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AFTERWORD
Consuming the digital

Tom Boellstorff

Keywords
digital consumerism, dubbing, ethnography

Introduction: “dubbing” the digital consumer

The thirty-six chapters making up this edited collection speak to a staggering range of 1ntere.stlsll in
relation to digital consumerism. Since there is no way I can engage at length Wltlh any partic 3.;
chapter, for this afterword I have set myself the goal of identifying shared problematics, 1‘nterest1s°;S an
avenues for inquiry, Of course, I approach this task in light of my own scholar}y hlstzry. : Ielx:l
anthropologist who has conducted extensive research on questions .of _sexuaht?r ar;l nai 1;1 -
belonging in Indonesia (e.g., Boellstorft 2005, 2007), I have a longst'andm% 1nterF:st inc tu’r’feér
media, and consumerism. For instance, in that work, I developedanoiflon of dubbmg.culture, AW
from a debate where the dubbing of foreign films and television shows into i.:he Indfnesmn languagv..e wa’s,
briefly banned on the grounds that if Indonesians saw Westerners appearing to “speak I;;l(;g(e)s;;m,
they would no longer know where Indonesia ended and the West began (B.oelllsto .

I have used this concept of “dubbing culture” to theorize forms 9f globalization wher(te) bt\.NO
systems of meaning lie alongside each other without fusing, The. difference between d}l ﬁCmg
and translation is that while translation is animated by the impossible h.ope of a total shi (; orlzx
one language to another, in dubbing the moving lips never @atch with the new soun trac ;
nor is there an expectation this will happen. I have found this cor'lcept of transformatlor} no
predicated on fusion helpful in my research on virtual worlds, particularly my book Coming hlof
Age in Second Life (Boellstorff 2008). In this book and more recint wF)rk”on ethn(?grap 2
methods for virtual worlds (Boellstorff et al. 2012), I explore the d'ubblng of p.ractlct.es a]n%
meanings across the physical/virtual divide. These interests resonate with themes evident in The

Routledge Companion to Digital Consumption.

New frontiers of consumption and consuming

It should not be surprising that novel forms of consumerism represent a strong common thread
linking the contributions to this volume. At stake on these digital frontiers are not just new
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markets, but new understandings of consumption and the commodity form. How, for instance,
are notions of “searching” displacing notions of “shopping,” such that to shop online and to search
online are, in effect, the same activity? This has implications for how we conceive of “choice,” a
pivotal term of contemporary capitalism that links consumerism to democracy, self-identity, and
knowledge production.

Of special interest is that we now face a situation where consumption not only can be
enabled by technology (like the steamship allowing for new forms of distribution), but can take
place within a digital technology itself, From posting on Facebook to building something in a virtual
world or even commenting on a news blog, we encounter new possibilities for virtual locations
of consumption—the “markets” without which the concept of “marketing” is meaningless. The
very notion of “social media” thus no longer captures how many of these technologies are not
media at all: they do not “mediate” between different places, but are (virtual) locations in their
own right. In other cases, consumption can take place through associated digital venues (e.g.,a
fan site for a video game or television show). All this has fundamental consequences for how we
theorize value, given the key role of technology in the emergence of modem capitalism. Ideas
of marketing and advertising are similarly transformed in the context of the “viral” dissemination
of product messages. The viral metaphor presents a parasitic image of agent-less, uncontrolled
propagation that obscures the forms of collaborative activity involved in these ostensibly non-
directed activities. How are we to understand socialities that have not just “gone online” but have
“gone viral?” How do they differ (or not) from forms of rumor, myth, and informal circulation that
preexist but also lie alongside digital forms of informal dissemination?

These new digital possibilities for the location of consumption transform the products or
services to be consumed, and thus the distinction between purchase and use. For instance, how
does blogging rework the temporalities and consuming implications of “fashion?” How is the
experience of gambling altered when it can take place online, such that persons can gamble
alone, or teenagers can gamble at home with their families? Another area where we are seeing a
qualitative transformation in consumption is the rise of virtual goods. These include commodities
that historically (and often still) have physical-world forms, like books, magazines, and songs.
However, they can also include items without physical-world analogs, such as clothing for
avatars or virtual-world homes.

A key issue is that the “digital” is no longer limited to computing devices found on a desktop.
Just as desktop computing overshadowed an earlier phase of mainframe computing (though
mainframe computers still exist), so desktop and laptop computers are now becoming but one
aspect of a digital ecology that includes mobile devices like smart phones and tablets, and also
the embedding of networked computational power into everyday objects. How are notions of
the public and domestic being transformed in the context of these technologies? These new

layerings of place are intimately linked to layerings of activity and engagement that give new
valence to the term “multitasking.”

