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Introduction

Unlike the broadcast media, computer networks are not merely additional voices heard in everyday life, but construct a virtual social world with remarkable similarities to the world of face-to-face communication. Users establish social relations there and undergo experiences that are significant for their personal development. Two models for this virtual world have emerged since the mid 1980s when networking first reached a moderately large user base. We will label them "the consumption model" and the "community model."

The consumption model is the one that is in the news. It originated in early efforts to put research centers, libraries and other informational resources online. These applications offer a limited set of options to users who interact individually with the software for a narrow and well defined purpose: searching and retrieving information. As more and more middle-class users went online, it dawned on business that techniques for handling information could be adapted to sales. The conceptual step from information retrieval to retrieval of goods and services was easy to make. High speeds of transmission and point-and-click interfaces made the Internet a success as a global electronic mall. The population visiting this “space” consists of free, active consumers, viewing, picking, and clicking its way to goods. Users scarcely talk to each other (as in traditional brick-and-mortar commercial sites), and never see or sense each other's presence. Privacy, anonymity, reliability, speed, visual appeal are desired properties of this virtual space mobilizing armies of designers in search of competitive technical solutions.

Despite the excitement generated by these commercial applications, the ancient practice of human communication occupies more users of computer networks more of the time. In the early days of networking, communication was in fact the main reason to go online. A rhetoric of online community emerged from these early experiences which still shapes our image of the Internet. As a result we expect more of the medium than a consumer experience. 

Community is the scene on which a large share of human development occurs. And it is a fundamental human value. Amitai Etzioni offers the following definition: “communities are social entities that have two elements. One, a web of affect-laden relationships among a group of individuals, relationships that often crisscross and reinforce one another….The other, a measure of commitment to a set of shared values, norms, and meanings, and a shared history and identity—in short, to a particular culture.”
 Of course community, even in this strong sense, is not exclusive. Individuals can belong to more than one. But each will have an inner life of some sort in which conversation proceeds on the basis of many shared assumptions. 

By online community we mean relatively stable long term online group associations mediated by the Internet or a similar network. Because the concept of community is so morally charged, the community model of the Internet holds a promise with profound ethical implications. But there is no consensus about whether or not the technology can actually support community. Unlike the consumption model of the Internet, the success or failure of online community has no easy measure, no dollars and cents return or NASDAQ quote to still doubts and settle debates. Whether the Internet contributes to community or undermines it remains an open question. This book addresses the controversies that surround claims for online community. It stages the debate through contributions by philosophers and social scientists with widely different perspectives and arguments. This introductory chapter attempts to frame the debate and at the same time to intervene in it.

There is a connection between the ideal of community and traditional themes of American political philosophy and so the debate over online community is fraught with political significance. Our hopes for the Internet reflect the intellectual heritage of John Dewey who saw community as connected to participation, commonness, and shared beliefs and hence as inherently democratic: "Regarded as an idea, democracy is not an alternative to other principles of associated life. It is the idea of community life itself."
 Dewey believed democracy was threatened by technology to the extent that public issues were no longer easily localized in face-to-face contexts such as towns or villages. He called for a “great community” that would be equal to the challenge of modern technology.


In recent years we have in fact seen increasing public debate about new issues involving technology in relation to the environment, medicine, and education, as well as the familiar problems of food purity, automation, job security, and worker health and safety. To the extent that the demands of lay actors gain influence in these domains, the scope of democratic public life expands to include technology. We call this process "democratic rationalization" in a sense defined below. The Internet opens new struggles between contesting visions of the future. In this chapter we explore dimensions of virtual community that relate to these broader questions of human agency and democratic process in the technical sphere. We argue that imposing the community model of the Internet is a political intervention in a society such as ours in which technology builds the scaffolding of social life. Part III of this book contains a number of contributions to the debate on the democratic potential of the Internet.
 

Why, it may be asked, does it matter which model of the Internet prevails? Won’t the Internet continue to serve a variety of different interests in any case? It should become clear in the course of the discussion how we answer this question. Briefly, the issue concerns the emergence of a socially accepted definition of the technology. Technologies are often created with no single clear and stable meaning in the public eye. Television, for example, began as many things, a surveillance system, an educational medium, an entertainment medium, a source of political information and propaganda. By the mid 1950s, it was defined by its entertainment function with momentous consequences for regulation and technical design. It is not that the other applications disappeared, but they no longer determined the public perception and the main emphasis of the technical evolution of the mature technology. Something similar seems likely to happen to the Internet in the years to come. The question thus concerns whether the constraints that shape its design as it matures will favor commercial or community applications.

We will start our inquiry with a brief excursion into the theoretical debate on virtual community. This debate has centered on the possibility of true community online, a possibility that inspired the creators of the new medium but which is viewed with skepticism by many critical observers today. We argue that the participants in this debate generalize from particular features of systems and software prevalent at different stages in the development of computer networking to conclusions assumed to apply to computer mediated communication as such. The debate has not so far taken into account the results of empirical studies that show the importance of user agency in the shaping of online community. Constructivist technology studies provide a theoretical framework for generalizing from these empirical studies and open larger questions of democratic intervention into the evolution of the Internet.
 We conclude that its current design and use is not the last word on computer networking. Rather, we are dealing with an unfinished and flexible technology, still far from stabilization and maturity. Instead of emitting final judgments on the Internet, we should be reshaping it to better support community activities and values. Rather than debating the possibility of online community, research should focus instead on how to design community-friendly networks. In the concluding sections of this chapter, we review several important terrains of online community activity and research where we believe the future of the Internet is being decided. 

