is guided by the means afforded to
the user to interact through. Essentially, interactive platforms do not present
us with limitless options, but leave us with a ranged, but ultimately restricted,
set of actions, which are guided by the design and the designers (Dyer, 2015;
Massumi, 2011). Total autonomy within a platform is not given, nor should
it be presumed, and arguably, no matter how many platforms we are given to
interact, the platform is still bound and limited. Massumi (2011: 47) defines
this as “the tyranny to interaction,” the ability of interaction to present us with
agency, the reality that the mechanisms that provide us with this freedom bind,
restrict, and mediate our abilities to interact. The same tools that facilitate
interaction and greater agency also restrict and contain possible interaction
(Richards, 2006).

This approach, however, has been accused of technological determinism
and of overplaying the importance of technology and the effects that it can
have on the user (Bakker and Sadaba, 2008). Although these features give
the potential of interaction, as the previous discussion of interactivity as a
perception highlights, it is still up to the user to realize the potential of these
tools; a website with a large number of interactive features is no guarantee
that an audience will become involved in the production of the media form.
Researchers such as Sundar (2004) have pointed out that the level at which a
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piece of technology can be considered interactive is dependent on the user,
and is not provided solely in or through the medium alone. For example,
Sundar (2004) highlights that although an extremely advanced platform can
offer a large variety of tools through which the user can act and interact, it may
be less interactive than a potentially more restrictive platform such as email,
as it relies in part on the user’s experience, knowledge, and expertise, and
therefore may be less useable to fewer users than an simpler, more ubiquitous
system. Similarly, Novak, Hoffman, and Yung (2000) point out that certain
potentially interactive features may be less effective based on measures such
as waiting and loading times. As such, restricting a definition of interactivity
to purely a consideration of the medium denies “The user’s ability to exert
control over content” (Nash, 2012: 199). Although the focus on how design
can afford greater potential for user involvement is useful, a consideration is
needed that highlights and also accounts for the ability of the user to fulfill
and engage with these features.

Interactivity as a process

The final definition of interactivity focuses on the process through which
interaction takes place. In particular, it focuses on the roles of the audience,
and how messages are transferred, understood, and received by the audience
(Ariel and Avidar, 2015; Kelleher, 2009; McMillan and Hwang, 2002;
Rafaeli, 1988). Drawing from a linguistic focus, this branch attempts to define
interactivity by differentiating interactive communication from other forms
of communication. It does so by positing three types of communications:
one-directional, responsive, and interactive (Ariel and Avidar, 2015).

One-directional interactions can be thought of as declarative statements
that do not demand any response from the receiver of that information. Any
party can be the sender or the receiver of the message (Rataeli, 1988), but
the message is only ever sent in one direction, with the roles of sender and
receiver remaining static during the communication.

Two-way communication, or responsive communication, encourages
reaction from the receiver of the communication, and elicits an exchanging
of roles from receiver to sender, and vice versa, in order to allow for a
response. However, this type of communication only allows for response
to the information given in the original message, and does not prompt
continued further messages (Ariel and Avidar, 2015). It is reactive to the
information that is given, and results in a call-and-response type exchange,
bringing the communication to a close after the response (Rafaeli, 1998).
Two-way communication does not encourage further communication after
the response, but does allow for the participants to be both receivers and
senders of communicative information.

85



DIGITAL SOCIOLOGIES

Finally, interactive communication allows for an extended, continued two-
way flow of information, with participants taking the role of both sender and
receiver. The communication is not only responsive to the immediate message
that has been received, as in two-way communication, but can refer back to
“previous turns and encourages the continuation of an interaction” (Ariel and
Avidar, 2015: 23). As such, interaction is an ongoing communication that
encourages further and continued engagement.

As Haeckel (1998: 63) highlights, “the essence of interactivity is
exchange.” For interactivity as a process, interactivity is best thought of as a
two-directional exchange of both information and roles, an exchange that
“involves responsiveness of the displayed message to the message receiver”
(Miles, 1992: 150). The defining feature of interactive communication for
this approach to interactivity is the ability of participants to take dual roles,
and the continued flow of information. This process does not necessarily only
involve two participants, and can involve
between any number of sources and receivers” (Pavlik, 1996: 137). As such, Ha
and James (1998: 461) argue for a definition of interactivity that encompasses
dual roles and responsiveness, suggesting that “interactivity should be defined
in terms of the extent to which the communicator and audience respond to,
or are willing to facilitate, each other’s communication needs.” Bezjian-Avery,
Calder, and Iacobucci (1998) argue that digital media technology allows and
encourages this type of interactive participation, as the user gets to be in control
of the interaction, taking the part of both receiver and giver of information,
rather than acting as a passive receiver of one-way information.

... multidirectional communication

This model allows for the consideration of the roles played by participants,
and encourages a reflection on the responsive nature between users that
interaction often demands online. It focuses on the exchange of roles from
sender to receiver, and on the extent to which users encourage reciprocation
(Kiousis, 2002). While this model is useful, and can be used to consider the
roles of technology in facilitating the flow of information and the exchanging
of roles (Bezjian-Avery et al, 1998), it does not adequately account for the
perceptions of the participants, or the manner in which the interactions are
made meaningful by the participants. This approach focuses largely on the
manner in which reciprocation is encouraged by the messages sent, and not
by the design and technological features, as highlighted in the discussion of
interactivity as a medium characteristic, nor on how responses can differ based
on each user’s understanding of similar situations, as raised in the discussion
of interactivity as perception.

This approach does not account for the myriad effects that the environment
the communication takes place in can have on the overall low and style of
the communication (Dyer, 2015; Kress, 2004; Massey, 1994; Schwartz and
Halegoua, 2014; Stedman, 2003; van Dijck, 2013). Instead, it places the burden
and focus of interaction on the information itself and the manner in which
it allows for reciprocation, rather than how, for example, each user may react
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to the same information differently based on their experiences and exposure
to other media texts, as raised in the discussion of interactivity as perception.
A focus on the other myriad factors that may shape, mediate, and affect the
reciprocation of information and the exchanging of roles is needed. As such,
we now consider how we can bring together the points raised in all three
approaches, using ideas drawn from comic book studies.

Using comic books to combine a sensitivity to space,
perception, and process

All three definitions explored above raise interesting points and considerations,
and a number of researchers have called for a weighted consideration of all
three definitions when approaching interaction (Ariel and Avidar, 2015;
Coyle and Thorson, 2001; Lieb, 1998; McMillan and Hwang, 2002; Weber
et al, 2014). A robust conceptualization of interactivity would need to build
on these diverse and dynamic definitions to consider the myriad potential
effects of the interactive landscape, how these potentials are actualized and
understood by the participants in a stylized manner guided by a number of
external factors and social influences, and the roles of the human and non-
human participants. An approach is needed that combines all three strands
of definition, one that considers how the users make sense of an interactive
environment, that focuses on what this space is filled with to enable the user
to become involved in ongoing media production, and that considers how
the roles of the participants are shaped and defined.

Such an approach can be procured by looking further afield at other
approaches to conceptualize media forms and their effects on audiences. One
such useful approach is comic book studies. Although, according to Marshall’s
(2004) definition, comic books are AM forms that only involve the audience
after the production of the media form, comic book studies holds many useful
parallels, allowing for a sensitivity to both form and to personal agency that
can help us unpack the many facets that shape interactivity online.

Comic book studies offers a consideration of a media form that is built
through the relationship between user, form, design, and designer, and
provides a useful counterpoint through which to frame the discussion of the
conceptualization of interaction.

Comic book studies attempts to not only look at media forms as a human
and technology-based creation, but asks how this ongoing narrative creation
is shaped and guided by various aspects such as page design, style, modal
arrangements, shapes, sizes, and colors, as well as considering the processes
of active participation required by readers to make sense of the messages
presented to them, and readers’ experiences with other media and exposure
to discourses (Foucault, 1984) that form guided yet personal, stylistically
realized individual narratives.
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This understanding of the myriad factors that create and guide the
individual users’ interpretation of the media text is understood and
conceptualized through the concepts of “closure,” “intertextuality,” and
“extratextuality” (McCloud, 1993). It is these concepts, expanded on below,
that allow for and demand a consideration of both design and personal
stylized agency. Comic book studies manages to provide a working model
that combines a sensitivity to individual perception and an understanding of
a media form as mentioned in the discussion of interactivity as participation,
a consideration of the effect of form and design mentioned in the discussion
of interactivity as a medium, and a consideration of the roles of participants
mentioned in the discussion of interactivity as a process.

Closure, intertextuality, extratextuality, and gutter space

Comic book studies posits that comic books present the reader with a media
form that encourages them to take an active role in creating a narrative, but
suggests that process and their role as reader is guided and shaped by the
author, the features of the images and texts, and the nature of the medium.
Scott McCloud (1993) suggests that a key aspect that separates comics from
other media forms is the degree of audience participation; comics are a highly
participatory media form as the audience has to actively and consistently
be engaged in creating the narrative in order to make sense of the series of
juxtaposed images they are provided with. The images that are presented to
the audience in comics only reveal parts of the overall story; the audience is
left to decide how to make sense of these images and literally to “fill in the
gaps” between each image in order to create a continuous narrative. They are
presented with a series of discrete images, and have to create a continuous
whole from these images. The act of creating a continuous whole image out
of the series of images the audience is given is known as “closure” (McCloud,
1993; Schwartz, 1983).

Closure is a useful term when considering how a narrative whole is
created, as it not only implies that the audience takes an active role in creating
the story, but it also allows for a consideration of how this narrative whole is
created in a personal, stylized, and individual manner. Much like the discussion
of interactivity as perception, closure suggests that the narrative that is created
will not be the same for each reader; it is a narrative that is effected by our own
perceptions, experiences, and understandings. Closure suggests that different
readers will complete the narrative differently. When presented with a series
of images, different users may draw on different experiences and frames of
reference in order to make sense of the gap between the two presented images,
making each narrative potentially different and personable (McCloud, 1993).

This act of closure can heavily involve the audience as they dissect and
compile the given information from panel to panel. The space that this closure
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is commiitted in is known as “the gutter,” literally the blank space between any
two panels in a comic. This is the space where human imagination comes into
play; although comics themselves are mono-sensory, engaging only one sense
to read them, in the gutter between the panels users are free to engage and
call on all of their senses to fill in the gaps (McCloud, 1993). Each image acts
as what Lessing (1984) in 1766, who was discussing the effects of physically
framing pieces of art in different types of frames, described as a “pregnant
moment,” giving birth to a whole world that is fleshed out by the reader.

Closure is aided and achieved through utilizing and linking the images
given within the text to our “intertextual” knowledge of other media texts,
and our “extratextual” experience of different events in action (Bakhtin, 1981;
Fairclough, 1992; Kristeva, 1980; McCloud, 1993). Here extratextuality can
be understood as the audience’s use of experiences and knowledge beyond
solely that which is given in the text, allowing them to understand and make
sense of the text. Intertextuality is the audience’s ability to draw on their
experiences of other texts they have consumed in order to make sense of
the given media text (Bakhtin, 1981). Through these notions the meaning
of a text to the audience is shaped not only by the text itself and the design
features of the text, but also by their experiences with other texts, and to their
wider experiences and exposure to discourses (Foucault, 1984). As such, each
narrative is guided by the text, but experienced and actualized on a personal
level. McCloud (1993) suggests, then, that comics can be seen as offering a
jagged staccato rhythm of unconnected moments “which we then connect,
via closure, to mentally construct a continuous, unified reality.” This reality
1s impacted by our knowledge of other texts and information beyond that
given in the text alone.

However, this narrative creation is by no means completely boundless; it
is restricted and guided by the design and form of the comic book. Certain
actions can be taken by the author and artist to restrict the amount of work
needed to be done by the audience to create a narrative, and to guide to
reader towards a certain understanding of events. One such method is through
the use of different “transitions.” The degree of involvement required by the
reader to fill in these gaps between images can vary depending on how much
the two images differ, or the types of “transitions” used from panel to panel.
Some panel transitions will require very little information to be filled in by
the reader as not much happens between the panels, while others can require
the audience to be heavily involved in rendering the transitions meaningful.
However, the audience is kept constantly and heavily involved in the media
form from image to image.

In essence then, comic book studies highlights that the users’
understanding of a media form can be guided by their own agency (closure),
their sociocultural “baggage” (extratextuality), and their understanding of
similar media (intertextuality), as well as by the design of the media form and
the amount of space they are given to create their own understandings. Comic
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book studies suggests that researchers can give equal consideration to both
a sensitivity to design and to user perception. This approach also highlights
that media forms can be collaboration between a number of parties: authors,
audiences, designers, design, and wider social discourses (Foucault, 1984).
By highlighting that a realized media form can be both guided by design and
by the audience’s own understanding and interpretations drawn from their
intertextuality and extratextuality, comic book studies presents a complex
media form that accounts for a number of factors in the creation of a narrative.

Such an approach applied to interactive texts could highlight the myriad
of influences that result in the creation of specific user roles during the process
of media creation and in specific, individual, and stylized outcomes of media
creation. In collaborative interactive text the user is afforded the ability to
become not only a consumer of texts, but also a creator of texts. This allows
them to not only create a media narrative through their understanding of
the text, but to switch roles, shaping and creating their own texts within the
confines of the designed social space, and being shaped by the texts of other
users as well. Users become not only receivers of information but also active
creators in an ongoing dual role and an ongoing process. When receiving
information, not only are they creating their own stylized narratives, guided
in varying degrees by the creators of the site and the design of the site, but
they are receiving the input of other users as well, creating their narratives
from this content as well. They, in turn, also get to create their own content
for other users to unpack in their own stylized manner, again guided and
confined by the specific design of the social spaces.

Understanding digital media through comic books

Comic book studies offers a model through which we can reconcile the
divide between the effects of form and medium and the effects of personal
understanding. It allows for a consideration of the manner in which the
audience 1s able to create their own understanding of the media form, as well
as the manner by which this process is guided by the design of the media form.
[t also reveals how a media form can be considered as a relationship between
human and non-human elements, working together to create a meaningful
form. It is worth considering in greater depth the degree to which social
networking sites involve the audience and how the audience renders the
given information meaningful. This vital area of research is often overlooked,;
however, comic book studies could offer a vital lens to allow consideration
of how a media narrative is understood and conceptualized by the user, and
how this process is shaped and guided by design. Approaching media texts
from this angle could provide much needed insight into how a personalized
experience is shaped and formed in digital media.
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Comic book studies highlights that with any media form we see many
actors coming together to create a unique and personalized media form that
is a blend of different social, discursive and technical elements. It is worth
noting that, with this understanding of media forms, this is more than just
human-to-human interaction, but is a blend of human and non-human, of
discursive, social, and technical elements. This network of different actors
interact, engage, and impact on each other to create, shape, and produce
the specific occurrence of media, and subsequent interactions and identities
witnessed online. This shapes a unique media form which can be viewed as
an actor-network (Latour, 2005), made from the interaction of many actors,
human and non-human, coming together to define and shape each other,
and effecting how we can act and interact online (Galloway, 2012). Not
only do humans and non-humans and technology co-inhabit online spaces,
they co-produce them, impacting on one another, with humans shaping
the content of media, and media shaping and mediating the actions of the
humans (see Whatmore, 2006; Panelli, 2010). Indeed, in 1984 Foucault noted
the importance of environment in shaping and creating social actions and
interaction, and the links between space and knowledge. He noted that it was
“somewhat arbitrary to try to dissociate ... the practice of social relations,
and the spatial distributions in which they find themselves. If separated, they
become impossible to understand” (Foucault, 1984: 246). We can understand
social spaces, including the internet, as a blend of human and non-human,
rather than being exclusively human or a pre-given structure.

Such an understanding of the link between the design of social spaces and
the prevalence of specific social discourses in the use of these social spaces is
also essential when considering the use of the internet to spread, facilitate,
strengthen, and legitimize many existing social discourses. Much has been,
and continues to be, made about the exclusion of minorities through design
features of social media, such as the effect of social media on users with a
variety of disabilities (Caron and Light, 2015; Davies et al, 2015; Goggin
and Newell, 2003; Kent and Ellis, 2015; Pinchevski and Peters, 2015). Using
an approach that highlights and asks for an examination of the discursive
assumptions present in the design of online social spaces, we can also begin
to consider how the design of a social media site can privilege and prioritize
the use of certain discourses and certain users during the closure process, and
equally how design can marginalize, and even make invisible, other discourses
and other users.

Such a discussion seems increasingly necessary, especially when considering
applications such as Yik Yak, which have been rife with reports of bigotry,
misogyny, and racism. Some researchers have begun to suggest that Yik Yak
facilitates and encourages such behavior through its design, often citing the
anonymity it offers as particularly troubling feature as it affords users a lack of
accountability for the use of harmful discourses (Black et al, 2016; Whittaker
and Kowalski, 2015). Similarly, sites such as Twitter and Facebook are still
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attempting to create design features to facilitate the reporting of hate crimes,
bullying, and harassment. Unfortunately, such acts of closure are still all too
prevalent on many social networking sites, and such discourses of harassment
are found throughout many corners of the internet. It is worth considering
not only how these acts of harassment are carried out by specific groups of
users, but also how design facilitates and perhaps even encourages these types
of “closure,” and how we could better design social media sites to minimize
the likelihood of users creating these types of narrative readings and realities.
It is worth considering that comic book studies posits that the design of a
media form can suggest the most appropriate “closure” to be carried out by the
reader, but equally, that this closure is always open to different interpretations
and different individual realizations. Nonetheless, it should not be a case of
either/or when tackling subjects such as the continued harassment of women
on social media — both design and larger discourses need to be challenged and
held accountable. As Adrienne Massanari (2015) aptly and crucially points
out, both Reddit’s algorithm and the toxic culture present on the site allowed
and encouraged many of the misogynistic and harmful elements of events and
trends, such as “the fappening” and “Gamergate.”

Such an approach highlights that we must be careful not to presume that
this interaction and ability to play a role in shaping the media form does not
solely prioritize human actors. Agency online is negotiated, constrained, and
shaped by a number of factors that shape the possible and preferred actions
online (Hu et al, 2014; Nelson and Irwin, 2014; Phethean et al, 2015;
Rector-Aranda and Raider-Roth, 2015; Willett, 2008). We are not entirely
free to act of our own accord online but are shaped by many factors, from
space and design online (boyd, 2014; Dyer, 2015; Ma and Agarwal, 2007;
Merchant, 2006; Orsatti and Riemer, 2015) to pre-existing ideals and power
structures offline (Bowker and Tuffin, 2002; Campbell, 2014; Christensen,
2003; Huffaker and Calvert, 2006; Nakamura, 2013). New media is highly
structured, and many of the websites have made choices in regards to design
aspects of the site that for one reason or another encourage certain behaviors
and restrict or deny others (Dyer, 2015; Emanuel et al, 2014; Kimmons, 2014;
Massanari, 2015; Sun and Hart-Davidson, 2014; van Dijck, 2013). Studies
into IM should therefore not presume that the interactivity offered online
necessarily means greater freedom or control, as many choices have already
been made for us in advance (see Manovich, 2001).

These restrictions are not just physical or spatial, but are grounded in
the offline and pre-existing social structures (Buckingham and Willett,
2013; Campbell, 2014; Christensen, 2003; Nakamura, 2013). We must also
acknowledge “‘the spatially specific accumulations of ‘constraints’ and ‘coercions’
on action that flow from human life being lived in coordination or competition
with others” (Couldry, 2012: 26—27; original emphasis). These online social
spaces affect not only our way of speaking, communicating, and socializing,
but also potentially affect how meaning is made both online and offline. Thus
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different spaces and sites can have different rules and means of socializing
(Foucault, 1984). A consideration of the manners in which our actions and
interactions in IM are guided by design as well our own perceptions can allow
for a potentially deeper understanding of both the systemic structures and
logics of the particular media culture as well as the potential occurrences and
quirks of individual agents.

Using comic book studies, digital media can importantly be seen as a
blend of online and offline actors, spaces, and elements. By making use of
extratextuality and closure, we can begin to see how the users’ experiences
and understandings of digital texts are affected and shaped by their pre-
existing experiences with other texts and their exposure to social discourses
and ideals. Digital media forms exist both online and offline through the
interactions between users, technologies, designs, and interfaces. They are
formed through a constant integration of online and offline elements, and
impact online and offline lives at the same time. Through the notions of
intertextuality and extratextuality we can view and dissect these online media
forms and understand their existence in the offline and online world at the
same time, and their impact on both the online and offline world. By using
intertextuality we can understand how they function as interactive texts whose
meaning to the audience is shaped in part by their relation to other online
and offline texts. In turn, online media can impact and affect how readers
understand and approach other texts, again, both online and offline. Comic
book studies therefore offers yet another frame through which academics
can conceptualize the breakdown of digital dualism and the merging of the
online and offline world (see Bauwens et al, 2013; Jurgenson, 2011; Rice et
al, 2014; Winetrobe et al, 2014). To think of the online and offline as two
separate poles of existence is to deny thinking of the flow of information and
action between them. The online and offline are not abstracted, disconnected,
and detached realms, but overlapping fields that exist together and impact
each other together. Using comic book studies, we can highlight how online
reality impacts and is impacted by the audience’s knowledge of other texts
and information beyond that given text alone.

Comic book studies encourages a consideration of a “messy” reality that
consists of many actors and voices (or heteroglossia, as Bakhtin, 1981, called
it), creating and shaping each other into a specific media form. By moving
away from a focus on media as a system, or media as an object, and moving
towards an understanding of media at the level of actor and audience, we can
begin to focus on how online action and interaction is shaped, and how it
in turn shapes other social situations. The “social” online, and indeed in any
situation, must be explained rather than merely providing the explanation
(Latour, 2005).
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A call to arms: embracing the human and the
technological

Sociology is often understood as the study of the effects humans have on
the world. Digital sociology must stand up to this, and acknowledge its role
as a study of technology that highlights that this can never be a one-way
relationship. With the rise of technology we cannot deny the impact that
the world has on us. I strongly suggest that due to the focus on technology,
it is the role of digital sociology to lead the way in the re-evaluation of the
role of humans and non-humans in sociology. We should test the borders
between humans and technology and ask for, if not insist on, the inclusion
and acknowledgement of the impact that technology can have on us. As the
increasingly popular movement in sociology towards actor-network theory
(Latour, 2005) has made clear, we can no longer deny the myriad ways that
the realm of the physical and technological can affect, mediate, and alter our
actions and interaction; we must account for it, we must study and embrace
it, and not attempt to maintain the facade of sociology as a separate sphere.
It becomes harder and harder to maintain the boundary of sociology, and as
digital sociologists we must embrace the mess, and account for the technology.
This does not mean, however, as comic book studies makes abundantly clear,
that we should ignore the role of the individual in navigating the digital
landscape and creating novel, original, and stylistic understandings of the
landscape. It can sometimes be too easy to slip into digital determinism, and
we must be careful not to deny the many, often surprising, interventions of
humans within the digital landscape.

Comic book studies allows us to embrace the impact the physical world
has on the ways we act and the methods we have available to interact with,
on, in and through, while still allowing and demanding the involvement of
humans to make sense of the world around them. It is this understanding
of the ongoing, non-fixed, multidirectional, and multifaceted relationship
between the physical landscape, the discursive landscape, and the humans’
own stylized individual actions, guided by intertextuality and extratextuality,
that can help us move towards a comfortable understanding of how users and
design can coexist, and how they can all be accounted for in our research.
We cannot deny the users’ ability to exert control over the content, but we
cannot assume that this is a one-way relationship. Using comic book studies,
we can unpack how the user will ultimately make sense of the content, but
also acknowledge that their understanding of the content and their process of
making sense of this content will be guided by a number of facets including
wider social discourses and the content itself.

Using the sensitivity to design and the understanding of individual
realizations of media as highlighted by comic book studies, along with the
discussion of interactivity and the manner in which users understand, realize,
and partake in interactive media, interactivity can be viewed as a personal
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ongoing narrative creation by a number of authors, guided and shaped by the
a number of facets including design features, sociocultural contexts, designed
closure, the users’ intertextual and extratextual situating and interpreting
of text and the “gutter spaces,” and the various authors present within the
interactive landscape. This understanding can help us consider the duplicity
of roles present in IM, the temporal understanding of interactivity, the role
of the users’ interpretations and contextualizations, and the role of design to
shape our actions, interactions, and understandings of the media’s narrative.
Through an active consideration of both design and user, we can begin the
vital work of unpacking digital spaces, focusing both on how the user is
understanding the landscape, and how the landscape is impacting the user’s
actions and understanding.
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The digital solidarity trap: Social
movement research, online activism,
and accessing the other’s others

Theresa A. Hunt

t has become both anecdotally and empirically true that younger
Igenerations of activists are immersed in digital environments,

and have developed repertoires that draw heavily on information
and communications technologies (ICTs). ICTs have become faster,
cheaper, and more widely available than ever before. The International
Telecommunications Union (ITU) estimates the percentage of the world
population using the internet, for example, increased from 16 percent in
2005 to 39 percent in 2013." Estimates have also suggested young people
aged 15—24 comprise a majority of these users.” But it is important to retain
a degree of skepticism that McLuhan’s visions of “the global village” or
Castell’s notions of “the network society,” both of which hinge on ICT
connectivity, have been realized. Indeed, numerous digital divides persist,
many of them the result of social and economic division as well as poor or
non-existent cyber-infrastructure. Nevertheless, scholars and researchers of
social movements must also confront the ways in which traditional methods
are challenged by increasingly digital repertoires and mobilizations, especially
those led by younger activists. For sociology researchers in general, using
social media for data collection has prompted a number of debates. These
include ethical and privacy concerns, but also extend to the transferability
of face-to-face research methods applied to the digital world. Some, like
Baltar and Brunet (2012), who conducted a study of Argentinean immigrant
entrepreneurs in Spain using virtual snowball sampling via Facebook, assert
digitization of traditional methods can be productive in increasing sample
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size and representativeness. Baltar and Brunet, like others (Brickman-Bhutta,
2012; Ramo and Prochaska, 2012), ultimately conclude that “use of social
networking sites (Web 2.0) can be effective for the study of hard-to-reach
populations” (2012: 57).

[ offer the following discussion to challenge such findings, however. My
experience in studying young women’s transnational feminist networks (TFNs)
populated by activists from diverse global regions and diverse socioeconomic
statuses within those regions has led me to conclude it is “analog” methods
that enable a more extensive and comprehensive data set to be collected. Much
of the activities of the networks I was studying unfolded in digital spaces.
As I explain below, many of the young women participating in my study
were, in fact, more comfortable interacting with me online, and were more
forthcoming in response to interview questions online than they were when
we met face-to-face. I pursued and engaged with a number of digital research
methods in order to better understand what motivated young women to form
“youth-only” feminist networks; I was also quite interested in investigating
claims that their self-created digital spaces allowed more freedom and inclusion
than the traditional, conventional spaces of global feminism occupied by their
older generation counterparts (that is, global conferences, public mobilizations,
face-to-face meetings, and consciousness-raising groups). However, the most
marginalized, “minority” populations within this group were rendered nearly
invisible by the digital methods I pursued. Had I not combined digital methods
of social research with those that were more traditional, which for this study
included snowball sampling and in-person, semi-structured interviews, I
would have reached different conclusions about my sample’s motivations,
repertoires, and experiences.

