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Christine Hine’s book Virtual Ethnography is, in her words, “a book about the ways in which use of the Internet is made meaningful in local contexts” (vii). Through her development of ethnographic methods on the Internet, and her findings from her own study of the controversial Louise Woodward case, Hine proposes an ethnographic framework for research methods on the Internet. 


Hine is currently a senior lecturer in the Department of Sociology at the University of Surrey.  In a recent review of her work by a German anthropologist, Hine  received some criticism for the fact that she writes on ethnographic methods though she is not a trained ethnographer nor an anthropologist. Nevertheless, Hine’s work does not claim to be definitive, and she does a good job in adding caveats to the reader that her work is still introductory in nature. 


The progression of Hine’s book is logical, beginning with an Introduction in which she establishes her background in literature and theory. She makes good use of Giddens and Lyotard, whose work The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984) is generally considered to be “the most succinct, accessible and memorable manifesto of the postmodernist position” (Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, 2001). I found, however, that her conceptual framework could have been more in-depth. Hine writes off whole areas of theory such as deconstructionism through  simple sentences such as “if, indeed, there is any idea left of ‘the real’ (Beaudrillard, 1983), and misses important current theorists who are being applied to the Internet such as Deleuze and Guattari. As her work is partially concerned with power and authority, she would have found a wealth of material in the works of Foucault and Bourdieu,  the latter of whose theories were put to excellent use in the recent work The Myth of the Unmarked Net Speaker, by Alice Crawford. 


Hine quickly moves on to her ethnographic approach questions, and summarizes her questions in four simple steps: How do users of the Internet understand its capacities; how does the Internet affect organizational relationships; What are the implications of the Internet for authenticity and authority, and is the ‘virtual’ experience radically different from the ‘real’? (8). 


As Hine begins her exploration of these research questions, she lays out her organization in simple steps. Chapters 2 and 3 argue her case for a distinct methodological approach to understanding the Internet. Chapter 4 describes the design and conduct of an ethnography based on her principles, and the last chapters explain her personal ethnography (the Louise Woodward case). The organization of this book make it very clear to the reader what he or she can expect, and I cannot fault the excellent structural form of this text. 


In the second chapter Hine gives a cultural background to the Internet and attempts to justify a distinct approach to research on the Internet. In this I believe that she succeeds. Her sources are well researched, yet appear quite dated at this point, especially due to her discussion of text-based role-playing MUDs. It is amazing how much the examples in this text have aged in the past six years. An important point made is that the Internet can be considered doubly important for researchers in that it can be seen both as an example of local cultural practices as well as an artifact of technological culture “This stems from seeing the Internet as textual twice over” (40). Hine’s investigation into the ‘romance’ and ‘mystique’ of the net is also well done and shows insight and a good deal of thoughtful research. Her textual citations are really quite far-reaching, and I had not heard of many of the more obscure of her sources. All in all, she does a convincing job of showing the distinct nature of the Internet from more traditional forms of ethnographic research.


In the third chapter, Hine writes of the crisis in ethnography, namely after a publication (Clifford and Marcus) which brought to light the recognition that ethnography was often less about studying cultures as they are than about creating realities in light of what the researcher was seeking. Hine therefore lays out ten principles of Virtual Ethnography. One important point is that fieldwork is essential to the Ethnographer, and ‘without it, the ethnographer would not encounter the context- the smells, sounds, sights, emotional tensions, feel- of the culture” (Wolf, 1992: 128) (46). Hine counters this, however, with her claim that “Ethnographers in cyberspace can, of course, lurk in a way that face-to-face ethnographers cannot readily achieve” (48). She goes on to explain her principles and, in so doing, comes to the conclusion that it is irrelevant whether physical presence is achieved, as her ninth principle claims that “New technologies of interaction make it possible both for informants to be absent and to render them present within the ethnography…the shaping of the ethnographic object as it is made possible by the available technologies is the ethnography (65). 


I am not completely convinced by this argument, however. Reminding me of a McLuhanesque claim that ‘the medium is the message”, Hine’s theories that ethnography can supplant fieldwork (in a physical, geographic sense), are not totally convincing. I feel that a grounding in some kind of physical, ethnographic fieldwork would create an important counterpart to the virtual, and that the presence of both would enhance any research project. The problems with this combined model occur when there is no central physical location for research, at which point Hine’s virtual ethnography may be the only option. 


Hine applies her ten theories of Virtual Ethnography to her study of the Louise Woodward case, in which a British nanny’s young American charge died under mysterious circumstances, and in which a legal verdict was delivered over the Internet. In her study, she examined a variety of amateur sites related to the issue, and studied links to and from these sites as well. She was able to successfully use her principles to paint a compelling ethnographic study using various electronic methods such as email and electronic interviews. She does, to her credit, claim that her work is incomplete and “necessarily partial”, in that she is aware of the rapidly shifting nature of the Internet. 


Hine’s work, in essence, is more about the culture of the Internet and its potential to be used as a tool for ethnographic studies than a study of the technology itself. In a rebuttal to a review of her work conducted on the RCCS at the University of Washington, Hine summarized her position by writing that “I do find the Internet fascinating as an object of study in its own right, and applaud recent developments which have brought the interdiscipline of Internet Studies together. But the Internet for me is going to be most fascinating if it can be used to enliven and interrogate disciplinary legacies based on other technologies and cultures”. With this ethnographic enlivening as her stated goal, I have to say that in her book Virtual Ethnography, Christine Hine succeeds admirably.
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