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Method and the Virtual:
Anecdote, Analogy, Culture

By Tom Boellstorff, University of California

This is a brief essay, we call "think-pieces", desd to stimulate a discussion on a particular
topic. For this series of essays we propose thewolg question:

"In thinking about the spaces of virtual worldsdahe practices we witness within them, how
can we define what counts as culture? Can we sge@mmon cultural trends emerging in
different virtual worlds, or are practices as dispa as the worlds and groups we find within
them?"

Abstract

The question of what counts as culture in the spaces of virtual worlds has
emerged as a compelling topic for research and will likely remain so into the
foreseeable future. This is a question not just of theory but also of method. In this
formative period for an emerging research community on culture in virtual worlds, it
is crucial to foster a wide range of approaches and to challenge forms of
methodological partisanship that assert the superiority of any one approach.

Keywords: culture; virtual worlds; quantitative methods; dtaive methods; ethnography.
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Method and the Virtual:
Anecdote, Analogy, Culture

By Tom Boellstorff, University of California

The question of what counts as culture in the spa€eirtual worlds has emerged as a
compelling topic for research and will likely remado into the foreseeable future. It seems clear
that we will continue to discover a range of suhaels or localized cultures, both within and
between virtual worlds. We will also continue tosabver broader cultural logics that span
multiple virtual worlds, regarding everything fraimendship as a dominant mode of sociality to
avatar embodiment. Such cultural logics will be enabstract—in the sense that they will be
shaped by the more localized contexts in which @reyinstantiated—but they will nonetheless
certainly be significant and worthy of study.

| base this broad outline upon my knowledge of élisting scholarship on culture in
virtual worlds from a wide range of quantitativedaqualitative approaches, as well as my
ethnographic research fBecond Life (Boellstorff, 2008). Crucially, it is not unique wirtual
worlds. For instance, it squares with my reseancindonesia, where | have shown that notions
of being “gay” are informed by globalizing concepis of homosexuality and also by nationally-
and locally-specific cultures (Boellstorff, 2005¢82007). Because research on culture in virtual
worlds is relatively new (though with a longer bist than often acknowledged), it is vital to
broaden the conversation to include how cultur@iitual worlds shares features with offline
cultures, including cases where no explicit linkagests.

Broadening the conversation includes addressingskamding debates over the culture
concept, debates to which work in virtual worlds eéready contribute. The culture concept has
been a key point of discussion for over 100 ye@rdture has been construed in “functionalist”
terms, as a tool for fulfilling needs, as a “sturatist” grammar of concepts shaping cognition,
and in many other ways. These and other definitfnsulture have come into fashion or been
set aside, but what we now find is a range of ustdadings as to what culture might be. These
understandings sometimes conflict but often, eadviges synergistic insight into a larger
problem.

From these various definitions of culture, oneghsil find helpful is the recognition that
culture is not simply the aggregate of individuatgonalities and dispositions. Just as German is
not simply in the heads of individual German speskeone know every word in the language),
so culture more generally is a transindividual gimanon that shapes and is shaped by those
who participate in it in some fashion. Culture @ just what people do; it is also what they
claim it is they do, what they believe, and theiqrated yet contingent ways that social action is
constituted in the context of such narrative anlkiebeAll domains of sociality and selfhood—
from gender to economics, religion to play, love health—are emergent products of
meaningful, intersectional experience. The eminemihropologist Marilyn Strathern (1992)
sums this up by noting that “culture consists ie tay analogies are drawn between things, in
the way certain thoughts are used to think oth@rs33).

These debates over what counts as culture in Vivtodds are simultaneously debates
over what counts as method for studying cultureiitual worlds. We are in a formative period
for this emerging research community: it is impeethat we develop diverse methodological
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paradigms for it. For instance, in my work on HIVMDS in Indonesia, | am accustomed to
engaging with a range of qualitative and quantigatresearch (Boellstorff, 2009). Most
HIV/AIDS researchers specialize in a particular moet; but in conversation we gain a greater
understanding of the cultural issues at hand. Mykwas editor-in-chief of American
Anthropologist, the journal of the American Anthropological Asstion, has impressed upon
me how most anthropologists participate in simylaiverse conversations.

Given this background, | have been disappointedertcounter, upon occasion, a
methodological partisanship contenting that quati® methods are the only scientific or
rigorous approaches for studying culture in virtwalrlds. One way this partisanship manifests
itself is via the claim that qualitative methods &anecdotal.” This profoundly mischaracterizes
ethnographic research and fails to consider howmtifaive methods using behavioral data and
surveys are themselves “anecdotal” (not least Isecaf the term’s etymological meaning of
“not yet published”), distillations of complex amnakeaningful issues not always fully present to
consciousness.

To concretize my concerns, it will prove helpfuldonsider the example of some recent
work of the economist Edward Castronova, whoseugnitial research | often cite with great
approval in my own. In his article “On the Reseav@tue of Large Games: Natural Experiments
in Norrath and Camelot,” Castronova (2006) drawsrularge datasets from two online games
on develop fascinating insights about interpersaoakdination. Castronova rightly sees in this
approach possibilities that have “never beforetegisn the long history of social thinking” and
are “of incredible power and value” (p. 183).