Young activists as others; young activists’ others

When legal scholar Karima Bennoune (2010) wrote about the Muslim
fundamentalist movements that pose challenges to international law, she
cautioned scholars to avoid falling into simplistic dualisms that pit problematic,
orientalist narratives emanating from a “war on terror” against an “othered”
Muslim fundamentalism. To view the problem flatly, to be silent about the
complexity of Muslim populations for fear of reproducing orientalist narratives,
is to “‘undercut opponents of fundamentalists” within those populations. Titling
her work “Remembering the other’s others,” Bennoune argues that we must
reconceptualize these “opposing” forces and move beyond “basic binaries” to
understand issues with more depth and complexity (2010).

The “othering” young activists argued they experience at the hands
of older-generation activists, and the digital spaces they would create and
inhabit in response, reifies generation-based (young/old) dualisms mirroring
the kind Bennoune cautions us about (2010). Young activists | worked with
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for this study argued fervently they were quite conscious of divisions and
differences among the activists populating their organization or network.
They sought to clarify in interviews and in materials they self-published on
the web that they understood binaries to be problematic, but nevertheless
chose to coalesce around the notion of youth. Many argued that this was
a strategy aimed at surmounting other kinds of binaries that often plague
transnational feminism: political divisions based on geographic location or
citizenship status, sexual orientation, race, religion, and so on. Playing on the
idea that universally “youth” is a state or identity in which one experiences
some form of marginalization, young women reified the binary to recruit
members into their organization and to define themselves in opposition to
the older generations of leadership who, as one activist from Poland put it,
“refused to make room” for “new generations.”

But there are certainly others within this “othered” population — the other’s
others —whom, as I note above, I came to discover through the more traditional
social research methods I pursued during the study. The “othered others” had
become quite hidden in the digital world, or, if they were visible to some
degree, left their “othering” out of the more public conversations unfolding
online. To maintain a degree of uniformity and distinction from older
generations, young feminist organizations often present united public images
through websites, blogs, discussion forums, and other internet spaces. They
organize as “youth,” foregrounding that identity marker above all others. They
aim to be inclusive and collaborative when defining the term and determining
what “young women’s” concerns and experiences are in the world of global
activism and advocacy. They aim to develop polycentric leadership structures,
and often contrast these against “elitist” and “exclusionary” movements run
by older generations. The websites and discussion forums they use to discuss
organizational business and make group decisions are examples of deliberative
democracy in action. Immersing myself into these spaces as a researcher and
participant observer led me to one conclusion about young activists’ processes
of negotiation and the way differences were settled. But in face-to-face, in-
person interviews arranged through conventional methods of drawing out
hard-to-reach populations such as snowball sampling, I uncovered different
kinds of discussions that clarified a gap in my digitally collected and compiled
data. That gap — the stories of the other’s others — helped me to approach my
original research questions and findings with the kind of complexity Bennoune
asserts (2010) should be a mainstay of scholarly work, especially that involving
social justice, transnational movements, and globalization.

Youth activism and digital spaces

I began researching the phenomenon of youth-exclusive feminist
organizations in 2009, in the midst of much buzz about the term youth.
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While what constitutes youth is culturally relative, it became a focal point
for numerous entities, from scholars of social movements and globalization to
intergovernmental organizations. The United Nations (UN) declared 2010
the “International Year of Youth,” with Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon
declaring “youth should be given a chance to take an active part in the
decision-making of local, national, and global levels.”> Demographers and
geographers described with concern “youth bulges” in developing countries,
particularly in Northern and Central Africa. In the wake of the 1999 World
Trade Organization (WTO) protests staged in Seattle, social movement
scholars began to note the significant proportion of youth comprising anti-
and “alterglobalization” movements that would extend through the following
decade (della Porta, 2005; Juris and Pleyers, 2009). Such literature also
investigated whether and how younger-generation activists engaged in new
and unique ways with transnational advocacy and activism (Juris and Pleyers,
2009; Lombardo et al, 2002; Martinez, 2007; Nilan and Feixa, 2006). Many of
these studies investigated the heavy use of ICTs and later, social media within
their repertoires and tactics, and terms such as “dotcause” (Clark and Themudo,
2006) and “hacktivism” (Jordan and Taylor, 2004) emerged to become linked
with younger generation activists. The linking of revolutionary movements in
Iran, Egypt, and Tunisia with both young people and social media exacerbated
such associations even further in the second post-millennium decade.

My study concerned generation-based tension within TFNs. A
straightforward empirical observation made in 2009 initiated my work, which
was conducted over a 16-month consecutive period from 2010-11: young
women’s rights activists were organizing global networks under the self-
imposed label “youth.” As I contacted and arranged to interview members
of young women’s TFNs and participate in some of their activities, I found
that these activists were using “youth” with an acute awareness that the term
is problematized by both class and cultural relativism. Program coordinators
within an organization called the Young Feminist Association (YFA) were
eager to make clear that they did not necessarily agree with intergovernmental
organizations’ hegemonic definitions of youth, for example; one activist
specifically cited the “limitations” of the UN’s classification of ages 15-25,
and, referencing her Palestinian culture by contrast, explained that “women
are considered young until they are married and have children, whatever their
actual age is.”” An Egyptian activist within both the YFA and another North
African young feminist network included in the study explained that “the
age at which women marry, have children, work outside the home, work
inside the home ... all of these things impact the actual experience of where
one is placed in the young [or] old categories, and all of these things can be
determined by factors like poverty and geography.”

Nevertheless, a majority of my sample’s 27 participants, who comprised
five “youth-only” TFNs headquartered in Egypt, Cameroon, Poland, Hungary,
and Canada, asserted that there was something “universal” to young activists’
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experiences in social movement organizing and feminist networking in
particular: marginalization. As I have written about elsewhere (Hunt, 2013),
activists creating and participating in youth-only TFNs saw a benefit in
organizing strategically around the concept of youth as an identity that marks
one for marginalization, particularly where there was a need to coalesce across
difference. Study participants from each of the networks in fact articulated a
desire to create what Gayatri Spivak has termed “strategic essentialism” (1991)
and Rita Felski has suggested we may consider collective, “self-consciously
oppositional identities” (1989). This was especially the case where such activists
left well-established TFNSs in an effort to create their own autonomous spaces,
or, as was the case with the YFA, lobbied an existing TFN (the Association for
Women’s Rights and Development, AWID) to create youth programs that are
specifically young women-led. One reproductive rights activist from Poland
named Maria* explained that when she initiated her “youth only” feminist
network, she was concerned about recruitment, and about gaining the trust
and even “interest” of other activists who represented “a huge group of very
different people with different priorities and ... political experiences.” Maria
hoped one thing beyond “general goals of reproductive rights” younger activists
would have in common would be an interest in “speaking out against the
experience of being treated like ignorant youngsters,” when in fact “most of
us had already been [in the field] for at least five years.” She and her network’s
co-founders wanted to “bring out the experiences and voices of those activists
[who were] dismissed in the larger and more professional [feminist networks]
in the [region],”a goal the majority of youth TFN organizers expressed during
Interviews.

Digital communication, digital methods?

After developing research questions about generation differences and power
dynamics in transnational feminism, it became clear that searching for,
contacting, and communicating with participants would involve ICTs.
My study called for the construction of a sample of young women who
considered themselves transnational actors in the world of global women’s
rights advocacy. Their self-identified “transnationalism” necessitated that
I use complex methodologies allowing me to consider their multiple and
perhaps simultaneous identities. I was also confronted with the reality that
my participants moved not only between local and global identities, but also
between virtual and non-virtual spaces for their activism with ease. Studying
their work meant having to do the same as a researcher, or at least developing
both theories and methods that could encompass their work holistically, rather
than considering it for its “parts.”” My intention was to study generation-based
tension and difference within TFNs, especially in the form of younger women’s
claims of marginalization. It was not to study distinctions between online and
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“offline” activism or even routes young women take when navigating global-
local movements. Nevertheless, the transnationality and virtual/actual lives of
my participants meant having to think carefully about the methods I would
use when undertaking this study.

Perhaps more importantly, the study participants themselves, both older-
and younger-generation, insisted that the digital world was such a significant
part of the way young women “do activism” that I must engage with them
in this space. Tara, a 52-year-old Polish activist and former head of a large
sexual and reproductive health and rights network in Central and Eastern
Europe, explained that young people she knows and works with through
the movement “do [come to| street demonstrations and protests ... [and]
seem interested in attending conferences and talks, but do so much more
of their work through the internet. To them, this is the activism.” Young
women participating in my study asserted the virtual spaces they created,
from discussion forums to social media to collaborative “e-Learning” websites,
constituted more accessible and democratic spaces than those (often face-to-
face) created by older-generation leaders in the movement. They articulated
a number of reasons this was the case: first and foremost, it was a space away
from the purview of that older generation of leadership that — so the younger
activists claimed — often dominated the movement. Second, it was a way to
collaborate and connect, something often impossible for young women to do
physically across a transnational network. Compared to their older-generation
counterparts, who, one young Hungarian activist explained, can “depend on
the [financial] support of the institutions they work for, or the grants they
can get, or their personal finances” to travel to conferences or mobilizations,
younger women often “don’t have such options” and are “the [least] financially
secure and physically free to travel.” Finally, for many younger women, the
digital world seemed to constitute a space of greater accessibility because of the
control over the environment and communication forms available. “No more
hanging out in the background, giving way to older |activists|] dominating
the agenda, or [more experienced] and professional [activists] talking on and
on,” explained an activist from Canada affiliated with the YFA; “here [on the
YFA’s site Young Feminist Wire], we are familiar with this interface. It’s more
comfortable for people our age. We can speak right up ... we do.”

Like this Canadian activist, other interview participants spoke of the
internet, social media, and in particular websites built by young women for
their organizations as a unifying force. Ghadeer, a program coordinator from
the YFA who is Palestinian-Canadian, explains that younger women are often
“isolated” in organizations led by older generations of feminists, and online
spaces create opportunity to draw them out, and to facilitate their bonding
and collaboration across differences. She spoke of a sort of digital solidarity
emerging in the process, particularly over the kinds of issues she and many
others asserted are unique to younger women activists. Ghadeer was not alone
in advancing such sentiments; time and again in interviews, younger women
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related feelings of more or better inclusion in communications, in decision-
making processes, and in “inclusiveness” through online spaces. However —and
this is extremely important to note — a small degree of participants whom [
did not meet or interview virtually had significantly dissenting claims. One,
named Alena, who self-identified as R omani, felt more underrepresented by
the virtual world of young women’s activism than the physical one. More
significant to this discussion is the fact that I happened to set up a face-to-face
interview with her during fieldwork in Hungary, through actual (not virtual)
snowball sampling. She was friends with an activist who agreed to speak to me
both face-to-face and via Skype and Facebook about her work with older- and
younger-generation led networks. Through our mutual connection, Alena
and I met, spending the majority of the semi-structured interview discussing
her difficulty accessing the internet to participate regularly in online meetings
or discussion forums. Alena explained that even when she does gain access,
she feels she does not have the capability or space to express herself and her
concerns about Romani women’s issues. While part of this is the result of
language barriers and limited internet access, it also has to do with the culture
of'a more elite group of younger women activists who are immersed in digital
spaces. Itis “a different world,” she explained, than the one she inhabits. Alena
was insistent this does not mean she is less committed to supporting women’s
reproductive rights and health in Eastern Europe, and is especially concerned
with the ways Romani women’s rights are included (or excluded) from such
movements. But in terms of the tactics and repertoires her peers engage with
in practice, Alena feels somewhat distanced.

Similar concerns were raised by an activist named Ashia, who was part
of a MENA-region (Middle East and North Africa) young feminist network
headquartered in Egypt. Ashia identified as “Nubian,” and acknowledged
that in face-to-face meetings of her network, her peers consistently include
and acknowledge the concerns of minority women like her. But physical
gatherings and get-togethers are few and far between, Ashia explained,
citing all the aforementioned reasons: constraints of money, time, and space
needed to gather. Ashia is not restricted from internet access, in terms of
either infrastructure, language, or computer literacy. She is, in fact, a software
engineer, and is fluent in the three languages her network converses in online.
After our initial interview, she was willing and able to communicate frequently
with me online for the purposes of this study. However, “something just does
not happen” online the way it does “as a group of people facing each other,”
she explained; “it’s like [online| they forget that they need to think about
those other concerns [of] minority [populations|.” For Ashia, this included
confronting issues of racism and discrimination against Nubian populations,
as well as those related to the gender concerns widely shared by the group.

Had I only relied on digital modes of accessing study participants —
especially through the use of digital interview as a tool — I would have
missed this important dissenting point from Alena. Had I only relied on my
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participant-observation of the virtual interactions of this MENA-region young
feminist network, and not spoken directly to Ashia about it, I would not have
seen the challenge she posed to the “digital solidary” the group otherwise
presented. These are just two voices challenging the 25 who supported the idea
of digital solidarity and felt comfortable moving between physical and digital
representation as they participated in my study. My concern as a researcher,
however, is that they are indicators of a wider problem that scholars must
be conscious of: participants can be rendered less — not more — accessible
because of the digitization of communication. In terms of my study, this
meant some individuals, because of structural inequalities, were masked by
the more powerful and (potentially) resource-rich voices of others within
their collective. It also illustrated that some had greater control over content
within a supposedly shared and collaborative digital space. Researchers may be
acutely aware of new, “deterritorialized conceptions of communities, kinship,
and identity” (McKee and DeVoss, 2007: 21) facilitated by the internet and its
increasing globalization, and even the ways in which this has had an impact
on social movement organizing (see, for example, Smith, 2001). However,
it is the sustained reliance on traditional, non-digital methods that allowed
me to access, record, and consider the experiences of the most marginalized
individuals within the marginalized population I was studying. While I
acknowledge the circumstantial nature of this finding, I do argue it challenges
the conclusions within the literature suggesting digitization of methods can
enable more, not less, access and representativeness within a sample.

Digital or analog? A question of methods

In order to think carefully about and access the numerous dynamics in
play here — the transnationality of the participants, the ways in which they
understood generation and youth, the ways they defended their assertions
about digital spaces becoming more democratic — I drew from several fields
to construct my study. During an exploratory phase of the study, I started
with a conventional qualitative method — semi-structured interviews with
eight participants from different networks and different generations. These
interviews were analyzed and coded using a conceptual framework containing
categories based in part on themes in the sparse but burgeoning literature on
youth and transnational activism, and on the more established literature on
transnational feminist activism. Coding enabled the identification of patterns
informing the later phases of the project: open-ended interviews, participant
observation, and case study. I planned initially to review and interpret all study
data with a combination of analytical tools: process-tracing through detailed
narrative (George and Bennett, 2005) and DeVault’s model of “women’s
standpoint” (2004). However, on the participants’ insistence that I not only
examine but also use digital methods to work with younger women, I sought
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out new methods being employed by social researchers, both to gather and
analyze data. Finding Kevin DePew’s discussion of “triangulating data from
the digital writing situation” (2007) was a significant benefit.

Because of the nature of my study, I drew extensively from feminist
methodologies when considering research design. Haraway’s emphasis on
“situated knowledges” (1988: 581) was influential, for example, in locating
the study within the realm of a “feminist objectivity” considering “truth” to
be a “particular and specific embodiment” (1988: 582). My study examined
multiple, even “partial” paths and mechanisms, thus allowing for the pursuit
of “truths” specific to its participants. Such an approach is legitimated by
Bhavnanai’s call for a “partiality of vision”, which must not be equated
with “partiality of theorizing” (2004: 66). Indeed, it is this “partiality”
of transnational feminist networking — young women’s experiences with
transnational activism and advocacy work, as a collective but also as individuals
— that I argued in the study can contribute to a broader understanding of
global feminist praxis in contemporary contexts.

DeVaults “women’s standpoint” in particular provided a framework for
both collection and analysis of transcripted interview data. It is important
to emphasize here the need for face-to-face interaction is essential to the
methods she describes. DeVault suggests employing interview protocols
that “allow the exploration of incompletely articulated aspects of women’s
stories” (2004: 232), as “language is often inadequate for women” (2004:
246). Examining the “halting, hesitant, tentative talk” DeVault claims typically
characterize marginalized populations’ “difficulties of expression” (2004: 235)
was an essential analytical and interpretive process within this study. Language
“can never fit perfectly with experience” (DeVault, 2004: 229), particularly
for women who constitute a “socially muted group” (Ardener, 1975). It
is thus the responsibility of the researcher to “represent talk completely,”
including close attention to details and recurring conversational features often
ignored or seen as “‘minute:” pauses, hesitations, emphasis, “indrawn breath,”
“elongated vowel sounds,” etc (DeVault, 2004: 241). Noticing “ambiguity”
and “problems of expression” in interview data can be particularly telling: this
sort of conversation and discourse analysis represent “much more completely”
women’s experiences, as “‘the words available” to women under more
structured, traditional methodological strictures “often do not fit” (DeVault,
2004: 233). I wanted to thoroughly understand why the young women in my
sample were feeling marginalized within TFNs, and how they articulated that
marginalization — even, and especially, if that articulation was non-verbal. But
this kind of data collection depended on face-to-face interaction, I presumed,
and most importantly my observations as an interviewer. I planned to observe
and make notations about the full context of each interview — not just the
words spoken or written by the participant — to produce a detailed analysis of
interview transcripts, yielding a “strategy of rich and complex description” to
attend to generally “neglected features of talk” (DeVault, 2004: 241).
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I pursued face-to-face interviews rigorously. While most younger
participants were willing and excited to participate in my study, to my surprise
many declined interviews. I was left confused by the seeming contradiction,
until the first few participants responding in this way followed up by explaining
their digital representation — a blog, a website, a group, or personal page on
Facebook, for example — would answer all my questions. Essentially, many
young women invited me in to their digital spaces and/or were giving me
permission to examine and perhaps make use of their work, but did not
necessarily have interest in being interviewed directly. Initially, I interpreted this
hesitation to be another facet of their marginalization; as the work of Gordon
(2010) and various feminist theorists (see, for example, Trigg, 2010) suggests,
young women activists’ age and gender position them as marginalized actors
in transnational activist politics, and their status (in some cases) as developing
country residents can further distance them from the “center” of activist
communities. Many acknowledged they were unfamiliar with the process
of being interviewed, or uncomfortable with it, either because they were
uncomfortable with me as a (white, Western, “older-generation”) scholar,
or uncomfortable with the idea of being isolated from the group. But there
was also significant insistence on the better or more complete representation
of their digital presence as activists, especially as a collective. My participants,
in other words, seemed to insist I would get a better picture of who they
were, what motivated them and what they were building if I interacted with
them through group online structures, including discussion forums and live
interactions as well as collaborative blogs and websites. It was the collective
I was focusing on, one Canadian activist explained, so why would I want to
talk to her specifically when I could just interact with the group?

[ was completely surprised by this reaction, and my concern grew as [
came to discover it was shared within the sample. Some young women agreed
to be interviewed right away, some did not; some agreed and changed their
minds later, declining the interview when the date drew near. Some initially
declined but later agreed to be interviewed, particularly (in some cases) after
other members of their network or collective had been interviewed. But one
thing remained consistent, nearly across the sample: what they presented online
represented them well and thoroughly. This clashed with my methodological
framework, particularly that which I drew from DeVault.

As T searched through new discussions of methodology pertaining to
digital activism, social media, and social movement research, I discovered
Kevin DePew’s suggestion that digital writing, such as blogs and discussion
forums within online communities, be interpreted through a triangulation
method (2007: 49). Triangulating data gathered primarily through “online”
means, DePew argues, can avoid the flat, “single-voicedness” (2007: 54) that
emerges from digital writing; perhaps more importantly, it can help researchers
avoid what Donna Haraway termed the “god trick” (1988: 581) —a presumed
omuniscience, “appropriation,”’ and ordering of information that creates reality
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rather than richly contextualizing it. Research of online spaces needs to be
“more cognizant of the rhetors’ and audiences’ contexts outside of the digital
space” (DePew, 2007: 55), considering, for example, a site’s content and design
as potentially distinct from the “writer’s authorial intentions” (DePew, 2007:
62). That there are multiple actors involved in a digital writing situation — an
author, a site-designer who may not be the author, an audience — is essential
for a researcher to be aware of. How do these aspects of the digital world
interact to produce the content the researcher is observing? Researchers
cannot view digital content as static, or only seek out an author to probe the
situation further, without consideration of design and audience. In much of
the digital content I was viewing, the audience had become part of the digital
writing situation. The author of a blog, for example, would often update or
even change content on a young feminist web community in response to
her audience’s ideas and comments. Understanding this dynamic process as
a process meant understanding (and collecting data on) several simultaneous
situations: the author’s original intentions in writing, the way the site was
designed to display her writing and allow for interaction, the way the audience
did or could interact, and the resultant and often ongoing changes to the
content given those interactions. DePew offers the studies of several researchers
as examples, noting if one had simply “studied the transcripts” of an online
discussion rather than triangulating her data by considering a variety of other
actors or processes, she would have reached a different — perhaps more limited
— conclusion (2007: 61).

Power dynamics in digital spaces

[ resolved to pursue this triangulation method, although I discovered it had
limitations and had to be pursued a bit differently in my research situation.
By interviewing content authors and site designers, I did move beyond
“Just” site-content analysis. I also tried to access and interview directly (and
distinctly) a site’s users — the young feminists belonging to the organization and
participating in the web community but not necessarily authoring content or
designing and maintaining the site. As DePew advises, I sought to “position
the technology” being used by the activists to consider the complicated
relationships between construction, design, and the words being expressed
and exchanged.

But while I had been taking steps to avoid becoming “the single voice
that re-creates the space” (DePew, 2007: 55), I was not able to see that the
participants themselves were creating “single voiced” digital spaces until I met
with Alena. Alena was rarely in “digital space,” and yet was represented by
it. She had what she described as a “shadow presence;” she communicated
in person to some members of her collective the ideas and concerns that
she prioritized, hoping they would include and represent those when they
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maintained and updated the group’s website. She had an online identity —
including a profile and photo — on the group’s website. She participated
in some discussion forum activities and private email exchanges about the
group’s agenda, especially its attempt to win a grant from a young feminist
fund called FRIDA.® Alena explained she felt the group was receptive to and
accepting of her concerns, but that they did not remember to “be inclusive
later,” when interacting online. Because she had some presence online, my
temptation as a researcher was to see her — to see the collective —as the product
of a collaboration. Not until Alena introduced the notion of being a shadow
presence in this digital space was I forced to rethink my original conclusions,
which had been reached after completing online participant observation
and review of digital content. This mirrored her feeling of being a “shadow
presence” in real life, she explained, in being a Roma woman in a network
comprised predominantly of non-Roma women. Alena didn’t necessarily find
the distinction disconcerting. I did, however. As a researcher determined to
seek out representative and inclusive samples, I found the ways in which the
digital dynamics of the group erased the differences members were otherwise
experiencing and expressing to be a concern. Moreover, I also found the digital
tools I used to understand the group as a whole to be, resultantly, ineffective
when it came to a richly textured and contextualized sample.

Ashia made similar observations about the differences between face-to-
face and online interactions in her North African young feminist network.
She distinguishes herself ethnically from the “Arab women” who comprise
the majority of the organizations in her network. Ashia is a software engineer
by training, and so is extremely comfortable navigating online spaces and
digital activism. She is one of several organizational members maintaining the
network’s websites, and it was my interest in data triangulation that led me
to interview her directly. During the interview, she articulated a difference
between online and offline behavior within the group, especially in how the
processes of deliberation unfolded. There was a strategic interest in keeping
disagreements between the group “private;” the most serious divisions over
the network’ targets, goals, priorities, resource generation and spending,
and future direction were reserved for twice-monthly, face-to-face sessions.
But there isn’t any evidence of these deliberations and disagreements on the
website, especially if they are left unresolved. “There is an interest in a united
front,” she explains of the website, “and that is not always the whole story.”
But, she continues, “the thinking is that we need to work together,” especially
since “past” movements within the region were so divided by what Ashia calls
“identity politics” — disagreements, for example, between Islamic and secular
feminists, disagreements over issues related to race and citizenship, and so on.
Ashia explained in the interview she “respected the practice of decision by
consensus,” even if this meant some of her own concerns for Nubian rights
were marginalized by the “politics and concerns of the majority group.” The
content of the website would always be determined “by the group” — Ashia
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called herself “the messenger” as the site’s designer and administrator — but
did not necessarily represent everyone’s concerns equally. Ashia expressed
more frustration over this situation than Alena when discussing the power
dynamics within her own network, although she maintained that the physical
interactions between members — she cited meetings and interactions with
others personally — reassured her that the network could eventually work out
their differences and continue to improve its inclusiveness and representation.
“It is an ongoing process,” she explained during our interview, “what good
relationship isn’t?”

Conclusion

Ashia and Alena’s stories did not challenge the findings of my original study
about generation and power dynamics in TFNs: young women gravitate
toward youth-exclusive networks when they feel marginalized by the older
generations, and expect a different set of experiences from those networks.
The tools they use to generate those different experiences are digital, and so
it was logical and even necessary for me to use digital research methods in my
study. However, traditional methods of sample construction, data collection,
and analysis revealed limitations to these digital methods, and let me to several
conclusions and recommendations.

First, I concluded Alena’s use of the term shadow and Ashia’s use of
the term messenger indicated the powerlessness each activist felt within her
own respective network. Occupation of digital space for them — even where
one was in control of creating this digital space — was not an empowering
experience. Thus, the images of inclusiveness and solidarity presented by
the other interview participants were challenged. More significantly for my
methodological considerations, the digital content produced by their networks
masked these assertions. I can recommend, therefore, that scholars develop
research projects that can reach beyond a sample of young women within
what Desai (2009: 34) and others have termed the “transnational activist class,”
especially if they are concerned with representation and thick description. I
can also recommend that a combination of digital and “analog” methods be
pursued to complete such studies. Young women participating in my study
were not necessarily from middle- and upper-class networks of professional
actors. Most were volunteers, calling themselves “grassroots” activists, and
identified as working class. However, most are educated, live close to urban
centers of global cities, and — importantly — have relatively easy access to some
torm of ICTs. They thus also recognize their position as relatively privileged
in comparison to the majority of young women in their respective countries.
More localized, rural, or smaller-scale young women-led organizations exist,
but are not as connected as the ones I studied for this project. Some of the
young women participating in my study consider themselves, as Loubna
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Skalli-Hanna has suggested (2006), to be “mediators,” creating connections
to and for these more distanced young women. While my study participants
insisted they were conscious of the problems with speaking for these other
women, they nevertheless articulated ideas about solidarity, representation, and
collaboration. It is essential to understand the ways some of these “othered”
women articulate detractions and challenge majority findings; in my case,
the only access to such data was a combination of traditional methods that
avoided the digital entirely.

