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Digital ethnography emerged in response to the rapid development of
digital technologies in the second half of the 20th century. It challenged the
assumption that fieldwork requires a long-term presence in one location
and transcends the limitations of physical space. Participant observation
can now take place remotely and across various dimensions of space-time,
allowing ethnographers to no longer be confined by their biological bodies.
Over the past three decades, by breaking the dichotomy of online/offline
and virtual/real and addressing social changes alongside technological
advancements, digital anthropology has established itself as an important
sub-field in anthropology. However, past digital ethnographers often treated
“humans” as actors and subjects while considering “technology” as media
and objects. This perspective overlooks the fact that our digital activities
rely on the assemblage of humans and machines, neither of which is the sole
actor. Digital ethnographers’ bodies are extended, expanded, duplicated,
and teleported by digital technologies to conduct fieldwork and move across
multiple dimensions of space-time. Meanwhile, the subjects of study in
digital ethnography are not merely humans and their collectives but are
hybrids assembled with various human and non-human parts and entities.

This article draws on my reflection of conducting digital ethnography
with the civic tech community, gOv (pronounced gov-zero), in Taiwan.
The embodied experience of digital fieldwork prompts me to rethink how
ethnographers incorporate non-humans and machines into our research
and consider how ethnographers’ bodies, situatedness, and materials
brought into the field facilitate and shape our participant observation. In
this article, I introduce feminist posthumanism and posit the necessity of
a “posthuman” reorientation of digital ethnography. This shift transcends
the confines of Internet or online ethnography to encompass a broader
understanding of how our encounters with the digital invariably intersect
with corporeality, materiality, infrastructure, and atmosphere.
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Feminist posthumanism signifies an ethical politics that humbles
anthropocentric arrogance, recognizing the realities of chaos and
transgression in and across every field. It develops a relational ethics that lets
go of identity politics, aiming to “stay with the trouble” A posthuman turn
challenges anthropocentric ethnographic writing and unsettles the binary
between humans and machines, subjects and objects, researchers and the
researched in digital fieldwork. Feminist posthumanism calls our attention
to our posthuman bodies as we seek to understand how our digital life is
constantly mediated, materialized, connected, and disconnected. It not only
brings an ontological and epistemological turn to digital anthropology but
also urges ethnographers to adopt an ethical critique and practice of “care”
This practice emphasizes the ethnographer’s situatedness and engagement,
incorporating the nuances of affective and ethical interactions. Indeed,
ethnographic research is an anthropologist’s expression of care for a topic,
group, or thing, and fieldwork is the corresponding act of care. It is our care
and desire to engage that make fieldwork possible.

The ethical practice of care in fieldwork applies to human-to-human
and human-to-non-human. It involves considering whether the digital
environment is open or closed, whether participants are anonymous or
using real names, and when a fieldworker can “lurk” or should surface. It
includes the manner of “appearing” appropriately, the ethical boundaries
for copying conversations, taking screenshots, and recording audio or
video. It addresses how digital data should be stored, interpreted, archived,
maintained, and destroyed at the appropriate time. Beyond “do no harm,
care involves establishing caring interactions with humans and non-humans,
navigating complex relationships and power networks, and recognizing that
conducting fieldwork is possible because of being cared for by others.

In summary, the integration of feminist posthumanism into
digital ethnography not only challenges traditional anthropocentric
perspectives but also fosters a deeper, more relational understanding
of digital life. By emphasizing the interconnectedness of humans, non-
humans, and technologies, and by adopting an ethical practice of care,
digital ethnographers can more effectively navigate the complexities of
contemporary digital environments. This approach ensures that their
research remains ethically grounded and relevant in a rapidly evolving
digital landscape.
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