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From Digital to Computational to Al Anthropology
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ABSTRACT

This article distinguishes Al anthropology from its two closest neighbors, digital anthropology
and computational anthropology. The claim is that each field names a different relationship
between the anthropologist and the machine, one defined by what the machine is taken to
be. Digital anthropology treats digital technology as an object of study, a fieldwork tool, and
the medium of contemporary life. Computational anthropology treats the machine as an
indispensable instrument for reaching cultural material, at a scale ordinary fieldwork cannot,
using tools drawn from data science. Al anthropology treats the machine as an interlocutor,
a collaborator steered through natural language in real time, so that researcher and system
reshape each other as the exchange unfolds. Drawing on Pickering’s “dance of agency” and
on cybernetic feedback, the article argues that what separates the three fields is not a new
instrument but a new relation, from acting on technology to acting with it. Rather than a
succession, the three overlap, with Al anthropology folding the other two into a single
practice organized around anthropology of, by, and for Al, unified by a recursive, co-becoming
relationship with the machine.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY

Anthropologists who work with Al are not all doing the same thing. Some study Al the way
they might study social media, as a technology shaping people’s lives. Some use Al as a tool
to analyze data at scale. This article argues for a third approach, Al anthropology, where the
researcher builds an ongoing relationship with an Al system, and each shapes how the other
thinks and works over time. The difference is not which technology is used. It is the
relationship, whether the researcher treats the machine as something to study, a tool to run,
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or a collaborator to work with.

Introduction

In a recent article, I called for an AI anthropol-
ogy (Artz 2026b), a relational practice in which
anthropologists collaborate with Al and in turn,
mutually shape each other. The rationale is that
the machines in question have become interlocu-
tors we collaborate with through natural language,
not only objects we study, instruments we oper-
ate, or systems we help build. The argument
seems to have landed, judging by how quickly it
circulated. However, it left one question unan-
swered, one that kept reaching me in different
forms in the weeks that followed. On a podcast,
an interviewer asked how Al anthropology differs
from digital anthropology. After a talk, a col-
league wanted to know how it differs from com-
putational anthropology. Each time I gestured

toward a distinction, and each time I left the
exchange suspecting that the person asking still
had questions.

The earlier piece made the case for the field,
but it did not pause to say, with enough preci-
sion, how it differs from the neighboring fields it
is most likely to be confused with. Those neigh-
bors themselves circulate loosely and are some-
times treated as interchangeable, yet the slippage
matters, because it obscures what is genuinely
distinctive about each, and what is new about the
present moment.

My argument is that the three fields each
name a different relationship between the
anthropologist and the machine, one defined by
what the machine is taken to be. As a field, dig-
ital anthropology treats digital technology and
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the social relations it generates as simultaneously
objects of study, fieldwork tools, and the medium
through which contemporary life now unfolds
(Geismar and Knox 2021; Horst and Miller
2012). In computational anthropology (Breslin
and Albris 2026), including its machinic articu-
lation (Pedersen 2023), the machine is an indis-
pensable instrument for reaching cultural
material at a scale ordinary fieldwork cannot,
using tools drawn from data science. In Al
anthropology (Artz 2026b), the machine becomes
something else again, an interlocutor and collab-
orator that can be steered in real time through
natural language, the two reshaping each other
along the way (Artz and Koycheva 2026). What
separates digital, computational, and AI anthro-
pology is not a change of instruments but a
change of relation, from acting on technology to
acting with it (Pickering 2025). That shift, I will
argue, is what turns three adjacent activities,
what I elsewhere call the anthropology of, by,
and for Al (Artz 2026a), into the integrated
practice of AI anthropology, a framework I
return to below.

I should say at the outset, though, that I do
not take digital, computational, and AI anthro-
pology as a neat succession in which each sup-
plants what came before. Instead, they overlap,
they coexist, and Al anthropology in particular
folds the other two into itself rather than discard-
ing them. What follows is less a chronology than
a way of seeing what changes as the machine
moves from digital object to computational
instrument to interlocutor. I take each in turn,
and then ask what kind of practice the third rela-
tionship calls for.

