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Re-conceptualizing social research in the “digital era” Issues
of scholarships, methods, and epistemologies. The article
discusses an emerging area of sociology that has come to be
called “Digital Sociology” starting from the experience of a
research project that provided a group of social scientists with
the opportunity to experiment with a wide range of digital
technologies, devices, and platforms for academic work. A lit-
erature review of recent contributions is put into a dialog with
the empirical materials collected during the project, leading to
the identification of a tentative research agenda to contribute
to the development of this area of inquiry.

KEYWORDs: digital sociology; digital methods; scholarship;
epistemology.

Repensar a investiga¢do social na “era digital”. Questdes de
trabalho académico, metodologia e epistemologia. O artigo
discute uma drea emergente da sociologia que veio a ser cha-
mada de “sociologia digital” a partir da experiéncia de um
projeto de investigagao durante o qual um grupo de cientistas
sociais teve a oportunidade de experimentar uma ampla gama
de tecnologias digitais, dispositivos e plataformas para o tra-
balho académico. Uma revisio da literatura recente é colocada
em didlogo com os materiais empiricos coletados durante o
projeto, levando a identificagao de uma agenda experimental
de pesquisa que contribui para o desenvolvimento desta drea
disciplinar.
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Re-conceptualizing social research
in the “digital era”. Issues of scholarships,
methods, and epistemologies

INTRODUCTION

Almost all that social scientists have been traditionally interested in - identity
and embodiment, power and inequalities, social structures and institutions,
collective action - are today inevitabily and inextricably connected to the “dig-
ital”, a term commonly used to address the “expanding array of material that
has been rendered into digital formats and the technologies, devices and media
that use these formats” (Lupton, 2014, p. 12). The expression “digital sociolo-
gy’* has now come to identify — and progressively to replace other names used
in the social sciences domain — an emerging area of sociology that examines
many aspects of digital society (Lupton, 2014). According to Lupton (2014,
pp- 15-16) this emerging sub-discipline - or, better, community of practice —
tends to position itself around four main research topics: professional digital
practices (the use of digital tools in professional practice); analysis of digital
technology use (configuring/performing the self, social relations, institutions,
collective action); digital data analysis; and critical digital sociology (reflexive
analysis of digital technologies informed by social and cultural theory). Noortje
Marres has argued that what defines digital sociology is not primarily its meth-
ods and techniques and the opportunities for researching society opened up by
digital data, but the changing relationships between social life — as an object of
research — and social analysis. She defines digital sociology as “a digitally aware
form of social inquiry, one which does not seek to bracket the influence of digi-
tal technology in the doing of social life and social research” (Carrigan, 2014a).

In this respect, Mark Carrigan (2014b) has suggested that the reflection on
the transformations (anticipated or actual) of sociological practice favoured by

1 Jessie Daniels’ (2016a; 2016b) and Mark Carrigan’s (2016) works are also helpful to navigate
the topic.
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or happening through “the digital” plays an important role in digital sociology,
establishing a dialog with other contemporary calls for reinvigorating socio-
logical imagination and practices such as “Live Sociology” (Back and Puwar,
2012) and “Punk Sociology” (Beer, 2014). On the same line, Orton-Johnson,
Prior, and Gregory (2015) suggest that we should think of digital sociology
as “an opportunity to step outside ‘normal science’ for a moment, to address
the big concerns of the discipline” and as “a reflexive moment in sociological
thinking — a moment that asks us to interrogate taken-for-granted presump-
tions of who or what constitutes the ‘social™

This reflexive exercise about social research in the digital era calls into
question issues of scholarship, methodology, and epistemology. With this arti-
cle we contribute to two specific issues that are frequently discussed among
researchers in the field for their impact on both the practices and the scope of
social research.

The first one, which can be addressed as a political question, could be sum-
marized as: is digital scholarship a luxury for the few? It calls into question the
need to contextualize the supposed democratic potential of digital technology
in the processes of knowledge production and circulation. The second issue,
which can be framed as epistemological, can be formulated exactly as Kirsch
(2014) did: “does the digital give us new ways to think or only ways to illustrate
what we already know?”. It refers to the opportunities that “the digital” can
offer for rethinking social knowledge and methods.

After describing the context in which this article has been developed and
the methodology adopted, the central sections present scientific contributions
discussing the political and the epistemological issues connected to digital
social research in articulation with the original empirical material. For each of
the two arguments, the section is organized presenting a brief literature review
and then putting it into a dialog with the relevant empirical evidence collected.
The concluding section summarizes the main points emerging from the cen-
tral sections, highlighting possible future lines of research.

BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY

This article originates from the research experience of the project “The impor-
tance of being digital: exploring digital academic practices and methods’,
funded by the Portuguese Fundation for Science and Technology (FcT), which
ran between spring 2014 and summer 2015.?

