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Race, Ethnicity, and Our Digital
Futures: An Afterword

Tom Boellstorff

INTRODUCTION: PASTS AND FUTURES OF “THE PEOPLE”

In his classic essay “The Discovery of the People,” Peter Burke noted that
the English term “folklore” was coined in 1846, following the emergence of
German terms like Volkslied (folksong) and Volksmachen (folktale). This
reflected the influence of Romanticism, a “movement [that] was also a reac-
tion against the Enlightenment . . . against its elitism, against its rejection of
tradition, against its stress on reason.”’ The Romantic vision of “the people”
was founded on an assumed isomorphism between kinship, place, and lan-
guage. Italians, Hungarians, or Japanese were not just Italian, Hungarian,
or Japanese “by blood”: they spoke Italian, Hungarian, or Japanese and lived
in Italy, Hungary, or Japan. If no such nations existed, they would have to be
created through diplomacy or war. If no such languages existed, they would
have to be asserted by valuing some dialects over others. If no such people
existed, they would have to be delineated through selective memory, migra-
tion, or genocide.

This well-known story bears repeating in an age of resurgent racial
nationalism in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere. In particular, I want
to linger over a key element of Burke’s analysis—the centrality of mediated
cultural forms to race, ethnicity, and belonging. It is not coincidental that
volk typically took the form of a prefix: folksong, folktale, folklore. The
notion of the “people” was deeply adjectival, tied up with forms of popular
culture like songs and tales.

Linkages between popular culture, mediation, and the nexus of race, eth-
nicity, and nation have been remarkably resilient since the eighteenth cen-
tury—even as they have undergone profound changes in the face of
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technological transformation. For instance, the “print capitalism” that
Benedict Anderson identified as necessary for the “imagined community”
of the modern nation-state was, in his analysis, predicated on vernacular lan-
guages consolidated and promulgated much earlier, in the wake of
Romanticism.? One is reminded of Marx’s aphorism: “Men make their own
history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly
encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”® Durkheim similarly
emphasized that “there is a close relation between what [a practice or an
institution] is now and what it was in the past. Doubtless . .. it has been
transformed . . . but these transformations in turn depend on what the point
of departure was.”* Or in the immortal worlds of William Faulkner, “The
past is never dead. It’s not even past.”

Culture, then, always has a history, which is as relevant to race and ethnic-
ity as any other domain. Foregrounding this is crucial when discussing the
digital, due to a persistent tendency to frame online phenomena as unprec-
edented (a tendency sustained in no small part by Silicon Valley hype).
Buccitelli notes in his introduction that “this book is about race, tradition,
and the digital,” and in that spirit I seek to connect pasts, presents, and
futures. I do so by exploring three themes: nation and state, place and time,
language and image. None of these terms appear in the title of this book—
nor in the title of any chapter—yet they surface throughout these chapters.
By reflecting on them, I seek to contribute to research agendas that will fur-
ther the work of this important volume.

FIRST THEME: NATION AND STATE

There is a reason that I opened this afterword with Burke and Anderson:
the nation is relevant to each and every chapter. This is fitting, since the
nation-state represents the fundamental contemporary point of articulation
between race and sovereignty, ethnicity and place, kin and belonging.
Moreover, the relationship between the nation-state and technology is para-
mount to any understanding of race, ethnicity, and tradition. The nation-
state could never have taken form in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
without print capitalism. Mass electronic media like radio, television, and
film were central to twentieth-century forms of national culture. This is
not a question of determinism but of an influence that is fundamental even
as it is contingent and transformable. How twenty-first-century digital
media now destabilize, retrench, or reconfigure forms of national culture is
thus a key question, one to which every contribution to this volume speaks
in some way.

