CLASS 4: ONLINE COMMUNITIES

The first book of this course tries to make a bridge between writings from disciplines other than law about cyberspace and legal writing about regulating cyberspace. It probably helps if you’ve already had some exposure to legal writing about regulating cyberspace. But if you haven’t - just read as suggested, and I will try and fill in the gaps. If you are not sure why we are looking at a particular writer, or subject – please ask. 

The broad thesis is that a lot of analysis of cyberspace has been influenced by discussions of “internet cultures”. In the 90s, one of the most influential ideas was the argument that the internet has it’s own distinct culture- as we discussed in the last class. Early writing was very utopian, and there were lots of grand claims about its revolutionary potential. Most analysis wanted to explore how the internet was different to what came before it, or later and largely in academic writings, expose why perhaps it was not all that different and surprising. Check out the first issue of Wired 1993. The first article claims:

The medium, 

or process, of our time – electric technology –

 is reshaping and restructuring patterns of social interdependence 

and every aspect of our personal life.

It is forcing us to reconsider and re-evaluate practically 

every thought, every action, and institution 

formerly taken for granted.

Everything is changing…..

you,

your education, your family, your neighborhood, your job, your government,

And they’re changing your relation to “the Others”.

It goes on about the problem that the PC computing Corporate World just iterates ads sales formula cum parts catalog, and no-one is looking at the profound social changes.

Mondo took this interest in culture to another level.

Once writers started to look at the phenomena of cyberculture, there was an interest in the notion of online communities. What was different about cyberspace was the type of interactions and exchanges made possible by virtual space, and the possibility of adopting one or more virtual identity, made possible by the technology. It was that that changed education, the family, the neighbourhood, job, government and your relation with “the Others”.

We still might want to regulate online communities- because unacceptable behaviour may still occur there and has to be dealt with on some level (as exemplified by the Mr Bungle episode), but in the 90s the question was how? 

When lawyers started to look at this, they took a more structured approach to defining the community and possibilities for regulation. Lessig argued in Code, that regulation was possible- but what it looks like would depend upon the community’s architecture (set by programming decisions and technological capabilities); its norms (including cyber ethics); its rules (set by the ISP, the moderator, democratic decision making?); and other constraints (such as economics- access questions). 

At the end of the last class I argued that his notion of regulation cedes the most significant power to the online community because he assumes-

• if the architecture is poor, users will not engage with the space on those terms;

• if the norms are a poor fit, users will move elsewhere;

• if the rules are made transparent, and not supported by the community, users will go elsewhere;

• if the market constraints are too difficult, users cannot play.

This treatment really oversimplifies his argument, particularly as he argues “that cyberspace is becoming a highly regulable space, where our behavior is much more tightly controlled than in real space”. We will examine the role of private regulation in the Book 2 classes, and public regulation in the form of legislation in Book 3.

What I want to follow up more on here today is the notion of online community. Code was published in late 1999, and already it seems difficult now to work out what he is referring to, by the term “online community”. He also uses the term “members” of cyberspace. This implies some kind of “Club” affiliation, and the possibility that there is likely to be some kind of collective agreement – club rules - about regulation in cyberspace. The dust cover of Code certainly points this way:

“we can-we must-choose what kind of cyberspace we want and what freedoms we will guarantee. These choices are all about architecture: about what kind of code will govern cyberspace, and who will control it. In this realm, code is the most significant form of law, and it is up to lawyers, policymakers and especially for citizens to decide what values that code embodies”, (Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace, 1999).

Lessig presumes that we, the members of cyberspace, will together affect what it becomes. Our values can ultimately define cyberspace, if we choose to get involved.

This notion that there are distinct online communities with cultures different to offline communities is something worth thinking about. When you do what you do online, do you feel like you are part of a particular community? 

I don’t when I try to access online banking or purchase a product or service online. But I do via email. You should note that the whole advertising of the AOL experience – join us and chat to your friends when they are online - also draws on the notion of the unique online experience, and that you are missing out if you use another ISP without such services for “members”. Is there any difference between the community of a chat room, and that made by SMSing?

Whereas in the last class I talked about online communities but only in abstract, in this class the focus is a bit more specific. The reason this class focuses on writing about artist, gaming and activist communities is because here you have people, that by the nature of their activities and interests, are a community of sorts. There is some collective enterprise or purpose or attempt to communicate with others. 

Online artists form what might be expected as the most sympathetic kind of community to Lessig’s vision. From the Renaissance onwards, one of the primary views of the artist is of artist as God, a creator of worlds. Online artists, whose artistic production is largely virtual, although it may be printed and framed, may be taken to particularly share that world view. After all, more than any other artists it could be argued that they especially create their worlds, and make them visible to the senses. They cannot be representing the Real in the same manner as other artists might do. Artists are makers of the Virtual.

