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MAPS 31599/SOCI 30326 – Digital Ethnography 
T-R 8-9:20AM 

 
Instructor:        Caterina Fugazzola            
Office Hours:   [link] 
Email:                [email]    
 
Course Description 
How can one complete an ethnographic project during a pandemic? What does it mean 
to do participant observation online? What changes when interviews move to a digital 
format?  This methods course prepares graduate students for ethnographic research in 
an online environment. We will discuss practical steps to put together a research 
project—from research design to data collection and analysis. We will cover 
epistemological, ethical, and practical matters in online ethnographic research, and read 
articles and books showcasing methods for the study of virtual worlds (both game and 
nongame). Students will be required to formulate a preliminary research question at the 
beginning of the course and will conduct a few weeks of ethnographic research in a 
virtual field site of their choosing. Each week students will produce field notes to be 
exchanged and discussed in class, and as a final project they will be asked to write a 
research proposal or a short paper based on their observations. This is an online course 
which features a blend of synchronous discussions and asynchronous ethnographic 
assignments.  
 
Course Requirements  
Zoom Participation 20% 
Perusall Comments 18% 
Weekly Assignments  32% 
Final Presentation 10% 
Final Assignment 20% 
Total 100% 

 
Zoom Participation: This is a discussion-based seminar, which means I expect all of 
you to actively participate in discussions. You can do so by speaking in class or by 
writing your questions or comments in our classroom chat. To participate effectively, 
read all of the weekly assigned material before the class meets. In addition, each class 
period you’ll be expected to bring to class at least one question or comment based on the 
readings for that day. And remember – a good participator is one who speaks, but also 
one who knows how to listen to others.  
 
Important: I encourage you to treat our Zoom meetings the way you would treat a 
regular in-person class. That said, I understand this is a unique situation, so I am always 
happy to make exceptions. If conditions permit, here are my suggestions: dress 
comfortably but appropriately (at least from the waist up!), avoid comfy seating options 
like a couch or a bed, and organize your surroundings so you won’t have to move around 
too much during class time.  
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Perusall Comments: In Weeks 2-8, everyone is required to contribute to our online 
discussion by annotating in Perusall. You will be assigned to one reading each week, 
which you will find under ‘Assignments’ in Perusall.  
Your annotations will be graded based on quality, on a scale of 0 (low), 1(medium), 2 
(high). Full credit will be assigned if you contribute at least 3 high quality annotations 
per reading.  
Extra credit can be earned in two ways: i) when you write comments and questions that 
elicit responses from other students, and ii) when you write comments and questions 
that are upvoted (e.g. “I have the same question” or “This helps my understanding”) by 
other students. 
All annotations are due at noon on Wednesday. Late annotations past the deadline will 
not be scored. 
 
Weekly Assignments: This is a hands-on methodological course. Each Thursday we 
will read and discuss ethnographic works and methodologies, and each weekend you 
will engage in various (online) ethnographic exercises designed to put into practice what 
we discussed in class. You will complete your weekend assignments between Thursday 
and Sunday, and post your fieldnotes and memos on Canvas (no doc/pdf attachments 
please) by 9am CDT on Monday. On Tuesday, our classroom discussion will revolve 
around your experiences in the field.  
 
Final Presentation: There will be no readings assigned for Week 10. Instead, each of 
you will prepare a short (10-15 min) presentation of their final project to share with the 
class. I will distribute more detailed information on the final presentation in Week 7.   
 
Final Assignment: Your final assignment is due via email on Tuesday of Week 11 
(December 8). You have two options: you can either submit a 5-7 pages research 
proposal for an ethnographic study that you plan to conduct in the future, or a 8-10 
pages paper based on the ethnographic observations you conducted during the quarter. 
If you are a MAPSS student, I strongly encourage you to choose the first option. I will 
distribute more detailed instructions on the final assignment in Week 7.  
 
Remote Classroom Policies: My goal is for all students to feel included in the 
course. I am readily accessible via email and virtual office hours to address any concerns 
that may arise. In order to be successful in this course, it’s important to take care of 
yourself, including your mental and physical health. If you are encountering any 
challenges, please reach out to me sooner rather than later so I can help you identify 
appropriate resources available to you. Please also be aware that some issues discussed 
in this course may present personal “triggers.” If you need more guidance about the 
content of course materials in advance, please let me know and I will be happy to 
provide it. I am committed to meeting the needs of all my students. If you need any 
class-related accommodations, please visit: 
http://disabilities.uchicago.edu/contacts/index.shtml 
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Assignment Policies:  
• Any suspected academic dishonesty in the form of cheating and/or plagiarism will 

be reported to the Dean of Students office. The University’s policy on academic 
integrity can be found here: https://college.uchicago.edu/advising/academic-
integrity-student-conduct  

• I will grant paper extensions in the case of an emergency - please notify me so I can 
make reasonable accommodations to ensure your inclusion and success in the 
course.  