The Ethics of Online Community

As noted above, the concept of community is normatively charged. Its usual formulations appear to confound prescription and description. The researcher’s impulse is to flee the confusion in the search for well ordered empirical concepts. Nevertheless, there is such a thing as community and it is no illusion that people relate to it on normative terms. One cannot be an observer only; one is also always a participant in some community and as such engaged at the ethical level. It ought to be possible to learn more about such engagements and their technical conditions in the online world. 

How do users appropriate the virtual space of the computer network as an environment for community life? What software features facilitate or obstruct this process? These are the questions that must be addressed in validating the notion of online community. We do not want to bend the concept of community drastically to embrace any and all virtual sociability, as some Internet enthusiasts do. Rather, we will use the word in its customary sense to refer to fairly stable groups with a shared identity of some sort. Not all nor even most online interaction conforms to our concept of community, but we will argue that where groups seek community, they find the means to create it and turn the technology to their purposes despite the various obstacles identified by critics of networking. 

To make our case, we apply both sociological and ethical concepts of community that can be tested against the experiences of groups interacting online. Earlier work on MUDs has illustrated that ethical conflict in these virtual worlds can precipitate design changes intended to silence or banish disruptive users and uses of the system.
 We hope to identify a variety of relationships between ethical norms on one hand and system features on the other. 

The pioneers of the early public networks back in the 1980s faced a very different virtual world from the one we encounter on the Internet today.  Its structure and purpose was not given in advance. It was not ready-made for users to enter as they do a room in a building, which bears evidence of its purpose in the design of the space, the furniture, the walls and lighting. Instead, users shared a blank screen with no signposts to guide them. They had to work together to define the online world they inhabited by imposing a communication model on the emptiness of cyberspace. They might define their online world as a meeting, a conference, a work team, a class, an information exchange among hobbyists or medical patients, and so on. But they could only do so by consensus, by declaring their shared space to be the receptacle of their intentions.

The performative establishment of such communication models continues today in online settings such as newsgroups and computer conferences. It is a generically new type of social act in which users creatively invent the computer as a medium, not necessarily confined to the functions embodied in the technology by its designers, nor simply reproducing practices originating in their face-to-face experience.
 Online communities form through the establishment of a communication model adapted from face to face community, transforming computer networks into an environment within which a way of life can be elaborated. What is the quality of those communities and their way of life? 

Sociology and philosophy propose five attributes of community with parallels in the online world. They are: 1) identification with symbols and ritual practices; 2) acceptance of common rules; 3) mutual aid; 4) mutual respect; 5) authentic communication. Each of these attributes has a long history in the study of community and few would deny that they are useful starting points for reflection and research. The emphasis on symbols and rituals in much anthropology is complemented by the theory of rule-governed behavior in Peter Winch’s influential Wittgensteinian reading of community.
 Marcel Mauss gave an early account of mutual aid through non-market exchanges and gift giving, an approach which continues in the work of Pierre Bourdieu.
 Mutual respect is a common sense attribute of community. There is some relevant theory in Goffman.
 Habermas’s communication theory offers yet another perspective which highlights the pursuit of mutual understanding in the lifeworld, as opposed to strategic manipulation of the other.
 

Each of these sociological attributes of community is associated with specific virtues, ethical commitments that sustain community. The identification with symbols requires loyalty and respect from community members. Obedience to common rules requires self-control. Mutual aid implies a world in which generosity is justified by a basic commitment to fairness on all sides. Mutual respect requires civility. And authentic communication can only take place where a certain degree of sincerity, truthfulness, and tolerance for others is present. We might call these eight ethical attributes ‘the virtues of community.’ Of course they are not universally practiced in real communities, but they must have sufficient weight to sustain the long-term commitments and sacrifices community life demands. Sanctions generally play a role in maintaining an acceptable level of community behavior. 

How realistic is it to expect these virtues to manifest themselves in cyberspace to the extent they do in the “real” world? Yumiko Nara and Tetsuji Iseda report here on their suggestive study of online ethical behavior.
 They conducted survey research in Singapore, Japan, and the United States, asking their respondents to compare their own online and offline ethics. One might suppose that the enormous difference in the structure of the two environments would have a corresponding impact on ethical attitudes and choices but in fact the study found relatively small differences. The authors conclude that personality is a far more powerful determinant of ethical behavior than technology. If Nara and Iseda are right, then, insofar as community is possible at all, it should be possible online, sustained by the virtues of community identified here.

Despite this reassuring conclusion, the virtues of community do not flourish equally in all environments. Without yielding to technological determinism, one can certainly observe differences in the effects of technical conditions on the ethical potential of groups of individuals. This shows up to some degree in Nara and Iseda’s discovery of the negative effect of anonymity on behavior. Although the individual effect is small, the socially disruptive consequences of anonymity are obvious on the Internet. Other technical conditions for the widespread commitment to the virtues of community can be identified, such as access to the group past. We will discuss these in more detail in the next section.