Digital anthropology: the machine as object

Digital anthropology took shape around a decep-
tively broad question. How do people live with
and through digital technologies, and how do
those technologies shape, and become shaped by,
social and cultural life (Geismar and Knox 2021;
Horst and Miller 2012)? The digital here is at
once a field site and a condition, a place where
culture is made and a medium that saturates the
rest of experience. The field did more than choose
new objects, though; it developed a repertoire of

digital methods, from netnography (Kozinets
2010) to digital ethnography (Pink et al. 2016) to
visual network analysis (Venturini, Jacomy, and
Jensen 2021), building on an anthropological
pedigree of social network analysis (Mitchell
1974), that extend interpretive fieldwork into dig-
itally mediated life rather than necessarily turning
toward computation at scale. What defines the
orienting relationship is that the technology is at
once what the anthropologist studies, what they
study with, and where the studying happens.

Whether the object is social media, platform
labor, or the recommender systems that quietly
reorganize cultural life (Artz 2024b; Seaver 2022),
the stance is interpretive and frequently critical,
attentive to how digital infrastructures encode
assumptions and redistribute power. The ques-
tions are posed about the technology rather than
with it.

When AI began to draw sustained attention, it
entered this tradition first as one more object of
inquiry, studied much as any other digital tech-
nology had been. That framing was productive,
and it remains so. Yet it positions the machine as
something the anthropologist primarily observes
or operates in the course of fieldwork, rather
than an interlocutor. Breslin and Albris (2026)
describe that move, from fieldwork tooling to
analysis at scale, as a short jump, and one not
every digital anthropologist makes. Making that
jump is what I am calling the passage to compu-
tational anthropology, not because the instrumen-
tal relation crowds out others but because the
machines part in it is settled in advance, execut-
ing rather than conversing.

Computational anthropology: the machine as
instrument

If digital anthropology keeps the machine as
object and field site, computational anthropology
turns it into an instrument, one that typically
reaches cultural material at a scale ordinary field-
work cannot. The two are not separated by
whether a project uses digital or computational
tools; either can scrape, map networks, or run
models. Scale is often where the difference shows,
but scale alone is not what does the separating.
What separates them is not how much of the



project computation occupies but the direction of
the relationship. In computational anthropology,
however central or peripheral the computational
component, the machine’s part is fixed once the
analysis begins. It executes, and the anthropolo-
gist reads the results. Though both work through
digital technology, the two look different in prac-
tice. Digital methods like netnography and digital
ethnography stay closer to traditional ethnogra-
phy, extending fieldwork into online settings.
Computational methods draw on computer sci-
ence and data science instead, often turning to
machine learning to work with cultural material.
The same line runs through the social sciences
more broadly. Venturini and Rogers (2025) dis-
tinguish computational social science’s pursuit of
scale and quantity from digital methods’ atten-
tiveness to platform-specific bias and medium
diversity, the latter closer in spirit to digital
anthropology’s critical stance. Charting the same
passage from the digital to the computational,
Breslin and Albris (2026) distinguish two tenden-
cies within the field, computation folded into eth-
nographic work, where thick description still
leads, and data science trained directly on ques-
tions of anthropological interest that fieldwork
cannot reach on its own. The move is not toward
a new field site but toward a new mode of anal-
ysis within the anthropologist's own practice.
Under headings such as computational ethnog-
raphy (Munk and Winthereik 2022; Beaulieu
2017) and the techno-anthropology developed at
Aalborg University (Jensen 2013), researchers use
techniques like supervised classification of cul-
tural material (Munk, Olesen, and Jacomy 2022)
alongside controversy mapping (Venturini and
Munk 2021) to read cultural data at a scale that
manual reading, and ordinary digital ethnogra-
phy, cannot reach. Computation folded into eth-
nographic work in this way is not abandoning
interpretation but extending its reach, though not
without strain. Beaulieu locates that strain not
between the computational and the analogue but
between the computational and the narrative, the
unfolding of events that ethnographic accounts
are built to carry. The more formalizing wing of
the field, training data science directly on anthro-
pological questions, pushes further still.
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Pedersens (2023) machinic anthropology is
one of the more ambitious articulations of this
impulse, and reading it clarifies both what the
family shares and where its members differ.
Where computational ethnography stays close to
existing digital-methods tools and remains tied to
digital phenomena specifically, Pedersen presses
toward a more thoroughly quantitative anthropol-
ogy, building custom algorithms and proposing
to separate ethnographic data from anthropologi-
cal analysis so that the former can be formalized
and scaled. Stephen Paff’s (2022) anthropology by
data science is a near cousin, arguing that
machine learning and ethnography are alike in
being abductive practices. Paff anchors this in
Bayesian machine learning, where initial proba-
bility assumptions function as provisional beliefs
revised incrementally as evidence accumulates.
He reads this as a mode of inference already eth-
nographic in spirit, in contrast to Pedersen’s drive
to formalize ethnographic data into something
scalable in the first place.

