Intersections and Abstractions: when ethnography goes online.

Short description of my project, [powerpoint]
with explanation that I am not studying the internet, but doing an ethnography using an online method. 

As I am going to be a part of my own study the question of the place of reflexivity in an ethnography is obviously of great interest to me.

Ethnography

I haven’t got time here to discuss the debates concerning the place of reflexivity in ethnography, but I would summarise my reading thus: if an ethnography is the story of a people, bounded by time and place, and ethnographers immerse themselves in the lives of communities they study to somehow ‘know’ them, how much does the Ethnographer’s Tale become an element of the ethnography? This idea has long provenance: In one of our earliest works of literature Chaucer is a character in his Canterbury Tales, and gives his own impressions of the travellers entwined with their tales as he reports them.

Like all debates, both sides have a point. It isn’t easy to be reflexive without metaphorically screaming “It’s all about me”! Reflexivity may be a gift of maturity, and certainly until the significance of any event is understood and can be expressed without emotional overload it’s difficult to successfully include it in an ethnography. The threading of one’s memories and emotions into a study must be crafted finely and carefully - as Ruth Behar has done, for example, in some of the essays in her book The Vulnerable Observer. 

On ethnography more generally, the two-part special issue of the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography (1999) contains some very thought-provoking contributions, two of which I want to mention here. Laurel Richardson gives a checklist of how to judge the value of an ethnography that I am taking as a touchstone:
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· Substantive contribution. Does this piece contribute to our understanding of social life? Does the writer demonstrate a deeply grounded (if embedded) human-world understanding and perspective? How has this perspective informed the construction of the text?

· Aesthetic merit. Does this piece succeed aesthetically? Does the use of creative analytical practices open up the text, invite interpretive responses? Is the text artistically shaped, satisfying, complex, and not boring?

· Reflexivity. How did the author come to write this text? How was the information gathered? Ethical issues? How has the author’s subjectivity been both a producer and a product of this text? Is there adequate self-awareness and self-exposure for the reader to make judgments about the point of view? Do authors hold themselves accountable to the standards of knowing and telling of the people they have studied?
· Impact. Does this affect me emotionally? Intellectually? Generate new questions? Move me to write? Move me to try new research practices? Move me to action?

· Expresses a reality. Does this text embody a fleshed out, embodied sense of lived experience? Does it seem true—a credible account of a cultural, social, individual, or communal sense of the real?

And Norman Denzin makes a heartfelt plea for ethnography to become more political 
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“This is a return to narrative as a political act, a minimal ethnography with political teeth. It asks how power is exercised in concrete human relationships. It understands that power means empowerment, the give and take of scarce material resources. It seeks performance texts that tell stories about how humans experience moral community.”  

I am aware that this study in the academy, which prides itself on being a ‘moral community’, may provide some examples of how ‘power is exercised in concrete human relationships’.

Ethnography online

There is a still only a small body of work on the issues of doing ethnography online. Notable theorists have been Christine Hine  in the UK - wrote Virtual Ethnography (Hine 2000) and edited Virtual Methods (Hine 2005) - and Annette Markham in the US (wrote Life Online in (1998) and several articles since. Two of the questions that occur me from my reading:

· What does it mean to do ethnography online: Ethnographers traditionally ‘immerse themselves in the life of a community’ - does reading email in a closed group or participating in chatroom provide material for an ethnography?

· What does ‘life of a community’ mean in this context – as Rutter and Smith (Rutter and Smith 2005) write at the end of their ethnography conducted in a newsgroup in Virtual Methods, “What does withdrawal amount to when you have never really been fully 'there'?” (p88)
I’ll go on to discuss some implications of doing ethnography online as they’ve occurred to me and been discussed in my readings, but first I need to consider the broader question of the internet in more detail. I’m using the words ‘internet’ and ‘cyberspace’ pretty much interchangeably in this discussion; there isn’t really any useful distinction between them.

What is the internet?

Christine Hine’s book Ethnography Online is an ethnographic study of the websites that grew up around the 1997 arrest in New York State for murder and subsequent trial, conviction and deportation of the young British nanny Louise Woodward. Hine begins the book with a long discussion about the nature of ethnography as it is conducted in cyberspace, starting with the question of whether the internet is a cultural artefact or constitutes a culture in itself. How this question is answered by a researcher will obviously determine both how a study is conducted and how its results are contextualised. 