Constituting the digital consumer

Many contributions to this volume show how linked to digital consumerism are emergent
technologies of selthood that destabilize the very notion of the consuming person so central to
articulations of contemporary capitalism. Here as elsewhere there is a pressing need to avoid, on
one hand, the Scylla of presuming a postmodermn human that radically breaks from the predigital
human, and on the other, the Charybdis of radical continuity, where digital sociality is presumed
to be merely superficially distinct from that which came before. These conceptual agendas center
on the question of causality: the interplay between how technology amplifies or reflects aspects of
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society, and how various social formations are enabled by (or even Ere.:dicated on) digital tech-
nologies. This includes the interplay between new forms of creativity versus templates and
defaults that canalize social difference. o

These questions reflect how our understanding of what it means to be human .Wﬂl sh.1.ft as we
consider forms of selfhood and sociality where online and offline engagements mtertwm‘e. For
instance, it is not just that social media shape consumer behavior; but that “social” is talimg'or:
new meanings. For more people around the world, in some contexts at least, to l?e soc1.al
means to be “online.” This has already had consequences for intimate spheres of life ranging
from dating to the “virtual moumning” of the deceased. . .

The contributions to this volume underscore how in regard to the social construction of the
digital consumer, it will prove crucial to examine differences across orllline techno.logies and
environments. For instance, social networking sites (like Facebook), online games (like World
of Warcraft), and virtual worlds (like Second Life) differ in key ways. We cannot assume that
consumerism associated with one of these technologies will translate straightforfmar-dly to the
others. Yet it is important to examine similarities as well: an intellectual balkan-lzatlon would
lose sight of how these technologies share histories and current features. Notlons of av'atar
embodiment are largely shared between online games and virtual worlds, ind 1nﬂuen<.:e nStlonS
of “profiles” on social networking sites. A distinction between 11\‘76 “chat” and sending mes(:1
sages” exists across a range of technologies. We thus find the entlr'e spectrum .of sameness an
difference, from things shared by everything “digital” to things spec1f1c to a particular website or
online game, or even to a subculture associated with that w:cb?rce or game. Qur research
agendas and conceptual frameworks must be similarly broad. This includes taking into accoun;
the impact of narrowband technologies like texting, which at present are far more corgmonly us.e”
than technologies like virtual worlds. It also includes taking into account forms of “polymedia
where digital consumers use multiple online technologies (Mi]ler_ 20.11,' p. 200)., often at the
same time or even nested inside each other (such as the use of texting inside a social network or
within an online game). . . .

It will remain important to track how uses of digital technologies dlﬁ."er by social categories
like ethnicity, nation, age, and gender, but it will also be pivotal to consider as well h(?‘w thesi
categories are shaped by the digital. For instance, the Eng]jsh—language category c?f the tween
is hard to separate from online practices, given its origin and widespread adoption during the
rise of the Intemet in the late 1980s and early 1990s. .

The way digital technologies get taken up in varied cultural contexts will not b-»e apParlent at
the outset. Given the dominance of the West, the United States, and even California in the
design and conception of many of these technologies, the question of how they are tran-sformed
in non-Western contexts is an important topic for continuing research. For 1nstance,- issues 9f
exchange, sharing, and sociocentric selfhood work diﬁ“er(.entl.y .in cultural co_ntexts that in certa;ln
respects anticipated the rise of the kinds of distributed subjectivity made possible Ey Internet- tech-
nologies. An issue that can get lost in these kinds of “Western versus non-Western .conversatl.ons is
that we are also witnessing the emergence of cultural formations that are ontologically predicated
on the digital, and thus cannot be reduced to any combination of physical world cultures.

Participation, control, and context

Consumerism has always been a social phenomenon, and many contributors to t.his volume
address how forms of participation shape digital consumerism. For instance, we can think of blogs
both as something consumed and as sites for consuming other products. In my own work, I 1:19,.VC
developed the notion of “creationist capitalism” to highlight how forms of crafting and creativity
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have become central to digital consumer practice (Boellstorff 2008, pp. 205-11). In other words,
it is not just that people use digital technologies to create; it is that the very notion of “creating”
has shifted. Consumer participation can include highly individualized labor but also forms of
“crowdsourced” activity. Here, novel conceptions of sociality, context, and labor intersect with
consequences still not fully understood. Even the notion of “audience” is put into question by
these developments, since those at the “receiving” end of content are, through forms of com-
mentary, remixing, fandom, and amateur creation, involved in simultaneous production. Could
these developments herald the emergence of new forms of consumer exploitation made paradoxically
feasible through “collaboration?”