2 The research blog https://bedigital.hypotheses.org/ provides further information about the
projects and the research activities.
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The project, involving a small research team from the Science and Tech-
nology Studies, Anthropology, Communication and New Media, developed
around two main aims. A first aim was exploring the role of digital technolo-
gies and social media in the academic profession and, in this respect, objects
of investigation were both the actual transformation of research practices and
the researchers’ perceptions associated with the use of digital media in their
work. A second aim related to the new and fast-growing area of the digital
methods: a set of tools and methods allowing for research on a wide range of
phenomena exploiting “natively digital” objects such as hyperlinks, threads,
tags, etc. In terms of the research strategy, the project funded two distinct sets
of training activities in Portugal - one about Digital Scholarship and the other
about Digital Methods - involving leading scholars of the fields as instructors.

The “Digital Scholarship Workshop™ (psw) was organized in two editions
(one in Coimbra and one in Lisbon) in June 2014 to give to 30 early stage
researchers and tenured faculty the opportunity to learn how to use digital
media in a more effective way to produce and disseminate research. Sessions
were conducted by Martin Weller, researcher at the Open University (UK) spe-
cialized in the area of online publishing, academic digital identity, writing for
non-academics, and engagement with social media.

The “Oficinas Digital Methods™ (opm) took place in October and Novem-
ber 2014 and involved a group of 15 researchers (some of which had already
participated in the Dsw). The sessions were conducted by a group of research-
ers (Tommaso Venturini, Paul Girard, and Benjamin Ooghe Tabanou) based at
the Medialab-SciencePo in Paris, who presented a set of digital tools and plat-
forms for social research and guided the group in experimenting with them by
applying them to a wide set of research questions.

Both training activities had the twofold aims of enhancing participants’
skills (with respect to the two different topics) and of creating the practical
conditions to engage in our research a group of scholars in the social sciences
and humanities. The empirical material informing this article and collected
throught these events includes five focus groups, ten interviews, as well as
observations (fieldnotes) and transcripts from the two above-mentioned train-
ing activities.

The five focus groups were organized at the end of each of the two sessions
of the psw. The setting of the focus group was the following: the participants in
each workshop were randomly divided into groups (two in Lisbon and three
in Coimbra), each group with one/two moderators from the research team.

3 See http://bedigital.hypotheses.org/273 for further details.
4 See http://bedigital.hypotheses.org/432 for further details.
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A voice-recorder was placed in each group (trascriptions of the conversa-
tions were later realized) and moderators were in charge of taking notes of the
impressions about the interactions. The role of the moderators was to propose
a series of suggestions for discussion — with the help of some “cards” contain-
ing keywords® prepared before the sessions — and then let people discuss freely.
Participants were not requested to take in consideration every card, as these
were just meant to break the ice for the discussion.

Discussion in the groups was sometimes in Portuguese and sometimes in
English, according to the composition of the groups. Discussions took place
for about 30 minutes; some time was allocated afterwards to let people from
each table share with the rest of the group the main outcomes of the discus-
sion.

In each table the suggestions for the discussion were organized in three
steps. A first step was engaging people in an exercise of imagination about
the future (next 10 years) of academic research. After having negotiated the
“future of academia” in each table, the following step was proposing another
exercise of imagination about the future (next 10 years) of their own career
in academia. Finally, the last step was discussing what would be the role of
the digital technologies with respect to the two scenarios previously sketched
(future academia and future careers).

TABLE 1
Interviews realized during the project

Code Gender Position/area

JD Male Science Communication officer

FV Male Research fellow, Anthropology

SR Female Doctoral candidate, Education
MMB Female Lecturer, Information Science

BD Female Doctoral candidate, Social Sciences
ST Male Research fellow, Geography and Planning
MjC Female Library Coordinator

FF Male Doctoral candidate, Social sciences
PS Female Doctoral candidate, History

XP Female Doctoral candidate, Social sciences

5  The cards contained the buzzwords used in research policy and evaluation, such as “publish
or perish’; “interdisciplinary”; “openness”; “flexibility”; “networking”
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The ten interviews (see Table 1) were realized during Autumn 2014 and
Winter 2015: these were open, in-depth conversations with an average dura-
tion of 60 minutes each.

Topics discussed during the interviews included: the background career
and perspectives for the future, the understandings of “digital scholarship” and
how/if the workshops changed these understandings and the related practices,
the possibilities offered by digital technologies for academic work - for instance
in terms of scientific collaborations, interdisciplinarity, research management/
organization, data collection, data analysis, dissemination - the impact of “the
digital” in their “communities of practice” and epistemic cultures.