A second and related recommendation for researchers is to refrain from
de-contextualizing young activists in global networks, particularly those who
seem to be most visible online. Attention to “youth movements” and the
seemingly central role digital activism played in mobilizing a variety of global
protests, from those associated with the “Arab Spring” to the proliferation
of Occupy Wall Street, has created particular narratives about young people
and global activism. Mainstream media staples such as Thomas Friedman, for
example, have taken the marriage of young people, activism, and ICTs at face
value, arguing movements of youth “from Athens to Barcelona ... [and] across
the Arab world” are not only inferconnected because of technology, but also
exemplify a “globalization of ideas” generated by a common set of internet-
based practices and cultures (2011). Numerous scholarly studies have made
similar assertions; the work of Juris and Pleyers (2009) and Nilan and Feixa
(2006) have examined the ways in which young people the world over share
“similar” activist practices, often oriented around technology. This study’s
findings underscore the danger of not considering young activists behind
their online presence — understanding the depth of experiences and richness
of contexts young activists bring to a global movement, including the ways in
which their online presence can mask their distance from power, is essential
for making any steps toward constructing inclusive and representative samples.

Notes

! See www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/ default.aspx

See www.statista.com/statistics/272365/age-distribution-of-internet-users-worldwide/
See http://social.un.org/youthyear/

As many activists participating in this study reported feelings of a critical nature, their names

2

have been changed in order to protect them from any professional or personal consequences.
Where noted, the names of projects and organizations have also been omitted for similar
reasons and at the request of the study participants.

See http://youngfeministfund.org/
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Digital Orientalism: TripAdvisor
and online travelers’ tales

Trevor Jamerson

nline tourist reviews have emerged as an important source of

information for participants in the global tourism industry. For

tourists, they serve as research resources during pre-trip planning
as well as outlets for expressing opinions about their travels post-trip (Leung
et al, 2013). In turn, tourist operators find them valuable because they can
reveal the opinions, thoughts, desires, and motivations of potential customers
as well as user-generated content that act like an advertisement, or “free”
publicity (Leung et al, 2013). Review-based websites such as TripAdvisor,
Yelp, and Foursquare serve as digital hubs for the tourism industry within
the social logic of Web 2.0 by connecting potential tourists, former tourists,
and tourist operators in a virtual space.

Using data collected from millions of user-generated product reviews,
these sites employ algorithms to calculate rankings and to determine categories
that sort the activities and experiences of a tourist trip — hotels, restaurants,
attractions, etc — according to how popular and highly rated they are among
tourists. The aggregated reviews also function as online travel “communities,”
and it is from this perspective that much of the scholarship on online tourist
reviews is focused (Jeacle and Carter, 2011; Leung et al, 2013). Most review
content features short narratives in which the reviewer tells a story about
their experience (Tussyadiah et al, 2011). In this sense, it is important to
remember that these reviews constitute a contemporary version of a much
older narrative form, the traveler’s tale, which is heavily implicated in the ways
Western constructions of social, cultural, gendered, racial, and ethnic types
of “Otherness” are formed (MacCannell, 2011; Said, 1978; Smith, 2012).
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This chapter proposes a theoretical foundation — drawing primarily from
Orientalist critique and also from digital race studies — for evaluating online
tourist reviews as simultaneous examples of social media and travelers’ tales.
This is a crucial duality to recognize, as each of these discursive platforms are
invested with different kinds of authority within the global tourism industry,
which itself contributes to what critical Orientalist, tourism, and neoliberal
scholars refer to as “the commodification of the Other” (Behdad, 1994; Harvey,
2005; MacCannell, 2011; Said, 1978; Smith 2012). This is the process by which
social constructs imagined as outside of the boundaries of Western cultural
norms — commonly, but not exclusively, manifested as social, gendered, racial,
cultural, or ethnic difference — become packaged as attractions and consumer
goods within the global market economy. It is argued here that online tourist
reviews, due to their dual authorities, occupy an influential place — or places
— within this process and the discourse that sustains it.

TripAdvisor is the world’s largest travel-related social media site. It
exemplifies what Henry Jenkins calls a “convergence culture” where different
types of media — in this case, the traveler’s tale and digital social media —
converge to create a new type of media culture (2006). Nick Couldry,
however, in critiquing Jenkins’ argument, suggests that, while useful to discuss
new media in terms of convergences, to categorize them as a new kind of
“culture” masks convergent media’s capacity to differentiate across political,
ethnic, and social spectrums: “It may be more plausible to see ‘convergence’
as a resource for differentiation between media users [and thus] ... a medium of
longer term stratification” (2011: 494; original emphasis). This chapter adopts
the position that the convergence seen in TripAdvisor maintains — through
its content, organization, popularity, and digital prominence — an Orientalist
discourse that is at its core both differentiating and stratifying.

Today TripAdvisor contains over 225 million individual tourist reviews,
with 139 new contributions being made every minute,' which involves around
340 million unique monthly visitors.> The website depends on a dynamic
of prosumption (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010), where site users — both the
readers and writers of reviews — are responsible for the consumption and
production of site content. This dynamic combines the narrative power of
the individual tourist with social media’s ability to eftectively categorize and
classity the multitude of individual accounts. Each review represents the voice
of an individual tourist, while the site’s rankings system — based on individual
review ratings — become representative of the collective voice of the tourist.
TripAdvisor is thus able to engender discursive authority at both the individual
and collective levels.

With this duality in mind, two types of authority are developed using
methodological devices introduced by Edward Said to analyze the authority
of the Orientalist text: strategic location and strategic formation:
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[Said’s] principal methodological devices for studying authority
here are what can be called strategic location, which is a way of
describing the author’ position in a text with regard to the Oriental
material he writes about, and strategic formation, which is a way of
analyzing the relationship between texts and the way in which
groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass
density, and referential power amongst themselves, and thereafter
in the culture at large. (1978: 20)

The ultimate authority of online travel reviews lies in their ability to influence
economic decisions made by both tourism producers and consumers, but
this authority comes from different sources. Travelers’ tales are invested
with positional authority by virtue of their strategic locations, meaning
their authority is derived from the positionality of the author, usually from
the vantage point of an “expert witness.” They are the original connection
between the reader, or potential tourist, and the attraction being described in
the review, and thus play a role in the initial framing of the attraction for the
tourist. The strategic formation of social media-based discourse is invested
with informational authority, which is derived from the value social media
is afforded — by virtue of its aggregative abilities and classificatory capacities
— as an influential source of information in the global market. These sources
of discursive authority converge within the organizational structure of a
website like TripAdvisor, which is simultaneously characterized by Jeacle
and Carter as a site providing potential tourists with the trusted opinions of
tellow travelers, and also, as “an expert system ... governed by calculative
practices” (2011: 96). The result is that online reviews, and TripAdvisor in
particular, are often perceived as trustworthy, truthful, authentic, and reliable
sources of information when making decisions about travel plans (Jeacle and
Carter, 2011; Leung et al, 2013), and thus help structure ways the Other is
experienced and consumed.

The chapter unfolds in four parts. The first provides a brief contextual
background based on a prior study (Jamerson, 2014) involving discourse
analysis of a small group of TripAdvisor reviews concerning a popular cultural
tourism company in Harlem, New York. These reviews represent some of
Harlem’s most prominent digital representations. The second discusses the
historical development of travelers’ tales and the importance of understanding
online tourist reviews as a repetition, or convergence, of different genres
of traveler’s tale. This section draws primarily from Orientalist critiques
supplied by Said (1978) and Behdad (1994) to show how different genres
of travelers’ tales engender different types of authority. The third part maps
the growth of TripAdvisor as both an online community numbering in the
millions, and as a vast repository of touristic information and knowledge, its
rise to prominence within the tourist industry, and its methods of success.
It links the long history of travelers’ tales to the digital world of Web 2.0,
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and implicates both in the cultural and intellectual practices of Orientalism
through understanding the discursive authorities held by each. In short, the
relative “newness” of social media and its influences needs to be considered
alongside the relative “oldness” of the equally influential traveler’s tale. The
tourth section places an Orientalist critique of TripAdvisor in conversation
with recent scholarship in digital race studies concerning dilemmas of access
to — and representation within — the digital realm. This section emphasizes
the ways in which TripAdvisor might represent, as McPherson puts it, “the
infusion of racial organizing principles into the technological organization of
knowledge” in post-Second World War America (2012: 24).

Contextual background

Perform a Google search of some combination of the words “Harlem” and
“tourism,” and links to TripAdvisor and Harlem Heritage Tours quickly
appear near the top of the results. Within TripAdvisor, Harlem Heritage
Tours is the highest ranked tour company operating primarily in Harlem.
This digital prominence is a reflection of their popularity with tourists, and
was the primary reason I chose a small group (n=111) of reviews about this
company as the subject of a discourse analysis concerning the ways that Harlem
is presented as an attraction within the online tourist domain. Findings indicate
that tourists find value in the temporary cultural immersion offered through
tour participation, and is oriented around themes of Black Harlem — Harlem
Renaissance, gospel churches, Savoy Ballroom, Apollo Theater, Marcus
Garvey, Malcolm X, Geoftrey Canada, jazz music, soul food — yet the idea of
race within review content is notably absent, or not discursively singled out
by reviewers. These reviews are then prominent — and therefore influential —
examples of color-blind rhetoric in the service of cultural commodification,
which is a well-documented phenomenon (Gotham, 2007; Harvey, 2005;
Werry, 2011). But why are they popular? And how are they influential? The
answers can be unraveled through understanding different ways the website
engenders their discursive authority. In the case of TripAdvisor, as the next
section shows, this authority is partly rooted in the long tradition of travelers’
tales being afforded the ability to define the parameters of cultural Otherness.

Positive Orientalism, or the Orientalism of tourism

An Orientalist discourse can be briefly defined as a communicative field that
privileges Euro-American centric ways of thinking about places or people not
considered part of Europe or the US. The origins of contemporary Orientalist
critique can be traced back to Edward Said, whose foundational Orientalism
defines it as a Western imposition across discursive and epistemological fields
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which results in a discourse that, ““... is produced and exists in an uneven
exchange” (1978: 8-9) with other types of power, such as political, economic,
or cultural power. In the case of online tourist reviews we might think of
their authors and readers as exercising digital powers over tourist attractions.

For Said, the authority of an Orientalist discourse is based on its ability
to generate perceptions of truthfulness and objectivity in the face of biased
subjectivities, narrative forms, and historical interpretations. These biases
forever position the West as the center and birthplace — and therefore its
citizens as the true inheritors — of modern civilization (1978). It is important
to recognize that Orientalism is a discourse trafficking not in truth or ““natural’
depictions of the Orient” (1978: 21), but instead in biased and misleading
representations. Said tends to focus on those representations which perpetuate
the negative image of the Other: the Other as sneaky or dirty, or savage,
dangerous and threatening, but at times he hints at — as Dean MacCannell
points out —a different, or “positive” side of Orientalist discourse and imagery:

Said was aware of ... what can be called the tourist version [of
Orientalism)] ... the ultra-touristic version of the Near East proffers
an endless open air bazaar by day and the romance of men on
stallions, dancing girls, hashish, and moonlit oases at night. (2011:
9)

MacCannell (1976, 2011) identifies the “Other” in very broad terms as the
primary site of tourist desire, and points to tourism activity as a practice of
“positive” Orientalism, where, instead of being defined as negative, dangerous,
or threatening, the Other is positioned as exotic, desirable, and consumable.
The tourism industry has the ability to place a price tag on experience in
order to meet the desires and demands of tourists, and successfully markets
the notions of “Otherness” in order to cater to those desires (MacCannell,
2011). Tourism and travel have a long history more broadly of helping to
shape ideas of Western cultural and intellectual superiority over peoples and
places outside the boundaries of the West (Behdad, 1994; Said, 1978; Smith,
2012). Maori scholar and activist Linda Smith devotes a chapter of Decolonizing
methodologies to the importance of travelers’ tales not just in Western science
and research, but also in trade and culture, or trade in culture (2012: 81-97).
She links travelers’ tales to knowledge exchange value, cultural economy, and
Western identity formation in a process called “Trading the Other”:

In this sense, the people and their culture, the material and the
spiritual, the exotic and the fantastic became not just the stuff of
dreams and imagination, or stereotypes and eroticism, but of the
first truly global commercial enterprise: Tiading the Other.... Trading
the Other is a vast industry based on the positional superiority
and advantages gained under imperialism. It is concerned more
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with ideas, language, knowledge, images, beliefs and fantasies than
any other industry. Trading the Other deeply, intimately, defines
Western thinking and identity. (2012: 92-93)

According to Behdad, the commodification of Otherness as well as the
establishing of cultural and intellectual superiority is rooted in the discourse
of tourism, which “packages the [Other] into a commodity for Western
consumption that ‘homogenizes’ the West ideologically as colonialist” (1994:
16). He identifies two important genres of travelers’ tales — prominent at
different times during the colonial era — which were especially influential in
forming popular conceptions of Otherness both negative and positive while
still maintaining themes of Western intellectual superiority. The travelogue,
popular in earlier colonial periods, was the product of an individual writer, and
usually told as a longer, first-person narrative. The travel guide, on the other
hand, came to prominence during late colonialism, and was the product not
of an individual writer but a series of editors and publishers, a “dispersion of
a plurality of voices” (1994: 41). These influential touristic exchanges — each
with similar “discursive functions” (1994: 39) to exotify the Other —are distinct
in terms of where they “[situate| the speaking subject” (1994: 39). In other
words, travelogues are characterized by a textual focus on the writer, while
travel guides are characterized by a textual focus on the reader.

In the travelogue the textual focus on the writer and their interpretation
was often legitimated through the “expert” credibility of the writer that
then imbued it with discursive authority (Behdad, 1994). These narratives —
exemplars include works by Volney (1959) and Chateaubriand (1968) — feature
the author situated as the focal point within the text. The author becomes the
source of truth, thus affording the author and his story positional authority
in regards to the Oriental material he is writing about (Behdad, 1994). The
professionalism and elite nature of early travelers only added to their perceived
mastery over Oriental subjects, both human and academic (Smith, 2012). The
mid-19th century saw the advent of more inexpensive forms of mass travel,
such as trains and steamships, and it is no coincidence that this period also
saw the birth of mass tourism and of amateur, as opposed to professional,
travelers (Behdad, 1994).

Instead of being attributed to one single writer, travel guides — produced
with the amateur traveler in mind — were often credited to the publisher
and not its contributors or editors (Behdad, 1994). Textual focus in this
case shifts from the writer — because they are nonexistent — to the reader,
thus placing the reader in the center of the material and allowing them to
temporarily “become” the traveler themselves (Behdad, 1994). Travel guides
were composed of lists, categories, and descriptions presented in objective
fashion, most exemplified by John Murray’s Handbooks for travellers (1840,
1859). According to Behdad, “The new mode of information was defined by
the accumulation of ‘informative’ statements uttered in a dispersive fashion”
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(1994: 43). The dispersive, dissociative voice of the travel guide enables the
reader to visualize being at the places described in the guide. Rather than
presenting a singularly framed narrative, a la travelogue, it presents an all-
encompassing description of the far-away destination (Behdad, 1994).

The information concerning Otherness in travel guides, and the way it
is presented and organized for readers to consume, can be considered to be
imbued with a kind of informational authority that is able to structure the
reader’s interpretation of the material and foster reader visualization. Turning
our attention in this regard to TripAdvisor, Leung et al find that: “In general,
the content shared in online communities and blogs are travel stories and
experiences that are represented in narrative format. [Tussyadiah et al, 2011]
posited that stories have the ability to encourage audiences to visualize the
consumption of a product or service” (2013: 9).

Behdad adds that, although they are distinctive forms of travelers’ tales,
the travelogue and travel guide played similar roles in the Orientalist project,
and should be recognized as coeval discourses working together to disseminate
and repeat Western-centric Orientalist discourse (1994). They each are
in part responsible for constructing the image of the exotic and desirable
Other. But where the travelogue defines the exotic through its positional
authority, the travel guide reaffirms the prior definition of the exotic through
its informational authority. Behdad argues that this repetitious relationship
perpetuates cycles of Orientalist discourse, maintaining Western perceptions
of superiority over the Other, and ultimately — through its commodification
— threatening to dissolve the Other within the consumptive logic of Western
capitalism. Within TripAdvisor, however, discursive authority is derivative as
much from the strategic formation of social media as it is from the strategic
locations of the travelers’ tales themselves.

Travelogue—>travel guide—>travel agent—> TripAdvisor

In TripAdvisor’s case, there seems to be a repetition of the logics that,
according to Behdad, link different types of travelers’ tales together in the
consumption and dissolution of the Other (1994). Ironically — because they
somewhat dismiss this possibility — netnographic research by Jeacle and Carter
concerning the perceived validity of reviews on TripAdvisor suggests that
the discursive dynamics that generate trust and legitimation among users are
based on elements of both travelogue and the travel guide (2011). Musing as
to the reasons for TripAdvisor’s rapid growth and popularity, they remark:

As a relatively recent development, [TripAdvisor] possesses neither

a wellspring of longstanding goodwill to tap into, nor is it part of
an established tradition. (2011: 294)
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Despite the suggestion that TripAdvisor does not represent “part of an
established tradition,” their analysis reveals that TripAdvisor’s trustworthiness
results from combination of “personal trust” and “systems trust” that implicates
it in the discursive traditions of the traveler’s tale as well as in established
methods of digital computation. Reviews themselves are considered to be, like
the travelogue, “authentic”, written by a singular voice, an actual tourist, or
even a trusted friend, while the website itself, taken as an aggregate of reviews,
rankings and categories, is — like the travel guide — a valuable “unbiased”
intermediary in the online relationships between potential and former tourists,
hotels, tour operators, and attractions (Jeacle and Carter, 2011).

TripAdvisor was launched in 2000 with the intention of providing internet
users with “unbiased” reviews of tourist attractions by city, country, and
region. According to Law, “Rather than serving as an online travel agency or
an agent representing any hotels or attractions, the website aims at providing
unbiased recommendations for hotels and other travel related information to
users” (2008: 75). By “unbiased,” Law is referring to reviews written by actual
consumers, or tourists, where a “biased” review would be written or otherwise
influenced by tourism operators in the hopes of boosting an online ranking.
The notion of bias here is being used in a very different way — based within
the logic of the tourism industry — than that critiqued by Said and Behdad,
which is based on the broader plane of Euro-American cultural logic and
perceived ideological centrality.

Jeacle and Carter explain that TripAdvisor has become popular within
the nexus of internet-based commerce, the rise of ranking systems for sifting
through the piles of data found on the internet, and the proliferation of cheap
jet travel that has allowed for tourism to become one of the world’s largest
industries (2011). For the authors, the website is able to generate both personal
trust (citing Mayer et al’s 1995 model) and systems trust (citing Giddens,
1990), and is ideal for the new breed of “independent traveler,”
who spurns the services of their local travel agent in favor of a do-it-yourself
approach to holiday arrangements” (Jeacle and Carter, 2011: 294). This shift
away from travel agents necessitated “new ways in which to replicate the trust

... a traveler

which was previously invested in the face-to-face interaction with the expert
system of the travel agent (Giddens, 1991)” (Jeacle and Carter, 2011: 294).
TripAdvisor is able to replicate that trust through its combination of
“unbiased” reviews and the categories and rankings systems that collect,
sort, and re-arrange review content. The notion of review content being
“unbiased” is linked to the personal trust that the website engenders among its
users. According to Mayer et al, personal trust is based around three qualities:
ability, benevolence, and integrity (1995). In the case of TripAdvisor, ability
is inscribed within the review content, or whether the reviewer is an adept
storyteller; for example, “The most obvious way a TripAdvisor reviewer can
impart their ability and competence to users of the site is through the narrative
content of their review” (Jeacle and Carter, 2011: 299). Ability is also marked,
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categorized, and ranked within TripAdvisor’s “badge” system, where reviewers
who contribute more reviews are labeled as “Top” or “Senior” contributors.
Benevolence is maintained by the “community” atmosphere emboldened by
the website, where reviewers are perceived to only want to provide friendly
advice to other would-be travelers. As Jeacle and Carter put it, ““The impression
provided by the website is that it is contributed to by self-styled cosmopolitans,
who share a habitus as to what is constitutive of a good hotel” (2011: 300).
Integrity is determined by the perceived “truthfulness” and unbiased nature
of the reviews. One of TripAdvisor’s main concerns is the threat that biased
or non-consumer-based reviews will make their way on to the site, and they
claim to have developed sophisticated algorithms to detect fraudulent reviews
(2011). Jeacle and Carter, citing supporting research by O’Connor (2008),
endorse these claims by finding that there is “little evidence of characteristics
that typify false reviews” (2011: 301).

TripAdvisor engenders systems trust through its use of symbolic tokens,
expert systems, and calculative practices (Jeacle and Carter, 2011). Each
individual review consists of both narrative content and a reviewer rating (1-5
stars). The individual rating is a way for each reviewer to summarize in one
general measure their impression of a hotel or attraction, and also provides
the raw data for TripAdvisor’ influential popularity index, which ranks hotels
and attractions against each other. Symbolic tokens are defined by Giddens as
“media of exchange which have standard value, and thus are interchangeable
across a plurality of contexts” (1991: 18). The best example of the use of a
symbolic token within TripAdvisor is its popularity index, which is able to
project the perceived value of an attraction across distances of time and space,
“a 5 star hotel booked now for next summer will probably remain a 5 star hotel
in a year’s time” (Jeacle and Carter, 2011: 296). The calculative practices that
lend TripAdvisor perceptions of trust are “located within the algorithm which
creates the site’s famed rankings. ... As an expert system, the rankings convert
the numerous individual ramblings on the site into hard and objective fact”
(Jeacle and Carter, 2011: 301). These algorithms — the basis of TripAdvisor’s
calculative practices — provide the formulas through which each individual
tourist voice is aggregated into a collective voice in the form of a ranking.

In their study of the trustworthiness of TripAdvisor, Jeacle and Carter
show how TripAdvisor’s success is based on the authority created by the
interdependent relationship between the writers and readers of reviews,
and the website itself (2011). The personal trust TripAdvisor engenders is
a manifestation of the positional authority of the individual review writer —
which TripAdvisor guards fiercely, in part because it depends on individual
reviewer ratings for its attraction rankings. The systems trust engendered by
TripAdvisor is a result of informational authority generated by its algorithmically
deduced rankings systems — which then adds more credence and legitimacy
to the individual review.
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As the previous section notes, communicative logics generating positional
and informational authority are long established in positive Orientalist
discourse, and especially prominent in travelers’ tales, which, over time, feature
discursive repetition that in turn cements the status of the Other as a product.
For TripAdvisor, the repetitions found in the relationship between travelogues
and travel guides — and thus its Orientalist roots — are encased within the
trust produced from its organizational structure, specifically, how it carefully
cultivates the relationship between perceptions of trustworthiness associated
with each individual review and those associated with the aggregative
“calculative practices” that govern its operation.

As much as TripAdvisor reviews represent a repetition of prior types
of travelers’ tales, they also represent the convergence of these distinct but
related forms. It is notable that Jeacle and Carter mention that TripAdvisor’s
popularity is a response to shifts in the tourist industry, particularly the move
away from the “expert system” represented by the individual travel agent
(2011). This shift parallels in some ways the shift Behdad (1994) describes
taking place between the travelogue and travel guide, with some important
differences. Much like the travelogue, the travel agent represents a singular
voice illuminating the texts of Otherness for its consumer. Similarly, like the
travel guide, TripAdvisor features a plurality of voices to accomplish the same
task. The primary difference is that, where the shift from travelogue to travel
guide represents a shift from the writer to the reader (still remaining in the
realm of the “human”), the shift from travel agent to TripAdvisor represents
in many ways a shift from the human to the digital, or at least the digitally
mediated. So where does the Other stand in this most recent discursive shift,
and how does TripAdvisor help structure its reproduction?

Digital Orientalism

The travelogue and travel guide as popular discursive genres or sources of
information were products of the cultural atmospheres of their respective
colonial eras. The travelogue was more prevalent during early colonialism,
when the Other was still being “discovered” and defined, whereas the travel
guide, prevalent during late colonialism, understands and presents the Other
as an already “known” quantity (Behdad, 1994). TripAdvisor, in the spirit of
convergence, is able to do both by taking the “discoveries” of each individual
reviewer and re-presenting them — through the aggregative, algorithmic
conversions of their ranking systems — as “known” commodities (Jeacle and
Carter, 2011). Tara McPherson argues that there are specific ways the expert
systems of a website like TripAdvisor become complicit in — at the same time
they are partially the result of — the perpetuation or mirroring of the ways
the Other is formed today (2012). She first points out that current versions
of racial discourse and ways of understanding race and the current methods
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of techno-digital organization that undergird the internet and social media
have their roots in the same post-Second World War cultural era that saw the
simultaneous rise of the Cold War, the Civil Rights Movement, the New Left
—its economic and ideological rival neoliberalism — and digital computation:

Certain modes of racial visibility and knowing coincide or
dovetail with specific ways of organizing data: it digital computing
underwrites today’s information economy and is the central
technology of post-World War II America, these technologized
ways of seeing/knowing took shape in a world also struggling with
shifting knowledges about and representations of race. (2012: 24)

McPherson investigates the intersection between the development of
contemporary “covert” racism, characterized by color-blind rhetoric (see
Bonilla-Silva, 2001), and the development of digital computation systems, such
as TripAdvisor’s rankings algorithms, which have their foundations in coding
programs such as UNIX. She concludes — with important implications for
understanding TripAdvisor’s role in today’s digitally mediated tourism industry
— that, similar to the organizational protocols of UNIX-based programming,
current notions of both “capital” and “race” are increasingly understood
as “modularized” entities increasingly tracked, measured, and ultimately
defined through the functions of digital computation: “[They| operate via
the algorithm and the database, via simulation and processing” (2012: 34).