The Debate Over Virtual Community

In this section, we review the different visions of online communication of early enthusiasts, critics, and postmodern theorists. These are the visions that shape public discourse on the Internet. We do not hold these positions ourselves, but attempt to go beyond them to a new and more empirically based appreciation of the wide-ranging potentialities of the Internet. By contrast, these commentators base their judgment on features of the virtual world defined largely by the prevailing groupware. Changes in software and users account for the radically different conclusions they reach. 
The Conditions of Virtual Community

Some of the earliest writing on computer networking promised universal interconnectedness in a "network nation."
 The structure of the technology was presumed to determine its social impact. That impact would be revolutionary because computer networking not only connects computers but the people who use them. (Some of us can recall when this was a revolutionary insight!) These commentators expected computer mediated communication to be as socially transforming as other forms of electronic mediation. Their predictions followed a simple logic: the telephone mediates one-to-one interactions, and radio and television broadcasting mediates one-to-many interactions, but not until the computer network was it possible to mediate small group activity, the many-to-many communications in which so much of social life consists.  

The early enthusiasts believed that mediated group interaction would improve the quality of life, revivify public discourse, favor class, race and gender equality, and participatory forms of social organization. These were the hopes of the generation of engineers and computer hobbyists who created bulletin boards, computer-conferencing systems, and the Internet. Eventually, similar notions were taken up in public discourse and, for good or ill, gave birth to a persistent metaphor: the Internet as a community technology. Because the technology was still in its infancy, this popular metaphor influenced design with results we see today.

The first publicly accessible virtual communities organized themselves not on the Internet but on independent computer conferencing systems such as EIES (Electronic Information Exchange System) and the Well.
 Although few people had heard of computer conferencing in those early days, it had a significant impact on the evolving image of the computer through the success of these communities. That success in turn owed a great deal to the skill with which software designers anticipated the needs of participants in these new forums. Early designers such as Murray Turoff and Jacques Vallée developed software that met what we consider the four minimum technical conditions for effective online community. These conditions support the five attributes of community described above and facilitate the transposition of community oriented virtues from the face to face environment to the network. 

1) Bounding: forming closed online groups;  

2) Tracking: listing how far each participant has read in community discussions;

3) Archiving: maintaining accessible records of community discussions;  

4) Warranting: ensuring stable and (most of the time) genuine participant identities. 

Clearly, a closed group in which members’ presence is visible to each other, their common past accessible, and their true identity secured offers a favorable environment in which to display such moral qualities as loyalty, civility, and the other virtues of community. No doubt other conditions must be met depending on the interests and tasks of specific online groups. We will return to the problem of the conditions of community in a later section of this chapter.

Among the creators of the Internet, there were also many community oriented visionaries. Although they had much less control over the shape of their evolving system than the designers of computer conferencing systems, they too saw in it the promise of renewed community life.
 They introduced newsgroups and mailing lists as the equivalent in their technical environment of proprietary conferencing systems such as EIES. But as the Internet became the dominant medium of computer communication, the early vision of online community ran into trouble. Internet groupware does not support the basic technical conditions of community. As time went on, it became more and more obvious that the friendly, supportive interaction of early online communities was not determined by the nature of the technology alone but that the users’ social profile was also a factor. Without software appropriate to a more heterogeneous public, online community proved difficult to sustain.

The paradigmatic group communication applications found on the Internet were and still are mailing lists and newsgroups. The design of newsgroups supports the values of free speech, universal participation, mutual aid and information sharing. However, important defining attributes of community life are missing. Because newsgroups are completely open, the acceptance of common rules, mutual respect, stable identity and authentic communication are not easily assured. Hence the notorious frequency of flaming and lack of trust in these forums.
 Passive participants, known as “lurkers,” leave no traces on the system. This can be discouraging for posters who may feel isolated and ignored in the midst of their community. Many Internet users are turned away by commercial advertising and outright hoaxes such as pyramid schemes. Netiquettes encode social practices for regulating behavior in newsgroups, but they are voluntary and have had limited success. 

Mailing lists at least restrict participation through technological solutions such as closed and moderated groups. One usually knows who is sending messages. Yet they too suffer many of the problems of newsgroups. It is just as difficult to trace passive participation on mailing lists as it is in newsgroups. Furthermore, until recently, there was little or no continuity in the exchanges since the database could not be accessed thematically and past messages were difficult to review. Control of flaming is possible in mailing lists, but at a price: vesting extraordinary power in the gate-keepers, the persons acting as list owners or moderators. Depending on the type of mailing list, these gate-keepers can preview and censor contributions, let members in or force them out.
Trouble in Cyberspace

Because mailing lists and newsgroups were used at first by researchers, computer scientists and hobbyists and drew on actually existing professional solidarities and shared values, their lack of community oriented software features did not pose a grave problem. Those cozy beginnings are a thing of the past. Dutton referred to the new state of online affairs exemplified by the difficulties in building community on Santa Monica's public system: "Much is said about the strong norms within the Internet community, forgetting how homogeneous a community it serves. With the growth of commercial use, the expansion of its user base and the diminishing influence of old timers on this network, these norms are likely to be increasingly challenged.”
 In the face of deteriorating online morals, Dutton called for new rules and regulations for public electronic networks. If left normless, he argued, key participants would be chased away and online community undermined. 

But not everyone thinks the problems can be solved. Observing the difficulty of community-building on the publicly accessible Internet, a number of commentators have concluded that this nascent social space is socially disruptive. This is Albert Borgmann's view. In his contribution to this book, Borgmann distinguishes between three different types of community, instrumental, final, and commodified community. Instrumental communities serve extrinsic ends. They proliferate on the Internet where individuals gather to discuss politics or hobbies or to work in teams. Commodification is not simply economic but, more profoundly, refers to experience repackaged in a more convenient—commodious—form. This too the Internet accomplishes with ease. Where the Internet fails is in its promise to offer us such easy access to final communities, those ultimate associations in which one finds the meaning and purpose of life. Family and friendships exemplify this type of final community which no repackaging can effectively commodify. “Final communities require the fullness of reality, the bodily presence of persons, and the commanding presence of things. Any attempt to secure the fulfillment of one’s deepest capacities and aspirations in and through cyberspace will founder on the shoals of commodification.”
 