What unites them, for all their disagreement
over how far to formalize, is that direction. The
anthropologist acts on data through the machine.
In my own account of an Al anthropology lifecy-
cle (Artz 2026a), this is the register I have called
anthropology by Al It is genuinely powerful, and
Al anthropology inherits rather than rejects it.
What computational anthropology does not yet
do is treat the machine as more than an instru-
ment, a participant that might share in producing
an interpretation rather than only executing one.
Even the most recent surveys of the field, which
now involve large language models (LLMs), still
treat these systems primarily as tools to be eval-
uated rather than partners in analysis, and though
they acknowledge that it may not be irrelevant
whether a person or a machine arrives at an
interpretation, they set the question aside rather
than answer it (Breslin and Albris 2026). That
question is where the third relationship begins.

Al anthropology: the machine as interlocutor

What makes a third field more than a relabeling
is the machine itself. The computational instru-
ments just described, however sophisticated, did



4 e M. ARTZ

what their designers had specified in advance;
their behavioral repertoire was settled upstream.
One could run a topic model or map a contro-
versy, but one could not hold a conversation with
the model, negotiate analytical priorities with it
turn by turn, or hand it a goal and let it decide
how to pursue that goal. Agentic Al built on
LLMs has begun to change this (Artz 2026d).
Part of what these systems do is now decided in
the exchange itself, the aim stated, revised, and
contested turn by turn, in natural language,
between researcher and machine. They carry on
open-ended conversation and can be steered in
real time, which is the literal sense of the Greek
kybernetes, the steersman from which Wiener
(1948) drew the word cybernetics.

Once the machine can be steered through
conversation, the relationship becomes recur-
sive in a way the earlier ones were not. Outputs
become inputs, and both parties are altered by
the exchange, in the manner that Wiener’s
(1948) feedback loop and the later second-order
cybernetics described, where the observer is
never wholly outside the system observed (von
Foerster 1974). This is why AI anthropology
cannot be folded into digital anthropology,
which studies the machine, or computational
anthropology, which computes with it. Neither
converses with it. When the system talks back
and decides for itself, using it stops being the
operation of an instrument and becomes some-
thing closer to acting with the system than
acting on it. The distinction echoes Andrew
Pickering’s (1995) account of practice as a
“dance of agency,” in which what gets done
emerges from the back-and-forth between
human and machine rather than belonging to
the human alone. Building on Pickering’s dance
of agency and Haraway’s (2008) becoming-with,
I have referred to the relational dynamic this
produces as co-becoming, a term drawn from
Bawaka Country et al. (2016) and Peschl
(2019), naming a process in which human and
Al are mutually constituted through their
ongoing exchange (Artz 2026¢). The researcher
who works this way with agentic AI does not
simply acquire a faster instrument; over many
exchanges, the questions they think to ask, the
distinctions they learn to draw, and the

attention they bring to their material are them-
selves shaped by the system they are shaping.