McPherson (2003) introduces the concept of a lenticular image to discuss
the ways in which racial difference becomes covertly constructed in the US
South in the post-Civil Rights era. More recently, she maps the similarities
of lenticular logic within both UNIX and post-Second World War racial
formation. This type of image, or logic, ... is composed when two separate
images are intertwined or combined in a special way. This combined image
is then viewed via a unique type of lens, called a lenticular lens, which allows
the viewer to see only one of the two views at a time” (2003: 25-26). She
points to the ridged plastic (lenticular) lens which covers “3-D” post-cards to
illustrate her point: “The viewer can rotate the card to see any single image,
but the lens itself makes seeing the images together very difficult, even as it
conjoins them at a structural level” (2012: 24). For McPherson, lenticular logic
is able to both hide the underlying activities that compose the “inner workings”
(2012: 25) of programming — both racial and computational (we might also
add touristic) — and fragment, simplify, and diversify the information that is
eventually presented as the product of the programming process. McPherson
characterizes it as the shell that hides the kernel:

UNIX’s intense modularity and information-hiding capacity were
reinforced by its design: that is, in the ways in which it segregated
the kernel from the shell.... [Similarly,] the second half [of the 21st
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century] increasingly hides its racial ‘kernel, burying it below a
shell of neoliberal pluralism. (2012: 29)

Once again, in TripAdvisor we see a convergence, this time between the
lenticular logics of contemporary racial understanding and digital computation
within the tourism industry. Lenticular logic is apparent within TripAdvisor’s
content and organizational structure in multiple instances. Perhaps the best
example of lenticular logic within its organizational structure — the popularity
index — is found in a quote used earlier by Jeacle and Carter:

As an expert system, the rankings convert the numerous individual
ramblings on the site into hard and objective fact ... such a
quantification process releases the traveler from the need to place
personal trust in a travel agent, glossy brochure, or even the
personal reviews within the site. Instead, trust is placed directly in
the numbers. (2011: 301)

This has the effect of hiding the varied opinions and thoughts of tourists
behind the “hard and objective fact” of the popularity index. Trust moves from
being a property of the individual reviews to a property of the programming
that re-arranges them. The popularity index also represents a modularization
of the review process, where, within each review, content is being separated
from the individual rating. The operational structure of TripAdvisor exhibits
lenticular logic on another level concerning the specific make-up of the
algorithms that calculate the website’s rankings. Their exact formulas are not
publicly disclosed, so the precise ways in which the popularity index takes
shape are kept hidden from those who place trust within it.

In terms of content, information on the website is presented in a modular
fashion. Reviews can be viewed according to rating (highest to lowest) and
date (starting with the most recent). The front page for each attraction or
hotel displays the total number of reviews available, as well as the ratings
breakdown indicating in a quick glance how many reviews correlate with
each level of the 5 star ratings system. Reviews are displayed in a scrollable
column made quicker and more efficient to read because initially only the
first few lines of the review are visible, while the rest of the review is hidden
from the screen. The rest of the content is only accessible if the reader makes
a conscious decision to click on the “more” tab in the bottom of the review.
The “more” tab is just a small example of the diverse array of interactions the
website facilitates between itself and its users. Some of the key aspects of the
lenticular logic of digital computation — diversity, efficiency, modularity, and
hidden information — are found throughout TripAdvisor’s content; they also
happen to be common features of the way contemporary patterns of racial
understanding are structured. These also seem to be, according to Behdad,
key facets of Orientalist discourse as well:
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Orientalism depends for its economy on a ‘principle of
discontinuity’ that makes possible the production of a whole series
of discursive practices in various epistemological domains. ... What
gives Orientalism its efficient discursive power, what makes it a
productive force in European colonialism ... is the all-inclusiveness
of its epistemological field and its ability to adapt to and incorporate
heterogeneous elements. (1994: 13)

Lenticular logic, like Orientalist discourse, tends to separate cause and effect
sequences, effectively hiding the former from the latter. In addition to
TripAdvisor’s connection to earlier iterations of Orientalist travelers’ tales,
there is also evidence that TripAdvisor’s content adheres to the colorblind
rhetoric and neoliberal pluralism described by McPherson and many others
(see Bonilla-Silva, 2001; Harvey, 2005, Goldberg, 2009) as dictating the
contours of contemporary racial understanding. Within review content
concerning Harlem Heritage Tours, for example, the notion of civil rights and
race-based inequalities as important topics in understanding the community
of Harlem is relegated to a specific historical frame coinciding with the Civil
Rights Movement (Jamerson, 2014). It is not identified by reviewers as a
contemporary issue, even though gentrification is —and despite evidence that
tour guides link gentrification to civil rights as part of tour presentations.” Out
of the 111 reviews I analyzed, only one contained either of the words “racist”
or “segregation.” They were in the same review and were both mentioned in
reference to the achievements of the Civil Rights Movement. The lenticular
logic of color-blind rhetoric in these reviews is the shell that hides the kernel
— or the inner workings of institutional — racism in the US today, and it is also
a discursive strategy complicit in the commodification of Otherness within
the tourism industry (Werry, 2011).

The shift from the travel agent to TripAdvisor — or from the human to
the digital — represents a shift in position of the “expert” as well. In this shift
the expertise that potential travelers rely on to make decisions moves from
being situated within the logic of the individual travel agent — or travelogue,
or travel guide, or a trusted friend — to within the lenticular logic of digital
computation. This might be the best way to successtully manage or negotiate a
group of over 225 million individual travelers’ tales, but it also acts to reinforce
the authority that is produced from their rearrangement — or modularization.
Lenticular logic within TripAdvisor seems to be an important factor in the
variety of ways trust is produced from the website, and in general can be seen
to parallel in many ways — or perhaps make possible — the convergence of
elements of both the travelogue and travel guide within the organizational
structure of the website.
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Conclusion

In sum, TripAdvisor’s Orientalist origins are located in the ways trust is
manufactured within the website’s organizational structure. This organization
incorporates discursive elements of longstanding narrative forms — travelers’
tales — with a digital platform governed by algorithms. The result for users is
a potent mix of “expert trust” and “systems trust” that has made TripAdvisor
the internet’s most popular travel themed social media website (Jeacle and
Carter. 2011). Reviews about Harlem Heritage Tours, for example, are by
no means the only digital representations of Harlem, but they are some of
the most prominent (Jamerson 2014). They therefore have more potential to
reach a wider audience, and shape outsider perceptions of the community.
In the case of TripAdvisor, the content of each review is just as important as
the way that content is managed by the website through its ranking systems.
Moreover, TripAdvisor’s content as well as organization can be seen to buttress
contemporary discourses about racial difference and reaftirm their legitimacy.
It brackets and categorizes notions of Otherness in the service of the tourism
industry as well as offers a crowdsourced standard of objectivity — mediated
by algorithms — that tourists have come to rely on when making decisions
about travel related purchases (Jeacle and Carter, 2011; Lueng et al, 2013).
TripAdvisor represents a type of digital Orientalism because of the way it
packages biased tourist representations of otherness as “unbiased” online
consumer reviews.

The rhetorical divide in scholarship between representation within and
access to the digital realm is also characteristic of early developments and
differences in techno-Orientalist critique (see Morley and Robins, 1994;
Nakamura, 2002; Chun, 2003) and the notion of digital Orientalism (see
Morozov, 2011). McPherson’s essay addresses a problem she identifies in the
development of digital race studies that early on saw the emergence of two
distinct camps dealing with intersections of race and the digital: “Early analyses
of race and the digital often took two forms, a critique of representations in
new media, ie, on the surface of our screens, or debates about access to media,
ie, the digital divide” (2012: 23). In techno-Orientalism, the technological
Other is rendered less, or not properly human, because of the high degree
to which it is integrated within technological systems (Chun, 2012). Digital
Orientalism is grounded in a more classic notion of primitivity where de-
humanization of the Other is incurred because of a lack of access to modern
technology (Morozov, 2011).

TripAdvisor represents an example of a “positive” type of digital
Orientalism, but the proposed framework does not seem to fit neatly within
either techno or digital Orientalism critique. McPherson (2012) and Chun
(2012) suggest that the relationship between racial understanding and digital
media is much more intimate and intertwined than either strand of early digital
race studies initially allowed for. Chun suggests that, instead of considering race
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and technology as distinct, there should also be the possibility for considering
race as technology (2012). This call for understanding race and technology
as at least partially convergent is also in line with Couldry’s (2012) call for
a more socially conscious theory in which to engage in convergent media
studies. I want to suggest that TripAdvisor, in this case, represents an Orientalist
technology or a technology of Orientalism, where the Orientalist traditions of
the — strategically located — traveler’s tale converges with the lenticular logic
of digital computation and the strategic formations of social media it enables.
In an era when both tourism and digital communication are two popular and
broad discursive formations that act to structure contemporary definitions of
Otherness, TripAdvisor stands as both a virtual portal and trusted intermediary
within and between both.

Notes

! See www.tripadvisor.com/PressCenter-c4-Fact_Sheet.html

2

Google Analytics, average monthly users, Q1 2015.

3

As part of background research for this project, I participated in two differently themed
tours six months apart from each other. On each of these tours our group (of mostly white
people) was taken by two neighboring buildings — one was occupied by families receiving
subsidized housing and rent control (monthly rent was about $600). The next building had
recently been sold to a developer that converted the building to condominiums, with the
average asking price around $600,000. Our group was posed a rhetorical question: How
long did we think the families in the first building would be allowed to live there? This was
presented as a literal example of gentrification, and was linked to continuing civil rights
struggles for its residents.
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Digitized institutions
and inequalities

Tressie McMillan Cottom

nstitutions are the realization of ideologies, the conduits through which

identities are articulated in accordance with political economies, and

often the sites of struggle over inclusion into the body politic. This
volume proposes that digitally meditated and transformed social processes
are a sociological concern. If this is true, then digital sociologies will have
to consider the form and function of institutions. In this section, scholars
present theoretical, review, and empirical chapters on various institutions. In
keeping with sociology’s tradition of examining the interconnectedness of
institutions, these chapters consider digitization across schooling, work, and
media. Each reinforces this volume’s main premise that digital sociology’s
greatest challenge and promise is theorizing and measuring inequalities
that produce and are produced by society’s datalogical turn. As Selwyn
and colleagues point out, perhaps no sociological subfield has engaged the
impact of digitality and institutions more consistently than the sociology of
education. And few institutions are undergoing as much visible structural
change than education, much of that either a consequence of, or a problem
for, digital technologies. As such, the section begins with these authors’
robust overview of digitization and schooling in their “Toward a digital
sociology of school.”
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Digitized schooling

The primary and secondary school structure in the US continues to be defined
by persistent inequalities in resources and outcomes. Tracking within schools
(honors and general curricula) and tracking between schools (poorer urban
schools and wealthier suburban schools) remain defining characteristics for
formal education. The racial divide in access to and returns from education
suggests that the problem of 20th-century schools will persist in the schools
of the 21st century. Black students are, on average, less likely to attend a
well-resourced public school, have the resources to attend a well-resourced
private school, to be identified for higher track curriculums even if they do,
and to be suspended and expelled from all kinds of schools for infractions that
white students are not equally punished for. These trends are present for all
ethnic groups with group-based differences in intensity, kind, and frequency
conditioned on social class, school composition, and geography.

Across the world’s wealthy and powerful elite nations, similar trends in
inequality specific to the local systems of stratification can also be seen in
school systems. Research on minority ethnic groups and class mobility in
the UK has experienced a resurgence in academic literature. And across the
less powerful nations, the oppressive forces of globalization continue to de-
stabilize attempts at universal education schemes.

These historical, socially contingent patterns and structures are the broader
context of technology’s impact on education. Research has considered this
impact at the level of nations, states, and municipalities; in classrooms and
across classroom contexts; and across the three sectors of higher education:
private non-profit, public non-profit, and for-profit. The work is conducted
across disciplinary fields, ranging from education research and sociology to
economics, humanities, business, and cultural studies. For this reason, the
research is wide, some of it deep, often producing conflicting theoretical
frameworks while increasingly consuming more data than ever before
possible thanks to new data collection regimes. This would be a challenge
for knowledge production under any circumstances. But under the reigning
neoliberal (or corporate or marketized or financialized) sociopolitical ideology
that disciplines individuals and groups, the challenge is particularly important.
The technology industry is ascendant in the global neoliberal economic
system. Armed with capital, political power, and a legitimizing narrative, the
technology industry has a clear objective to shape educational systems in the
US and across the globe. Audrey Watters has documented the complex web of
venture capital funding, non-governmental organization (NGO) partnerships,
and market relationships that tie mostly Western technology companies to
almost every major trend in education for the last 20 years (Watters, 2014).
Technology billionaires create non-profit organizations to give every child
in the global South a laptop. Technology companies “give away” software to
cash-strapped schools in exchange for copious amounts of user data that can
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be mined, financialized, and commodified. Technological regimes introduce
“academic analytics” to make higher education institutions more efficient.
At every level of education and schooling, technology is reproducing global
patterns of datafication, monitoring, pedagogy, praxis, and homo economicus
epistemologies.

At the same time, powerful group interests have converged with
technological change to resist institutional exclusion and oppression. Parents
use digital archives, search tools, and inexpensive platforms to buttress
school deficiencies. Students use a variety of tools to form valuable peer
networks and to access information usually transmitted through informal
curriculums. Feminist, anti-racist, and anti-capitalist DOCCs (distributed
online collaborative courses) and POOC:s (participatory open online courses)
have proliferated even as MOOC:s (massive open online courses) have sucked
the attention and capital out of most public discussions of open and online
education (Daniels et al, 2014; DeMillo and Young, 2015; Juhasz and Balsamo,
2012). Some of these platforms have been studied for their sheer size, their
skill-building efficacy, deep learning development, and cost-saving potential.
Almost all of this research has either ignored the structural inequalities of race,
class, gender, and their intersections, or treated those inequalities in superficial,
atheoretical fashion. Some of the inattention to categorical inequalities in this
literature is due to the nature of the data collected about those who use these
platforms. Open resources compromise their openness by using bureaucratic
means of access (for example, applications) that provide data on student
characteristics and background. School systems are diverse ecosystems and
technology adoption can vary a great deal, hampering systematic analysis.
Also, much of what scholars would consider research increasingly happens
under the auspices of market research at proprietary companies who own
and sell technological “solutions” to educators, municipalities, and learners.

Selwyn, Nemorin, Bulfin and Johnson propose a subfield of sociology
of education technology to bring synthesis to the study of technology and
schooling. This chapter provides an indispensable primer on the current
subfield of education research about technology. It also goes further by
summarizing the technologies most often studied in research on education.
They propose a “digital sociology of school” that would “properly coordinate”
the competing narratives, theories, and methods in the current political
economy of technology and education. The chapter makes many contributions
to digital sociology’s engagement with one of the most critical institutions in
society. Chief among them is a position shared by the editors of this volume,
namely, that digital sociology must problematize “digitizations of schools
and schooling.” This includes attending to the gaps outlined above: group
inequalities, power, and ideologies. The authors caution that critical sociology
is not the same as being persistently critical. Instead, Selwyn and colleagues
harken to Mills’ imperative that the sociological imagination interrogate
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biography and history — individuals and structures — in such a way as to put
them both in greater relief.

From this important invitation to take up the challenge of a critical
digital sociology of schools, several subsequent chapters go about doing just
that. Jeffrey Alan Johnson’s chapter, “Representing ‘inforgs’ in data-driven
decisions,” begins right where Selwyn and colleagues ask us to begin: by
bringing a critical lens to a dominant ideology. For Johnson, “data-driven” and
“evidence-based” decision-making in higher education is a dominant ideology
ripe for critical engagement. He goes into the heart of an institutional structure,
a place that [ hope more digital sociologists will venture. The chapter theorizes
the technological systems that sort, identify, and ultimately hierarchically
differentiate students using deceptively agnostic taxonomies based on power
relations. Gender, race, parental status, student states — these categories become
“translation regimes” that shape the limits of “data-driven” decision-making
to create institutional spaces for direct forms of participation in the university.
In this chapter, Johnson provides a theoretical framework to interrogate the
institutional mechanisms of technological adoption and social reproduction
of inequality. It is a generative framework with far-reaching possibilities for
translating a critical site of corporatization across various educational sites.

Digitized work and media

Critically interrogating technology and education is an end unto itself, but
sociological interest in education has always justified its interest for schooling’s
role in social stratification. We go to school to become better citizens, sure,
but the sociological mind is often concerned with questions of mobility,
labor market entry, capital capacity, status formation, and all the attendant
consequences for health and wellbeing. Stratification is the core sociological
imperative. Considering schooling and technology to what ends is yet another
area ripe for digital sociologies’ intervention. Two contributions in this section
tackle aspects of digitality and work, often by examining connections to
education or the translation regimes that have an impact both on how we go
to school and how we go to work.

Stephen Barnard’s chapter, “Digital sociology’s vocational promise,”’
looks at higher education and technology, turning to consider the vocational
promise of its intersections. Barnard begins with a valuable overview of the
various interventions that digital sociology has made, and proposes a way that
digital sociologies can build on those interventions. The chapter draws on
lessons from the much more defined (and arguably professionalized) digital
humanities field as a point of departure. As have others, Barnard points out
that technological adoption — as medium and message — is conditioned on
group inequalities in labor conditions within the corporate university structure.
[ believe Barnard also makes one of the most fundamentally sound responses
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to concerns that digital sociologies poaches from other fields of study when
he writes “scholarly inquiry is not a zero-sum game.” More entrenched in the
earlier ways of university corporatization, the humanities’ foray into digital
modes of inquiry has created opportunities and also reproduced institutional
hierarchies. Digital humanities departments, scholars, and centers have, for
example, reproduced gendered and racialized notions of teaching as inferior
to quantitative textual modeling. Well-funded digital humanities centers and
projects often attract white, male, able-bodied, and similarly privileged scholars
into institutional systems where the actual humanities departments are being
starved of rights, pay, job security, career mobility, and investment. Barnard
warns us to mind the gap of formal knowledge production and pre-existing
patterns of inequality in our effort to bring together digital sociologies and
scholars.

Calle Rosengren and Mikael Ottosson continue the section’s focus on
the socially contingent nature of digital processes by focusing on workplace
surveillance. In “Employee monitoring in a digital context,” Rosengren and
Ottosson take up the challenge set forth by Johnson and Selwyn and colleagues
for a critical digital sociology of education, and extend that to the economy.
Specifically, Rosengren and Ottosson bring a critical lens to surveillance in the
context of labor market precarity in the 21st-century workplace. Similar to
Johnson, Rosengren and Ottosson find the threads of workplace monitoring
in the historical march towards “data-driven” decision-making. The workplace
data collection that began as a way to measure employee (and, ergo, company)
performance has morphed into an institutional mechanism for control. Their
empirical data are from field sites at two universities. One might be tempted
to think the setting too narrow to have wide-ranging applicability to work.
But it is worth noting that the university workplace is part of the US labor
market’s shift to a knowledge-based economy. That isn’t to say that the
majority of US workers work in the fields associated with complex cognitive
tasks. They don’t. However, a disproportionate share of labor market returns
in pay, security, and status have shifted to jobs in the knowledge sector. This
smaller sector of “good jobs” stands across the gulf from a growing sector
of “bad jobs”, low-wage and low-mobility jobs concentrated in the service
sector (Kalleberg, 2009). This job polarization is one of the most animated
discussions in the sociology of work, with a consequent impact on how we
understand race, class, gender, ability, and sexuality inequalities in the new
economy. Digital surveillance practices at Rosengren and Ottosson’s field
sites yield important insights into a feature of the best quality jobs in a labor
market defined by there being fewer and fewer of such jobs.

Barnard’s message is the starting point for my contribution to this section
in a chapter on intersectionality and digital sociology. In the chapter, “Black
cyberfeminism: Ways forward for intersectionality and digital sociology” I draw
on existing research of academic capitalism and race, class, and gender for three
key frameworks critical to an intersectional digital sociology that recovers more
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than it reproduces. The chapter argues that to study how digitized institutional
mechanisms mediate categorical inequalities, sociological theory must look
anew at key principles of “the digital”” For example, contemporary debates
about digital privacy (also discussed in Johnson’s chapter on translation regimes)
coalesce around the assumption that more privacy is a universal good. And it is
true that privacy violations tend to come first and have the harshest penalties
for black, brown, and poor people. These penalties lead to digital surveillance
and predicative criminality of the socially vulnerable through intersecting data
translation regimes across work, education, health, and political institutions.
But I contend that one consequence of categorical protections before the law
has been the bureaucratic regimes of data collection and categorization. The
boxes for race and gender on the forms (increasingly now digital form fields)
are rooted in sociohistorical struggles to translate systematic oppression. How
do black queer students argue that they are being categorically discriminated
against at work or school if there isn’t a box to check? I present data from
my six-year study of women enrolled in online for-profit degree-granting
programs in the US. Part of that study was digital ethnographic research of'a
support group for students who met on Facebook. I show how algorithmic
stratification based on categorical inequalities made these students vulnerable to
unequal access to affordable, not-for-profit colleges, but also made it possible
for them to form critical online support networks to navigate the consequences
of that unequal access. Other forms of algorithmic stratification are unfolding
in work as data-driven hiring uses social media data, lead generators, task
aggregators, and credit scoring algorithms to datatize categorical inequalities
in ways difficult to observe and measure. Drawing on Kishonna Gray’s black
cyberfeminist approach to intersectionality in Chapter 22, I argue that research
should incorporate dimensions of classification situations to interrogate how
digitized institutions reproduce inequality.

Educational institutions are being transformed by digital technologies
in a host of unintended ways. In an economic and political context of
neoliberalism, colleges and universities now employ entire departments of
marketing staff, a subset of whom are assigned to manage the institution’s
website. In her chapter, “Deconstructing racism on college websites,” Monita
H. Mungo notes that institutional websites “carefully craft their digital presence
to reflect a specific view of campus life and the composition of the student
body,” including with images and text that suggest an unproblematic embrace
of diversity. Yet, as Mungo documents, these same institutional websites often
hide the systemic racism embedded in the institution from the view of visitors,
students, and faculty.

Surprising to no one, students who are enrolled at colleges and universities
frequently use unauthorized (sometimes explicitly forbidden) digital platforms
such as Yik Yak to communicate about their institutions. What is surprising is
what platforms like Yik Yak reveal about the way educational institutions are
being reconfigured in the digital era. In “Yakking about college life,” Francesca
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Tripodi visits the intersection of social media and educational institutions
with her study of Yik Yak use among college students. Her work extends
discussions in this volume and elsewhere about the mutability of privacy,
in this case, how anonymity functions. Using virtual ethnography, Tripodi
examines how the political economy of digital platforms affects institutional
arrangements. Yik Yak’s platform affordances shape how communities within
educational institutions conceive of norms and behaviors.

Media, especially social media, is one of the most popular sites of digital
study. Media is also a critical social institution for the reproduction of identity
and narratives. Apryl Williams, in her chapter ““On Thursdays we watch
Scandal’: Communal viewing and Black Twitter,” observes how Black Twitter
has shaped a powerful communal experience of broadcast television. In turn,
this communal viewing re-shapes the institution of broadcast media. Williams
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uses multiple qualitative methods, including content and interview analysis,
to situate these communal viewing experiences within a broader context in
ways that illuminate the meaning of social processes. The analysis reveals that
participants present a contested view of what constitutes membership in a
racialized digital space.

In Andrew McKinney’s “Disruptive labor: Bleacher Report and the
monetization of mass amateurization,” McKinney’s case study of a sports
internet website builds on the section’s attention to how platforms shape
digital interactions. Networked news media is constrained by affordances
sensitive to profit-making activities. Here, McKinney shows how the nature of
work — unpaid writers — and precarious labor arrangements shape the quality
and content of the news media that produces legitimizing media narratives.

Jonathan Wynn’s “Covert leisure and public spaces: Geocaching in
post-9/11 New York City” draws us into the world of “geocaching” and its
practitioners. In so doing, Wynn invites us to consider labor, leisure, and public
urban spaces through a digital sociology lens. As Wynn writes, geocaching
is “outdoor activity played among strangers, using the internet and Global
Positioning System (GPS) data, to share the location of ‘caches’ that fellow
players have hidden in public locations.” Tracing the history of GPS technology
through its military roots, Wynn brings a critical political economy to the
tore of his analysis of geocaching. While the practice tends to be seen as a
leisure activity, Wynn links the pursuit of mysterious, buried treasure with
questions of public space, surveillance, and war. As Wynn elegantly writes,
“geocaching, in this way, sits somewhere between fldnerie and the derive, to be
the product and result of its own historical moment: utilizing the tools of war
for leisure activity; reflecting the countless and rapidly increasing number of
place-aware technologies that make for a lively digital urbanism while at the
same time fetishizing the smartphone commodity....” Here, in the shadow of
9/11 and the ongoing “War on Terror,” geocaching becomes a case study for
understanding linkages between macro-level institutions and the quotidian use
of technology while wandering the city. Wynn contributes a methodological
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framework for understanding how technologies mediate concepts of privacy
and publics, which is a consistent theme in this section and volume.

Together, these chapters do generative work in each of their respective
domains: they yield important insights into critical features of the institutions
that mediate our digitized society. Each chapter opens up further possibilities
while also bringing some consensus to the existing literature on digital
sociologies, institutions, and inequalities.
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Toward a digital sociology
of school

Neil Selwyn, Selena Nemorin, Scott Bulfin,
and Nicola E Johnson

igital technologies are now an integral feature of schools and
D schooling in ways that would have been hard to imagine even a few

years previously.! Devices such as tablets, laptops, and smartphones
support a diversity of learning practices within the schoolhouse, at home, and
all points in between. Classrooms and other formal learning environments
are awash with digital hardware and software, and a growing amount of
pedagogic work is conducted on a “virtual” basis. In addition, the day-
to-day management and administration of schools is underpinned by
software systems that support and structure the actions of students, teachers,
administrators, leaders, and parents in a variety of ways. Notwithstanding
the complexity of these sociotechnical conditions, “the digital” is now an
expected and largely unremarkable feature of the contemporary school.
As such, the proliferation of digital technologies into schools clearly
merits renewed and sustained sociological attention. This chapter teases out
some of the key ways in which digital sociology can help us make better
sense of contemporary school.

The need for a digital sociology of school

This volume provides a timely call to arms for anyone interested in the critical
study of schools and schooling. While critical social research on schools and
technology has been conducted sporadically over the past 30 years, such work
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has taken place largely in a piecemeal fashion and has lacked a proper “home.”
The sociology of education (the obvious cognate field for such work) has
proven to be surprisingly uninterested in technological matters and certainly
lacking in technical know-how. Elsewhere, fields such as new media studies,
communications studies and internet studies have been receptive to discussions
of the technological transformations of education but ultimately lacked critical
“bite” and/or “edge.” Conversely, science, technology and society (STS) has
often felt (from our own experiences at least) too cliquey and preoccupied
as an arena to pay sustained attention to something as “applied” and prosaic
as technology use in schools.

So we write this in the hope that digital sociology could be the start of
something better for researchers concerned with the critical study of schools
and technology — a flag of convenience that interesting people and provocative
ideas might gather around. Obviously, we need to remain mindful of the past
two decades of education-related work in and around cyberstudies, internet
research, webology, and other precursors to the current turn toward digital
sociology. Yet there are many reasons to believe that digital sociology has
emerged at just the right time to deliver a sharper, more pointed focus on
the political, economic, cultural, and social aspects of late-modern “digital
society.” This is a moment in the disciplinary development of sociology that
the critical study of schools and technology needs to take full advantage of.