THE DEMOCRATIZING POTENTIAL
OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES AND SPACES

Researchers in all disciplines today have at their disposal a growing digital
toolkit including tools, platforms, and applications supporting the accom-
plishment of almost every kind of research activity?®; if the integration of digi-
tal technologies in scholarly practices has proven indispensable in many cases
(consider, as example, the tools for collaborative writing), a whole range of
new possibilities have been opened up with respect to publishing models and
ways of communicating. In this respect, as Martin Weller (2011, p. 348) con-
tends, it is not the digital per se that is significant for the change of practices,
but rather it is the combination of digital content with global networks and
open approaches. Academic blogging and other forms of writing on digital
platforms are beginning to reinvent scholarly publishing models, with schol-
arly journals that now incorporate blogs, multimedia, or open-access reposi-
tories and emerging new digital modes of publication (Lupton, 2014, p. 77).
The advent of a wide variety of online publishing platforms and tools
connects to the possibility of extending conversions beyond academia, i.e.
the possibility to reach and engage with new audiences, complementary to
the institutional one. With respect to blogging, for example, several authors
describe it as “conversational scholarship”, a means by which academics can
attempt to loosen their formal style of writing as part of communicating to a
wider audience (Lupton, 2014; Gregg, 2006). It is argued that the practice of
blogging forces academics to think about their research and writing in new
ways, bearing in mind the multiplicity of potential audiences and the ways
readers can respond to the material presented (Kitchin, 2014; Kitchin et al.,

6  See,asexamplesthetoolslisted onhttp://dirtdirectory.org/ orhttp://connectedresearchers.co
m/online-tools-for-researchers/.
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2013). Some bloggers use their writing as a way of developing ideas and seek-
ing engagement with others before they formalize their ideas into a more
traditional academic piece (Estes, 2012; Gregg, 2006). The argument that the
intrinsic democratic character of digital and on-line spaces offers new oppor-
tunities to scholars to engage in intellectual activism within and beyond aca-
demia has become quite popular. According to Carrigan (2014b) for example:
“[...] digital engagement [...] offers opportunities to circumvent constraints
of work within the academy, facilitating an open and engaged scholarship
that avoids the axiomatic opposition of commitment and scholarship that was
critiqued by Bourdieu, leading to greater participation within public life and
collaboration with groups pursuing agendas of social amelioration outside
the academy”. Exploring the opportunities that digital devices offer for cre-
ating and communicating sociological knowledge differently and performing
what can be defined a digital “public sociology” (Burawoy, 2005) is, according
to some scholars, the authentic meaning of what being a scholar in the digital
age is. According to Weller: “digital scholarship is more than just using infor-
mation and communication technologies to research, teach and collaborate;
it also includes embracing the open values, ideology and potential of tech-
nologies born of peer-to-peer networking and wiki ways of working in order
to benefit both the academy and society” (Weller, 2011, p. 50). This way of
framing scholarship in the “digital era” resonates with the popular discourse
of openness, a concept that has gained centrality in public debates and that
emphasizes questions of access to knowledge, participation, and collabora-
tion through the co-production and co-design of educational programs and of
knowledge and the sharing, reuse, and modification of resources.

Embracing “openess” as researchers, however, is not the only reason for
academic blogging. Mewburn and Thomson (2013), analyzing 100 academic
blogs, have pointed out that often blogging appears to offer academics an alter-
native to resistance, compliance, or pragmatism in the face of managerialism
in higher education (Teelken, 2011), a site where “speaking back to power” is
achieved by criticizing academic workplace practices and managerial modes
of organization (Mewburn and Thomson, 2013, p. 1111). To be sure, in many
Western universities blogging and other social media activities have become
themselves part of “academic capitalism” (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997), with
many universities encouraging academics to blog to showcase their research
or hosting a central blog in order to promote departments. Tressie McMillan
Cottom (2015) warns that “academic capitalism promotes engaged academics
as an empirical measure of a university’s reputational currency’, rebranding
public engagement as academic “microcelebrity”, a notion that refers to the
economics of attention (measured in likes, shares, follows, comments, and
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so on) in which academics are being encouraged, mostly through normative
pressure, to brand their academic knowledge for mass consumption. Equally
alarming are the cases of academics censured or admonished for statements
made on social media (Lupton, 2014), with some universities, especially in the
Anglo-Saxon world, entering into the process of drafting social media policies
to regulate the activities of “their” academics online.