None of this requires grand claims about the
machine’s intelligence. The becoming lies in the
relationship rather than in the system’s interiority,
though it does depend on mundane technical
facts (persistent memory, logs and files it can
read and write to) that let the relationship accu-
mulate knowledge rather than reset with each
exchange. The anthropologist, though no longer
the sole author of the analysis, is still the one
doing anthropology, steering the loop even while
being steered by it.

The difference shows most clearly in prac-
tice. In the earlier piece I described a
multi-agent ethnography in which several Al
agents, each configured to embody a competing
epistemological stance, analyze the same mate-
rial while the researcher adjudicates the diver-
gent interpretations they produce (Artz 2026b,
2026e). The agents are not automating the
analysis, and they are not replacing interpretive
judgment; the value lies in the multiplicity of
interpretive voices their disagreement sustains
rather than resolves (Artz and Koycheva 2026),
and in the friction it generates (Madsen, Munk,
and Seltoft 2023), the productive unease that
arises when a system’s reading of your material
feels wrong in ways that clarify what you actu-
ally think. That is an analytic relationship of a
different kind than running an algorithm over
a corpus, and it is the kind the older labels
were not built to name.

The test, then, is not which instruments a
project uses but what relationship it enacts.
The same LLM can be an object, when an
anthropologist studies how a community makes
sense of it; an instrument, when it classifies a
corpus on the researcher’s instructions, execut-
ing the task on their behalf without drawing
them further into the process; or an interlocu-
tor and collaborator, when a system is deliber-
ately designed to bring the researcher into the
exchange, so that researcher and system reason
toward an interpretation together. What distin-
guishes AI anthropology is that third relation-
ship, and the recursive, mutually transforming
character it gives to the work, not the presence
of any particular technology.



Why a new name

Seen this way, Al anthropology does not so much
replace its predecessors as subsume parts of them
into a single field grounded in the relationship.
Studying Al critically continues digital anthropol-
ogy’s attention to power and cultural meaning;
using computational methods continues the work
of computational and machinic anthropology;
and a third commitment, to building, designing,
and helping govern these systems, adds a dimen-
sion the other two largely set aside. In an earlier
essay I described these as anthropology of Al, by
Al and for Al an iterative loop rather than three
separate jobs, echoing, though not reproducing,
Paff’s (2022) fourfold typology of anthropology’s
relations to data science (Artz 2026a). What I
would add now is that they hold together only
because of the relationship that runs through
them. Because the anthropologist works inside
that relationship, studying a system blurs into
shaping it, and building one blurs into studying
it. Design becomes a way of tending that mutual
shaping deliberately, what I think of as
co-becoming by design (Artz 2024a), redirected
here toward the deliberate making of human-Al
systems (Artz 2026¢). The fuller case for treating
this as a field in its own right I take up else-
where (Artz forthcoming); here it is enough to
say that what binds the three modes, of, by, and
for Al, together is the willingness to act with
these systems rather than only on them.

A new name is warranted, then, not because
the discipline is short of banners, and the steady
proliferation of anthropological turns is a fair
thing to be wary of, but because the referent has
changed and the practice changes with it. How
we name a relationship shapes how we conduct
it. An instrument invites use and critique, while
an interlocutor invites negotiation, judgment, and
responsibility for what the exchange produces.
And renaming the discipline each time its rela-
tion to the machine shifts is itself a familiar habit,
reaching back at least to the cyborg anthropology
of the 1990s (Downey, Dumit, and Williams
1995). So my cleaner answer is finally available.
Digital anthropology studies the machine, com-
putational anthropology computes with it, and Al
anthropology converses with it, the conversation
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producing a collaboration in which the two
mutually shape each other.

That this returns anthropology to the cyber-
netic questions it once helped raise, with Mead
and Bateson at the table at the Macy Conferences,
and Mead herself later urging the cyberneticians
to turn their own theory on themselves (Mead
1969), is less a coincidence than a homecoming.
The earlier call for an AI anthropology (Artz
2026b) asked whether the discipline would meet
this moment at its center or only at its margins.
I have tried to say here, with more precision,
what that meeting requires, not a new set of
instruments but a new relationship, one in which
the anthropologist acts with the machine rather
than only on it, and both are transformed in the
process.
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