One area where the role of digital technologies in consumption is of particular interest is in
fields like medicine, where a significant gap in knowledge and expertise historically separated
provider (doctor) from consumer (patient). The sphere of investing and finance is another
example, a clear case where the activity itself (the trading of stocks, for instance) is fundamen-
tally altered by digital technologies. This has consequences for notions of consumer activism
that can have interweaving online and offline components, while also reconfiguring notions of
value. Indeed, several contributors to this volume compel us to ask how control might in fact
now represent a form of consumption. This relates to notions of sharing, but also to notions of
secrecy and the contextual revealing of aspects of selthood. It also recalls the rise of the database
as not just repository, but active form of social organization that becomes its own context, such
that data mining techniques can’be used by marketers to conceptualize consumers in their
online, real-time socialities. .~ = -

Context can become a form of surveillance, as online retailers can track not Jjust purchasing
histories, but clicks through webpages and how much time is spent on various portions of a
website. This in tum can lead to forms of preferential filtering, so that different consumers see,
in effect, a different Amazon or Google based upon their past engagements with the digital
technology in question. We may be seeing the normalization of surveillance as the de Jacto
experience of online sociality. This has important consequences for notions of privacy. It is
clear that persons still value privacy when online, but that the meaning of privacy can become
highly contextual and distributed, transforming the very notion of self-disclosure. Who is the
“self” that “discloses” online? This has implications for how we conceptualize online consumer

movements and other forms of consumer activism, as well as the relationship between trust
and privacy.

Methods and theories

The various contributors to this volume both summarize existing research from a wide range of
disciplines and, in many cases, report on original research the authors themselves have conducted.
That research draws upon a palette of methodological approaches including, for instance, surveys
and archival research. This is entirely fitting. No one method is perfect: each permits insights into
differing aspects of the social. Indeed, the phrase “mixed methods” has become superfluous, since
practically all social research projects nowadays employ eclectic toolkits shaped by the perceived
needs of the research.

As an ethnographer [ am particularly fascinated to see the growing interest in ethnographic
methods for researching digital consumerism. “Ethnography™ is not a method but the written
product of a set of methods, as the suffix “~graphy” indicates. The core method of any ethno-
graphic approach is participant observation. The particular power of this method is that because
it is not predicated on elicitation, it allows the researcher to explore commonalities but also diver-
gences between what people “say they do” and “what they do.” This helps us avoid presuming not
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only that people truthfully answer surveys, but that motivations and beliefs are always present to
consciousness in the first place. . . .

As many contributions to this volume demonstrate, ethnographic prOJe.cts usually u.1c'1ude
other methods alongside the core method of participant observation, for instance, }nlelFlual
interviews. It bears emphasizing that many ethnographers like myself find. group interviews
(sometimes known as “focus groups”) extremely useful. This "‘is thc c%e’:/arest example to my
knowledge of an ethnographic method that we owe to the field ‘of market research a{r.atz
2010). As I and my colleagues discuss elsewhere (see Boellstorff ef al. 2012?, focus groups prc.)wde
several specific advantages for ethnographers. Since no culture is unanimous, they provide a
means to explore debate and dissention in what might otherwise appear to be a horr%ogeneotlls
culture. They also are useful for oral history work because participants can help fill in gaps in
the knowledge of the other members. It is clear that group interviews can play an important
role in charting new cultures of digital consumerism. ' .

Overall, these questions of method are crucial because consurneris‘m'is often associated with
promotion and hype, and thus slippages between descriptive and proscriptive fO@s of argument—
between claims of what “what is” and “what should be.” Careful methodological design allows
social researchers (including those involved in market research) to avoid these slippages by
grounding claims in a descriptive register, allowing us to better understand cultural phenomena
in their real contexts of offline and online emergence.

Conclusion

Overall, the contributors to this volume suggest not just new topics for research, but new
theoretical frameworks to guide such research. Cultures always have a history an.d persons draw
upon that history when confronted by novel contexts. That is why, for instance, 1‘r‘1 the world of
computing we speak of “desktops,” “folders,” and web “pages,” or even send a “carbon copy
(cc) of an e-“mail.” But while such antiquated metaphors for the.ob.Jects of study amuse, there is a
real danger for researchers when our theoretical resources are similarly datc.ad..

There undoubtedly exist a range of possible negative consequences of dlgltal technology and
sociality. However, many of the more dismissive or dystopic interpfetatlons are based on a
mismatch between theoretical framework and empirical reality. For instance, many concerns
about isolation in regard to the use of digital technologies fail to ask how the very meaning .of
“isolation” is not eternally unchanging, but is itself a cultural phenomenon reshaped' by the rise
of digital technologies. Similarly, asking after the “influence” of digital technologies must be
accompanied by an awareness of how understandings of “influence” are.therrilselveé transfo%med
in contexts where persons routinely “follow” or “like” each other’s postings in online media, or
where forms of modding, hacking, and remixing destabilize any neat distinction betweexll those
who are the influencers and those who are influenced. It is by considering these 1?1nds 9f
complex, emergent dynamics through careful empirical and conceptuz!l work that we will attain
a robust understanding of the promises and perils of digital consumerism.
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