The case for a coordinated and comprehensive sociology of schools and
technology is more pressing than ever — particularly given the continued
limited scope of mainstream research on schools and technology. The bulk of
academic work on this topic over the past 30 years or so has been stymied by
an almost pathological focus on technology and learning (more specifically, the
potential of technology to “enable,” “assist,” “enhance,” or even “transform”
learning). This is work rooted in the “learning sciences,” “pedagogic
sciences,” and “design sciences.” Of course, these areas are all core elements of
“Education” as an applied academic discipline. Yet the predominance of such
concerns in discussions of schools and technology remains highly frustrating
for anyone who is more politically conscious and/or sociologically minded.

Indeed, it could be argued that the bulk of the most significant issues
around technology in school has little or nothing to do with “learning” or
“pedagogy.” For instance, the current ubiquity of “Learning Management
Systems” in elementary, middle, and high schools around the world has far less
to do with issues of “learning” than issues of “management.” So why, then, do
we not have a sustained tradition of critical scholarship that addresses schools
and technology beyond matters of learning and pedagogy? Where is the research
and writing that expands our understanding of how these are technologies
of domination and control; alienation and exploitation; individualization and
privatization? Where are the studies of how digital technologies are used to
support and sustain the ongoing hollowing-out of compulsory education
— not least trends of what has been termed “conservative modernization,’
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“neoliberalisation,” and “corporate reform” of public schooling? Where
1s research that explores the role of the digital in reshaping schools along
individualized, market-driven lines — reinforcing conditions of accountability,
performance, efficiency, commodification, competition, and so on?

The answers to these questions would surely come from a properly
coordinated but appropriately combative “digital sociology of school.” The
remainder of this chapter sketches out some elements of what such a sociology
could look like and how it might be pursued. In particular, we attempt to
outline at least three specific aspects of digital sociology that can embolden
the academic study of contemporary schools: (1) approaching the digital as
problematic; (2) describing the everyday realities of schools and technology;
and (3) expanding the methodological imagination.

Approaching the digital as problematic

First and foremost, digital sociology is a means of suitably problematizing
ongoing digitizations of schools and schooling, that is, challenging what is
taken for granted and exposing power differentials, injustices, and inequalities.
In short, a digital sociology of school should be driven by a state of perpetual
unease and dis-satisfaction with how things are. Digital sociology does not
simply involve a cynical and/or apathetic dismissal of the digital. Instead, digital
sociology involves an active and committed skepticism. The starting point
for any discussion is therefore the suspicion that “everything is dangerous”
... as opposed to the conviction that “everything is bad.” As had been argued
before, this can be a productive stance to adopt:

My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is
dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad. If everything is
dangerous, then we always have something to do. (Michel Foucault,
cited in Dreyfus and Rabinow, 1982: 231-2)

A digital sociology of school therefore points to the complexity of schools and
technology rather than striving to construct over-simplified “answers” and
“good news.” In contrast to the hubris-driven solutionism that pervades the
“Ed Tech” industry (see Watters, 2015), a digital sociology of school offers
a space to raise a number of contentions and concerns that are usually not
part of mainstream conversations about schools and digital technology. First
and foremost are the competing agendas and vested interests at play within
the push for increased technology use in school. Digital sociology therefore
provides a powerful basis from which to problematize digital education as
ideology. This recognizes that digital technologies in schools are not neutral
but political; that they are carriers for assumptions and ideas about the future
of society; that their design, promotion, and use are all sites in which struggles
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over power are conducted. Digital sociology allows us to frame the use of
digital technology in schools against long-standing and entrenched terms of
ideological struggle over the distribution of power.

A second orientation that digital sociology brings to the table is the need
to see schools and technology as human experience. In these times of augmented
reality, the Internet of Things, additive manufacturing, and so on, it can be
easy to forget that digital technology use is something that is as human as it
1s technical. When we talk about digital technology we are often referring to
the activities and practices that people do in tandem with technology, rather
than the technologies themselves. Digital sociology therefore foregrounds
discussions in terms of people’s feelings and emotions, their (dis)pleasures
and (in)sensitivities when encountering digital technologies during the
course of their everyday lives. In the context of the school, then, students,
teachers, administrators, leaders, and parents are not simply neutral variables
in any instance of school technology use. Instead, school technology is clearly
something experienced within distinct human contexts and with distinct
human consequences. Any investigation of the digital school is therefore
an investigation of the human experience of digital technology use, that is,
people’s everyday practices and perceptions.

This leads on to a third orientation that digital sociology brings to the
study of schools, that is, problematizing the social structures and contexts of
technology use. Here, our concerns move beyond simply documenting the
human thoughts and actions that coalesce around digital technology within a
school. Instead, it compels us to consider questions of how these thoughts and
actions came to be —how they were socially shaped and socially conditioned.
As such, making full sense of individuals’ responses to digital technologies in
school requires a good understanding of the social contexts of contemporary
schooling. Take, for example, the organizational structures of schools — from
the timetabling and scheduling to the enactment of various policies such as
common core or standardized testing. Broader contextual influences relate
to social class, race, ethnicity, and gender; the subtle (and not so subtle) ways
that neighborhoods bump up against schools; the religious ethos or other
philosophies that schools adopt (for example, as a “sports school” or a “caring
community”). Of course, we should not see these structured social processes
wholly in restrictive, punitive, and dominating terms. Instead, digital sociology
allows us “to grasp social processes in their dialectics and dynamics (instead
of representing them as a concatenation of the power pressures currently in
the limelight)” (Bauman, 2014: 19).

All these different orientations toward the reconfiguration and
reconstitution of schools through digital means foreground important
questions. These range well beyond the usual “What works?” and “What
if?” questions that dominate mainstream academic work on education and
technology. Instead, digital sociology points to the following types of far more
significant lines of inquiry:
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e What meanings and understandings of education are being conveyed
through digital technologies? How do these technologies disseminate ideas
about political and economic structures? What is the language that is being
associated with schools and digital technology?

* What forms of educational engagement are being promoted through
digital technology use in schools, and what forms are being obscured and
silenced? In whose interests does the common consensus about schools and
technology work? How persuasive does this manipulation of understandings
and meanings appear to be?

*  What freedoms and unfreedoms are associated with digital technology use in
schools? How are these being experienced by different individuals and social
groups? To what extent are technologies in school situated in dominant
structures of production and power? To what extent do technologies in
schools disrupt dominant structures of production and power?

* How is the increased presence of digital technologies in schools altering
the relationship between the individual and the commons, as well as the
public and private? Are digital technologies fostering a sense of obligation
and communal sense of education? Are all individuals self-responsiblized
and empowered by technology use in schools?

e In what ways are digital technologies enhancing or diminishing a sense
of pleasure, engagement and enchantment with schools and schooling?

e What are the continuities and discontinuities between “new” forms of
digital schooling and the forms of school that preceded? In what ways are
existing practices and processes altered? In what ways are existing structures
and relations superseded altogether?

Describing the everyday realities of schools and
technology

So where should these questions be directed? What specific school-related
topics and concerns does digital sociology point us toward? As is evident
throughout this book, one of the key strengths of digital sociology is an
ability to properly describe and question the everyday realities of digital
society in terms of what C.Wright Mills (1959) identified as private troubles
and public issues. There are clearly a number of public and private aspects
of contemporary schools and schooling that digital sociology alerts us to.
Perhaps most obviously, digital technologies have an impact on many of the
core elements of education — not least the generation and communication of
knowledge and, it follows, the ways in which learning and understanding take
place. In this sense, digital technologies support different practices, literacies
and “ways of doing” within schools that previously might not have been
valued and/or privileged.
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Digital technologies therefore clearly mediate the social relations and
hierarchies within a school. As such, digital technologies need to be seen as
a key site for varied forms of identity work by young people and adults alike.
Digital technologies are also a focus for ongoing struggles between institutions
and individuals — replicating and reinforcing tensions between structure
and agency, regulation and resistance. In terms of time and space, digital
technologies blur boundaries between “school,” “home,” and other social
institutions and settings. More prosaically, perhaps, digital technologies are
associated with ever-changing materialities and “stuft” of schools — the physical
environments, the material objects within them, the spatial arrangements that
continue to constitute the school or the classroom as a “place.”

All of these are obvious but important issues that digital sociology reminds
us to foreground in any analysis of schools and the digital. That said, it is
perhaps worth spending more time outlining some (perhaps less obvious)
areas related to the politics of contemporary schooling that we feel are not
often discussed. These are additional areas of concern that the current digital
sociology turn does a good job in directing our attention toward. In a little
more detail, then, these issues include the following.

The political economy of schools and technology

Digital technologies have extended the commercialization of schools into
new realms. From Microsoft and Google, through to News Corporation
and thousands of far smaller “Ed-Tech” start-ups, digital technologies have
positioned for-profit interests at the center of how public schooling is now
funded, organized, and delivered. This variety of enterprises reflects the fact
that schools and technology is now a very big business, with global sales of
K-12 instructional technology reaching $13 billion in 2013. There is a clear
need here for investigations that seek to simply “follow the capital” associated
with the increased use of digital technology in schools. As the infamous case
of the $1.3 billion iPad program in LAUSD (Los Angeles Unified School
District) continues to illustrate, the use of digital technologies in schools is
driven by an “education-industrial complex” (Picciano and Spring, 2013)
of IT industry and publishing businesses, foundations and think tanks, and
other vested interests.

As such, digital sociology reminds us to constantly challenge the private
sector values that underpin much of what is blithely seen as the inevitable
digital reform of public schooling. Take, for example, how digital technology
and the imagined imperative of “the digital” is being used as justification
to redesign, reform and reorientate the nature, form, and values of public
schooling. Philanthropic foundations, transnational corporations, venture
capitalists, and other “edu-prenuers” continue to invest substantial amounts of
time, finance, and spin in attempts to “fix”” and/or “disrupt” our supposedly
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“broken” school systems through technology-based approaches. These include
promises of technology-driven “personalization,” games-based-learning,
“flipped classrooms,” maker culture, “21st-century skills,” and so on. These
also include new blueprints for schooling along the lines of Altschool,
Quest-to-Learn, P-TECH, and even “Steve Jobs schools.” Reversions and
innovations such as these might well be desirable and beneficial, but surely
require sustained scrutiny and critique. Many of the “new” forms of digital
education being promoted by commercial interests are based undoubtedly
around different agendas and ideologies than we are used to seeing in public
education. These shifts in tone and emphasis may, or may not, be a “good
thing.” Yet these are issues that require more recognition, debate, and scrutiny
from within the educational establishment.

The management and governance of schools

Digital technologies are also entwined with the changing governance of
schools — particularly as tools through which principles of “performance,”
“effectiveness,” and “accountability” have been enacted. Alongside the
proliferation within schools of computerized systems relating to “management
information” and “business intelligence” are various systems that support
externally facing public scrutiny of schools. This ranking and comparison
is illustrated, for example, in the circulation of data from OECD’ 65
country “PISA” measurements, or the Australian government’s nationwide
“MySchool” website. Schools are also subject to a variety of internal regimes
of technology-based governance. For example, school decision-making
in a range of domains — from curriculum content to teacher hiring — is
increasingly dependent on systems of algorithmic modeling, calculation, and
recommendation. Much of this has been driven by the increased prominence
of digital data — raising concerns over the “datafication” of schooling (Lingard
et al, 2014). Thus we are warned of “schools and districts becom[ing] data
farms, providing an unending supply of harvestable data” (Dean, 2014: 19).
Similarly, schools are seen to have been rendered “digitally rendered as a vast
surface of machine-readable data traces” (Williamson, 2016).

Of course, such uses of data can be justified as supporting active and
efficient modes of governance and management. Data might well be enhancing
organizational preparedness and response, informing cross-border planning,
and/or whole institution management (Kitchin, 2014). Nevertheless, a range
of questions needs to be leveled against such possible benefits. These include
issues of reductionism and the privileging of an “instrumental rationality”
that presumes the disaggregation of complex social and cultural situations
into neatly modeled and calculable problems that can be addressed through
computational means (Mattern, 2013). Further questions are also raised
regarding the exacerbation of unequal social relations between powerful and
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non-powerful groups through data-based calculations and judgments (Selwyn,
2015). In all these terms, data-based governance needs to be subject to close
critical scrutiny.

The digital labor of schools and schooling

Schools are connected to work in a number of ways. On the one hand,
schools play a role in preparing future workers, responding to economic
imperatives of employability, and so on. Any account of schools and digital
technologies must therefore take such issues into account — updating Bowles
and Gintis” (1976) account of the relations between capital and education.
Indeed, the correspondence between work and school has long been seen to
extend beyond knowledge and curricula into all aspects of social relations,
interactions, and identity formations. One key set of issues relating to the
digital school, therefore, is how these conditions and correspondences might
be reinforced and/or reconfigured in an age of “immaterial labor,” “cognitive
capitalism,” and “knowledge economies.” These new modalities are likely to
influence the way that “work” now takes place within schools ... but in what
ways, and to what ends?

On the other hand, schools must be seen as sites of work for teachers,
students, and administrators alike. What, then, are the “digital labor” processes
involved in the increased use of digital technologies within schools? For
example, with online technologies increasingly used as a means of sharing, re-
purposing and out-sourcing pedagogic content, how are digital technologies
implicated in the increased division of labor and alienation of teachers from
their teaching? Digital technologies are also implicated in the increased
blurring of previously binary distinctions between work and leisure, school
and home, productive-work and busy-work. It is also important to explore the
role of digital technology as a growing site for the automation of school work
— from the development of automating grading systems for tests and essays, to
“teacher proof” personalized learning systems that regulate the individualized
instruction of each student. While such “innovations” are often justified in
official terms of increased efficiency and rationalization, digital sociology raises
the possibility for alternate accounts of such technologies in sustaining schools
as sites of increased exploitation, performativity, and alienation.

The surveillance of schools and schooling

A further aspect of digital technologies and schools that demands heightened
attention is the surveillance processes and practices that now pervade public
schools. Common forms of technology-based school surveillance include
the use of CCTV (closed circuit television) throughout school campuses,
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online monitoring techniques, the use of smart cards, RFID (radio-frequency
identification) tags, and biometric tracking. Through such technologies, modes
of measurement and control of school populations have increased steadily —
albeit attracting less controversy and resistance than has been the case with
the implementation of surveillance technologies in society more generally.

Indeed, technology-based surveillance is increasingly being justified in
terms of enhancing the pedagogic efficiencies of schools and classrooms. For
example, self-generation of data by individuals has led to talk of the “sentient
school” where amassed forms of personalized surveillance data can be used to
direct teaching and learning on a real-time responsive basis (see Lupton, 2014).
In contrast, digital sociology ofters a means of exploring critically the everyday
conditions of surveillance in school. In particular, it guides us to question the
range of surveillance practices and processes at work within schools, and to
consider how these are variously encountered and experienced by students,
teachers, administrators, and other members of a “school community.” It
also allows us to ask questions about what is occurring within prevailing
conditions of watching, sorting, and controlling. One significant concern is
how surveillance in schools has shifted from a panoptic to a post-panoptic
state, specifically with regards to the flattening out of power hierarchies as a
result of the incorporation of vertical and horizontal modes of surveillance.
Digital sociology has already spent much time analyzing how the nature and
form of surveillance has changed. The key challenge here is to explore how
these conditions are in evidence within schools.

Expanding the methodological imagination

In tandem with these conceptual concerns, we also need to consider the
methodological directions of the digital sociology turn. In short, digital
sociology offers researchers a range of digitally attuned methods and
methodologies that can be used to address the questions and issues just outlined.
Schools and digital technology is an area of research that would certainly
benefit from a methodological refresh. Indeed, the fast-moving nature of
technology use within schools demands that researchers think expansively and
imaginatively about how school research in “done.” Put bluntly, it is becoming
increasingly apparent that any form of social research secking to capture what
could be termed “the street life” of digital technology use (Hall, 2008) needs to
look well beyond the survey, interview, observation, and field note as its main
tools of inquiry. These once innovative and insightful techniques now come
across as decidedly tired ways of engaging with digital contexts and digital
issues. If the questions and concerns just raised about schools and the digital
are to be properly addressed, we are going to have to do (research) better.
Clearly, there are increasing opportunities in school research to apply
the emerging methods and techniques from the computational social sciences.
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Certainly, many of the school-based applications of technology just described
result in the generation of large data sets relating to individuals, institutions,
and whole-school systems. The opportunities for the modeling, simulation,
and analysis of school-related phenomenon is clear, especially with school
districts and cities beginning to release data on public school systems on an
“open data” basis (Stodden, 2014). Initial work in this direction is evident,
for example, in the data mining and modeling of municipal data sets derived
from annual surveys of parent, student, and teacher perceptions of NYC (New
York City) public schools (Wellington, 2015).

Such techniques also point to the focusing of empirical research on the
coded elements of technology use. Indeed, with much of contemporary
schooling taking place online and within systems such as learning management
systems, management information systems, and so on, there is a clear need to
thoroughly research the digital systems, online environments and coded spaces
that now constitute “school.” This is a point that has been well made by writers
in the fields of software studies and platform studies. As Lev Manovich (2013:
2) puts it, “software has become our interface to the world, to others, to our
memory and our imagination —a universal language through which the world
speaks, and a universal engine on which the world runs.” The need remains
for a digital sociology of school that properly interrogates the code, data, and
programmed architecture of the virtual aspects of contemporary schooling.

While digital sociology has been enthused by highly quantitative
approaches to data analysis, opportunities also exist for more detailed,
deliberative, qualitative approaches to exploring the lived experiences of
individuals within information systems and online environments. As every
local school becomes more of a distributed organization, inspiration might also
be taken, for example, from the “trace ethnography” of digital data (Geiger
and Ribes, 2011). This is qualitative research that focuses on the detailed trace
data generated and collated by online systems, such as transaction logs, version
histories, institutional records, conversation transcripts, and source code.
Observation of how these various forms of data have been (re)constituted and
(re)circulated within various systems can yield rich insights into the online
practices, collaborations, and coordinations of contemporary schooling —
from virtual forms of parental “engagement” through to the organization of
pedagogic work. As Geiger and Ribes (2011: 1) observe:

Analysis of these detailed and heterogeneous data ... can provide
rich qualitative insight into the interactions of users, allowing us to
retroactively reconstruct specific actions at a fine level of granularity.
Once decoded, sets of such documentary traces can then be
assembled into rich narratives of interaction, allowing researchers
to carefully follow coordination practices, information flows,
situated routines, and other social and organizational phenomena
across a variety of scales.
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Similarly, there is much that the study of schools and technology can take
from recent advances in the area of digital ethnography (Pink et al, 2015). The
participatory and highly mobile nature of digital video and audio creation, for
example, offers a ready means of researching the everyday places and practices
of digital schooling. In particular, digital recording devices allow school-based
research work to be conducted “on the move.” One means of doing this is to
ask people to purposively walk around their schools — therefore representing
their school environments to researchers, and collaboratively exploring how
digital schooling is experienced in movements. Sarah Pink’s (2009) research
has made good use of such “place-making walking tours” and “collaborative
video touring” where participants lead camera-wielding researchers around
their intimate environments.

Digital ethnography also points to the empirical study of the sensually
rich and varied nature of technology use, that is, “multi-sensory” research
that captures the visual, auditory, olfactory, haptic, and tactile dimensions of
any digital experience. Digital schooling is obviously experienced through all
senses — from the bodily movements that take place around digital technologies;
the three-dimensional shaping and textures of digital devices; the beeps,
clicks, whirrs, and other noises of technology use; and the heat and smells
generated by 30 computers packed into one small room. There are many ways
that technology in schools can be investigated in these terms — for example,
through the use of decibel meters and light readers, as well as the use of audio
editing software to visualize sound. Some studies have employed fine-grained
“multimodal” analysis of video and still images to capture the rhythms, moods,
and textures existing in schools and classrooms. Opportunities also exist to
make use of participatory GIS (Geographic Information Systems) data to map
movements of people and devices, or perhaps software recording traces and
trails of touch on touch-responsive technologies. All told, digital sociology
reminds us that empirical research should be a multisensory practice.

With regard to another of our earlier concerns, more attention also needs
to be directed toward the researching of the political economy of digital
schooling. Well-established methods such as critical discourse analysis offer
an ideal means of interrogating the (over)selling of technology to schools, and
identifying the component actors and their relationships, as well as exploring
underpinning values and agendas. Similarly, policy network analysis offers a
ready means of investigating the interconnections of vested interests in policy-
making, lobbying, and agenda setting (see, for example, Hogan and colleagues’
[2016] analysis of Pearson’s education policy activities). Increasingly, these
forms of research that focus on the analysis of digital texts make good use of
digital analytical tools — from semantic analysis and text matching applications
through to network modeling software. In all these guises, then, the concerns
of digital sociology should translate into a pragmatic, varied, and eclectic
approach to our understandings of research methods and methodology.
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Finally, the attention of schools researchers might also be directed
toward so-called live methods approach — much of which is concerned with
the imaginative empirical use of techniques. As Les Back and colleagues’
recent writing has explored, the “live methods” manifesto illustrates research
approaches that are creative, playful, and deliberately provocative (Back,
2012). Researchers are encouraged to be “arttul and crafty” — developing
empirical methods and “cultural probes” that test and reinvent relations
with social settings and environments. Examples of these methods include
Mike Michael’s (2012) encouragement of “idiotic” methods, such as the
“speculative design” of provocative objects and probes that might disrupt or
misbehave in social settings. Michael suggests, for example, the programming
of nonsensical automated Twitter “bots” or the mailing of disposable cameras
with specific instructions to photograph the “spiritual center” of one’s everyday
environments (see also Wilkie et al, 2015).

So why not make use of similar “de-sign” methods that allow the people
working within schools to speculate implausibly but imaginatively about
digital educational futures? Why not explore the research insights that might
arise from using digital technologies to engage in fiction writing, filmmaking,
and other creative artistic pursuits? “Live methods” highlights the empirical
opportunities that can result from engaging more fully with the digital aspects
of research settings that are already in sifu. Thus it makes sense for researchers
to make use of the hundreds of smartphone-based recording devices that are
present in every school context, exploring the data trails emanating from
even the most inconsequential digital encounter. Such devices also offer a
counter-methodology to the concerned raised earlier regarding the surveillance
of students within schools. Digital sociology reminds us that researching the
digital in schools does not have to be a sterile exercise in “assassinating’ the
life out of social contexts.

Conclusion

We hope that this brief overview provides some hope and inspiration for
further refinements of these ideas and approaches. Digital sociology clearly
lends a renewed vigor to thinking about how best to engage with schools
and the digital — offering researchers a wealth of critical perspectives, probing
questions, and eclectic methods of inquiry. We are confident that digital
sociology can form the basis for insightful, intelligent, and suitably inventive
research and writing around the topic of schools and technology. Digital
sociology certainly challenges us to broaden our attentiveness to the political,
moral, and aesthetic conditions of schools and technology. Digital sociology
also reminds us that pursuing academic work in this manner requires an
imaginative bent, that is, a creativity, reflexivity, craftiness, awareness, and
mindfulness that is often lacking from education research, that we need to
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engage fully with all aspects of the digital both as a research topic and as a
research resource.

Much of what has been suggested in this chapter relates to a borrowing of
concepts, methods, and sensibilities from other areas of digital sociology — not
least work on divisions of labor, inequalities, critical data studies, surveillance,
and governance. Perhaps most cognate to the school-specific issues outlined
in this chapter is the notably larger literature on digital technology and higher
education. Indeed, academic writers and researchers have proven much more
keen to a sociological gaze towards the digitizations of university and college
settings. It is telling, for example, that our chapter in Digital sociologies sits
alongside four chapters on the digital sociologies of higher education. These
cover topics as diverse as the datafication of universities (see Chapter 11, this
volume); digitized institutional assumptions of race (Chapter 15); and the
entwinement of social media platforms with the cultural complexities of
student life (Chapter 16). Similarly all three editors of Digital sociologies have
written critically on various problematic aspects of digital higher education
(McMillan Cottom, 2016; Daniels and Feagin, 2011; Gregory, 2013).

Such work has some resonance with studies of compulsory schooling in
the digital age, not least with regard to common concerns over the neoliberal
rationalization of educational process and practice; corporate reforms of
public education; and the changing nature of academic labor. Yet schools are
distinct from higher education in a number of important ways — particularly
in terms of compulsion and control; the mandated nature of participation and
presence; and the structured nature of school knowledge, communication, and
subjectification. While schools are not wholly distinct from post-compulsory
education institutions, they certainly require separate sociological scrutiny and
sense-making. While it might well be easier for digital sociologists to write,
research, and reflect on the educational settings that they are most familiar
with, widening these concerns to compulsory schools (the only sector of
education that touches the lives of the majority of the world’s population) is
surely necessary for the mainstreaming of digital sociology within the social
sciences.

In this spirit, then, it is important to remember that digital sociology is
an ideal means of oftering insights into thinking otherwise about schools in the
digital age. Lest we have given the impression, digital sociology is certainly
not an exercise in defeatism. On the contrary, foundational to any sociological
study should be a “yearning for further improvement” (Bauman, 2014:
26). Sociological investigations of the school therefore need to be directed
toward the residual hope of change. Given the state of flux of many aspects of
contemporary schools and schooling, the need for critical research to involve
itself in the question of “where do we go from here?” is essential. There is
little value in only pointing out that things are clearly not as good as they
should be. A digital sociology of school is not an exercise in defending the
status quo or denying the need for change. Of course, few sociologists would
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deny that schools as they currently stand are sites for numerous injustices and
replicators of numerous inequalities. Yet this is no reason to give up on the
idea of schools altogether, or to dismiss them as broken, anachronistic places
that require complete replacement. Instead, digital sociology offers a powerful
means to work with schools rather than work against them — echoing bell
hooks’ (1994: 207) exhortation that “the classroom, with all its limitations,
remains a location of possibility.”

Thus, alongside documenting the patterns of power, politics, inequality,
and injustice implicated in the use of digital technologies, any digital sociology
of school should also be concerned with constructing alternative trajectories. If
we are at odds with the conditions to be found in the contemporary “digital
school,” what alternatives might there be? How, then, could digital technologies
be used to counter rather than compound dominant cultures of inequality,
competitive individualism, performativity, and/or exploitation? What would
meaningful, respectful, and/or pleasurable forms of digital schooling look like?
What forms of digital tools, techniques, and practices would be required to
possibly empower otherwise sub-ordinated groups? These are all questions
that educators and education researchers need to consider as the digitization
of schools and schooling continues to gather momentum.