Literature has advised academics that openness of digital and on-line
spaces implies the need to think carefully about how best to manage their pri-
vate and public personae (Lupton, 2014; Barbour and Marshall, 2012). There is
not only an issue of managing a “multiphrenic” identity (Gergan, 2000) — an
identity performed and presented through a variety of media - but also a sig-
nificant challenge in terms of the blurring of the boundaries between “the per-
sonal” and “the professional’, since the realization of a strong online identity
involves sharing aspects of personal life on social networks. It is the same pro-
fessional identity as academic that is challenged: traditionally we have tended
to think of scholars as being academics, usually employed by universities. Dig-
ital scholarship, however, broadens this focus, since in a digital, networked,
and open world the - at least partial — democratization of online spaces opens
up scholarship to a wider group, that is it opens also for a process of democra-
tization of specialized knowledge. In this respect, some scholars suggest that it
becomes possible to imagine researchers in the digital era as being less defined
by the institution to which they belong and more by the network and online
identity they establish (Weller, 2011).

During several activities of the project both the participants and the
same members of the research team, were exposed to these arguments, which
stimulated debates and critical commentaries. In general terms, these raised
mixed feelings: one the one hand, the expectation that digital technologies and
media can be a driver of a more open academic culture, potentially producing
research that has a greater impact on society and in political decisions, but
also, on the other hand, the concern that they could instead somehow exas-
perate the hyper-competitive dynamics currently dominating academia. Con-
temporary academia is depicted as imbued with a tension between openness
and collaboration on one hand and closure and competitiveness on the other.
Institutional and systemic incentives in these two opposite directions co-exist
and researchers feel the pressure to navigate an unstable, and sometimes con-
fusing, context. This exchange during one of the focus groups clearly articu-
lates this point:

Participant: “(...) the whole process of evaluation is competition-oriented. We feel this,

nowadays (...) Researchers are encouraged to apply for competitive grants and within these
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grants there is an incentive to create collaborative networks. And so here there is a great

tension between competition between centres and collaboration between people...".

Other participant: “(...) in fact, today I think that even collaboration, being collabora-
tive, is a competition in itself. The more collaborative, the more we are in the “storefront’,
so to speak, the more competitive we are” [participants in focus group 1 Coimbra, our

translation from Portuguese of the transcripts].

The approach to open platform such as “Academia.edu”, allowing for the
publication of various kind of research products also exemplifies these mixed
feelings. This platform has been addressed by participant researchers as allow-
ing for a wider circulation of researchers’ production and for network-building
but also, at the same time, as potentially fostering unethical practices such as
plagiarism, with several researchers expressing concerns with regard to the
protection of their ideas and products in an “open” environment.

The need to get more visibility for academic work is accompanied by some
discomfort in approaching these digital tools as a way to marketing research.
The notion of “success”, with respect to the use of digital tools, has been often
understood in quantitative terms: number of followers, of subscribers, of com-
ments and replies, with the metrics and statistics offered by some of the digital
platforms as the pragmatic way to measure success. However, some partici-
pants expressed different understandings of success, related for example to the
establishment of new professional relationships (leading to the invitation to
participate in a research project or other forms of collaboration) or to the pos-
sibility to challenge traditional and formalized academic writing while com-
municating research.

While several researchers showed interests and curiosity with respect to
the possibilities that digital platforms and media offer for publication, the
majority of them (notably those at the early stage of their career) expressed the
awareness that career progression crucially depends on publishing in tradi-
tional academic journals. If the majority of them manifested critical opinions
about the current academic publishing system (in focus group 2 in Coimbra
one participant stated that “we are stuck doing impact factor selling knowledge
as commodity”), when asked about their practices they revealed a pragmatic
and cautious approach, aligned with existing evaluation schemes. This per-
spective was clearly articulated by sr:

People [...] have to be pragmatic in terms of how they spend their time and also shape
themselves according to the evaluation criteria of the funders. And something such as a

blog could be very well seen, I do not know, or even well evaluated in terms of the cv in
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the UK. One person competes with FcT here and the blog is not on the evaluation grid. It is
not there. [...] No one will advance in his/her career by having a blog. You may have more
citations because you shared an article and so on, but in practical terms, it will not [advance

the career]! [sR, interview, our translation from Portuguese].

Researchers involved seemed quite aware of the “rules of the game” that
need to be followed in each given national and/or disciplinary academic com-
munity to try to secure an academic career.

[A researcher] can be a “star of the blogsphere” but when it comes to getting a job, what
counts are the rules of the academia... And the rules of the academia nowadays - unfortu-
nately I've come to realize it quite late — are these: books, in English if you want to pursue an
international career, and of course, the cv; the “record” of published articles, possibly also

in English [PV, interview, our translation from Portuguese].

In the context of our project, digital dissemination and communication
have been framed mostly as mere addenda to the traditional academic activi-
ties of publishing in the recognized peer-reviewed journals of each area, sug-
gesting that maybe less conventional, not to mention experimental, practices
could be luxuries that only established academics can afford. The capabilities
and possibilities that digital technologies can offer in terms of challenging
established academic practices have often been underlined but at the same
time there have been mentioned important contextual and environmental fac-
tors shrinking the possibility of a really “open” academia.