Darin Barney is no more hopeful than Borgmann regarding the prospects of online community. His contribution here takes up Borgmann’s concept of “focal things” and argues that in replacing them with virtual entities, the Internet blocks our access to real community. Focal things gather people in a coherent “world,” an order of experience in which connections to others are mediated by a shared objectivity. It is of course not the things per se that are important, but the practices which surround them and through which the community is formed. What worries Barney is the disappearance of these practices along with the things at which they are directed. The seminar table vanishes to be replaced by a search engine which is unable to sustain the promise of community the table evoked. Barney concludes, “It is certain that community is impossible without communication; it may also be the case that communication is meaningless without a world.”


In “Nihilism on the Information Highway,” Hubert Dreyfus carries the argument against online community still further. He agrees that the commodious form of virtual community is a poor substitute for the arduous reality. But this is only a symptom of a deeper problem. Dreyfus applies Kierkegaard’s analysis of the press to the Internet, which he sees as generalizing a type of subjectivity incapable of the ethical commitment implied in a serious relation to life’s possibilities. This is the detached spectator, the denizen of the modern public sphere. The Internet supports an enlarged public sphere in which such empty subjects can express themselves freely. “In news groups anyone, anywhere, anytime can have an opinion on anything.”
 What we have been discussing as “online communities,” Dreyfus dismisses as a playground of irresponsible and uninformed chatter. The Internet thus not only fails to promote community, it undermines the only kind of self that could have a community.

Strangely, many of these apparently negative traits of online communication are evaluated positively by postmodern theorists who see in the Internet a paradigm of desirable social transformations.
 The liberation from the body and the unlimited freedom to join and leave virtual groups that the critics fault looks like a virtue to these theorists. They see a new culture emerging in the practices of multiple identity made possible by the users' disembodiment. Invisible, the user can encounter others on his or her own terms, practice virtual "cross-dressing," adopt fantasy personas, and unleash repressed dimensions of the self. 

As Sherry Turkle puts it, online interaction "brings postmodernism down to earth....Multiple viewpoints call forth a new moral discourse....The culture of simulation may help us achieve a vision of a multiple but integrated identity whose flexibility, resilience, and capacity for joy comes from having access to our many selves."
 In her contribution to this volume, Turkle explains the source of this transformation of the self in the practice of “cycling through” windows on the personal computer. Users cast themselves in one or another role—writer, seeker of information, purchaser of goods—at megahertz speed simply by switching from one window to another. The model of the distributed self arises at the computer interface.


Mark Poster’s chapter analyses the consequences of this development for working people in a globalized economy. Poster presents us with a nuanced view of the computer, neither utopian nor dystopian. True, the computer can dehumanize its users, but it also transforms what it means to be human so profoundly no one-sided critique can encompass the full range of its effects. As Poster writes, “Sensitivity to new patterns of exploitation must be accompanied, as in Marx’s analysis of early industrial capitalism, by an awareness of new possibilities for democratization.”
 The hybridization of human and machine in the new computerized economy shatters the unified identity of the modern subject and opens new possibilities for “multiple, dispersed, machine-linked subjectivities” capable of innovating new and unforeseen forms of resistance.
 
Deterministic Assumptions

Although the authors discussed here follow different lines of argumentation, they all share the implicit assumption that the technical structure of the computer network determines how we communicate online. Technical feasibility will privilege some practices and bring them into greater prominence or, more radically, transform prevailing practice, overriding the cultural ethos handed down from the past. Four features of online communication are emphasized in support of this view. 

1. As noted above, computer communications mediates small group activity. Communities can assemble online despite the obstacles of time and space. This feature of the new systems was the basis for the optimism of the early enthusiasts. But other features appear decisive to the critics and postmodern theorists.

2. They agree that the major difference between the “virtual” and the "real” world is the narrow bandwidth of online communication. The social contexts within which the acting subjects are situated in cyberspace is as thin and ephemeral as the flow of electronic signals set into motion by the fingers hitting the keyboard. The critics see in this a diminishing of experience itself; the postmoderns see it as an opportunity to unleash fantasy.

3. Universal interconnectedness and the stripping away of context blur human values and choices in a universal relativism. Every piece of information is equally valuable and every communication partner is equally present. The critics conclude that nothing is really valuable and no one is really present. The postmoderns seize on the liberation promised in a relativistic universe without Cartesian subjects and coordinates. Postmodern individualism can thrive in the new virtual environment where mobility between communities weakens conformist pressures, leaving everyone responsible for their own values.

4. The anonymity of computer interaction undermines moral responsibility for one’s own acts and for other persons. The critics charge that under these conditions morality is impossible, while the postmoderns find in anonymity the opportunity for creating a new, more tolerant, and more self-conscious morality.