Her answer, in short, is that it is both. Being both created by and used by humans as a tool, it is a cultural artefact. Joinson (2003) uses Vygotsky's (1978) word 'mediation' (explaining how tools allow for the extension of human capabilities), in his discussion of how word processing has affected the way we think about writing and editing. 
However, I would suggest that the internet is a kind of super-artefact, in a way: the meanings that its users attach to it have been shown to be out of the control of its inventors, the individuals who continue to develop and maintain it, governments and institutions of any kind. Microsoft attempted to control the use of it with its Internet Explorer and Outlook programs, but was not entirely successful; open source software is rapidly taking their place, at least among savvy users and outside the corporate world. The Chinese government is (also unsuccessfully, for the most part) attempting to control its citizens’ use of it at the present time.

As a culture, the internet is as diverse as the cultures that make up any nation. But even this statement is, in a sense, meaningless. Hine (2000) considers herself to be "a culturally competent web surfer" (p142). But she also points out that her claim is without evidential foundation - who could measure such a thing? There are whole continents of cyberspace that I have never visited and have only the vaguest idea about. They could turn out to be reflections of what I already know, or they may be entirely different - I have no idea. Yet I would consider myself to be an advanced web surfer - I know how to navigate it, read it, to use it in very sophisticated ways. 

What is the internet for me? It is a place where I feel at home. It is a place where I have known immense joy, immense sadness and extreme anger. I began one of my life's most important relationships there, and people I have met there – some of whom I have never heard or held or smelt - have nurtured and supported me over nearly a decade.  It is giving me the means to conduct my study.

I’m going to look at a few of the issues that I need to consider in my ethnography: space, time, presence and absence, and performativity. Then I’m going to look briefly at the specific reasons I am using blogs to conduct my study.

Space

But why am I using such geographical terms – place, space, continent, navigate? An ethnographer has traditionally 'gone' somewhere; online ethnography is done “on the seat of the pants” (Markham 1998; Hine 2000). It’s the ethnography you can do without leaving your desk!

An aside: Other spatiality issues in this study – the spatial divides and dimensions of my community will be provided by the disciplines, epistemologies and methodologies of the participants, not by their physical placement in the geographical sense. (Becher and Trowler 2001).

Cyberspace is a medium – a word that immediately conjures up thoughts of unreality, of ‘in-betweeness’ between the real and the unreal, the corporeal and the spiritual. Also, quoting the old joke, is it a ‘medium’ because, like television, it’s neither rare nor well-done. But it is also a real place. There have been attempts to map cyberspace: www.cybergeography.org gives a history and describes current theories of ‘mapping’ in cyberspace. However, I would suggest that change on the internet is so ubiquitous that it’s impossible to map it in any useful way, at least using maps that are modelled on real-world maps. The territory you have come to know today may still exist in six month’s time, but it will have changed its significance entirely. However, fascinating as it is, this is somewhat tangential to my study.

It has boundaries, but they are of a negative space - we are not 'there' when we are away from our computers – although of course that statement is also becoming outdated as mobile technologies give us the opportunity of being connected 24/7. It has laws, but they are contested and variable from one 'region' to another: in some places it is fine to be aggressive and to 'flame' other 'residents'; in others this is a reason to be banned from interaction. Although it is often held that it is not good behaviour to repeat what is written in cyberspace in another forum, whole sections are dedicated to mocking the communications of others. The landscape is mysterious and unknown - markers change from day to day and the outcome of repeated actions may be variable. It often feels shifting, unsafe and uncertain. Rutter and Smith (2005) liken their involvement in a newsgroup to a telephone call: “… the place inhabited by the … newsgroup is defined only by acts of interaction and communication” (p85).

So what landmarks do we use when we are moving around cyberspace? Hine (2000) suggests that the spatiality of the web is related to the territory of different websites (or blogs). You recognise them as soon as they open - you know 'where you are'. When the Sydney Morning Herald redesigned its web page recently I was quite lost for several days, looking for my favourite links in the wrong places! And Hine suggests that we make meaning in cyberspace from the connections between sites as much as friom the sites themselves  - an interesting idea for me as it is the connections that the participants make between their blogs (in their comments) as much as the blogs themselves that will create the data for my study.

Ethnographers need bounded sites for their study; they define a bounded culture as their subject. I am creating a bounded site – the blogs won’t be visible to the trawling bots of a search engine, although people can give others the address of their own blog if they want to. And the study takes place within the bounded culture of Sydney Uni, which occupies a physical place on earth. But the participants will bring many different cultures to this 'place' that I am creating the shell for, and that they will furnish and decorate: their cultural backgrounds, their disciplinary culture, their lives - as graduate students and whatever else. And of course we will all create a new culture, one of PhD bloggers that will be unique to the site.