A first factor is the dominance of English language in digital platforms
favoring native speakers and, generally speaking, scholars working in the
Anglo-saxon academia.

[...]Idid alot of work with people in other countries and working as an English speaker
in Portugal I am reminded of how much longer it takes to do things, it takes... if you're
working on a second language, it takes... and most of the people here are working in their
second or their third language for this talk today, and it takes ten times longer to do things.

[...] [participant in psw-Coimbra, transcripts from the session].

A second factor mentioned beyond the hegemony of English language, is
the unequal distribution of digital infrastructures around the globe:

We must clarify that this happens within a certain context in the western world but it’s not
full democratization of access because in our world the communication, in Europe and the

United States, is easily done but once we go into other countries we have serious issues and
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as a librarian I deal with that. I have researchers who are in Angola and in Mozambique and
1 want to share some information with them, so I download all the information and send to
them and then it takes two weeks for them to be able to open the Internet. So, democratic,

I would say, between quotes [participant in bsw-Coimbra, transcripts from the session].

This need for contextualization when talking about digital technologies’
potentialities has often been raised by researchers during our project’s activi-
ties. One participant in focus group 1 in Coimbra stated that “there are several
worlds inside the same country”: considering Portugal, this participant men-
tioned that institutional incentives to openness may vary between big or small
institutions, universities or polytechnic, public and private universities.

During our project a quite cautious approach therefore emerged toward the
argument that “the digital” entails a potential in terms of democratization of the
academic spaces and practices. Some researchers involved mentioned that dig-
ital technologies and platforms might “dilute academic hierarchical structure”
(focus group 3 in Coimbra) by offering to the individual researcher the infra-
structure to promote his/her work independently from institutional support.
However digital spaces are perceived as not “democratic” in themselves. On the
contrary, as some participants highlighted, there is a potential of “polarization”
(focus group 1 in Lisbon), not just related to language and infrastructure, but
also to the increasing relevance of communication skills in digital media, which
may eventually become more important than other types of skills (e. g. analyti-
cal ones), more traditionally associated with the researcher’s profession.

THE AFFORDANCES OF THE DIGITAL FOR RETHINKING
SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE

The challenges and opportunities that digital technologies and cultures offer to
scholars go far beyond dissemination, accessibility, and recognition of scholar-
ship. One of the main contentions of several social scientists who are engaging
in contributing to digital sociology is that the same research practice of social
sciences can extend in new and exciting directions (Lupton, 2014, p. 42). This
does not mean that traditional research methods and topics need to be dis-
carded but, rather, that social scientists could both investigate the emerging
approaches that can be adopted for digital social research (delving into how
these various approaches contribute to the production, shaping and inter-
pretation of the social) and continue to interrogate, possibly to innovate, the
traditional methods and their ability to respond to digital societies. In some
respect, this calls into question the need for not simply learning how to use
new technologies and devices, but also to think with them (Noortje Marres,
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in Carrigan, 2014a), in order to approach “the digital” not as a neutral or
free-floating technological abstraction but as relational, social, and embedded
(Orton-Johnson, Prior and Gregory, 2015).

Ruppert, Law, and Savage (2013) suggest: “in relation to digital devices
[...] we need to get our hands dirty and explore their affordances: how it is that
they collect, store and transmit numerical, textual, aural or visual signals; how
they work with respect to standard social science techniques such as sampling;
and how they relate to social and political institutions” (Ruppert, Law and
Savage, 2013, p. 32, our italics). Marres (2012) proposes to approach digital
social research as an open-ended process of redistribution of methods among
a diverse set of agents, acknowledging the contributions of digital devices,
practices and subjects to the enactment of social research. In this perspective,
in which digital methods are shaped by the social and, at the same time, they
“do” the social, techniques of digital research - such as scraping (Marres and
Weltevrede, 2013) — are not merely instrumental tools, but analytical practices.

Richard Rogers, author of one the most influential book-length works on
digital methods (Rogers, 2013) and initiator of the Digital Methods’ research
agenda’, focuses on the methodological and epistemological affordances of the
dominant devices on the web and points at taking advantage of them for social
research. He suggests repurposing the methods of the medium for social research:
learning how the dominant devices treat natively digital objects (hyperlinks,
tags etc.), which techniques are employed in authoring and ordering informa-
tion, knowledge, and sociality and then thinking along with those devices and
treatments so as to recombine or build on top of them (Rogers, 2013, p. 37, our
italics). A key notion elaborated by Rogers is that of “online groundedness”,
referring to a research practice that follows the medium, captures its dynam-
ics, and makes grounded claims about cultural and societal change (Rogers,
2013, p. 23). Digital methods elaborate and analyze digital data instead of digi-
tized data, that is objects, content, devices, and environments (hyperlinks, blog
posts, search engines, websites...) that are “born” in the new medium rather
than those that have simply “migrated” to it (Rogers, 2013, p. 19).