The various authors differ in the degree to which they share deterministic premises. The early enthusiasts made overly daring predictions based on their analysis of the technology, but then they had little else to go on at a time when the population of cyberspace numbered in the hundreds. The critics also tacitly assume that certain obvious technical features of computer networks govern the type of social relations they mediate. These are the very same features that support online commerce, the ability to switch rapidly from one concern or interlocutor to the next unfettered by the dense stuff of physical reality. A world in which people can be turned on and off like a water faucet is certainly not one in which community will thrive. The postmodern theorists draw on these same intuitions about the nature of cyberspace, but they appreciate the role of user practices and appropriations a bit more than the others. However, the users who interest them are precisely the ones who appropriate the very features of the technology the critics deplore. They ignore the variety of outcomes that result from users appropriating the network for different purposes. Thus neither critics nor postmoderns take online community seriously. They fail to appreciate the significance of stable, predictable online environments and personal identities, supporting the committed exchanges we usually associate with the idea of community. Banal it may be, but not for that matter less important than the exotic problems and possibilities on which they focus.
The Social Construction of Online Communities

Advocates of online community, critics of networking, and postmoderns are all preoccupied with the benefits and dangers of the features or limitations of network technology. In contrast, sociologists and cultural analysts of cyberspace provide empirical accounts of what actually occurs in online social groups. 

Maria Bakardjieva’s chapter on “Virtual Togetherness” offers a framework for just such empirical study. She dismisses the general question of the possibility of online community on the grounds that our evaluation of the Internet should be guided not by the distinction between the real and the virtual but by that between human interaction and commerce. The human significance of the Internet lies in its ability to support “a cultural trend of ‘immobile socialization,’ or in other words, socialization of private experience through the invention of new forms of intersubjectivity and social organization online.”
 Human beings engage with each other in many different ways, producing many different kinds of value in their own and each others’ lives on the Internet as in the real world. Some of these interactions have the affective and moral qualities we associate with community, others have different communicative purposes such as obtaining information, and still others are strictly commercial and minimize human connection. Empirical study should review the whole gamut of types of interaction rather than privileging a specific type. 

Bakardjieva’s chapter belongs to a large body of research that reaches completely different conclusions from the arguments we have considered so far. These researchers attempt to show that the online social space is not governed exclusively by the technical characteristics of the network but is socially constructed by user appropriation of the technology.

Their empirical studies have shown that: 

1. Participants are often able to overcome the narrowness of the communication channel and find ways to create personal images of each other despite it.
 

2. Rather than obeying the constraints of the technical structure of the network, participants actively appropriate what is available, at times using features of the system and preexisting cultural resources in unexpected ways.
 

3. Participants are able to create dynamic and rich communities by inventing new forms of expression and through interactive negotiation of meanings, norms and values.


4. Different online communities demonstrate distinctive normative orientations established and maintained through written ethical codes (netiquettes) and through "metacommunication."
 

It is interesting to contrast this sociological literature with the critical approaches outlined in the previous section. The social research does not deny the existence of the problems the critics identify but it blames them on the way users appropriate the technology rather than on technical features of computer networking. For example, an online hooligan showing blatant disregard for group norms takes advantage of certain technical affordances (e.g. free and often anonymous access to the discussions of a group), but these might be blocked or altered by a different social organization. Extraordinary users can reproduce bounded communities even on the most challenging terrain of the Internet. In our own empirical research we observed a case where a completely open group patrolled its boundaries effectively by strictly ignoring offensive behavior by “outsiders.” From this non-deterministic standpoint the online environment embodies both obstacles and opportunities for community. Along with obvious features, it contains "dormant affordances" that await discovery and incorporation in new community-building practices.

From Determinism to Agency
The Politics of Technology

Early enthusiasts, critics and postmodern theorists, emphasize a few general affordances of computer networking and pay less attention to the distinctive characteristics of the various user populations. Empirical studies show that in practice, interacting users appropriate the technology as members of particular social groups with particular goals in mind. In that context, they discover and enact new affordances not always deducible from obvious technical features. 

To these sociological observations we add the further historically grounded proposition that technical design itself is subject to change under many influences. In our example above, social control of uncivil behavior required a social solution due to the open design of Internet software. A software solution, bounded groups, was already in place in the early systems that preceded the Internet but was not available there until recently for reasons connected with the nature of the underlying technology.

The different evaluations of the Internet's community-building potential correspond roughly to Langdon Winner's distinction between technologies that are "inherently political," and technologies that acquire political implications through contingent features.
 Does the Internet contain insuperable technical obstacles to community, or is its impact a matter of user initiatives and design? We believe the latter position is correct. But that opens up important questions concerning agency in technological development. 
The Social Construction of New Communication Technologies

Social constructivists (Pinch and Bijker, Law, Latour, Hughes and others) and social historians (Marvin, Schivelbusch) have shown us that the design of new technological systems emerges from a process of negotiation and struggle among "relevant social groups."
 Technologies may end up clearly defined but they do not start out that way. All technological artifacts exhibit "interpretative flexibility," that is to say, they can be differently understood by different participants in the design process. This is especially true in the early stages when actors’ interpretations of the artifact lead to conflicting notions of how to improve its design. Historians study how specific sets of social practices, relations, and organizational forms are anchored to a new technology as a dominant interpretation emerges in the course of its development. 

Thus human agency is central to the process of technological advance contrary to technological determinism.
 But note that this constructivist position is also different from the common sense claim that technology is "neutral" and can be used for a variety of purposes. Of course within certain limits that is true too, but the issue here is not merely how the technology is used but what it becomes as a result of the different possible uses that are imagined for it. Different designs correspond to each of those possible uses.  In the early stages of development the role of human agents in this process is obvious. This is the case with the Internet today. Later, as a technology is stabilized, its design tends to dictate users’ behavior more successfully and agency recedes into the background, at least until new demands emerge to challenge the established design. Not one-sided determinism, but reciprocity best describes the human-technology relation.