• Incompletes and Withdraws: Under university rules, an incomplete is only 
available if you have completed at least 2/3 of the course assignments. If you are 
seeking an incomplete, please be in touch with your advisor and myself as early as 
possible. I will support a student’s request to withdraw from the course at any time. 

 
Course Books: 
We will be relying on the following handbook throughout the course: 

Boellstorff et al. 2012. Ethnography and Virtual Worlds: A Handbook of 
Methods. Princeton University Press.  

I also highly recommend buying Emerson et al. 2011. Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. 
The University of Chicago Press. 
Since there is no online version of the Emerson et al. available through the library, I 
have reduced the number of required chapters from that text and I will make those 
available on Canvas.  
 
Course Readings: 
All readings are available on Canvas under “Modules.”  
 

 
Week One 
 

Introduction 
(Tue 9/29): Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Chapters 1-2 (pp. 1-28) 
   
(Thu 10/1): Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Chapters 2-4 (pp. 29-64) 
 Boellstorff, Tom. 2015. “The Subject and Scope of This Inquiry.” In 

Coming of Age in Second Life: An Anthropologist Explores the Virtually 
Human (pp. 3-31) 

 Video: An Anthropological Introduction to YouTube   
 
Weekend activity:  1: Write 500 words sketching the project you plan to develop during 

this course. Include your proposed (or actual) virtual field site and 
the question(s) you are interested in exploring.  

  2: In 300 words or less, explain why the virtual world you are 
interested in exploring is a fitting site for an ethnography. 
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Week Two  
 
(Tue 10/6)  In-class discussion of weekend activity. 
 

Observation and Fieldnotes 
(Thu 10/8)   Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Chapter 5 (pp. 65-91) 

Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chapter 1, “Fieldnotes in Ethnographic 
Research” (pp. 1-20) 

 Geertz, Clifford. 1973. “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory 
of Culture.” in The Interpretation of Cultures: selected essays. (pp. 3-30) 

  
Weekend activity:  Form an ECHO team [more info will be released in Week 1] and 

conduct participant observation at online team meetings over the 
weekend. Share an excerpt of your field notes (~500 words). 

 
 
 
Week Three 
 
(Tue 10/13)  In-class discussion of weekend activity.  

 
Interviews and Other Forms of Data Collection 

(Thu 10/15) Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Chapters 6-7 (pp. 92-128) 
 Rinaldo, Rachel, and Jeffrey Guhin. 2019. “How and Why Interviews 

Work: Ethnographic Interviews and Meso-level Public Culture.” 
Sociological Methods and Research: 1-19. 
Dokumaci, Arseli. 2018. “Disability as Method: Interventions in the 
Habitus of Ableism through Media-Creation.” Disability Studies Quarterly 
38 (3).  
Dokumaci - Supplementary video material 
Spend some time exploring the Why We Post Project   

 
Weekend activity:  Select a virtual world or a social media platform you are relatively 

familiar with (it can be your field site, but it doesn’t have to). Spend 
some time observing the way users interact with each other, and 
develop a short list of questions about a topic you find relevant. 
Reach out and informally interview a small number (1-3) of users, 
and write a 500-word memo detailing the experience and your 
findings.  
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Week Four 
 
(Tue 10/20) In-class discussion of weekend activity.  
 

Failures, Discomforts, and Ethical Dilemmas 
 

 (Thu 10/22)  Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Chapters 8-9 (pp. 129-158) 
Abidin, Crystal, and Gabriele de Seta. 2020. “Private Messages from the 
Field: Confessions on Digital Ethnography and its Discomforts.” Journal 
of Digital Social Research Vol 2, n. 1: 1-19. 
 Maddox, Alexia. 2020. “Disrupting the Ethnographic Imaginarium: 
Challenges of Immersion in the Silk Road Cryptomarket Community.” 
Journal of Digital Social Research Vol 2, n. 1: 20-38. 

 
Weekend activity:  Familiarize yourself with the IRB website and form. Write the 

answers to Section 6 (“Research Purpose and Techniques”) and 
Section 11 (“Risk Assessment”). If you have already submitted your 
IRB protocol and are currently in the field, write a two-page memo 
on ethical/moral challenges you have encountered or considered.  