For instance, Ritter’s analysis of “performing ethnicity” focuses on “flag
selfies” among Swiss youth whose parents emigrated to Switzerland from
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the former Republic of Yugoslavia. The use of, say, Macedonian or Bosnian-
Herzegovinian flags in service of the “personification of national identity”
raises fascinating questions. In what ways is this performing ethnicity versus
performing nationality? What do these “flag selfies” mean for cultural
assumptions regarding race and nation when both the present-day context
of their creation (Switzerland) and the tradition from which these families
emigrated (Yugoslavia) involve multicultural nation-states where there is
some attempt to disrupt the equation of national and racial selfhood?
Other analyses of multicultural nation-states include Kibby and Fulton’s
exploration of how Aboriginal Australians build community in the face of
national policies that deny indigenous culture and land rights, as well as
Miller’s discussion of “preppers,” whose response to fears of a national
apocalypse originates in a masculinity with “roots in the myth and symbol
of the American frontier” and a notion of the United States as normatively
white. Soffer’s discussion of self-representation with regard to Israeli
Palestinian-Arab citizens speaks to questions of ethnicity and tradition in
the context of an Israeli public sphere that is ostensibly multicultural but
largely excludes Israeli Arab identity from the national imaginary. .

In the case of nation-states with less salient ideologies of multicultural-
ism, we find more direct linkages between belonging and what is presumed
to be a single ethnic or racial identity. For instance, Domokos’s discussion
of Hungarian online responses to the European migrant crisis suggests
how Hungarian ethnonationalism shapes senses of national purity and thus
a “threat” of migration that overlooks, among other things, the histofy of
Magyar migration into Europe.

SECOND THEME: PLACE AND TIME

As indicated at the outset, the nation-state form is deeply tied up with
notions of place and time. Forms of feudal or imperial sovereignty were
based on dominion over populations or relationships of tribute, with little
attention to geography. At a certain distance from the sovereign center, the
map shaded into a borderless, empty white. Nation-states, however, are fun-
damentally predicated on territorial sovereignty. The global patchwork of
modern nations trucks in borders, admitting very little in the way of ambigu-
ous shadings.

Place gains renewed importance with the digital in two key ways. First,
online technologies facilitate communication, community, and conflict
across great distances. This influence differs in many respects from the influ-

. ence of older forms of communication such as radio, newspapers, and televi-

sion—though the earlier forms of communication coexist with the newer
ones, as forms of online radio, journalism, and video demonstrate, A second
way that place is pivotal to the digital is that some online technologies create
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virtual places, It is, for instance, the possibility of virtual place th?t makes
racialized avatars and other forms of virtual embodiment possible.

Many contributions to this volume explore these linkages between place,
digital culture, and race. La Shure examines how Korean players of the on-
line game StarCraft are understood in terms of both national and racial dif-
ference. We see here how online games can link places, creating contexts for
interethnic interaction, yet also retrench oppositions that frame ethnicity
in terms of not only nation-state (“Korean”) but also transnationally
(“Western”). Hess discusses how mobile devices using applications like
Periscope can act as “everyday spaces of living"—and how locative media
that “simultaneously embrace physical and digital worlds” can “locate” racial
identity as well.

Place and time are intricately linked, and one of the best-known effects of
technology, including digital technology, has been to reduce the time needed
to move or communicate across place. “Folllore” and “folk” are temporal
concepts, linking imagined pasts to the lived present and speculative futures.
Thomas, for instance, draws on notions of folklore to examine hashtags and
the “galvanizing narratives” that emerged in the context of police killings of
Black Americans. Such politicized narratives foreground the relationship
between time and the question of change. As Schonberger notes, changes
in technology, society, and practices do not necessarily line up with each
other, and temporal disjunctures can reveal emergent relationships between
ethnicity, race, and the digital.