Latour explains these reversals of agency as the “delegation” of moral obligations to technical artifacts.
 Even though Latour's examples (the door closer, the speed bump) sound a bit too mechanistic to qualify as substitutes for moral self-control, devices are indeed fraught with intricate "programs for action," “scripts,” which specify what behavior is considered right and what wrong by a particular community. Artifacts "scaffold" human behavior in compliance with customary and ethical standards. This raises important questions for our understanding of the Internet. How much and what type of "ethical guidance" do we find in the online environment? Is it possible to anchor human relations in the technical structure of virtual worlds? Concretely, can design reinforce the "community model" as a democratic alternative for the development of this medium?

It is important not to underestimate the significance of the issues involved. The Internet resembles radio and television in the early stage of development. It is still unclear what it will become, but predictably, like these earlier communications technologies, it will reshape our culture once it settles into a stable form. Just as we say of radio and television that they are entertainment media, and in the process lump together our expectations and practice of listening and viewing with certain technical characteristics, so we will someday have a widely accepted definition of computer networking. What will it be? As with radio and television, the answer to that question will depend on the emergence of standard technical affordances, practices, and legal, organizational and cultural forms associated with the technology and determining its social meaning. That is in part a political process in both the narrowest and the broadest sense of the term.
 
Democratic Rationalization

Social constructivism analyzes the influence of "relevant social groups" when studying the development of an artifact. Early constructivist research focused on scientists, designers, engineers, administrators, and businessmen, leaving the users of technology out of the picture. But in the case of the computer this is an oversight in obvious need of correction. Turkle, for example, found a lot of what constructivists call interpretative flexibility in her study of user communities.
 The openness of the device allows users to draw their own conclusions about its nature and purpose independent of the intentions of computer designers or deterministic technical constraints. The history of such innovations as email and the World Wide Web testifies to the impact of outsiders and the users who adopt their innovations. 

Constructivism frees technology studies from the dogmatic assumption that efficiency and efficiency alone determines which of the various possible designs of an artifact will end up gaining general acceptance. Where determinists assume that political "interference" in technical decisions reduces efficiency, constructivism argues that there can be many possible interpretations and configurations, each leading to a successful outcome according to a variety of criteria. These alternatives are not comparable in some simple quantitative sense, as they accomplish different goals and are embedded differently in social institutions. We thus need an account which emphasizes the inventiveness with which users engage with such products as computers. 

To this end, Feenberg has introduced the concept of "democratic rationalization."
 This concept gives constructivism a critical edge by bringing out the political implications of user agency for technical design. By “rationalization” in this context is meant a technically and economically coherent realization of a basic technological idea. (Obviously, there may also be “irrational” alternatives, i.e. alternatives that make little or no technical sense, but that is another story, irrelevant to our considerations on the Internet.) Some rationalizations may be heavily influenced by lay actors and so could be called "democratic" insofar as that they involve citizen agency.
 Environmentalism has accustomed us to recognizing such lay interventions as expressions of democratic public opinion. We propose to extend a similar recognition to user involvement in the information revolution.

Democratic rationalizations challenge harmful consequences, undemocratic power structures, and barriers to communication rooted in technological design. In some cases, lay actors dissatisfied with the technical solutions preferred by experts, corporations, or government agencies force design changes through initiating public controversies that lead to lawsuits, boycotts, and regulation. In other cases, expert and lay actors collaborate in creating a product. This is called “participatory design.” The type of democratic rationalization that has played the biggest role on the Internet is "creative appropriation," the process in which users innovate new functionalities for already existing technologies.
 Creative appropriation has shaped the Internet from the very beginning. The system was originally designed for information sharing among military researchers, but users exploited its potential as a medium for human communication.
 The new interpretation of the purpose of the Internet was incorporated into its structure and now it belongs to its accepted social definition. New functions were “layered” on top of an existing technology.


Layering in this sense involves reappropriating the network in unexpected ways as participants innovate or actualize new or dormant affordances.
 As participants they see the technology from a different angle than its designers. This is why they are able to perceive and actualize overlooked potentialities not envisioned in the technical, economic, and political rationality already inscribed in the network. They give it a new meaning on the basis of a "situated knowledge" rooted in their unique relation to the technology,. 
Political Implications: From Consumers  to Citizens

The theory of democratic rationalization is intertwined with the emerging democratic applications of the Internet. Cyber-consumers become global citizens as they innovate new political practices, social forms, and technical designs. The early speculations on this process were unrealistically optimistic. Some of the more enthusiastic prophets of the Information Highway expected electronic town hall meetings to institute direct democracy on a national scale. While it is true that deliberation in online forums is a remarkable and widespread phenomenon, the flaws in this scheme are obvious. Who would want to live under thousands of laws made on the spur of the moment by voters, most of whom have no time to become acquainted with the issues let alone the details of the legislation on which they would be asked to vote? Even if referenda were confined to major issues, it is not clear that this would be an improvement on representative government. Consider the example of California where money sways both types of elections with equal success! The real problem of democracy today does not lie in the form of voting which these reform schemes target, but in the structure and financing of political campaigns and the media of communication, especially television. 

Yet the early hope that online communication would enhance democracy was not misplaced. As a one way, top down medium of communication, television is not the ideal basis for a lively public sphere. Democracy can only benefit from the Internet’s availability for free reciprocal communication which allows a far wider variety of opinions to be heard. In fact this is what can now be observed as Internet based groups intervene with increasing frequency and effectiveness in political life.