Digital technologies and tools have also provided inspiration for rethink-
ing traditional issues of social theory. Following the “rediscovering” in the

7  The expression “Digital Methods” refers to a specific research agenda and community of
practices in the broader context of digital social research whose approach can be explored by
looking at the work developed in particular in two research centers: the Digital Method Initia-
tive, located in Amsterdam (https://wiki.digitalmethods.net/Dmi/WebHome) and the Medial-
ab-SciencesPo, located in Paris (http://www.medialab.sciences-po.fr/); see Carrozza and Pereira
(2015) for an analysis.
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social sciences of the intellectual legacy of the French sociologist Gabriel Tarde
(Candea, 2010), coeval of Emile Durkheim, Bruno Latour has been particu-
larly interested in recent years in exploring the “materialization” of Actor-Net-
work Theory (aNT) allowed by digital techniques and, especially in reflecting
on how digital traces left by actors inside newly available datasets might help
the reformulation of classical questions of social order (Latour et al.,, 2012),
toward a social science inspired by Tarde’s monadological principle, at the
same time empirical and quantitative without losing the necessary stress on
particulars (Latour et al., 2012, p. 613). Latour’s project of investigating how
digital technologies can contribute to materializing a network mode of inquiry
- how they can be useful in testing the theoretical idea that collective phe-
nomena are best described in terms of relationships rather than in terms of
substance (Venturini, Munk, and Jacomy, forthcoming) - has led to the estab-
lishment of the research center Medialab-SciencesPo.? This experiment calls
into question the need to navigate through analytical and methodological tra-
ditions only apparently close, such as Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Social
Network Analysis (sNA), both inspired by the same relational thinking, but in
different ways. Venturini, Munk, and Jacomy (ibid.) have proposed a reflection
on the ambiguities surrounding the word “network”: they remind us that dig-
ital technologies do not just trace, but also translate, the interaction supported
(ibid.): this awareness urges the constant questioning of what “digital traces”
means and how they have been produced. These kinds of epistemological con-
cerns run through the work of several scholars engaged with revitalizing rather
than discarding the intellectual tradition of social sciences in the digital era
and also identify a sort of “boundary work” (Gieryn, 1999) with respect to
other approaches inhabiting the variagated field of “digital studies, in particu-
lar those relying on the exploitation of large datasets, popularly called Big Data
(Carrozza and Santos Pereira, 2015). Part of this boundary work is the ten-
sion toward advocating for different ways of performing digital social sciences
and practicing digital methods. In this respect, several authors underline that
their great novelty does not simply lie in the technical possibility of gathering
new kinds of data or data on a different scale, but also in a paradigmatic shift
enabling the reinvention of social research (Marres, 2017).

The arguments related to the methodological and epistemological affor-
dances of digital technologies, tools, and platforms, according to which these
are providing inspiration for rethinking traditional issues of social theory and
the same nature of social sciences research, have been widely discussed during
our project, both during the workshop sessions and the interviews.

8  This center was involved in the project “Being Digital”, see methodological section.
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According to some of the participants, digital technologies, tools, and plat-
forms are fostering a real paradigmatic change in several disciplines. One par-
ticipant (ST, interview) working in the area of Geography, Urban Studies, and
Planning for example, where maps are often used and produced, suggested
that research without Google Maps or Google Earth or other open source tools
for collaborative mapping such as OpenStreetMap (where users collaborate to
create and improve the web mapping experience) seems today impossible to
even conceive.

For ps (interview), from History, and for MMB (interview), from Informa-
tion Science, in the broader area of the Humanities the changes are so irrevers-
ible that soon the same expressions “Digital Humanities” and “Digital History”
will cease to have meaning, suggesting that in the future the word digital would
become substantive rather than just adjective for the Humanities. They men-
tioned that the movement toward the digitization of texts and materials from
libraries, museums, and archives was crucial not simply because of the power-
ful quantitative analysis that became possible, but also because the digitaliza-
tion of the cultural heritage enables new possibilities and new creative ways to
engage with material culture.

[...] one of the fundamental differences lies in the relation that the public can have with
the works of art [...] that are in museums and libraries, because until now, when we went
to libraries and museums we could see but we could not touch or change, we could not
transform that work. And now with the digital [...] we can let the public interact much
more directly with the works, for example the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, they have been
closed for a long time for works. So during that time they decided to create a page on Face-
book and Twitter to try to keep the public and to get new public... they made available the
digitization of works in high resolution to the people, it is in ‘public domain, anyone can go
there download a work, print a curtain, for example, and sell it, so also new business models
come up (...) they encourage people to make these remixes [Ps, interview, our translation

from Portuguese, our emphasis].