But is that what they are doing? And how they see themselves? And how do they see themselves connecting with others online? Do they see themselves as the active agents or the critical consumers of online spaces that Lessig sees as potentially making the most of the internet? What values do they contribute?

Online gaming communities are interesting because they are so often seen as problematic communities especially where violence is part of the game. Violence is generally conceived as the ultimate anti-social act, so communities that choose to partake in violence pose a particular conceptual problem. But here it is “virtual acts” we deal with. What is it that the gamers in these communities share? And why is it that this behaviour is seen as so threatening to the offline world? And why is it that acts of extreme violence, the Port Arthur killings, the Columbine High murders in the U.S., are often related to the culture of online gaming communities and video violence? 

Activist communities are in some ways an extension of “regular” political communities, with a defined philosophy or strategy. But by acting online they have had particular problems.

There is regulation that affects gaming and activist communities now. Note that we will be looking at attempts to regulate their behaviours in classes that analyse attempts at online regulation. Partly this regulation comes from the idea that there are troubling things about these online communities. They are regulated because they are seen to present particular problems to the “regular” community and to other online citizens. 

In looking at these writings about online communities it is worth considering two different points of view: 

- One is to reappraise Lessig’s notion of the kind of people that make up online communities. Is there an ideal type of online user? Should we expect online communities to act any particular way? How should we expect them to react to other’s attempts to regulate them?

- Are calls to regulate online communities and spaces, similarly presuming certain characteristics and values of online users in the way they define threats and the need for interventions? 

We will finish up with a discussion about the reality of online communities, and the fictions about online interactions. What should we presume about the nature of this world, when we talk about regulation of them?

Online artist’s communities

Artist’s online activities are interesting because they capture something of a paradox mentioned in the earlier classes and present in the cyberculture literature we discussed. This is the notion that cyberspace is made up of mouse wielding, self interested individuals, hungry for entertainment and connection with others, somehow connecting with online “communities” but without wanting to give up any of their online freedom and personal space. These communities are comprised of highly autonomous individuals, dispirited with the power and culture of the offline world, and suspicious of others wanting to resurrect it in this new space.

Is this true of online artists?

Eva Pariser describes artist’s websites as “a vehicle for self-referential expression”. She sees the artists as seeking to make personal connections with viewers, who in coming to know the art, also come to know something of its maker. So the artworks, the biography, CV, and artist’s statements that make up the sites act as we might expect from the other literature. They exemplify the isolated individual reaching out to those that find their site. Why? Because in the main, she is looking at artist’s work unmediated by the Art Establishment, and outside of institutional and other controls. The self publication aspect of cyberspace is partly what makes the space attractive. But in expectation of making what kind of contact? 

She argues the prime motivation of such sites is to make contact with potential consumers: the website as a form of self promotion and marketing. But she argues that the voyeuristic nature of the contact, eg. via studio web cam and artist statements means it goes well beyond that. She characterises the sites as inviting voyeurism because the information they contain make the visitor a confidant to the artist’s private world and privy to their private relationships, struggles with illnesses, gender race and environmental concerns. She says the sites are self referential and self revelating. But in her characterisation she misses the point that a lot of these artists would not see their output in such strict public/private terms. Their work might be self consciously making these connections, but one might also read such connections in more mainstream art works by other artists. eg. think about the constructed meaning of the works of any famous modern artist, explained in terms of things that happened in their life etc. I don’t see the self referential quality of online art as all that different to a lot of mainstream art. The main difference is that you see it online as unmediated- it is not curated and its meaning and significance is not constructed by an art expert. That creates an uncertainty about reading its status and meaning as real “art”. This also creates a problem of situating the artistic output in relation to some kind of community. With mainstream art work, eg. in a gallery setting, the relationship of the art work, the artist, the curator and the viewer is at least superficially clear. There is a narrative that places the work in context, the artist in context, and relates the viewer to these. A certain relationship with expert and amateur critics is set up. But this is not so easy with electronic art.

Electronic art is hard to display and interact with in “public” spaces like galleries. The immediacy and often interactive nature of the contact with the work creates problems of making “authoritative” readings of it, although the “experience” can be described. Some art theorists argue that these works are “open works”, the relationship between creator, sender and receiver of the work are blurred. The works remain works in progress. Some argue from this that with the art of cyberspace, narratives that attempt to fix the work are irrelevant. This has led to the theory that these works operate within a “database” mentality:

“Database can be thought of as a new cultural form in society where a subject deals with huge amounts of information, which constantly keep changing. It may be possible to tie it all together in a set of narratives, but you can put it in a database and use a search engine to find what you are looking for, to find information which you are not aware of, but which matches your interests and finally, to even discover new categories. In short, narrative is replaced by directory or index”. 

