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 It seems that every year the number of students who approach me wishing to undertake an 

ethnography of a virtual world doubles. In most cases these students have considerable 

experience and expertise in the virtual worlds that they want to explore. Nevertheless, resistance 

within anthropology to the idea of virtual worlds as legitimate objects of ethnographic inquiry 

has made it difficult to support such projects without some reservation, especially when a student 

expresses intent to use the research for graduate school applications. Such resistance persists 

despite the intellectual contributions of recent ethnographies of online practices, no doubt, in 

part, because of the lack a systematic articulation of method for engaging virtual worlds.  

 Four experienced ethnographers and prominent researchers of virtual worlds have teamed 

up to address these circumstances with the publication of Ethnography and Virtual Worlds: A 

Handbook of Method. This long overdue and important text attends to the principle challenges 

and concerns of research into virtual culture. Although its straightforward handbook-style prose 

does not make for the most exciting read, one could easily imagine (as the authors hope) a 

student or researcher carrying it into the field and consulting it as needed throughout research. To 

this end it is organized according to the life of a project, moving from prefield planning, 

fieldwork, and postfieldwork analysis and writing, with each chapter illuminating the 

methodological approach relative to each phase. Each chapter, moreover, is carefully subdivided 
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so as to allow quick and easy access to specific methodological concerns. Although intended 

specifically for researchers looking at practices within dynamic, avatar-populated virtual worlds, 

rather than sites like Facebook or Myspace, the handbook is requisite for anyone interested in 

online research. But this is also not simply a handbook for research into online culture.  

 The underlying strength and significance of this work rests in the theoretical stance 

announced in the use of and rather than of in the title. In framing the relation between 

ethnography and virtual worlds in this manner, the authors unequivocally situate research into 

virtual worlds as an extension of rather than divergence from the long tradition of ethnographic 

practices developed for the physical world, which the they take pains to defend in the first 

chapters against spurious claims of being a somehow flawed and imprecise science. As such, 

they insist throughout that research into online culture must adapt rather than discard the rigorous 

methods of inquiry developed for ethnography in the physical world. While this stance should 

assuage the suspicions of those in the discipline still wary of both the feasibility and legitimacy 

of research into virtual cultures, ideally it will also compel students interested in online cultures 

to advance their projects on firm conceptual and methodological ground.  

 In accordance with their emphasis on ethnographic tradition, the authors preface the overall 

discussion of method for virtual worlds with a history of ethnographic practice in which they 

consider the contributions of such foundational thinkers as Bronisław Malinowski and Clifford 

Geertz while traversing the discipline’s conceptual genealogy vis-à-vis its structuralist, 

poststructuralist, postcolonial, and feminist influences. What emerges from this approach is thus 

a set of analytic tools and methods for fieldwork in virtual worlds that are clearly derived from 

established ethnographic practice. At the same time, what emerges is a concise exposition of the 

history of intellectual concerns that have driven ethnography in the past and a view of some of 
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the emergent themes that are informing its direction in the present. The overall result is not only 

an excellent handbook for ethnographic research into virtual worlds but also a text that is highly 

useful for any course on ethnographic method. The only qualification I would make in this 

regard is to suggest that while an undergraduate course in ethnographic method would certainly 

benefit from a careful reading of each section, students at the graduate level would be better 

served by targeting specific parts. 

 Not surprisingly, the central section on participant observation anchors the text. Following 

the text’s theoretical stance the authors embark here from firm ethnographic ground by outlining 

the established significance of the method for illuminating “shared practices, meanings, and 

social contexts, and the interrelations among them” (p. 67) through immersion in and attention to 

the everyday and eventfulness within a field site. Insofar as they remain close to methodological 

conventions they avoid producing a dogmatic devotion to this received framework of 

understanding by underling the need for the ethnographer’s attentiveness, flexibility, and 

resourcefulness in customizing an approach to the specificities of cultural practices under 

consideration. In addressing the specificity of participation observation within virtual worlds 

they call attention to a need for technological know-how that far exceeds the level of local 

knowledge required for conventional ethnography of physical sites. In addition, they enumerate 

the unique data collection opportunities offered by virtual worlds, pointing to such things as 

screen, video, and audio capture while noting the benefits, drawbacks, and challenges of each.  

 Following the chapter on participant-observation, the section concerning data analysis 

stands out as particularly incisive with the authors breaking the postfield process down into 

systematic steps. But there is more here than just the pragmatics of postproduction as the authors 

articulate in this context a number of essential principles for producing quality work, which 
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unfortunately many students do not hear until late in their studies. For example, they emphasize 

that analysis is not simply about describing but thinking the material in writing, that is, “finding, 

creating, and bringing thoughtful, provocative, productive ideas to acts of writing” (p. 159). 

Similarly, they underscore the importance of thinking theoretically rather than demonstrating 

theory, which is accomplished, they explain, by asking how specific instances and patterns of 

relation provide generalizable analytical concepts that can be translated into comparative 

frameworks.  

 In sum, this is a significant attempt to expand the parameters of ethnographic concern by 

working within the conventions of ethnographic practice. Moreover, it is supremely timely for 

contemporary ethnography in general, which in recent decades has moved clearly away from the 

representational imperative that informed production of bounded spaces of inquiry in the past to 

engage the lived reality of our globally networked present.  