Above all, digital sociology reminds us that the critical study of schools
and technology requires new ideas, new sensibilities, and new techniques. In
a practical sense these are most likely to be led by the introduction of new
conferences and publication outlets, as well as a renewal of research training
within educational research. Yet it is important to recognize that a digital
sociology of school is not simply a summation of [Digital + Sociology of
Education]. Instead, this needs to be more than the sum of its parts. In short,
a digital sociology of school must be entered into as a new set of practices,
perspectives, and preoccupations. As Alexander Galloway has observed of
“new” media studies in general....

[We need] to cease adding ‘new media’ to existing things. Media
are transformative. They affect conditions of possibility in general.
Mediation does not merely add something to the existing list
of topics that scholars study. It changes the practice of study itself.
(Galloway et al, 2014: 1; original emphasis)

This chapter has not described approaches, questions, and methods that can
be engaged with simply by “doing the same old thing” that the sociology
of school has always done. On the contrary, our call to arms for a socially
aware, politically conscious, theoretically driven digital sociology of school
challenges sociologists to think carefully about what it is they are doing when
researching the digital. Moreover, it challenges us to strive to be imaginative
in our thinking. In all these ways, then, there is much to be gained from
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bringing digital sociology to bear on the academic study of schools. As such,
it is vital to keep these conservations going.
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Note

! In making these arguments we are well aware that we are discussing the concept of “school”
from the privileged position of (over)developed countries such as the US and Australia.
At a rudimentary level, it is important to remember that well over 50 million children are
still denied the right to basic primary education and therefore classed as “out of school.”
Concurrently, it is important to remember that around half the world’s population has no
direct experience of using “the internet” at all. Issues of unequal access to schooling and
digital technology remain major concerns around the world.
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Representing “inforgs” in
data-driven decisions

Jeftrey Alan Johnson

Introduction

ata, it seems, is to be the savior of the 21st century. Whether in

business, government, or higher education, pressures toward “data-

driven” or “evidence-based” decisions are ubiquitous, promising
more insight, more efficiency, and better outcomes than was previously
possible. Through expansive use of data (often, as below, conflated with
open data, network architectures, and analytical processes),

[GJovernments now have the opportunity to better understand
the needs of their citizens and citizens may participate more fully
in their government. Information becomes more valuable as it is
shared, less valuable as it is hoarded. Open data promotes increased
civil discourse, improved public welfare, and a more efficient use
of public resources. (Open Government Working Group, 2007)

Implicit in this view, however, is a scientifically realist view of data: data can
save us because it is an objective representation of observed reality that can
thus transcend politics to bring organizations to the correct decision.

But if this realist view of data is incorrect, the edifice that legitimizes
data becomes far less stable. Creating data requires some process that narrows
the many possible representations of a given state of the world to a single
data state. This process is carried out within translation regimes: systems of
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technical rules and social practices that establish a one-to-one correspondence
between a given state of the world and a data state. The technical structures
of a relational database, such as tables, functions, business rules, and queries,
translate states of the world into data states based on standards established by
social structures such as cultures, states, and organizations. These regimes also
translate the entities about which data is collected into “inforgs,” entities that
exist solely as bundles of information.

Within many of the structures that guide data use and data-driven
decision-making inforgs behave quite differently than people, fundamentally
changing the power dynamics of representation in the decision process. In
this chapter I explore two structures related to representation. First, inforgs
significantly complicate the way that data-driven decision processes can
be considered representative of students. While a less data-driven process
emphasizes a trustee model of representation in which the decision-maker is
seen as acting in the best interests of the student, a data-driven process that
translates students as inforgs requires decision-makers to create constructs that
ultimately represent themselves rather than students. Standard approaches to
protecting student privacy are also considerably more problematic in translated
data processes. Approaches to privacy typically rely on restricting the flow of
information. A traditional approach views this as protection of an individual.
But when the individuals exist solely as inforgs, as in a data-driven decision
process, restrictions on the flow of information destroys or at least degrades
the inforg itself, excluding the associated person from the process. I conclude
by suggesting that mitigating practices, critical institutional research, and a
justice-centered approach to information can help manage these challenges.

Data systems in higher education: a reference case

The objective of this chapter is to establish a theoretical framework for
understanding the structural dimensions of a normative question, seeing data
as a type of social artifact that influences the achievement of social justice.
To provide an empirical referent for theorizing the nature of inforgs in
translation regimes, I examine the data systems and practices commonly used
by institutional research offices in US higher education, specifically those in
place at Utah Valley University (UVU) while I worked as a senior research
analyst in its Institutional Research & Information Office from 2009 to 2013.!
This is supplemented by discursive analysis of the Structured Query Language
(SQL) implementing the data systems and the data standards established
by the federal Integrated Post-secondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
and the Utah System of Higher Education (USHE) reporting processes,
and occasionally by analysis of online interviews with eight UVU students
regarding their own perceptions of their social identities conducted as a pilot
project for a larger study.
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Institutional research offices in US universities typically have responsibility
for two areas: meeting mandatory government reporting requirements such
as completing IPEDS surveys or reporting to regulatory agencies at the state
level; and extracting, transforming, and analyzing data in institutional data
systems to support data-driven decision-making throughout the university. The
latter responsibility is the focus of this analysis. Typical projects might include
developing data dashboards to display and analyze retention and graduation
rates for student affairs programs, collecting and reporting quantitative data
used to review academic programs or to meet accreditation requirements for
program assessment, developing data architecture for federal and state reporting
data, or implementing new data systems. Much of this work is carried out
in conjunction with other campus offices, and both the internal structure of
institutional research and its relations with other offices varies widely across
universities.

Nonetheless, UVU’s data systems are sufficiently common to be considered
representative. UVU’s data backbone is the Ellucian Banner relational database
running on an Oracle 10g database server.” Banner consists of a normalized
set of several thousand data tables managing student and administrative data
and optimized for Online Transactional Processing (OLTP), locally referred
to as “Prod” (a reference to it as the production database). The bulk of
institutional data analysis is performed using the Banner Operational Data
Store (ODS), which consists of a denormalized set of fewer but much larger
tables optimized for Online Analytical Processing (OLAP). The data contained
in the ODS is either identical to or derived from that in Prod. Both databases
are extensively customized for UVU. Prod also connects to several other data
systems, including the Wolverine Track advising information system, Ellucian
Student Success CRM, and the Canvas learning management system.

Most government reporting comes from three customized relational
tables. One table, referred to locally as STUDENT,® contains information
that is constant about individual students across courses within a term such
as demographics, contact information, or overall academic characteristics.
The second table, COURSE, contains information that is constant across
all students in a section for a term. The final table, STUDENT_COURSE,
contains information specific to a student within a specific course such as course
grade or (since some courses can award variable credit) credits attempted. Using
appropriate joins, STUDENT, COURSE, and STUDENT_COURSE can
provide most of the information that the institution would need to understand
its students and academic offerings. For example, joining STUDENT and
STUDENT_COURSE would allow the institution to determine the
distribution of courses taken by major and gender. STUDENT_COURSE
would identify the courses taken by each student; STUDENT would provide
the major and gender information. Each table is a “live” data table, showing
data as it exists currently for all terms (including any transactions that affect
data for a term after the term has ended, such as retroactive withdrawals from
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courses). A set of “freeze tables” contains data snapshots allowing time-series
analysis throughout a term, and include freezes for the official census and
end-of-term reporting dates.

These frozen data from the official reporting dates is used principally for
state and federal government reporting. But there is a strong expectation that
data reported by the institution for non-government purposes, including that
used to make and justify decisions, will be consistent with the government
reporting data. For example, between 2010 and 2012, UVU created a web-
based data dashboard to provide more specific information on retention and
graduation rates than was reported to IPEDS. It nonetheless relied on IPEDS
definitions of retention and graduation rates, demographic categories, and
reporting cohorts. The cohort definition is especially important, as the IPEDS
cohort includes only first-time, full-time, degree-seeking undergraduates
entering in the fall, who made up only 32 percent of new UVU students in
the 2012—-13 academic year. Because of the expectation that the data used
locally for decision-making will be consistent with government reporting
data, the translation regime (defined below) in place at UVU is defined
disproportionately by the rules that govern the three customized government
reporting tables.

Inforgs in data-driven decision processes

In recent decades, higher education in the US has seen dramatically increasing
corporatization, bureaucratization, and rationalization derived from the
for-profit sector but increasingly common in the public and private non-
profit sectors as well. A central feature of this has been the emergence of
accountability regimes, in which:

. a politics of surveillance, control, and market management
disguise|es]| itself as the value-neutral and scientific administration
of individuals and organizations (Tuchman, 2009). Related to
strategic planning, this accountability regime supposedly minimizes
risks for an organization (or corporation) by imposing rules about
how work will be done and evaluated. (McMillan Cottom and
Tuchman, 2015: 8)

The scope of such regimes goes far beyond traditional notions of legal and
financial risk, reaching into the realm of operational control through data-driven
decision-making processes. Accrediting bodies demand that mission fulfillment
and student learning be demonstrated through “meaningful, assessable, and
verifiable data — quantitative and/or qualitative, as appropriate to its indicators
of achievement” (Northwest Commission on Colleges and Universities, 2010:
4.A.1) and that institutions practice “regular, systematic, participatory, self-
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reflective, and evidence-based assessment of its accomplishments” (Northwest
Commission on Colleges and Universities, 2010: 5.A.1). The results of these
data-driven analyses are “used for improvement by informing planning,
decision making, and allocation of resources and capacity” (Northwest
Commission on Colleges and Universities, 2010: 4.B.1). Institutions that
fail to use appropriate data-driven processes to evaluate mission fulfillment
and student learning risk punitive actions by accreditors. For example, in
June 2013 the Middle States Commission on Higher Education, the largest
of the regional accrediting bodies in the US higher education system, issued
warnings that the accreditation of 10 schools was in jeopardy; nine of these
institutions had failed to demonstrate compliance with standards relating to
planning, effectiveness, and learning assessment (Middle States Commission
on Higher Education, 2014).

The reliance on data in assessment, evaluation, and planning — arguably the
most important decision processes in a university — is a paradigmatic case of
the broader model of data-driven decision-making. Mandated at the primary
and secondary levels in the US by the now superseded No Child Left Behind
Act of 2001, data-driven decision-making compels institutions to use data
“to stimulate and inform continuous improvement, providing a foundation
for educators to examine multiple sources of data and align appropriate
instructional strategies with the needs of individual students” (Mandinach,
2012: 72). The model is based on business management theories (especially
those derived from manufacturing), including Total Quality Management
and Continuous Improvement. The model organizes and interprets multiple
types of data into information that is meaningful to the users. This then
becomes actionable knowledge when users evaluate and synthesize the available
information, ultimately using the information to either inform discussion or
to choose actions. This process is cyclical and takes place within a range of
varying organizational contexts (Marsh et al, 2006). The result is held to be
a more rigorous and informed decision process that allows educators to teach
more effectively and administrators to operate more efficiently and reliably
(Mandinach, 2012).

Unexamined in this model is the nature of the data that is driving decision-
making. Data is, from the perspective of data-driven decisions, seen as an
objective representation of a real world. This realist view is fundamentally
flawed, however. A growing body of work in critical data studies suggests that
data is inherently constructed and thus subjective. Much of this work builds
on arguments about the inherent value-ladenness of technology generally,
such as Feenberg’s (1991) arguments that the challenges of technology are
a consequence of the values embedded in technologies, Kranzberg’s (1986)
famed formulation that “Technology is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral,”
and Winners (1980) assertion that technological facts can have political
qualities. To speak only of the recent highlights of the peer-reviewed work
in a literature growing faster than it can be published, let alone consumed:
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algorithms used in many big data applications show that algorithms’ content
reflects a political economy dominated by large corporate interests (Pasquale,
2015) and the spaces of contestation in which they operate (Crawford, 2015).
The problems, knowledge, and actors algorithmic actions include are mutually
constitutive rather than independent, as the realist view of data would suggest
(Introna, 2015). The “city of visualized facts” that comes from such a realist
and instrumental view of data obscures the assemblages that constitute metrics,
benchmarks, and dashboards (Kitchin et al, 2015).

A common thread in these critical perspectives is the rejection of a realist
or positivist view of data in favor of constructive views. Two key elements
are posited as the basis for alternatives. First, data is seen as inherently linked
to practices beyond the data structures. The constitution of data is best
understood, rather than from a realist perspective, as what Lupton (Chapter
21, this volume) calls digital data assemblages, “configurations of discourse,
practices, data, human users and technologies” that are simultaneously material
and ephemera. These structures are necessary for the interpretation of data.
Data is unique to bureaucratic forms of government, rooted in the need to
make its subjects legible to the apparatus of authority by transforming an
underdetermined reality into standardized, aggregatable, static facts that are
capable of consistent documentation (Scott, 1998: 80—1). This is, of course, a
central requirement of the processes of rationalization that McMillan Cottom
and Tuchman described above, and especially of accountability regimes.
In order to understand what a data point means it must be understood as
a representation of something within a nexus of problems, models, and
interventions rather than as an abstracted object.

The process of making reality legible reflects a fundamental problem:
the relationship between that which is to be represented and the data state
ultimately representing it is one-to-many; therefore data systems must select
a single data state from among the many possible in order to produce legible
knowledge. Hence the second key element: that data is itself constructed
by social processes. I have elsewhere (Johnson, 2015) called this process the
translation regime, which one might define as the set of implicit or explicit
principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures through which
single, commensurable data states are selected to represent states of the world,*
that provides an external source of stability for the data system and allows it to
bring legibility to the represented conditions (Mitev, 2005). One could look
to gender as a paradigmatic case of translation, with myriad possible gender
expressions reduced to a small number of values, most commonly “male” or
“female,” by data standards and validation tables that reflect social norms, in
particular those at work in the accountability regime of the institution.

From this perspective, data-driven decision-making takes place within
an abstracted model world that resembles any reality external to it in one of
many possible ways selected by the translation regime. In a data table, data
exists in columns where the data has a common framework, but it also exists
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in rows that relate data points in different columns to each other through
association with some sort of entity: data is information about some things,
students and courses in the case of UVU’ core institutional research data
systems. These things in the database can have no more objective existence
than the characteristics that the database attributes to them. The translation
regime does not simply translate the characteristics of objectively existing
entities into the columns of a database; those entities that make up the rows
are also translations, whose existence is defined strictly by the information
with which they can be associated.

These data entities are best described as what philosopher of information
Luciano Floridi terms “inforgs™:

In many respects we are not stand-alone entities but rather
interconnected informational organisms or inforgs, sharing with
biological agents and engineered artefacts a global environment ultimately
made of information, the infosphere. This is the informational environment
constituted by all informational processes, services, and entities thus
including informational agents as well as their properties, interactions, and
mutual relations. (Floridi, 2010: 9; original emphasis)

An inforg is characterized as an entity that is de-physicalized, typified
(represented as an instance of a class of identical objects), perfectly clonable,
and existing only through its interactions with other inforgs. While the extent
to which this ontology, which Floridi calls “informational structural realism,”
is an adequate description of being more broadly remains controversial, the
sense of inforgs inhabiting an infosphere captures well the ontology of the
model world in which a data-driven decision process takes place. In such a
model world, data consists of signifiers of states that attach to inforgs. In a star
schema, for instance, data is divided into fact tables that describe entities and
dimension tables that describe conditions that those entities can take on. Each
row in the fact table represents one entity, named by the data table’s primary
key, and that entity has no characteristics other than the facts stored in the
row, that can be joined to the row, or that are stored in the related dimension
tables. These inforgs are thus the only kind of entity that can exist within a
data-driven decision process.

Informational representation

Decisions in higher education are political decisions in the most basic
sense: they are decisions made to govern a collective entity, in this case a
postsecondary educational institution. As such, those that are affected by this
decision, as in all political decisions, have a legitimate claim that they ought to
have meaningful input into it in some fashion. This is the origin of the problem
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of representation, a problem not challenged by the fact that the decision takes
place in a bureaucratic rather than legislative institution. Presumably, then,
decision-makers in higher education intend for their decisions to represent,
in some form and among other considerations, the students about whom
they are making decisions.

One might analyze different modes of representation along two
dimensions. The first concerns the level of participation. Participatory models
involve all those who have a claim to input in the process of making the
decision; representative models vest that power in a relatively small group of
individuals who act for the group as a whole. A second dimension considers
the relationship between the decision-makers and the group. Promissory
models view the decision-maker as an agent who acts on behalf of those they
represent as principals, while autonomous models allow the decision-makers
the freedom to act on their own. The most common models fall into either
the autonomous/participatory or the promissory/representative quadrants.
Direct democracy, in which all members of the polity participate directly
in policy-making, is the standard case of the former; the trustee-delegate
dichotomy, in which representatives act respectively in the best interests of the
represented or as the represented themselves would, is the basis of the latter.

This is not to say that the only coherent models of representation fit into
one of these two quadrants. Frameworks of representation in the two other
quadrants are less commonly observed but nonetheless important. In descriptive
representation, representatives act without any moral obligation toward the
positions of the represented but, “in their own backgrounds mirror some of
the more frequent experiences and outward manifestations of belonging to
the group” (Mansbridge, 1999: 628). This correspondence of backgrounds
acts as a mechanism to ensure correspondence between the interests of the
representative and the represented so that a representative acting in their own
self-interest is coincidentally acting in that of the represented as well, rather
than acting out of an obligation to do so. Descriptive representation is an
important case of representation that is both autonomous and representative,
used especially to study representation in bureaucracies (see, for example,
Wilkins and Keiser, 2004). Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s On the social contract
proposes a system in which citizens participate directly in government but
represent not their particular individual wills but the “will that one has as
a citizen,” which he terms “the general will,” thus directly participating in
government but as an agent of the collective body of citizens that serves as
principal. However, neither of these models is of practical value in higher
education decision processes. In the case of descriptive representation, decisions
are made by actors who cannot resemble the key characteristic of those they
might be taken to represent: administrators are not students. Concepts related
to the general will have never been shown to be sufficiently clear in any applied
context to be of use in making a specific decision. Analysis of representation
will thus focus on the direct and promissory models of representation.
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In a personalized decision-making context, which we might define in
contrast to a data-driven process as one in which either single or multiple
decision-makers use their personal judgment to make what they consider the
best decision given the available information under some degree of uncertainty,
higher education tends toward a trusteeship model of representation. Even at
the smallest of institutions, direct participation in all decisions is impractical
because of the number of students and of decisions involved in governing
the institution. But there is also a strong strain of paternalism in decision-
making at colleges and universities. Students, it is frequently held, cannot be
counted on to do what is best for them. Consider, for instance, Austin Peay
State University’s use of predictive analytics in student advising:

[Provost Tristan] Denley points to a spate of recent books by
behavioral economists, all with a common theme: When presented
with many options and little information, people find it difficult
to make wise choices. The same goes for college students trying
to construct a schedule, he says. They know they must take a
social-science class, but they don’t know the implications of taking
political science versus psychology versus economics. They choose
on the basis of course descriptions or to avoid having to wake up
for an 8 am class on Monday. Every year, students in Tennessee lose
their state scholarships because they fall a hair short of the GPA
cutoff, Mr Denley says, a financial swing that ‘massively changes
their likelihood of graduating’. (Parry, 2012)

Such students would, if they chose themselves, make choices that run counter
to their true interests (presumably, in receiving a generic college degree at
minimum cost); decision-makers must therefore choose not what the students
would choose but what they should choose. Such a model of representation
is defensible only to the extent that the decision-makers do, in fact, have an
adequate view of that interest.

This model of representation breaks down when students are translated
into inforgs. Initially, one is tempted to see the translation of students (or
of anyone with a claim to voice in a political process) as a gain for direct
participation. The promissory models both break down when applied to
inforgs. The trustee and delegate approaches both require a unifying concept
that acts as the wholeness of the represented (interest or will, respectively)
that guides how the agent acts on behalf of the principal, one that is lacking
when the principal is no more than a bundle of information: which piece of
information defines that unifying concept? But while a personalized process
of direct participation requires some complex structure that allows universal
participation in the process of developing policy alternatives, manages extensive
deliberation among those alternatives, and aggregates preferences into a
decision, a data-driven process can bring the participants in as inforgs and then
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aggregate their informational characteristics. The capacity for participation
in data-driven decision-making is apparently limited only by the power to
collect and process the information that constitutes the inforgs.

Figure 11.1: Representation of students in personal decision processes
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This understanding of representation assumes that inforgs have an objective
or realist ontological status, existing in their own right rather than being
constituted by actors outside of themselves: the data row represents a physically
existing student as they are in the “real” world rather than existing as an
inforg that has been created by someone other than the represented. The
analysis of the data structures above shows that this is not the case. Inforgs are
themselves social constructs, and both their existence and their characteristics
reflect the same social pressures and structures that data fields do. As such, the
idea that inforgs are capable of being independently represented in a data-
driven decision process is fundamentally unsound; what is represented is the
constructive activity of those creating the inforgs. There is the appearance
of direct participation, although the participants are not representations of
students but actants created through the translation regime. The construction
of those actors defines the information that constitutes them, supplying the
unifying concept of a promissory-representative model independently of the
students the inforgs claim to correspond. What is represented is as much the
constructors’ understanding of students that is built into the data driving the
decision process.

Data-driven decision processes thus present a fundamental contradiction.
While they are instituted as objective processes, it is clear that no process of
representing students can take place within them without the process of data
creation also being a process of imposing external values and assumptions.
The inforgs are created by those who create the data system, and decisions
about them can only be made if decision-makers supply their own concepts of
interests of will to guide the application of promissory models of representation.
This is, to be sure, true of personal decision models as well, but in those models
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there is a clear connection to individuals against which those assumptions can
be checked. In a data-driven model there is nothing to check against beyond
the data; the students exist solely as data. The objectivity of the process, its
supposed virtue, is thus a fiction needed to make the process work.

Figure 11.2: Representation of inforgs in data-driven decision processes
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Representing inforgs becomes more seriously compromised when considered
in relation to information privacy. In the US, students are protected first and
foremost by federal laws including but not limited to the Federal Education
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), but also by a range of state laws, institutional
policies, and data handling standards. All of this is meant to ensure that students
are able to maintain a sphere of personal identity and activity safe from intrusion
by others, including others’ knowledge about the student. Most commonly
this is protected by the twin principles of consent and anonymity: personal
information may only be used or transferred with the consent of the subject;
all other information must be stripped of personally identifying characteristics
before use or transfer (van Wel and R oyakkers, 2004). Certainly these opt-in
or opt-out procedures are the bedrock of most institutions’ privacy policies,
with the latter likely far more common than the former.

Growing pressures on personal privacy have given rise to more complex
perspectives on privacy. It is increasingly common to interpret privacy as a
property right in information about one’s self. Subjects hold initial ownership
rights in information about them, and can exchange that information
contractually in information markets, receiving appropriate compensation —
or they can refuse to permit the use of such information in the absence of
sufficient compensation to encourage the transaction (Solove, 2004: 76-81).
This approach makes sense, for example, of the willingness of so many to
give access to their email to Google: in exchange for an outstanding product,
consumers are willing to allow Google to use the information captured to
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generate profit for itself. Alternatively, Helen Nissenbaum (2010) argues for
a reliance on social context to protect privacy. As technosocial systems, the
context of information flows is as much a defining feature of data exchange
and use as the content of that information flow. The combination of situation,
actors, information attributes, and practices of transmission for accepted
information exchanges constitute an existing norm of practice that may be
violated in the case of new uses of information, such as a data mining practice.
Changes in this context that are not supported by its underlying norms are
violations of the contextual integrity of the information flows, and in the
absence of separate justification violate one’s privacy rights. More recently, the
European Court of Justice has embraced a “right to be forgotten” under which
individuals are entitled to have information about them essentially destroyed,
in the instant case by having Google remove links to information about them
from search results (Case C-131/12 Google Spain SL vs AEPD [2014]).

The common thread of each of these approaches to privacy is that they
aim to restrict lows of information across parties, transactions, or both. This
restriction is frequently considered the essence of data privacy. The centrality
of collection (the flow of information from a subject to a data system) and
dissemination (the flow of information across data systems or from a data
system to subjects) in common definitions of information privacy makes
restrictions on flow the sine qua non of data privacy. Such a model of privacy
is at least plausibly appropriate for the governance of subjects who are persons;
preventing the transfer of information will, presumably, prevent those receiving
information from using it to do harm to the subjects of that information. This
meets the fundamental criteria of a wide range of ethical frameworks, such
as Mill’s harm principle, which permits the infringement of one’s liberty in
order to prevent harm to others, or the more recent proposal of a Hippocratic
Oath making “do no harm” the first principle in the use of information and
communication technology for development (Mill, 2011: 17; Rodrik, 2012).

Restricting the flow of information fundamentally fails, however, when
the subjects are constructive inforgs. The flow of information is what translates
subjects (in this case, students) into inforgs in the first place. To restrict that
flow is to change the inforg itself. Such restrictions might, for instance, limit
the data known about an inforg in absolute terms as privacy restrictions prevent
the transfer of certain types of information (when, for example, the subject
opts out of sharing of internet use information). Or it might do so in relative
terms as it prevents the transfer of information from one source (when the
subject installs a privacy plug-in in Chrome) but allows that same transfer
from another source (when the subject doesn’t bother reading the 31-page
terms and conditions for the latest 1OS update). Since an inforg is nothing
more than a typified and clonable bundle of information, a difference in the
information constituting the inforg violates the principles of typification (the
difference resulting in inforgs that are instances of two different types) and
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clonability (the difference distinguishing two instances as different rather than
as clones), and is thus the creation of a different inforg.

This becomes even more problematic when a subject opts out of a data
system altogether. For a constructive inforg, a complete data opt-out is not
simply a withholding of information; it is a complete destruction of itself as an
inforg. Prohibition of data flows prevent the inforg from being constructed in
the first place. It is perhaps only slightly overdramatic to characterize complete
restriction of the flow of data as information suicide for a constructive inforg,
as the inforg that protects its privacy ceases to exist in the model world of the
data-driven decision process. The physical entity corresponding to the inforg
(in this case, the actual student) is at best reduced to context — that there are
some students who are excluded by privacy protections. But context, again,
exists only in relation to data, which is to say, in relation to inforgs. Students
who opt to protect their privacy thus exist only as others to the inforgs’selves,
defined not individually as entities in themselves, but collectively as a typified
characteristic of the inforgs (that is, as a group of identical entities of which
the inforgs are not members). Reduced to context that is meaningful only
in relation to entities that have corresponding inforgs, those students cease
to exist analytically, and instead are subsumed as information into inforgs
corresponding to other students.

That further complicates the problem of representation as well. Partial
restrictions change how subjects are represented; complete prohibitions
exclude subjects from being represented entirely. Students are faced with a
difficult choice: they can be represented (with varying levels of adequacy given
the process of constructing inforgs) in the data-driven decision processes that
run the institution that shapes a significant part of their lives both now and
long into the future, or they can choose to minimize the extent to which that
institution is allowed into the student’s sphere of private activity and identity.
To exactly the extent that students choose one good, they undermine the
other. In personalized decision processes, the unifying concepts of principal-
agent representation can moderate this, with decision-makers taking into
account expressions of students’ best interests and wills regardless of — and
perhaps taking into consideration — the privacy status of individual students,
as these are not data-dependent. In data-driven decision processes, however,
with those unifying concepts absent and decisions formally constrained by
the available data, representation and privacy are fundamentally irreconcilable.