(Lev Manovich, “How to speak new media” at www.rtimearts.com/~opencity )

The database mentality has no need for a curator, or any other intermediatory. These kinds of works and ways of thinking about the art works challenge the possibility of speaking authoritatively about art works in a meaningful way to and for others. It’s just not the point.  It is a do-it-yourself mentality, and the work is never finished. But this doesn’t sound much like a communal ethos at all- it seems very individualized.

It could be that that’s also what attracts a lot of contemporary digital artists to displaying imagery drawing on biological themes: genomics, viruses, the body. This kind of digital art finds it easiest to talk and connect with society, at the biological level. If it tells a story at all- it is a personal one. The new sciences seem to be something that digital art is well placed to represent. The science theme has certainly dominated digital art for almost a decade. As the extract from the speech from the Head of the Australia Council, (the primary arts funding body in Australia), says: it is also something potentially useful to industry and artists might get paid. It is something exciting, futuristic and hard to represent in other media. What we expect from art. But ultimately this is non threatening art, even if it taps into fears about genetic engineering, cyborgs and the like.

It is interesting to compare this art with the problems created by the re-edit of Star Wars Phantom Menace. At first Lucas saw it as interesting and as “what the internet is all about”. Once the film circulated online it was subject to capture, re-editing, and numerous lives. This did challenge Lucas’s artistic status and his and Studio economic interests. So the unauthorised films were shut down. The publicity around the project was encouraging online trading of copyrighted works. 

This was at the time Napster was still operating. And many analyses of peer-to-peer argued that the superiority of Napster over it successors was that it captured the notion of online communities and used it as the foundation for the circulation of works. It was argued that the problem with Napster successors was that few of them used this potential. In attempts to evade copyright law, which can target any centralized service or database, they allowed for anonymous file transfers. But is there the same attraction in these transactions? Is MP3 really just about being able to access a file for free, or is there something more to it? Is the sociality of the exchange also part of the experience of music?

I think all these writings about the nature of cyberspace art- do support Lessig’s characterisation of online communities as comprised of active, self interested personalities, with an investment in personal freedom and desire for sensitivity to the peculiar nature of cyberspace. Impermanence, the ability to withdraw, to unsubscribe, to delete the bookmark, and to repurpose the work is part of the experience. 

Whilst the same may be said of offline communities, the difference is that there is a belief in the permanence of the offline world. Belief in the stability of the culture and environment is one of the hallmarks missing in online communities. They are usually treated as quite fragile communities, and vulnerable.

What of online gaming communities?

Online gaming communities

The article by Anders describes the social aspects of different types of online communities. He argues that gaming, such as Quake, is the least social not so much because it tends to be violent per se, but because of the goal structure and the limited options for communication, whereas some MUDS create much richer social possibilities, but also have their own problems, in particular the inability to determine if the avatar with which you interact is in fact human at all, and not a form of artificial intelligence. Does that matter?

The Hactivist treatment of gaming, on the other hand, takes a different view on the notion that there is any sort of community going on there. The argument was that for some the game was not that important in the end, some chatted and never played a game. I got the impression that the social experience varied greatly from site to site, but one of the problems was the hierarchy that forbade entry to certain spaces and the different culture of the different sites. Overall though the impression was it was no more or less than a playground for kids, and in that regard not all that different to the social rules of the more familiar real playgrounds.

The other articles are more about perceptions of gaming communities and the way the focus tends to be on the violence and its ability to cross over to the “real world”. The social aspects of the online communities is overlooked, and the reading is of their anti-social potential.

What are we meant to make of this? Is there anything that can be concluded about online gamers? Is there a distinctive culture there?

I think it is clear that particular “communities” set out to create particular cultures- some are very serious gamers, some are more chatty, some are more “teen” and “male”, some more open, some concerned about who partakes in the violence, others less so. It doesn’t seem all that different to judging the sociality of other kinds of offline social interactions, like talking about the character of different pubs. 

Activist Communities

Hacktivists, as described by Miekle, are united by a sense of political purpose, but also share a broader solidarity with other online individuals and groups to the extent that they might share technologies and technical information with others. But as his chapter describes, those others might bite you back, or chose targets that you wouldn’t and have practices you think are unethical. He talks about this in terms of exploring the hacker ethos, and the way different groups and individuals make different choices. But in doing that he also describes problems with and for online communities. 