 
 
Week Five  
 
(Tue 10/27)  In-class discussion of weekend activity. 

 
Gaming 

(Thu 10/29) Taylor, T.L. 2018. “Home Studios: Transforming Private Play into Public 
Entertainment.” Ch 3 in Watch Me Play: Twitch and the Rise of Game 
Live Streaming (pp. 66-135) 

 Anthropy, Anna. 2012. “The Problem with Videogames.” Ch. 1 in Rise of 
the Videogame Zinesters: How Freaks, Normals, Amateurs, Artists, 
Dreamers, Drop-outs, Queers, Housewives, and People Like You Are 
Taking Back an Art Form (pp. 1-22) 

   
Weekend activity:  Select a Twitch channel of your choice and watch a live stream for at 

least 30 minutes. You can pick any game you like. Observe and take 
notes on the stream itself and on streamer-audience interaction.  
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Week Six  
 
(Tue 11/3)  In-class discussion of weekend activity. 
 

Cooperation, Competition, Community 
(Thu 11/5) Pearce, Celia, and Artemesia. 2008. “Identity-as-Place: Trans-Ludic 

Identities in Mediated Play Communities—The Case of the Uru 
Diaspora.” In Proceedings Internet 9.0: Association of Internet 
Researchers (AOIR) 
Gray, Kishonna L. 2018. “Gaming Out Online: Black Lesbian Identity 
Development and Community Building in Xbox Live.” Journal of Lesbian 
Studies 22 (3): 282-296. 
UChicago Arts Blog: “Alternate reality game A Labyrinth offers a model 
for new media in a distanced age.”  
Jagoda, Patrick, and Kristen Schilt. 2020. “The Legend of Zelda: Breath of 
the Wild: Playing Together During a Pandemic.”  

 
Weekend activity:  Write a short ethnographic reflection on your ECHO experience, 

particularly as it relates to the themes of community building and 
cooperation.  

 
Week Seven  
 
 (Tue 11/10)  In-class discussion of weekend activity. 
 

Intimacy, Authenticity, and the Self 
(Thu 11/12) Reade, Josie. 2020. “Keeping It Raw on the ‘gram: Authenticity, 

Relatability and Digital Intimacy in Fitness Cultures on Instagram.” New 
Media & Society: 1-19. 
Costa, Elisabetta. 2018. “Affordances-in-Practice: An Ethnographic 
Critique of Social Media Logic and Context Collapse.” New Media and 
Society 20 (10): 3641–56. 
Duguay, Stefanie.  2017. “Dressing up Tinderella: interrogating 
authenticity claims on the mobile dating app Tinder” Information, 
Communication & Society 20(3): 351-367. 
Annavarapu, Sneha. 2019. “Main Apni Sabse Favourite Hoon: Chronicles 
of an Instaspam Queen.”  

 
Weekend activity:  Write a short memo reflecting on your own identity and 

positionality as a researcher in your chosen field. What does 
authenticity mean in your research context? 
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Week Eight  
 
(Tue 11/17): In-class discussion of weekend activity. 

 
Politics 

(Thu 11/19) Bonilla, Yarimar and Rosa, Jonathan. 2015. #Ferguson: Digital protest, 
hashtag ethnography and the racial politics of social media in the United 
States. American Ethnologist 42 (1).: 4-17. 
Duarte, Marisa. 2017. “Connected Activism: Indigenous Uses of Social 
Media for Shaping Political Change.” Australasian Journal of Information 
Systems 21: 1–12. 
Postill, John. 2013. “Democracy in an Age of Viral Reality: A Media 
Epidemiography of Spain’s Indignados Movement.” Ethnography 15 (1): 
51–69. 
Jackson, Sarah J., Moya Bailey, and Brooke Foucault Welles. 2018. 
“#GirlsLikeUs: Trans Advocacy and Community Building Online.” New 
Media & Society 20 (5): 1868–88. 

 
Weekend activity:  Conduct observations in your field site. Use your observations to 

refine your research question. Post a memo detailing the process 
(and post your updated research question).  

 
 
Week Nine  
 
(Tue 11/24): In-class discussion of weekend activity. 
 
(Thu 11/26): Thanksgiving – No class 
 
Weekend activity:  None. Enjoy the break and prepare your final presentations. I 

recommend reading Ethnography and Virtual Worlds, Ch. 10. 
 
 
Week Ten  
 

Conclusion 
(Tue 12/1) Final presentations (1)  
 
(Thu 12/3): Final presentations (2) 
 
 

** Final assignment due via email by 5PM on Tuesday, December 8** 