Conclusion: what is to be done?

Clearly data-driven decision-making becomes much more problematic when
we recognize that data is made, not collected. As decision-making increasingly
takes place within model worlds created by the process of collecting, managing,
and analyzing data, it increasingly transforms people into inforgs, and
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marginalizes considerations not rooted in data as mere context.” Data-driven
decision-making is part of a larger ethos, one connecting managerialism,
technocratic government, and neoliberal politics, that increasingly pervades
higher education. The problems of representation and privacy, and especially
the tension between the two, stem from the very core of this ethos.

There are thus no clear or easy solutions to these problems. Immediately,
one might hope that awareness of the problem might promote decision-makers
to take mitigating steps. Institutions might take efforts to broadly discuss
findings before making final decisions based on them in order to identify the
ways in which a particular data-driven process has not adequately represented
students. Institutional researchers might also analyze generally the privacy
decisions of students to better understand who is exercising their privacy
options, what concerns drive those students, and what effects those privacy
elections are likely to have on data once it becomes part of a data-driven
decision process. Steps like this will not solve the problems, but they can at
the least create additional context that can moderate the effects of representing
students as inforgs rather than people.

An emerging agenda exploring “critical institutional research” might
also be of use here. Such an agenda aims to explore institutional research
from perspectives of critical thought about current ideas and practice, critical
methods that challenge the dominance of positivist or behavioralist research,
and critical theories that take seriously diverse perspectives and the places
of race, class, gender, sexuality, and especially the intersections of these in
institutional research. This analysis illustrates the value of critical thought
about institutional research; critical methods might challenge the dominance
of data-driven decision-making with methods that emphasize synthesis of
research subjects rather than analytically fragmenting them into data bits,
while critical theories would challenge the claims to objectivity of data and
explore connections between data-driven processes and neoliberal political and
economic ideology. Together, these idea would enable institutional researchers
to consider our practices from the perspective philosopher Iris Marion Young
takes on critical politics: rather than being the natural or obvious way of doing
things, our practice “does not have to be this way, it could be otherwise”
(Young, 1990: 6).

But ultimately the clear failure of existing notions of representation
and privacy suggest that they might be better subsumed into a conception
of information justice that broadens these specific concerns into a large
framework that understands information as a social structure and evaluates
it from the perspective of how it contributes to the good of individuals,
groups, and society more broadly. Such a perspective would clearly challenge
the authoritative claims of data-driven decision models, showing that these
decisions are inherently political acts and thus that the social structure of
information is itself of interest to both decision-makers and the subjects
of those decisions. While the details of such a theory are quite far from
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developed, it would certainly encourage more inclusive decision practices,
and consider both the ends for which information is to be used and the means
by which information is analyzed as ethical questions in themselves. A more
explicitly just framework for information might even go further to create an
environment in which students and institutions cooperate in the pursuit of
justice rather than conflict over who has the right to students’ information.
A robust framework for information justice is the long-term solution for
protecting students as inforgs.

Notes
' The analysis presented here is strictly my own, and should not be taken as representing in
any way the policy of Utah Valley University or the views of its leadership.

As a full review of database structure and operation is beyond the scope of practicality in a
chapter, tedious for those already familiar with them, and redundant give the many excellent
sources available, this discussion presumes a basic, non-technical understanding of databases.
I have aimed to provide enough background to understand the points in my argument in
ways that do not overly burden those unfamiliar with databases with technical knowledge,
but are still recognizable to technical specialists. I apologize to readers of both sorts to the
extent that I haven’t succeeded in that.

*  Table and field names are indicated in capital letters, with TABLE_NAMES in Roman
typetace and FIELD NAMES in italics. Specific table names have been replaced with generic
descriptive names to maintain data security. These descriptive names often correspond with
similar tables and fields included in a standard Banner installation that may exist but are
generally not used at UVU. Field names have also been changed where the name in the
table is sufficiently obscure to make understanding difficult for the reader.

This definition follows that of Krasner (1982: 186), used to define regimes in international
relations.

One might argue that the portrayal of data-driven decision-making presented here is
something of a straw-man argument that neglects the subtleties and importance of context in
the models advocated in higher education. I would argue to the contrary that those models
themselves only pay lip service to context; the more context can be used to override data
and the more that conflicting data points are to be considered in the decision process, the
less data-driven decision-making is distinct from personalized decision-making. If there is
something distinct about data-driven decision-making it is that data must take priority over
context.
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Employee monitoring in
a digital context

Calle Rosengren and Mikael Ottosson

orking life is undergoing a transformation in the sense that

F\ x / new digital technologies are pervasively changing the nature of

labor and its organizational forms, regardless of profession, and

regardless of whether those affected are qualified professionals or laborers.

The framework that previously regulated the content of work, as well as

when, where and how it would be conducted, is being reconsidered. One

aspect of new digital technologies concerns the manner in which the work
process is being monitored and controlled.

Workplace monitoring has existed for a long time in different shapes and
forms. Depending on the modes of production, workplace monitoring has
assumed various forms, from counting and weighing output and payment
by piece rate in pre-industrial society to clocking in and punching out in
industrial society (Ball, 2010; Negrey, 2012). In other words: surveillance in
the workplace is not a novelty (Lyon, 2013/1994). Seen from the logic of
capitalism, it is not incongruous or unreasonable to expect that employers
both have rights and reason to do so. However, in today’s working life, many
employees use company digital equipment privately as well as professionally
(Table 12.2; cf Paulsen, 2014). Partly in response to this, there is an increasing
availability of relatively inexpensive and easy to use technology, such as software
monitoring programs, which enable employers to expand the range and scope
of their control over their employees’ activities (Fairweather, 1999).

This chapter aims to highlight workplace monitoring in the digital era,
which includes, for example, internet and email monitoring, location tracking,
biometrics, and covert surveillance. The increase in potential methods to
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track and monitor employee behavior poses questions that concern where
the borders for personal integrity are drawn. Who has the right to personal
details, and at what point? How does this monitoring affect the social relations
between employer and employee in terms of control, autonomy, and trust?
We argue that issues of trust and integrity in a digital context are of such
importance to our society that they must be afforded a distinct place in both
public awareness and in political deliberations.

Workplace surveillance in the digital era

Throughout the historical process that has led to modern working life, different
technological innovations have come to affect not only what is being produced
but also how. Much as the steam engine released production from natural
limitations and forever changed the world of work a couple of hundred years
ago, the rapid development of digital information technologies has had a
tremendous impact on working life, both in terms of the products and services
being produced, but also on business processes and organizational structures
(Ragu-Nathan et al, 2008). Unlike the 1900s large-scale technology, digital
technology has been flexible. One fundamental aspect of this new technology
is that it can make employees more accessible to others and allow work to be
more available to the employee. Employees can communicate with each other
much more efficiently through email and the internet. Easy access to functions
such as email, text, and voice messages also enable employees to continue
work after leaving the workplace for the day (Porter and Kakabadse, 20006),
thus challenging the traditional borders between working life and personal life.
This is a development that holds much promise in terms of more interesting
and challenging jobs, but there is also a potentially darker side to it.

On superficial observation, it is easy to conclude that the development in
working life has moved from a situation where the employer monitored and
controlled the alienated worker’s every move in the dirty and noisy factory,
to a knowledge economy, where the employee’s need for personal growth
goes hand in hand with the goals of the organization — a change that makes
monitoring and surveillance obsolete, since the co-worker is expected to be
driven by an inner motivation. Perhaps there is some truth to this assumption
concerning some individuals and in some labor market segments. But much
as the factory organization enabled certain kinds of surveillance, digital
technology enables others (Lyon, 2013/1994).

When one considers digital surveillance from a historical perspective,
for example, when making comparisons between digital technology and the
steam engine’s bearing on the evolution of work, it is easy to lapse into a
techno-deterministic perspective. We run the risk of claiming that the rapid
development of digital information technologies has in itself caused greater
control of the labor force. We also run the risk of ignoring the fact that various
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technological systems, the means of production, various technical applications,
and so on, only create the conditions for certain behaviors, while it is the
surrounding social norms that influence how this technology is used (Lyon,
2013/1994). Digital technology opens up for certain kinds of monitoring and
surveillance, for example, examining the performance of employees through
a variety of software and electronic equipment, and reporting it (Alder and
Ambrose, 2005). However, the extent and consequences largely depend on
the social fabric interwoven into the organization in terms of culture and trust.

According to a study conducted by the American Management Association
(AMA), the number of companies that monitor their employees’ phones and
computer use is extensive. In 2007, as many as 43 percent of companies
monitored their employees’ email, and 73 percent of these companies did so
with automatic equipment. Fully 45 percent of the companies monitored
time spent and phone numbers called, and according to the survey, another
16 percent record phone conversations. The same frightening extent of
surveillance applies to text messages. According to the same survey, it is not
uncommon for companies to terminate their employees for abusing their
internet access, email or smartphone policies (AMA, 2014). Neither this type
of monitoring of employee communications activities nor the disciplinary
measures are new. Monitoring is increasing, but the same pattern can be
seen over a long period of years (Nord et al, 2006). The figures may vary
between different studies, but are, beyond doubt, increasing. In line with
the companies’ increased interest in surveillance, the industry for employee
monitoring software is growing rapidly. According to Gartner, one of the
leading information technology research and advisory companies, the industry
is growing, and the company expects that 60 percent of corporations have
implemented formal programs for monitoring external social media for
security breaches and incidents by 2015 (see Gartner, 2012; see also Tam et
al, 2005).

Not only the extent, but above all, the target, form, and shape of
surveillance has undergone changes. According to Stanton (2000), electronic
monitoring has moved from performance measuring of easily quantifiable
clerical work in the 1980s and 1990s to monitoring a much broader range of
work-related activities not directly linked to performance, such as monitoring
websites visited. The change can be partly explained by the fact that work
has changed and become more complex and thus more difficult to monitor.
Aside from that, the reasons for monitoring are often discussed in relation
to the work morale standards of the workforce and the fears of loafing or
immoral online behavior (Paulsen, 2014). According to Appelbaum et al
(2005), concerns over workforce morale and the need for surveillance in
relation to this is a historical continuity. In a historical perspective, wage
labor has generally received a negative interpretation, and the laborer has
usually been seen as a despised character (Ottosson and Rosengren, 2015a);
Thompson, 1983). Work individualization and increased complexity, along
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with increased access to the internet, has fueled this negative approach to
workforce morale (Paulsen, 2014). An example concerning a contemporary
debate on this topic is to what extent, and at what cost, people spend their
working day browsing the internet for porn instead of diligently performing
their work. For example, there is a widespread quote traveling the internet
that claims: “70 per cent of traffic on porn sites takes place during work
hours” (Alder et al, 2006; Corbin, 2000; Grodzinsky and Gumbus, 2005).
This is a number that easily evokes the image of hordes of libidinous office
workers that discard their regular duties and instead, hunkering beneath their
tables, indulge in their depraved inclinations. Even though this figure is cited
in numerous scientific studies, it is rather hard to tell where it comes from.
The source used for reference is SexTracker, an online service whose slogan is
“Whatever your taste, SexTracker satisfies.” It is possible, although not probable,
that this company delivers reliable surveys. The problem is that there is no
way to follow up and replicate this study, since SexTracker does not publish its
criteria for inclusion or analysis. This does not, however, hinder Grodzinsky
and Gumbus (2005: 251) from using the numbers to claim it as a proof of
“the rampant abuse of Internet privileges.” This kind of attack on employee
morale seems to be fueled by the providers of employee monitoring software.
According to the website of one of the largest suppliers of such software, this
is a matter of productivity and high costs for businesses:

Almost every company in the world has employees who abuse
the Internet, some of whom spend hours per day surfing news,
shopping, sports, gambling and sex sites.... This abuse by
employees is costing their companies huge amounts of money
in lost productivity alone. For example, a company with just ten
employees who each waste an hour a day on the Internet is losing
$50,000 per year in lost productivity. (spector.se, 2015)

The methods for monitoring employee online behavior are mainly email
monitoring and/or internet monitoring and filtering. There are numerous
suppliers in the market claiming that they can both improve productivity
and help secure legal liability. According to the manufacturers, marketing
employee monitoring software enables the mapping of: websites visited, social
media sites, system activities, search terms, chat conversations, keystrokes,
microphone conversations etc, and so forth. Many of the features closely
resemble software that is sold to parents to monitor their children’s internet
use, which leads one to think that the same suppliers have found a new way
to frame and market their products. Nevertheless, it would appear this business
is both about marketing and dealing with mistrust.
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Consequences of monitoring

How does increased monitoring affect the social relations between employer
and employee in terms of control, autonomy, and trust? The social impacts of
surveillance technology have been approached from several disciplines, such
as psychology, organization theory, and legal studies. According to Stanton
and Weiss (2000), employee monitoring and surveillance can basically affect
employees in two ways: either their attitudes and feelings about work are
impacted (for example, motivation, levels of trust), or their behavior is (for
example, productive or unproductive behavior). However, it is not easy
to assess whether monitoring always affects the employee’s perception of
their work negatively. The social fabric of the organization has to be taken
into consideration. As monitoring and surveillance becomes embedded in
organizational life and practices, it s also subjected to difterent meanings based
in previous procedures. For example, monitoring with a clear objective in a
high trust culture may be perceived as fair and within the framework of the
social contract. Tabak and Smith (2005) claim that it can be seen as a more
objective form of productivity assessment than traditional direct supervision
by a manager. Also, if you suspect that colleagues practice social loafing, a
tighter control over workplace behavior might be welcomed and appreciated.
In other words, increased surveillance may, under certain circumstances,
be perceived as a positive development, not only by employers, but also by
those subjected to surveillance (Ball, 2010). Further, the results in a study by
Stanton and Weiss (2000) indicate that employee reactions to monitoring are
dependent on how the organization intends to use the collected information.
Additionally, their study indicates that employee monitoring may have certain
effects on employee behavior, for example, leading to a reduction in the use
of company email for personal messages, and surfing the internet for other
purposes than company projects.

Monitoring and surveillance is to be viewed as the opposite of
management by trust and positive expectations of the employees. On the
one hand, monitoring is based on mistrust, and on the other hand, trust is
based in an implicit psychological contract between employer and employee
(Rousseau, 1989, 1990; Ottosson and Rosengren, 2015b). Monitoring
employees indicates that the employer does not trust them to behave in the
appropriate manner. Frey (1993) formulates this relationship in terms of a
misattribution effect, and argues that monitoring crowds out morale. More
intensive monitoring and regulation does not always result in destroying excess
morale. In particular, the agents do not feel that they have excess morale if
monitoring and regulating clearly and exclusively serves to prevent others from
“shirking” (Alchian and Demsetz, 1972: 781). Gouldner (1960) formulates
this phenomenon in terms of “norms of reciprocity,” which describes the
equilibrium of recognition and work morale. In other words, the employees
perform in accordance to moral standards as long they are entrusted with
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discretion and autonomy. An obvious effect of monitoring is that you only
do what is monitored, and that you do not put your heart into your work,
but rather “man your station” and only perform as little as possible (d’Urso,
2006). Thus the relation between trust and surveillance is a two-way street,
since a lack of trust can both encourage the use of surveillance and reinforce
the behavior that causes the desire to monitor. As indicated by Alder et al
(2006), a lack of trust can also be the result of monitoring that is perceived
as unjust or too far-reaching.

Anticipatory conformity — and self-surveillance

As mentioned above, surveillance in working life is not a unique novelty. We
have probably all seen Charlie Chaplin’s classic, yet even in our age, spot-on
interpretation of surveillance in Fordist production in the 1936 film Modern
Times. When the laborer (Chaplin) tries to sneak a smoking break in the
bathroom, he is watched by the CEO of the factory — and the smoking break
is interrupted when the TV monitor on the wall lights up: “Hey! Quit stalling!
— Get back to work! Go on!” What Chaplin had noted was that industrial
organization, through its far-reaching division of labor, was creating beneficial
conditions for the type of surveillance that Jeremy Bentham had etched out
in his panopticon surveillance system. Division of labor separated a complex
situation into smaller, demarcated, and more manageable objects. To monitor
something, of course, entails that there is something, some object to monitor.
From that perspective, it seems logical not only to monitor production, but
also the bathroom. When human existence has been divided into measurable
units, even visits to the bathroom became units to be monitored. The CEO’s
all-seeing eyes did not leave any blank fields!

Based in capitalist production logic, it is reasonable to argue that the
purpose of surveillance and control is to generate value for money when
purchasing labor. The laborer not only sells his or her labor, but also his or her
capacity to work during a certain, prearranged time span (Braverman, 1975;
Thompson, 1983). As far as motives are concerned, surveillance is therefore
not of particular research interest. Michel Foucault (in Foucault and Sheridan,
1995/1977) argued that the object of interest was, instead, the disciplinary
effect that surveillance has on the laborer. What makes the panopticon
especially interesting is not primarily its design, or the lack of confidence
that is implicitly embedded in the purchase of labor, but that the panopticon
creates the experience and consciousness of being constantly visible. In modern
society and in the panopticon, power becomes invisible while the individual
becomes visible (Foucault and Sheridan, 1995/1977). When our awareness of
being watched increases, our behavior changes — and we become disciplined.
According to a Foucauldian perspective, modernity results in a shift from
external and visible constraints to internal and invisible constraints, the latter
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constraints being administrated by the individuals themselves (Campbell and
Carlson, 2010). In describing this process, Foucault expressed that “[...] it is
this inversion of visibility in the functioning of the disciplines that was to assure
the exercise of power even in its lowest manifestations. We are entering the
age of the infinite examination and of compulsory objectification” (Foucault
and Sheridan, 1995/1997: 189).

This process, Foucault argued, arose in modernity and the organizations
of industrial society. But according to many succeeding scholars, the process
is reinforced by digital information technology. Power is provided with new
opportunities to be both everywhere and to come from everywhere (cf
Campbell and Carlson, 2010; d’Urso, 2010; Lyon, 2013; Zuboft, 1989). At
the same time, this technological change also changes the object, and the
disintegrated and visible work effort becomes very much less visible when
the abstract knowledge content in production increases (Allvin et al, 2011;
Dessein and Santos, 2006; Drucker, 1999). The collection of information also
changes form and pattern based on technological conditions. In relation to
the monitoring that took (and is still taking) place in the traditional factories
of the industrial society, it is not always clear what kind of information is
being gathered. This uncertainty constitutes the ultimate conditions for the
perfect panoptical tool (Biiytik and Keskin, 2012).

In Bentham’s ideal prison, the “panopticon” inmates could be
imperceptibly observed by a prison guard, a condition that was presumed
to generate self-discipline. In the same vein, covert modern surveillance
technology disciplines individuals. Those subjected to surveillance adapt their
behavior in order to conform to what they believe those monitoring their
movements and actions will find acceptable or normal (cf Brannigan and Beier,
1985; Goftman, 2008; Westin, 1967). The private sphere shrinks: “Electronic
monitoring systems are a kind of virtual simulation of the panopticon. All
video recordings, electronic monitors, GPS signals, sound recordings create
a prison environment in our daily lives by not allowing a single dark spot”
(Biiyiik and Keskin, 2012: 83).

A literature review shows that the idea of the all-seeing, omnipresent
eye did not end with Foucault. Rather, Bentham’s panopticon has inspired
a considerable number of researchers. Social science research on surveillance
normally takes its starting point in Foucault’s interpretation of Jeremy
Bentham’s prison system (cf Campbell and Carlson, 2010; d’Urso, 2006; Sewell
et al, 2006). As d’Urso (2006) notes, the panopticon metaphor provides a good
tool for understanding the effects of electronic surveillance in the workplace.
In line with this view, the physical barriers that objectified and individualized
workers in Bentham’s system share striking similarities with the electronic
information and communication systems of today. In most literature, the
authors note that the employee’s awareness of being surveilled constitutes a
crucial aspect of the panoptical potential of the technology (cf Botan, 1996).
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Internet behavior, for example, communication, performed by employees
is both task-oriented and socially oriented, a ratio that is enhanced by
weakened boundaries between work and private life. For many employees,
a work day means a mixture of professional and private activities. It is
reasonable to assume that this new form of work and the employer’s provision
of digital equipment makes issues of monitoring and surveillance explicit. In
our opinion, it is therefore of interest to study employees’ awareness of their
employers monitoring systems and its possible “panopticon effects” in the
intersection between the workplace and social media. To what extent are
employees aware of the type of information their employers could gather
about their internet behavior? To what extent do employees adapt what they
post on social media with respect to present or potential future employers?
The chapter continues with an analysis of Swedish employees” awareness of
potential electronic surveillance, and to what extent this affects online activity.

Material and methods

The material was collected within two multidisciplinary research projects at
Lund University: “DigiTrust — Privacy, identity and legitimacy in the digital
society” and “Going home already? A study of the importance of social norms
for spatial and temporal working patterns in knowledge intensive companies.”
The aim of these two projects is to further the understanding of (1) trust-
based issues in a digital context, and (2) social norms regulating work time.
In order to gain a broad perspective of how people relate to questions such
as monitoring and surveillance in a digital context, traceability, what kind of
information people trust online, etc, five central areas, that each in their own
right represents different aspects of our daily life, were identified:

e surveillance
* banking

e healthcare

» working life
e medias.

A questionnaire was sent by email to 1,193 respondents, of which 1,118
responded, a response rate of 93.7 percent. The respondents were selected
randomly from the CINT CPX (Cint Panel eXchange) that consists of around
400,000 individuals, representing the entire Swedish population. The selection
was stratified to represent the population in terms of a balanced distribution
among men, women, and age groups. The questionnaire was comprised of 35
questions. Most of the questions were in the form of assertions the respondents
could either agree or disagree with using a five-point Likert scale.
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In order to understand how employees relate to digital monitoring, and
more specifically, whether it is possible to see a “panopticon effect” in their
way of relating to private internet activity, five questions (worded as statements)
were included in the section “Working life”:

e I adapt what I publish on social media because it could be read by my
present or future employer.

* The risk of being monitored affects my behavior on the internet.

* My employer uses technology that limits internet use.

e [ am aware of the type of information my employer collects regarding my
internet use.

e I worry that my employer will monitor my use of internet and email.

Results

According to the questionnaire, the attitudes towards surveillance in general are
somewhat permissive among the respondents. A weaker interpretation would
be that the results detect indifference or lack of interest. This is manifested,
among other things, in that only 20 percent of the respondents agree with
the assertion that camera or video surveillance (CCTV) is a potential threat
towards people’s privacy and personal integrity. Men seem to be generally
somewhat more negative towards surveillance than women. Of the male
respondents, 24 percent considered CCTV to be a potential threat towards
people’s privacy. This is compared with the group of women where only 15
percent considered CCTV to be a potential threat. The same pattern can be
seen with regard to the surveillance of people’s work and of working life in
general (Larsson and Runesson, 2014).

In this study, our focus is on the response to employers’ surveillance of the
internet at work, and the results indicate a general awareness of surveillance
in this area as well. According to the questionnaire, half of the respondents
were not aware of the type of information their employers gather on their
internet behavior. And conversely, only 21 percent agree with the assertion
“I am aware of the type of information my employer collects regarding my
internet use” (see Table 12.1).

Nor did the respondents express much concern for the type of information
their employers could potentially collect. Only little more than one out of five
respondents (21 percent) voiced concern for the assertion “I worry that my
employer will monitor my use of internet and email.” It is also of interest to
note that as many as 28 percent of the respondents state that their employer
uses technology that limits their internet use (see Table 12.1).

Finally, from the questionnaire one can note that the ability to screen
potential employees affects the kind of information being submitted to social
media. As many as 45 percent of the respondents agree with the assertion “I
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adapt what I publish on social media because it could be read by my present
or future employer.” This result indicates “anticipatory conformity”, even if
an overwhelming majority simultaneously claims that the risk of surveillance
does not affect their behavior on the internet. Only 22 percent agree with the

statement “The risk of being monitored aftects my behavior on the internet”
(see Table 12.1).

Table 12.1: Attitudes towards surveillance in working life among the
Swedish population

Assertion I agree | I neither I N
agree nor | disagree
disagree

I adapt what I publish on social media 45% 25% 30% 1,029

because it could be read by my present or
future employer

The risk of being monitored affects my 22% 27% 51% 1,027
behavior on the internet

My employer uses technology that limits 28% 25% 47% 1023
internet use

I am aware of the kind of information my 21% 27% 52% 1024
employer collects regarding my internet use

I worry that my employer will monitor my 21% 23% 56% 1025
use of internet and email

Therefore, to a direct question concerning whether their behavior is influenced
by the risk of being monitored, the response is no. However, in response to
a more specific question on their online behavior, it becomes obvious that
people tend to appropriate their behavior in relation to a potential employer.
Clearly, it also seems that potential “Googling” or screening by a potential
future employer seems to be more important, and affects behavior to a larger
degree than the fear of being actively monitored online in their current job.

As discussed earlier, digital technology has the potential to challenge the
borders between private life and (or perhaps, rather than) working public
lite. For example, every fourth respondent (25 percent) claims that they use
their employer’s equipment to carry out private errands on the internet on a
weekly or daily basis, thereby making ignorance of the type of information the
employer collects yet more alarming, since it potentially implies information
of a private nature. On the same note, it can be said that 30 percent of the
respondents claim that they use the internet to perform their work from home
on a weekly or daily basis (Table 12.2).
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Table 12.2: Use of employer’s equipment and use of the internet to work
from home

Assertion Never Sometimes Weekly or | N
daily
I use my employer’s equipment to 36% 39% 25% 1020
perform personal business on the
internet
I use the internet to work from home 38% 33% 29% 1022
Discussion

In relation to working life, digitalization in general, and the changing nature of
work, an increasing amount of work is carried out in an online environment.
One aspect of this change is probably that there is a greater effort to monitor
employees’ internet behavior. A second aspect is that surveillance has changed
in form and content. Overall, the amount of information has grown more
extensive and has changed in nature. It seems that the goal, as well as the
purpose, of the data collection becomes more vague with regards to the type
of information that is to be gathered.

The information collected can be used both to improve productivity and
to take action against immoral behavior such as loafing, harassment, and even
activities of a pornographic nature. The extent of surveillance stands in relation
to the image of the employee’s character. Fear of low work morale means more
surveillance. The unique novelty of online surveillance, in the context of a
(post-)industrial society, is that it potentially invades the employee’s life more
thoroughly — this since private and public spheres are often confused. Private
chores are carried out during working hours and work duties are performed
at home. A situation emerges where the employee’s home becomes a place of
work and where the employer’s equipment is used for private communication.