Time

This study seems to be unique in its longitudinal nature and the level of immersion – other published studies of the PhD process have taken slices at progress points and conducted interviews, although Trish Vilkinas asked candidates and recent graduates to write a piece reflecting on their process. My idea of taking a group of candidates, keeping them in touch with each other for an extended period of time – maybe up to two years – and keeping a record of their interactions will produce a lot of data, and should reveal something of what the PhD process means for the participants. One of the key pillars of the study is that it will depend on asynchronous communication.

There is a history to the idea that asynchronous communication can build relationships (eg war brides, pen pals). There is also a lot of discussion in the literature (eg Gilly Salmon’s work) about how asynchronicity can lead to deeper and more reflective discussion in an online community – it will be interesting to see if this is borne out in my study, because, if you remember, my initial research question is “To what extent can PhD candidates be sustained in their development as researchers through the use of blogging? 

Returning to the phrase “immersion in the life of a community” I’ve been thinking about what time means in an online ethnography. Hine (2000) talks about “temporal dislocation” (p65) to describe the feeling of moving ‘in’ and ‘out’ of online communities, which may move on where you[‘re not there, but leave a permanent record fo all changes. For my project, not only will I (as the ethnographer) be a visitor to this community – the community that I have created ‑ but even the subjects will only be this community intermittently – and yet in a sense we are ‘there’ all the time, while the study progresses – our words are there and can be responded to even when we are not. Traces of youself can be found all over the internet – have you ever googled yourself? I hope that we will be thinking about our and other people’s blog entries at times when we are not blogging or reading blogs. 

There is some discussion in the literature about the distinction between ‘real life’ and the discussions that take place in ‘virtual life’, and which informs what when. Following Nina Baym’s seminal study of online discussion groups (Baym 1995) it is usually considered (eg Hine 2000) that "online groups are … woven into the fabric of offline life rather than set in opposition to it". In my project (as in Hine's study) offline experiences will actually create the fabric of the online. 

All of these ideas are linked closely to issues of presence and absence, embodiment and performativity.

Presence/absence/performativity/embodiment 

The absence of embodied presence in online communication foregrounds the performativity of the experience. 
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I have been asked whether it will be a problem for my study that I can’t see my participants – that they may be lying or may not even be who they say they are. I find it difficult to see what someone would gain by lying in this medium for months on end! And, as many famous historical examples have demonstrated, participants in ethnographies have been lying to ethnographers since ethnographies began.

I haven’t got time to go into the issue of performativity and suthenticity in more detail here, but I would like to share with you one of the closing paragraphs of Hine’s ethnography of the Louise Woodward websites: "I set out not to investigate who people really were, but to interact with the features of their identities with which I came into contact. Identities [in this study] have been treated as situated performances, and as resources for the undermining of accounts."

This is terribly important for my framing of what I am doing. I am not setting out to create an ‘authentic account’ of what a PhD is and how it is done; I am attempting to 'interact with the features' of [the] identities' that participants choose to share.

As a ‘region’ of the internet (see Hine, 2000) blogs are both a culture of their own and a cultural artefact. In this study they are the tool for gathering data, but they will also create a culture for the period of time that they exist.

Finally, why blogs – justification for using them in the study

I had originally thought of using an email list to conduct my study. However, websites express personality more broadly than plain text. As Forte says, “Websites do not just tell stories; they contain stories within them about themselves." (Forte 2005) and Hine (2000) both feel that website are given meaning by the links between them – by the communities that grow around, among and between them. With the addition of pictures, embedded links and the ability to leave comments, frequently updated weblogs give their owners the power to make strong statements about themselves, their feelings, beliefs and values. The availability of cheap and even free blogging software in the last five years has made it easy for even a novice to create and maintain a blog. Bloggers generally feel a sense of ownership in their blogs, and I hope that my participants will enact their own personal performances within the space I provide. 

Blogging seems particularly appropriate because...

· It is always available (moblobbing).

· PhD candidates are already familiar with the internet as a source of information, communication, perhaps also support and organization.

· Participants retain control of their blog - it doesn't disappear at the end of a 60 minute interview.

· It emphasises the idea of PhD as process rather than project.

In summary, blogs are an appropriate and useful tool, in which 'real life' can inform, construct and inspire the virtual, and in time the virtual can be used to reflect on, reconstruct and inform 'real life'. They provide the potential for me as the ethnographer of the learning community that I am creating to learn and report something about what it means to ‘become a doctor’.
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