In this respect, digital technologies seem to dilute the usual or established cat-
egorizations, as in the case of one digital project mentioned by MMB? (interview):

[...] a mathematical demonstration, which had been done in 3D, because it was a con-
cept difficult to understand for the students, and therefore, a 30 simulation had been done,
and this 3D simulation was presented at the biggest event of art in the United States, where

it won a prize. So it is interesting to see how a mathematical demonstration in the area of

9 In the following quotation the initials AG stand for the interviewer, Andrea Gaspar.
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science, is not, ends up fitting into a strand where science joins aesthetics, isn’t it? Through
technology, digital technology. [...]

G: Oh, okay. So this was a work of cyber-art?

MMB: Exactly. But it fits both into cyber-art and e-science. And what I found interesting
was just that, was that in fact, we have technology diluting these compartments that some-

times we do, don’t we? [MMB, interview, our translation from Portuguese].

Among the impacts of digital technologies on established categorizations
in the social research domain, those of qualitative-quantitative and of micro-
macro, have been widely discussed by the research team and the researchers
involved in terms of the epistemological affordances of digital technologies,
which one member of the research team (AG) framed in these terms:

Does [technology] also transform the way you produce data? That is, the fact that I
know that I have other potentialities in relation to the dissemination, in relation to the
means to communicate this information that I am going to produce, or the knowledge that
I am going to produce. Does this also have an influence on how I see these data and collect

them? [AG, during one of the interviews, our translation from Portuguese].

Telling us about her experience during the workshops about digital meth-
ods, BD (interview) mentioned that it did not involve a real eureka moment:
she described her engagement as the visual confirmation of something she was
somehow expecting (“I expected it could appear somehow but in the map it
was quite clear”). She claimed that she got the feeling that is really crucial to
“have the bigger picture” before engaging with digital methods and a clear idea
of what you want to get from the data you have collected. In a way, she frames
digital tools and methods as instrumental to more or less given research ques-
tions rather than suitable for heuristic exploration.

Contrarily, other respondents expressed the idea that the mediation of dig-
ital technologies will irreversibly change the “way we know”.

[...] these new methods allow us to see things that we could not see with the naked eye,
that is, I see the new technologies not as a hammer that is merely an instrument but more
like a microscope, which had a great influence and that completely changed the way of

doing science... [Ps, interview, our translation from Portuguese].

These changes are connected to the technical possibilities offered by digital
software since they do not simply help with organizing and storing data, but
allow for a different exploration of these data exactly because of the flexibil-
ity allowed by digital technologies. In the case of content analysis or textual
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analysis for example, even if the rationale of the categorization processes is
homologous, with the use of digital tools it became extremely simple to imple-
ment a research strategy of the type trial and error, which can promote the
generation of new ideas:

I always give the example of [...] categorizations. If we change our minds, this is some-
thing that always happens during the qualitative analysis process, and we are going to do
hundreds of categorizations, it is probably very easy for us to update the results with the

software, go back, change our minds... [FF, interview, our translation from Portuguese].

In this respect these tools allow for the approximation, rather than the
dilution, between the micro and the macro level of analysis. In line with the
framing proposed by Medialab researchers during the workshops about digital
methods, the same researcher explained that:

[...] we are working at a macro level — an example that we have seen in the case of the
analysis of the textual changes of the French Parliament [referring to the project The Law
Factory http://www.medialab.sciences-po.fr/projets/the-law-factory/ presented during the
opM] - and then quickly we are working at the micro level, to interpret what a certain actor
did, said. And, in fact, we navigate between the two different levels [...] [FE, interview, our

translation from Portuguese].

In other words, digital methods seem to allow for a constant interaction
between different kinds of rationales in research, that of quantification - find-
ing regularities — and that of interpretation - finding meanings. In this respect,
while for some respondents the dichotomies between quantitative and quali-
tative and micro and macro still hold and are not really questioned by digital
methods, for others, the same dichotomies are becoming less and less useful
to discuss research methodology. A clear example of this point has been made
for the use of maps as research outputs and mapping as practice of research,
which are both associated with digital research. st (interview), for example,
mentioned that in geography and planning areas the maps have always been
something that cannot be easily classified as either qualitative or quantitative,
and now that research is more and more done and expressed through maps,
the appropriateness of this dichotomy becomes at least questionable.