The development of a potentially omnipresent digital surveillance, it is
argued here, has direct implications in terms of trust/distrust for the relation
between employer and employee. In the long run, it can also affect behavior
in other areas of life. Not knowing what kind of information is being gathered
and at what time can give the impression of constantly being monitored. In line
with Foucault’s arguments concerning the panopticon and the self-discipline of
the individual, one could say that the purpose of surveillance is not the object
of interest, but rather its effects. Probably, the labor force is monitored in order
to protect the company’s brand and to increase production by delimiting the
maneuverable space for any potential lack of work morale, but at the same time,
the awareness of being monitored also creates an awareness of being visible.

The results indicate that the discomfort expressed by the respondents
concerning the experiences of being monitored is relatively weak. Further,
respondents report that they do not in any significant way adapt their
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behavior online due to the risks of being monitored. In response to a more
specific question concerning whether they adapt what they write in social
media with an eye on current or future employers, it appears that they do so,
despite the contrary claim. Not knowing when one is being observed is/can
be a powerful panoptical tool, which is why this inherent uncertainty can be
favorable for the employer in the context of behavioral control. However,
this is also a system that can potentially challenge trust between employee
and employer; previous studies show that collecting data on employees’
behavior based in undetermined and vague mandates can lead to the erosion
of trust. Gouldner (1960) formulates it in terms of “norms of reciprocity”: the
employees perform in accordance to work morale standards as long they are
entrusted with discretion and autonomy. Or, as Frey (1993) argues in terms of
misattribution effect, surveillance crowds out morale. In other words, a system
designed to combat immoral behavior can, in fact, contribute to creating the
very same behavior it is said to annihilate. It is not monitoring itself, or its
causes or technical forms, but rather the fear and uncertainty it creates. It is
our uncertainty about the digital footprints we leave that is of most interest.
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Digital sociology’s
vocational promise

Stephen R. Barnard

In the final analysis, the problems that we identify and resolve
through technological innovation will always be essentially human
concerns which engender characteristically human solutions.
Much the same can be said for the practice of sociology. (Athique,
2013: 263)

Introduction

of “digital sociology” (Wynn, 2009). Around that same time, digital
sociology started blossoming abroad, with a growing body of engaging
work from scholars in Australia and the UK (Beer and Burrows, 2013;
Lupton, 2015; Orton-Johnson and Prior, 2013; Ruppert et al, 2013). But,
despite its emergent potential, digital sociology is still on the margins in the
US, with relatively few academic references to the topic, and far fewer to the

I n 2009 Jonathan Wynn penned the first American essay on the promises

term “digital sociology.” For example, a recent search of the Social Sciences
Citation Index yielded a mere two references, one being Wynn’s inaugural
contribution, and another a general critique of digitally oriented research
for being temporally shallow and ahistorical (Uprichard, 2012). If the top
journals in American sociology are any indication, there is little support for
the task of helping our discipline catch up to, and thus make better sense
of, life in the digital age. At the same time, adoption of digital technology
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— not just in American society, but also in many sub-disciplines as well as
interdisciplinary contemporaries of sociology — has grown tremendously.
This contradiction forces us to consider a difficult yet important reality: we
are living in a society increasingly mediated by digital technologies, but a
majority of sociologists have thus far been resistant to adopting appropriately
modernized methods for addressing this transition.

This chapter seeks to make the case for a more digitally attuned sociology,
and to forge a path in that direction. To accomplish this task, I begin with a
brief history of digital sociology in order to lay important groundwork for
the continued study of digital dynamics from sociological perspectives. Next,
I examine the state of social life in the digitally networked era, including the
persistence of inequality, and discuss two non-mutually exclusive approaches
— “digital scholarship” and “scholarship of the digital” — in order to evaluate
the breadth of opportunity for the emerging field of digital sociology. Then, I
outline some lessons from the prominent and parallel field of digital humanities,
and make the case for sociology’s need to update its epistemological orientation
to put an end to fetishisms of technology and the “real world.” Finally, I outline
an agenda for digital sociology, and consider how the traditions of public
sociology, social justice, critical pedagogy, and community-based learning can
help the field re-envision and realize its vocational promise in the digital age.

Digital sociology in context

According to Deborah Lupton, the realm of digital sociology includes four
main applications: professional digital practice; analyses of digital technology;
digital data analysis; and critical digital sociology (2015: 15-16). Professional
digital practice includes all uses of digital technology for doing sociology in
public — a form of praxis frequently championed by scholars of the digital
(Daniels and Feagin, 2011; Tufekci, 2014). The latter three applications of
digital sociology each highlight various aspects of scholarly uses of digital tools
in the study of sociological phenomena.

On some level, sociology has always been aided by, although not
necessarily attuned to, technological innovations. Most basically, sociologists
have long applied computer-assisted methods for data management and
analysis. The increasing digitality of social life has also created new frontiers
for sociology, beginning with opportunities for data collection and analysis,
and progressing into new fields of inquiry. Furthermore, the saturation of
technology in society has given rise to theoretical perspectives, which highlight
digitally mediated forms of agency and experience.' These developments have
also given rise to new bodies of research that distort and overstep traditional
disciplinary borders. For example, recent work on digital inequality and literacy
(Hargittai, 2010; Hughey and Daniels, 2013; Schradie, 2011), digital culture
and interaction (boyd, 2014; Marwick, 2012; Papacharissi, 2010; Trottier,

196



DIGITAL SOCIOLOGY’S VOCATIONAL PROMISE

2013), networked society and social movements (Clark and Themudo, 2012;
Earl and Kimport, 2011; Rainie and Wellman, 2012; Smith, 2002), medical
sociology and the quantified self (Lupton, 2014), political sociology (Kreiss,
2014), science and technology studies (Law, 1990, 2008; Wajcman, 2002),
work (Liker et al, 1999), and media sociology (Benson et al, 2012; Gillespie
et al, 2014; Waisbord, 2014) are part and parcel of sociology’s contribution
to the study of the digital age.

Despite the strength of these studies, as well as the progress made in other
related fields, the discipline of sociology as a whole has yet to fully commit
to the consideration of society’s increasing digitization. Given the profound
impact of recent technological transformations on modern social relations,
as well as the remaining gap in contemporary sociology’s consideration of
digitally mediated dynamics, we must redouble our collective efforts to
build grounded, socially relevant knowledge. As Wynn put it, “the discipline
needs to have a broad discussion on the effects of [media and technology],
and how we evaluate scholarly labor” (2009: 455). In other words, we need
sociological practices and values to be better attuned to the realities of the
digital world. This will require significant reconsideration of our ontologies
and epistemologies, our theories and methods, and even the orientation of
scholarship itself.

But the task of digital sociology is not just theoretical and methodological;
it is also an issue of medium and message. The growth of blogs, social media
platforms, open-access journals, and other avenues all provide fruitful outlets
for distributing scholarly work. Many of these spaces — most notably social
media sites such as Twitter and Facebook, paper-sharing networks such as
the Social Science Research Network (SSRN) and Academia.edu, as well as
countless scholarly blogs and online publications — provide opportunities to
build an audience, engage with readers, and receive feedback, and even to
“change your mind in public” (Waldman, 2015). These networks can provide
powerful affordances to networked scholars, but, as this chapter will make
clear, there are many notable limitations, including the increased publicness
of scholarship and the inequities of networked society.

The struggle is real: networked society, inequality, and
the challenge of digital sociology

Like much of the modern world, American society is currently undergoing
a technocultural revolution marked by the rise of the internet, mobile
“smart” phones, and ubiquitous social networks (Rainie and Wellman, 2012).
Approximately 90 percent of American adults own a cell phone (58 percent
own a smartphone), and 63 percent of cell phone owners use their devices to
access the internet (Pew Research Center, 2014). Furthermore, more than half
of Americans (58 percent, or 71 percent of online adults) use Facebook, while
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use of Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Pinterest vary from 19-23 percent of
all Americans (Duggan et al, 2015). This kind of penetration yields profound
changes in social relations, amounting to what Rainie and Wellman (2012)
term the “new social operating system” made up of “networked individuals”
who are less bound by traditional conceptions of place and group association.

However, despite the clear promise of digital technologies, the persistence
of structural inequalities undeniably tempers this potential. The “digital divide”
between those who have access to the internet and mobile devices and those
who do not remains significant (Rainie, 2015). Furthermore, internet access
does not guarantee outcomes. For example, many networked individuals are
unequally reliant on mobile devices (Smith, 2015), and often lack the requisite
literacies to leverage these devices to their full potential (Hargittai, 2010).
Even as minority access to digital technologies increases, the persistence of
“production inequality,” where members of traditionally underrepresented
groups are disproportionately absent from participation in the public sphere,
continues to “perpetuate the ... dominance of elite voices” (Schradie, 2011:
166). And while access, capital, and usage are all divided along the lines of
class, race, age, and education in the US (Rainie, 2015; Smith, 2015), the
digital divide is even wider when viewed on a global scale (Tharoor, 2014).
Sociologists of the digital age must not overlook such persistent inequalities;
indeed, they must thoroughly and critically interrogate them. Still, there are
reasons to believe that the increasing adoption of digital technologies may
hold promise, especially when they are used to counter hegemonic forces
(Brock et al, 2010; Carr, 2012).

These inequalities are also reflected in the realities of contemporary
academe, and engagement in public scholarship is not without its costs
(Daniels, 2013a, 2015; Newkirk, 2015). For example, the weight of these
pressures have been disproportionately levied against public scholars, especially
those whose work and identities support or represent marginalized groups
(Grollman, 2015). And while blogging may not yet count for tenure, it does
provide a valuable service to individuals and institutions committed to digital
scholarship (Daniels, 2013b; Grollman, 2014). At a time when scholarship
is increasingly visible and vulnerable to the pressures of public opinion, it
is important for institutions to develop robust and adaptable policies for
supporting open scholarship (McMillan Cottom, 2015).

There are reasons why the field of sociology in particular, and academe in
general, has lagged behind the curve in adapting to the digital age. Benson’s
(2014) pointed assertion that “strategy follows structure” demonstrates the
impact of institutional forces on the practice of scholarly work. Given that
“the nature of the relationship of scientific work and its presuppositions
varies widely according to their structure” (Weber, 1958:143), there is great
reason for sociologists to create and share knowledge that is bound to make
a difference in public life. Thus, we must work to ensure that the promise of
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critical, digital sociology is honored — in our teaching and research, in our
communities, and certainly by our institutional policies (Gold, 2012).

To be clear, digital sociology is not merely a catch-all term for sociologists
who use digital tools, and nor is it an excuse to fall back on techno-utopian
or determinist discourses about the role of technology in society. As I discuss
below, concerns about fetishism — both of technology and of the “real
world” — can help us avoid the pitfalls of both extremes. Digital sociology
seeks to highlight the increasing digitality of social reality, and to direct our
attention toward a more systematic analysis of these trends. It asserts that “the
significance and usage of these technologies is expansive enough to warrant
a wide-ranging discussion that correlates how ‘we shape our tools and our
tools shape us™ (Athique, 2013: 261). Given the ubiquity of digital technology
and connectivity in contemporary society, an honest, empirically driven, and
sociologically grounded discussion of these dynamics is long overdue.

From digital scholarship to scholarship of the digital

The increasing digitality and augmentation of social relations offers endless
opportunity for scholars to leverage the power of networked technologies in
their research and teaching. At the same time, the digital turn offers a much
deeper opportunity to alter sociological paradigms. This acknowledgement
requires that we distinguish between two types of digitally attuned scholarship.
On the one hand, there is digital scholarship, a term used to describe scholarly
work that leverages digital tools in the process of academic inquiry. Such
applications can range from data collection (that is, content from social
media platforms or other websites, online surveys, and other forms of
digital data, however “big”), to methods (that is, social network analysis,
digital ethnography, collaborative coding, etc), and even publication outlets
(that is, blogs, social media platforms, paper-sharing sites, and open-access
publications). On the other hand, scholarship of the digital underscores the
explicit consideration and analysis of issues arising from the proliferation of
digital technologies. Across the field of sociology, work on digital culture,
science, technology and society (STS), and media studies, among many other
sub-fields, have all made significant contributions to scholarship of the digital.

These two types of digitality are non-mutually exclusive, and both have a
place in the past, present, and future of digital sociology. Nevertheless, (digital)
sociology has thus far placed much greater emphasis on digital scholarship
than on scholarship of the digital, and it is time we refocus our efforts to
better account for the breadth of sociological implications stemming from life
in a digital age. This does not mean abandoning core sociological theories,
methods, and lines of inquiry. It only requires that we broaden our focus to
be more mindful of the complex reality of digitality. In other words, we must
take care to open, connect, and synthesize our methodologies rather than
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approaching digital sociology with an “add digital data and stir” mindset.
Thus, in addition to our methodological tools informing our sociological
orientations, changes in our social world should drive us to pose new questions
and to cultivate innovative methodologies that help us to better understand
our unfolding realities. Overall, the vocational promise of digital sociology is
not simply to add shiny new polish on top of the discipline’s well-worn lenses.
Rather, the future of digital sociology will be best served by approaches that
combine digital scholarship with scholarship of the digital, and make critical,
reflexive, and practical contributions to the discipline’s core concerns.

Lessons from the digital humanities

It would be shortsighted to envision the future of digital sociology without
first engaging with the rich history of scholarship that falls under the umbrella
of “digital humanities.” What began with the usage of computer-based tools
for archiving and analyzing historical artifacts (first labeled “humanities
computing”) later developed into a full-blown field of study. According
to Google Ngram, the phrase “digital humanities” first appeared in book
publication in 1994. Its usage remained fairly sparse until 2000, where it
began a steady upsurge until tapering off somewhat in 2007 (see Figure 13.1).2

Figure 13.1: Google Ngram of book references to “digital humanities
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While the humanities disciplines had a deep and rich digital history prior
to the meteoric rise of digital humanities at the start of the 21st century, its
emergence was largely enabled by innovations in digital technologies (Jones,
2013). After years of methodological exploration and field formation, digital
humanities has reached a meta stage, where:

... computing is both means and matter for the digital humanities.

Besides using computers to research literature or art or history,
self-identified practitioners doing DH [digital humanities] have
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also ... applied the methods, insights, and research questions of the
humanities to the study of computing and digital media. (Jones,

2013: 6)

In other words, digital humanities is a “big tent” that can encompass a
variety of topical and methodological applications depending on how it is
approached. But there are always well-positioned interlocutors who define
the field’s boundaries according to their own interests. Digital humanities
has no shortage of such interventions (Liu, 2013). For example, the field has
struggled somewhat with “who’s in, who’s out?”” divisions, demarcated most
visibly by those who “code” or “build” digital tools and those who do not
(Ramsay, in Gold, 2012: x). This kind of imposition does more to perpetuate
inequalities than to build a diverse and unified whole. A homogeneous field
made up of only actors that strictly adhere to a single set of doxa — be they
theories, methods, or topical foci —is bound for a crisis of stasis and ultimately,
obsolescence. To be sure, many digital humanities scholars are aware of the
pitfalls of this divisiveness, and have been quite vocal in rejecting them (Gold,
2012; Liu, 2013).

As we envision the emergence of a more digital sociology, we must resist
the temptation to engage in dialectics of inclusion and exclusion because
such authenticity policing is entirely counter-productive to the objectives
of sociology as a vocation. To be clear, this cautioning does not require the
abandonment of critique, nor of the formation of sub-fields. One research
agenda need not supplant another; scholarly inquiry is not a zero-sum game.
Indeed, digital sociology has much to gain from a synthesis of fields, theories,
and methods, not least of which includes greater parity with other fields
(Gillespie et al, 2014; Jones, 2013; Liu, 2013).

Despite the strengths of digital humanities-inspired questions and methods,
there are also some undeniable drawbacks. Some have charged that digital
humanities has swapped a fetishism of the material for a fetishism of the digital
(see Bassett, 2012). Others resent the term “digital humanities” itself, seeing
it as yet another buzzword that comes with big promises but little (unique)
in terms of payoff. As Alan Liu put it,

... the digital humanities serve as a shadow play for a future form of
the humanities that wishes to include what contemporary society
values about the digital without losing its soul to other domains
of knowledge work that have gone digital to stake their claim to
that society. (2013: 410)

To the extent that the field of digital humanities has successfully staked such a
claim in an increasingly digital world, it has done so by adapting to emergent
realities. However, this adaptation is still a work in progress, as the brunt of
attention remains focused on how to use digital methods in humanities research.
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Indeed, for most of the field, digital humanities has thus far functioned
primarily as a methodological intervention, rather than a theoretical or
substantive project. Like digital humanities, the field of digital sociology is
now tasked with the challenge of continuing its development of the ongoing
methodological repertoire (that is, digital scholarship), while refocusing its
aim on the development of and commitment to theories and questions of the
digital age (that is, scholarship of the digital).

Digitally mediated reality: a tale of two fetishisms

Scholars have long argued that while new technologies are undeniable factors
in social life, any attempt to understand their significance must avoid imposing
undue power or adornment on them. In other words, we must avoid fetishism.
Fetishism is “the habit humans have of endowing real or imagined objects or
entities with self-contained, mysterious, and even magical powers to move and
shape the world in distinctive ways” (Harvey, 2003). There are two distinct
forms of fetishism surrounding the role of technology in modern social life:
first, the fetishism of technology, and second, of the so-called “real world”
or “real life”

When applied to technology, the concept of fetishism highlights the
tendency to project undue power and agency onto objects as well as to distort
or disguise the social relations that create and animate the tools themselves.
Building on the work of Bruno Latour, Alf Hornborg argues that the Cartesian
paradigm that “distinguishes the domain of material objects from that of
social relations of exchange” renders invisible the political-economic base
of technologies, therefore limiting epistemological orientations for proper
critical examination of modern power relations (2014: 120). For example,
one common manifestation of technology fetishism arises when researchers
are inconsiderate of the limitations of so-called “big data” (Couldry, 2014:
888; Hargittai, 2015; Tufekci, 2013). Whereas the constancy and given nature
of big data can lead to ahistorical applications (Lupton, 2015), the logic and
power relations inherent in it commonly serve the interests of governments
and corporations (Couldry, 2014; Fuchs, 2013; Tufekci, 2014). Given the
data collection and construction processes that contribute to the structure and
content of publicly available digital data, which are inherent but often invisible
to researchers, many studies relying on big data are limited by observational
biases and other matters beyond the researchers’ control. Until and unless
researchers are mindful of these biases, the burgeoning body of research relying
on big data will be riddled with unacknowledged shortcomings.

Contrary to these concerns, there is another brand of fetishism that
manifestly resists changes in culture and technology by fetishizing that which is
the apparent antithesis of technology — human sociality — and by constructing
a dualistic view of reality: digital versus physical. While there is great variance
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in how strongly an argument relies on this fallacy, cases of digital dualism
— whether in academic or popular discourse — frequently dismiss digitally
mediated connections as somehow inferior to, and lacking, the undefined yet
magical properties of the material world (Jurgenson, 2012a, 2012b). Nathan
Jurgenson refers to this refrain as the “IRL [in real life] fetish” in an attempt
to call attention to those positions and dispositions that impede our ability
to grasp the significance of modern social relations, which are increasingly
augmented by digital media and communication technologies (Jurgenson,
2012c).

Given these competing concerns, we are faced with a dilemma over our
approach to two key and conflicting instances of fetishism. On the one hand,
we must not ignore the fetishism of technology (Fuchs, 2013; Hornborg,
2014). On the other hand, we cannot merely dismiss the reality of digitality
by fetishizing the “real world” over augmented relations (Jurgenson, 2012a).
The challenge for critical, digital sociology is to strike a balance that avoids
the pitfalls of both extremes while also serving our various communities.
Thus, I argue that the emergence of digital sociology provides a unique and
timely opportunity for our field to reflect and recommit to our collective
pursuit of public praxis.

Toward a critical, digital pedagogy for sociology

One way to address the concerns outlined above — avoiding fetishisms while
bolstering critical, sociological perspectives that serve our communities — is
to remain attuned to the persistence of social stratification and systemic
inequalities, issues that are often overlooked in studies of the internet (Daniels,
2013a, 2015). As a discipline, sociology is uniquely and persistently concerned
with issues of inequality and social justice, and is thus uniquely situated to
address them. Given that the wealth gap between middle- and upper-class
American families is the largest on record (Fry and Kochhar, 2014), as well as
the long history of academic institutions’ marginalization of critical, praxis-
oriented sociology, there is a reason to bring our focus back to issues of social
justice (Feagin, 2001: 7-10; Gans, 2014).

Considering the publicity and accessibility of the networked world —
ranging from the research opportunities emerging from digital data and
augmented reality to the dissemination of sociological knowledge through
online platforms — the growth of digital sociology provides a unique
opportunity to pursue such praxis and in turn, fulfill its yet-to-be-realized
vocational promise. As Jessie Daniels explains, the internet “enables all of us
to create knowledge in new ways, connect with those beyond the academy,
and try to transform entrenched forms of inequality” (Daniels, 2013c¢). Thus,
the networked fields may just be an ideal space for scholar-activists to serve
and engage the public (Barnard and van Gerven, 2009; Daniels, 2013c). We
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can do this by engaging members of our communities in open dialogue about
issues that concern them, by creating and sharing sociological knowledge,
and even by working collaboratively to improve their conditions and social
positions. In other words, sociology can be of service to the public, and in
doing so we can re-establish the discipline’s emphasis on serving academic
and marginalized groups alike (Blouin and Perry, 2009)

While there are many possible avenues for the pursuit of this goal, I argue
for a greater consideration of the benefits of critical pedagogy and community-
based learning (CBL) because they provide a unique opportunity to address
a broad array of needs that are currently underserved in our discipline as well
as our communities. In addition to its concern with systemic inequalities, the
field of sociology has a deep and rich history with public pedagogies such as
community-based and service learning (Blouin and Perry, 2009; Mooney and
Edwards, 2001; Trevino and McCormack, 2014). Although many disciplines
can benefit from CBL approaches or other praxis-oriented pedagogies, some
have argued that, “sociology and service learning were made for each other”
(Fritz, 2002: 67). If sociology is an ideal site for the dialectical progression
of knowledge through the interplay of teaching, research, and service,
then the implementation of networked technologies and praxis-oriented
pedagogies such as CBL provide unique opportunities for a synthesis of these
interconnected ends. The combination of sociology with CBL and social
justice pedagogies can help cultivate students’ critical consciousness (Rondini,
2015), which can be put to use through increased public engagement. It is
this practical application of sociology that “fulfils the duty of bringing about
self-clarification and a sense of responsibility,” which Weber saw as part and
parcel of our field’s vocational promise (Weber, 1958: 152).

Considering the affordances of digital technologies and the learning
opportunities they can offer (Haythornwaite, 2012), digital sociology could
be an ideal expression of publicly situated, praxis-oriented work that is of,
with and for underserved populations. The practice of critical, digital pedagogy
encourages student-teachers to be active in their own problem-posing
education, which can lead to increased public engagement and community-
based praxis (Freire, 2000). Because self-expression and reflection often lead
to new dimensions of sociological thinking, practitioners of digital sociology
should harness the potential of digital tools to teach digital literacies while
also sharing sociological perspectives through public engagement. Thus,
adding a digital component to our teaching and research could also provide
opportunities for greater discovery and publicity.

Given the proliferation of networked technologies it is now possible to
extend our discipline’s reach even further — through web platforms, social
media, and even massive online open courses (MOOCs) — into communities
that have traditionally been underserved. And while these models have
undeniable shortcomings, there are opportunities to maximize impact by
fostering greater participation (Daniels, 2013c). For example, in my own
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sociology CBL course, “Social justice in the digital age,” student-activists made
several visits to a county jail to learn about criminal (in)justice, community
reintegration, and to pursue praxis-oriented solutions to recidivism. Students
contribute to this learning by creating personal blogs as well as a larger,
collaborative project. The class project, North Country Resource (see http://
northcountryresource.org/) is an online collection oflocal social services built
in collaboration with incarcerated individuals, the professor and academic
support staff. Beyond the impact this collection of resources may have on
members of at-risk populations, working directly with a sizable portion of the
incarcerated population allowed us to create a mutually beneficial relationship
with a direct impact in the local community.’

Beyond the countless opportunities digital scholars have to commit public
sociology in the age of the internet and social media, such digitally mediated
praxis could take a variety of different forms. Digital sociology projects may
even be used to inform and augment more traditional forms of sociological
research. Of course, there are obvious limitations in terms of accessibility and
literacy that cannot be solved by mere technological solutionism. Nevertheless,
digital sociology provides a unique opportunity to recommit to the goals of
public sociology and critical, reflexive pedagogy by reorienting our work in,
of, and for the community.

Conclusion: fulfilling the promise

This chapter has explored the history and vocational promise of digital
sociology, and has sought to pave the way toward its fulfillment. While digital
sociology faces many challenges and even more opportunities, I propose five
main objectives for the future of digital sociology. First and foremost, we
must renew our analytical orientation — this includes our theories, methods,
ontologies, and epistemologies — to better account for the ongoing shift
toward an increasingly networked social world. Second, we must recommit
to a balanced consideration of structure and agency, and reject reductionist
and deterministic theories of technology. This requires avoiding fetishism,
both of technology and the so-called “real world.” Third, we must remain
empirically and theoretically focused, while also staying committed to
preserving interpretive meaning and “thick description” (Geertz, 1973),
especially in the age of big data and computational social science. Fourth,
we must strike a healthy balance between digital scholarship and scholarship of
the digital. Last, but not least, we must broaden our definitions of teaching,
scholarship, and service in order to recommit to the public and praxis-oriented
roots of sociology. This will include committing sociology that is of, with,
and for the public through greater engagement with the members of today’s
networked society.
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Opverall, the hybridity of fields and practices in the networked era present
a valuable opportunity to reevaluate sociology’s vocational promise. While
sociology has historically been attuned to viewing the world as a commingling
of agents and interactions with/in institutional contexts, it is also possible for
sociological approaches to recognize the emergence of a digital, hypermediated
superstructure that augments traditional social relations. Just as actors in other
fields have developed networked practices and dispositions to suit changes to
the media environment (Papacharissi and Easton, 2013), sociologists can (and
should) adapt to living and researching in a networked society. If sociology
is to remain valid and legitimate, both as a science and a vocation, we must
reconsider and reinvest in the realm of the digital.

Notes
! See, for example, actor-network theory, mediatization, augmented reality, and networked
individualism.

S

It is important to note that this metric, like all metrics, is limited by the data on which it is
based. Given that Google’s Ngram database does not include data beyond 2008, the apparent
decline in mentions of “digital humanities” may be misleading. In fact, the continued growth
of the field in published literature suggests this is likely the case.

Visits included group discussions, numerous interactive and reflexive exercises, as well as
training for how to take advantage of the resources. Additionally, printed copies of the
resource collection were distributed for immediate use given the jail’s current restrictions
on access to digital technology.
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