As the title of his article indicates, Castronoxalains this power and value by asserting
that online games allow us to conduct “natural expents,” explaining that, “Until now, it has
not been possible to take all of society as a rebazbject; such a thing is too big to fit in a lab
.. Now however [. . .] it is indeed possible tplieate entire societies and allow them to operate
in parallel” (p. 163). Online games (and by extensivirtual worlds more generally) can thus
represent:

[T]he social science equivalent of a petri dish,aosupercollider: an expensive machine that
provides the only way to directly study certaineigisting atomic phenomena. If you want to
study the properties of atoms as they bang togegbermust either do it indirectly or build a big
machine that can bang atoms together under cadralbnditions (Castronova, 2006, pp.170-
171).

Unfortunately, Castronova predicates this claim wofethodological value on
methodological partisanship. Contrasting his methaith the methods currently available to
social scientists” means, among other things, ‘et results are not based on the researcher’s
impression after having spent 12 months living vatsmall subset of one of the populations”
(Castronova, 2006, p. 184). He then states thasH@uld be apparent from the tone” of his
argument that he feels his “mode of study is aitlea reliable, and quite probably more so, than
those that precede it . . . That being the caseaj@r realignment of social science research
methods would seem to be in order” (p. 184).

Tone, indeed! It is extremely important that weemapt such utterly unnecessary
methodological partisanship, which is furthermoteodds with Castronova’s earlier work
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(Castronova, 2005). That work typically had a rewpably ethnographic component: at the very
least, it did not falsely reduce ethnographic rege#o the gathering of “impressions.” Nor did it

construe its methodological palette in a zero-sashibn, placing methods on a timeline such
that one method can “precede” another. Yet, thegiph of differing methods on a timeline is

wholly consonant with the implicit narrative of gress that structures Castronova’'s
partisanship. Given Castronova’s claim to methogicl superiority, while asserting that he is
discussing culture, it is instructive to recalléfrern’s insight that “culture consists in the way
analogies are drawn between things, in the waicettioughts are used to think others.”

How does culture, to which Castronova claims peiyed access, shape his own claims?

These claims are founded in an analogy betweerratadnd social science, such that
petri dishes, supercolliders, labs, and naturédf isseicture the analysis. This is not a colorful o
superfluous metaphor: it is absolutely foundatidoahe theorization, reflecting the well-known
significance of analogy and metaphor to cognitibakpff and Johnson, 1980). This metaphor,
like any, can stimulate insight but also occludeestigation. For instance, the construal of
persons as bacteria in a petri dish or atoms uparsollider masks how, as noted earlier, culture
is not simply the aggregate of individual persdresi and dispositions that, in Castronova’s
analogy, “bang together” and can be understoodutiird'direct observation.” To extend this
very metaphor, as anthropologists have done sheearly twentieth century, consider that just
as direct observation of hydrogen and oxygen willytou little about the properties of water, so
not all aspects of culture can be understood bkihgpat individuals “atomistically.” This
metaphor also absolves the researcher from askimgstigns of meaning: what does
“coordination” mean to these players? Do they thimkerms of “coordination” at all in these
contexts? Not all researchers need ask questiomseahing, of course, but they are far from
irrelevant. It is therefore useful to place Castnais work here in conversation with other work
on equal footing, rather than in terms of preced@ut antecedent.

The rhetorical slight-of-hand performed by this lagg between nature and culture is
known as positivism, and its critique is so welearsed that | need not recount it here. The
irony is that despite Castronova’s methodologicaitipanship in this particular article, the
research itself is valuable and this value neechimgje upon denigrating other methods. There is
no reason why what Castronova terms “direct obserwamust conflict with the “participant
observation” of the ethnographer, or with the mdthmf experimenters, historians, and
philosophers toward which he is equally dismisqi€astronova, 2006, p. 184). They can all
provide synergistic insight into a larger proble@ounting is a method, but it is not the only
thing that counts as method.

It is, | believe, most productive to interpret Gasbva’s “tone” diagnostically, as
exemplifying the dangers of methodological partsap in this formative period of research on
culture in virtual worlds. What is needed at thisigture is to broaden the conversation—not
constrict it. Placing methods on a unilinear timeliand claiming there must should be a
“realignment” that values one method over otheet thstensibly “precede” it is more than a
claim about research techniques: it is an impbtaim about the object of method. Different
methods for researching culture produce differeabtizations of culture, and it is vital that we
not foreclose our range of understandings as td aditure in virtual worlds might be and might
become.



Journal of Virtual Worlds Research -Method and\fiveual 7

Bibliography

Boellstorff, T. (2009). Nuri's testimony: HIV/AID® Indonesia and the epidemic of
knowledge American Ethnologist 36.

--------------- . (2008).Coming of age in Second Life: An anthropologist explores the
virtually human. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

--------------- . (2007).A coincidence of desires: Anthropology, queer studies, Indonesia.
Durham: Duke University Press.

--------------- . (2005).The gay archipelago: Sexuality and nation in Indonesia.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Castronova, E. (2006). On the research value gélgames: Natural experiments in
Norrath and CameloGames and Culture. 1, p. 163-86.

--------------- . (2005).Synthetic worlds: The business and culture of online games.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Lakoff, G. & Johnson, M. (1980Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Strathern, M. (1992 Reproducing the future: Anthropology, kinship, and the new
reproductive technologies. London: Routledge.