CONCLUSION: RESEARCH AGENDA FOR FUTURE WORK

In this article we presented two clusters of arguments widely discussed in
the emerging area of “digital sociology”. The first cluster of arguments claims
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that a democratizing potential is inherent to “technologies born of peer-to-
peer networking and wiki ways of working” (Weller, 2011, p. 50) and suggests
that it could benefit both the academy (blogging seen as a practice that fos-
ters reflexivity with respect to academic work and as a site to articulate resis-
tance to managerialism in higher education) and society (making it possible
to reach and engage new audiences, complementary to the institutional one, in
extended conversations). This potential is expressed in terms of the “democra-
tization of specialized knowledge” and the “facilitation of an open and engaged
scholarship”. The second cluster of arguments refers to the methodological and
epistemological affordances of digital technologies, tools and platforms: for
some authors these are enabling a reconceptualization of the same research
process, suggesting the need for not simply learning how to use new technolo-
gies and devices, but also “to think with them’, investigating them as analytical
practices.

The project “The importance of Being Digital” has provided an opportu-
nity to explore these two clusters of arguments with a group of scholars in the
social sciences and the humanities based in Portuguese research institutions.

As for the first issue, we ended up questioning if digital scholarship is just a
luxury for the few. Our research activities call for contextualizing the supposed
democratic potential of digital technology into the geopolitics of knowledge
and the political economy of contemporary academia. During the project, as
mentioned before, concerns were raised about the polarization dynamics con-
nected to the hegemony of English language in social networks and digital plat-
forms as well as to the unequal distribution of digital infrastructures around
the globe. Moreover, the research team was reminded several times about the
need to contextualize the notion of digital scholarship not simply in terms of
disciplinary communities but also of different national higher education and
research systems. At the same time, the idea also emerged that scholars operate
under a framework that shows some convergent trends, such as the long-term
decreasing funding to research - particularly in humanities and social sciences —
and the increasing casualization of academic labor that affects junior academ-
ics especially. This raises the need to anylize digital practices with respect to
different stages of the academic career. The push toward demonstrating that
social sciences matter in decision-making and society and the constant pres-
sure toward securing the next funding opportunity make academic visibility
- dissemination, accessibility, and recognition of scholarship - crucial, as it
emerges as a criterion for evaluation and promotion in academic careers. In
this context, a critical question that was debated in the project is whether the
practices associated with digital scholarship do not end up as “the same game
in a different form”, eventually feeding the same dynamics of competitiveness
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and commodification of knowledge characterizing contemporary academia.
To be sure, scholars such as Weller (2011) have pointed out that as for digital
research practices the innovators seem to be the senior scholars rather than
junior ones because of the existing relationship of power in current academia:
“new entrants are encouraged to be conservative while the reinterpretation
of practice and exploration is left to established practitioners” (Weller, 2011,
p- 53). The investigation of what “digital scholarship” might mean in different
academic contexts and latitudes of the world, as well as the tension between
existing and new practice associated with digital technologies in academia may
exemplify important lines of analysis related to the first issue. In this respect,
digital sociology could be a site to develop discussions about the role of digital
technologies, tools, and platforms in the political economy of Higher Educa-
tion: “where careers and reputations are made, where tweets and retweets are
complicit in metrics-driven agendas, where corporate and state-backed fund-
ing streams are opened, and where younger scholars are struggling to find a
position in the academy” (Orton-Johnson, Prior and Gregory, 2015).

As for the second issue, whether “the digital gives us new ways to think
or only ways to illustrate what we already know?” (Kirsch, 2014) has been a
crucial question during our project. Debates among the members of the team
and the wider community of researchers involved in its reseach process were
permeated by a constant oscillation between the idea of digital technology as
an enhancer, as something that increases and empowers our ability to produce
knowledge and the idea of digital technology as something that changes, also
from the qualitative point of view, the same processes of knowledge produc-
tion and the way we approach the notion of data. As the empirical materials
showed, this remains an open issue for our small research community, deserv-
ing further investigation. Rather than toward confirming or disconfirming
the usefulness of the traditional dchotomies such as micro-macro or quali-
tative-quantitative, we suggest for these investigations take a more “engaged”
route, one in which social scientists are not afraid of getting their hands dirty
(Ruppert, Law and Savage, 2013, cit.) with digital devices and data in order to
investigate how “the digital” mediates social research. This process of inves-
tigation, which is marked out by a tentative and explorative style of inquiry,
might bring some frustrations related to the need to contaminate the typical
social sciences expertise with elements of distant fields of knowledge such as
computer science, math, and engineering. One possible way to walk this path
can be to reverse the traditional relationship between method and research
questions.*® Instead of putting digital methods at the service of ready-to-test

10 See Carrozza and Gaspar (2016) for an example of this research strategy.
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research questions, research questions can instead become instrumental to
explore the methods, in order to see where these are able to take our sociolog-
ical imagination (Mills, 1959).
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