Richard Kahn and Douglas Kellner describe the impact of these interventions in their contribution to this book. They concede that commercial interests are busy colonizing the Internet, but this is not the whole picture. The Internet also opens a space for “new form of agency in the ongoing struggle for social justice and a more participatory democracy.”
 They discuss a number of political breakthroughs such as the anti-globalization movement that have established the democratic relevance of the Internet. Online communities play a role in these movements as the organizational backbone of mass mobilizations. Software innovations such as wikis and blogs supports these communities with technical features suited to the growth of a democratic culture online.

Chapters by Philip Agre, Diane Johnson and Bruce Bimber converge on a social capital analysis of the democratic impact of the Internet. They argue that the Internet serves ideological agents who lack conventional social capital, such as leadership in traditional organizations or access to wealth. Agre concludes that the main contribution of the Internet to democracy is not its ability to support deliberation but rather its usefulness to “issue entrepreneurs” who build movements around their ideas and commitments.
 Johnson and Bimber observe that “the threshold for entry into politics and community organizations appears to be falling.”
  The result is the emergence of a “post-bureaucratic” politics in an increasingly pluralistic society. The movements cited by Kahn and Kellner are explained by the development of this enhanced pluralism, in which small untested groups with organizing skill but little or no money succeed in altering the terms of public debate.

Democratic rationalization of the Internet and the democratic application of its powers go hand in hand in the evolution of the technology. As the Internet is appropriated for human interaction and online community, activists seize on its potential for informing and mobilizing a democratic public. The outcome promises deep transformations in political life.

Groupware for Community

Several contributors to this volume are skeptical about the chances of what we have called a “democratic rationalization” of the Internet. The consumption model is supported by powerful commercial interests. With these interests driving development what hope is there for the creative, participatory, community-building potential of network technology? But the social shaping of the Internet is still in process. The technology and its social institution have not reached the point of stabilization. As computer networks penetrate the everyday lives of ever more diverse social groups and restructures a broad range of organizations, new interpretations, meanings, problems, conflicts, struggles, and designs proliferate. There is evidence of this in the survival and growth of early experiments in online community.
 In addition, community oriented commercial applications of computer networking have emerged in the last few years. In this section we review several of these terrains which will be important in the years to come for both researchers and activists.
Computer Supported Collaborative Work

Groupware, also known as computer supported cooperative work (CSCW), has suggestive implications for online community. CSCW represents a prominent strand in mainstream computer network research and application. Software to enable group collaboration aims at improving group productivity, reducing so-called "process losses," overcoming time and space constraints, and increasing the range and speed of access to information.
 The increasing number of long-distance collaborations in multinational companies intensified interest in CSCW and made it a force in the business world by the mid 1980s.
 

Designers started out by focusing on the "rationalization" of the collective work process. This they accomplished through tight, deterministic structuring of group activities. As Lea and Giordano note, CSCW research and development still aims to support small, short-lived, interactive, task-oriented groups that would normally meet face to face.
 This orientation reflects the fact that CSCW applications are designed in a business context where the paradigmatic group is a work team tackling a task set by management. 

But the focus of the field has gradually opened up, in many cases thanks to the contribution of social scientists who have established the importance of informal interactions in highly structured organizations.
 As a consequence, the concept of community has begun to attract interest within the CSCW field. 

For example, Elizabeth Mynatt and her co-authors consider "network communities" to be an emergent "genre of collaboration." Their article defines these new social forms as computationally based environments that provide access to a persistent online world possessing technical and social affordances for nurturing community.
 They see systems such as “Media Spaces” and MUDs (Multi-User Domains) as exemplary. This article is notable for drawing on social anthropology, rather than social psychology alone, in generating guidelines for the technical support of group interaction. The authors argue that "Network communities emerge from the intertwining of sociality and technology. It is the appropriation, and re-appropriation, of technology to accomplish the daily workings of social life that influences the character of a network community, including its eventual failure or success. Affordances suggest and support this appropriation."
 

The five affordances that Mynatt and her colleagues identify in various network community technologies include: 

1) Persistence: durability across time of both users and particular uses; 

2) Periodicity: rhythms and patterns through which activity is structured over time in a meaningful way; 

3) Boundaries: metaphorical spatial divisions that make possible different social groupings; 

4) Engagement: the ability of participants to establish diverse forms and modes of communication; 

5) Authoring: the ability of participants to change the configuration of their space.

Mynatt’s article maps out a software structure conducive to community life online. The authors propose such things as facilities for linking members' offline and online identities, providing means for members to monitor each others' background presence online, incorporating techniques and features for acculturating new members, and enabling redesign, so that the community can rebuild the software that suit its evolving needs. These suggestions seem keyed directly to the objections of the critics of online community, who argue that identity and commitment are impossible in cyberspace. Mynatt and her collaborators have instead studied the practice of actual participants in online communities and attempted to generalize from the empirically identifiable procedures they employ to get around the very real but not insurmountable obstacles to success.

As in our earlier list of minimum (software) conditions for online community, the emphasis here is on features that enable groups to define themselves through control of membership and through access to a collective memory (points one and three on both lists). The authors also suggest the usefulness of some sort of tracking feature (our point 2), and call for linking online and offline identity as a way of achieving the goal of our point 4, which we call warranting. Thus the conclusions are quite similar up to this point. The additional notions of “periodicity,” “engagement,” and “authoring” could be added to a common list. Periodicity is generally achieved through moderating practices that skillfully open and close phases in online discussion, giving a sense of progress to what might easily degenerate into a collection of random monologues. Engagement in Mynatt’s sense of the term is now commonplace on Web portals, which we discuss below. Authoring concerns the ability of users to innovate features, precisely the sort of thing we refer to more generally with the concept of democratic rationalization. 