THIRD THEME: LANGUAGE AND IMAGE

At the end of the day, the digital is language in the sense that online
socialities are all built with computer languages. More specifically, many
chapters in this volume discuss the impact of language—long linked to
national belonging and conceptions of place. This includes folklore—as
Thompson notes, extending even to “stories of ‘green-skinned trouble-
makers,”” narratives of fictive race that reveal cultural logics of ethnicity
and belonging. Language has long served as a proxy for race as well as
nationality. This dynamic is particularly relevant when phrases like “the
Chinese internet” mean neither “the internet in the nation-state of China”
nor “the internet as used by persons ethnically Chinese” but “the internet
in the Chinese language.” Li, for instance, examines how the primarily
Chinese-language website MITBSS, based in the United States, shapes
senses of overseas Chinese identity.

Li’s focus on the role of joking reveals another way that language shapes
ethnicity and race in the digital age: forms of language practice. This
includes genres of speech like joking—a longstanding dimension of folklore
addressed as well by Tolgensbakk. The analysis of language practices also
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extends to the complex semiotic ideologies brilliantly explored by Ger’shon
in her study of how African Americans used the “Honesty Box” on
Facebook to negotiate forms of gossip and insult in ways indicative of long-
standing communicative practices in Black America. We can also see verbal
genres at work when Buccitelli shows how “tagging” can be construed as per-
formative, like when tagging someone “you're it!” This recalls not just 'dr'a-
matic notions of performance, but notions of language perforlglatlwt.y
developed by Judith Butler and others from the work of J. L. Austin.® In this
sense, the act of tagging someone with a hashtag invokes not just tagging
someone “you’re it!” in a game of tag, but umpire uttering “strike” and in that
utterance rendering the batter’s swing a failure. Even translation can actin a
performative fashion, as when Herold explores choices over what to trans-
late (and how to translate it) on the website chinaSMACK. Here, translation
becomes a source of misunderstanding rather than understanding.

If we think beyond language to questions of semiotics more generally, we
find many contributors to this volume exploring imagery and visual culture
in terms of representation, interpretation, and identification. How these
forms of imagery and visual culture reinforce or depart from linguistic forms
of semiosis constitutes a fascinating area for further research. Consider
Lawrence’s discussion regarding how for African Americans, the “process
of identification involved in viewing police incident videos” can be “contin-
gent on group-specific experience and feeling.” Questions of the interrela-
tion of linguistic and visual semiosis in practices and experiences of
ethnicity online appear as well in O'Brien’s exploration of “uses of imagery
for self-representation” with regard to African American women and “thins-
piration” videos. Schmitt’s examination of white anti-racist activism reveals
“a highly visual atmosphere in which race is as much about self-
presentation and community membership as it is about body type and birth
certificate.” Tolgensbakk’s discussion of visual humor online among Swedes
in Norway provides yet another example of linked linguistic and visual rep-
resentational analysis, connected as well to questions of national belonging.

CONCLUSION

The author would like to tell his own folktale about race and the internet.
Once upon a time, people wrote about the internet as if it represented an
escape from reality and the body, a place where race would not exist. These
people were wrong, because the real world and digital worlds cannot be
separated. :

Like many folktales, this tale’s relationship to reality is imperfect. The
early generations of literature on the internet were more varied than this tale
suggests—and some of this literature did, from the beginning, address race
and ethnicity in some fashion. In addition, the reason race and ethnicity
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are pivotal to the digital is not because the physical is part of the “real
world”—it is because reality can be found on both sides of the physical/vir-
tual divide.” It is precisely due to the reality of the online that considering
its implications for race and ethnicity is so important. As the contributions
to this volume reveal, the reality of the online can be found in complex on-
line games and virtual environments, but exists as well in hashtags and
memes. The reality of the online does not hinge on bandwidth or fidelity to
the physical world: it is a function of sociality and causal consequence.

The digital futures of race and ethnicity are impossible to predict, but it is
not hard to predict that these futures will have very real consequences for
society, politics, and emergent possibilities for selthood and community.
These selfhoods and communities will be digital and physical, virtual and
augmented—but regardless, they will be real. It is in responding to this real-
ity that we can respond to forms of racism and ethnocentrism, seeking to
forge digital futures of diversity and social justice.
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