Lessig’s ideal type of online citizenry

You could argue that what the writings about both kinds of online communities have described is the co-location in cyberspace of diverse individuals, with divergent interests, ethics, and practices and, so described, they cannot be called a community. They lack a common unity of interests or purposes, beyond their personal investment in particular online spaces. However they do all share a common experience of living with a virtual presence and identity, and as creators of virtual cultural tools, objects or worlds. It may be as much the shared problems, their common experiences as creators of or inhabitants of virtual worlds, and in some cases, a view of not being taken seriously by others who do not share these particular interests, helps form a shared identity amongst members of cyberspace. 

It is interesting that Miekle is keen for the FBI to differentiate between the hacktivist groups, and only use their powers against some, but not all. He complains about all the electronic activists being tarred with the same brush- all treated as anti-social scum posing a similar level of danger. They are not one community. But then, they face the problem of being conceived of as if they were one.

Lessig’s notion of online community might be better defined as a community created and perhaps loosely united in opposition to those who choose not to share their interests, and have no interest in listening to their special regulatory and other needs. Maybe a predisposition to libertarian politics and online freedoms and active consumer choices flows from this: the need for better definition of the problems of cyberspace. The first step is to work out ways of deciding who and what is a threat, and who isn’t, and only using legislation against the truly evil. So in asking for cyber citizens to get involved, perhaps he is trying to advocate for a respectable face for online worlds and interactions, leading to kinder regulation. The internet is not just about downloading porn, role playing in adolescent fantasy games, swapping files you don’t own and being a technological nuisance.

In later classes we will talk about symbolic regulation- where there is no real attempt to draft workable legislation that actually changes online experiences. It is enacted just so Parliament seems like they are in control of the issues, and making progress. It is a form of political management of cyber fears. There does seem to be a use of rather frightening charactures that are often put forward to justify the need for regulation. Perhaps a more considered and mature notion of what the online community is like, would prevent the more heavy handed regulation? 

Writers like Miekle on hactivist sites, Schnapple on his concern over young kids at gaming conventions playing extremely violent games seem to recognize the links between online and offline dangers. Those active in online communities ar not necessarily all for freedom and anti-regulation.

The question is, whether there is a need to make special laws for online conduct, because of the nature of the space or whether you just deal with the problem which may have an online life. Are online games different from other games? What about online porn, online gaming, violence? Is there anything special about online interactions and communities that needs to be taken into account?

Lessig argued in Code that there was. He also seemed to be implying that if you allow the various spaces to develop and create the right kind of political respect for online communities, you can trust them to eventually work things out amongst themselves, or work around objectionable rules that others try to impose, as often happens in the real world. So it ends up being a friendly, more welcoming space than the world of “the Others”. Or at least it will, if you let the communities the freedom to get this far.

But for me, the problem with this approach is that on any particular regulatory issue, online users, as individuals are as likely to disagree as any other individuals. Doomsters and Quakers have different views about violence, and that’s within “like” communities. Being troubled by what has happened to you online, doesn’t necessarily mean any special understanding or concern for what has happened to others in other online communities. Generally experiencing other’s indifference to your troubles doesn’t necessarily mean you are predisposed to libertarian political points of view at all. It also doesn’t mean that because you see yourself as active and with agency in defining who you are and your place in the world in one context, that you would feel so in other contexts. Do hactivists care about gamers? Do gamers care about budding film makers wanting to re-edit Star Wars?

My point here is that Lessig’s politics is suggestive of, or hopeful for, a level of agency and political interest amongst online users that is exaggerated. Beyond that, I don’t see any real foundation for his belief in libertarian values having a natural constituency in cyberspace. And the communities we’ve looked at today are one’s we might expect to be more predisposed to these values than perhaps others. 

What can we conclude about online communities? 

Do they have common characteristics? values? regulatory concerns? politics? 

As members of cyberspace, are they all that interested in the politics of cyberspace? 

What should we take into account about online communities, when we talk about regulation of them? 

If online spaces are not so special or different to other spaces, is it true that regulators can get away with characterizing it as a space overrun by a new class of deviants? 

Why do media and art representations of cyberspace often focus on the extreme, the bizarre, the unusual? See the transcript of the Background Briefing radio program.

Is fascination with the weird stuff and with science fiction, a way of managing fears about the new? 

Or is there something peculiar about the way we deal with new technology?

As Rheingold says “What do we need to know about the future we’re creating?”

Is it that we get all this new stuff, but don’t spend enough time thinking about where it came from? We don’t know to think and make decisions about technology?

If you haven’t already, read the Rheingold piece before the next class, where we will be looking more closely at arguments about technology, society and progress.

Kathy Bowrey

26 August 2002
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