Given the influence of CSCW in the business world, this new focus on online community must be taken seriously as a possible source of significant innovation.
Web-Based Community Applications

In addition to work-oriented groupware, the relatively young Internet service industry is another source of experimentation and development. Community is interpreted by this industry as a commodity and as a scene on which to sell commodities. Commercially supported web communities became a big business in little more than a year and are now a well established fact of life on the Internet. Here is a typical ad for one of them: "A virtual community is a group of people with a common interest who are connected through the Internet. People with a common interest can create their own virtual community, and it can all be done using the ICQ tools and services. The easiest way you can form a virtual community is by creating an ICQ Interest Group. The ICQ Interest Groups are located on the ICQ server.”
 

The simple-minded philosophy of the early Internet newsgroups can be found in this statement: all you need to create a community is a common interest and a communication medium. In fact, the software tools offered by the contemporary "community services" such as ICQ and Yahoo! are fairly sophisticated and fulfill most of the conditions of community we have so far identified. They enable participants to create both listed (visible to everyone through the WWW) and unlisted invitation-only "clubs", "groups", or "communities." Not only can clearly defined and recognizable group boundaries be established, boundary drawing is prompted by the software itself so even beginners can understand it. The systems automatically present useful information on community membership, how many pages have been viewed each day, times of posting, and other similar parameters. Thus some form of participation tracking is available. Users are prompted to provide "profiles," e-mail addresses, and home page URLs. By these means the anchoring of online personae in real identities is possible and encouraged. Mynatt’s “engagement” is supported as well. Some services allow the creation of shared online "photo albums" as visual complements to message text. And in addition to asynchronous discussion, participants can engage in a synchronous chat, or exchange e-mail by clicking a single button. The records of the asynchronous discussions are typically available for future reference, thus constituting a form of community memory. 

As with moderated mailing lists, the power structure of the resultant social groups is again centered on one person or gate-keeper, the so called founder or administrator who created the club. However, the software allows administrators to delegate some of their powers to other members of the group. For example, some members can be empowered to invite new members to the group, others can create new folders, or prune the archive, and so on. This makes it possible to innovate various structures of rights and responsibilities and to engage in a weak form of authoring.

These services must balance simplicity of use against sophistication of features. Specialists complain that designing computer conferencing software to run in a web browser is technically tricky. Thus, some features familiar from the early systems are missing from these new ones. But the features that are typically in place do satisfy the minimum conditions for community building. And unlike early conferencing, which was available only to a select few, these services are in principle open to everybody with Internet access. They cater to a technically literate but non-expert user population enthralled by the accessible point-and-click interface of the World Wide Web.

Of course, the commercialization of community raises red flags. Critics’ fears of abusive forms of sociability and postmoderns’ hopes for multiple and disengaged identities can all be verified in some of the public clubs, however, given the enormous variety, this is so far more a matter of participants’ choice than an essential consequence of networking. Nevertheless, commercial interest in online community may be in the process of changing that, transforming successful communities formed for non-commercial purposes into marketing tools. Leslie Shade’s chapter explores this transformation in the case of several communities of women and girls. In one case, the originators attracted a growing audience with feminist content and style. That in turn interested a buyer anxious to capture the attention of female consumers. Here the commodification of community takes on the outrageous form of actual purchase. Shade writes, “What were once burgeoning feminist communities have since been transmogrified into female-oriented spaces where empowerment is often equated with consumer sovereignty.”
 There is a deeply disturbing tension in such cases between the gift-giving logic of community and commercial exchange.

Also worrisome are the problems resulting from private ownership of the hardware infrastructure of online community. The services are free but the companies reserve the right to impose fees in the future. At this stage, users “pay” by exposing themselves to advertising disseminated by the company hosting the community. These commercial intrusions certainly affect the atmosphere. What is more, the service provider can at its sole discretion terminate a club and discard its content for any reason (see for example Yahoo! Clubs Terms of Service, section 13). That could have dire consequences for an established community relying on the provider.
 Their collective product, the archive of their interactions, could be simply erased as a result of a change in ownership or policy. Marginal groups advocating unpopular political views or lifestyles would seem to be particularly vulnerable. 

In addition to these concerns there are privacy and intellectual property issues typical of online communication in general. Under Yahoo! Clubs terms of service (section 8), Yahoo claims ownership of all non-graphical content that participants post in publicly accessible areas of the service; they automatically grant Yahoo the “royalty-free, perpetual, irrevocable, non-exclusive and fully sublicensable right and license to use, reproduce, modify, adapt, publish, translate, create derivative works from, distribute, perform and display such Content (in whole or part) worldwide and/or to incorporate it in other works in any form, media, or technology now known or later developed.” It is a little as though the YMCA claimed ownership of everything said at public meetings held on its premises; this policy does not foster trust and free expression. Despite these problems, the rapid growth of these portal based online communities offers a rich terrain for experimentation and research.
Community Networks

Community networks have been around for over 20 years, longer than CSCW and much longer than portals. They attempt to use computer networking to advance the goals of existing local communities. Their focus has been on enhancing civic life, education, and economic development.
 They employ political, organizational and technical innovations emerging out of the joint efforts of civic activists, computer professionals, schools, universities, local governmental agencies, libraries, and non-profit organizations.
 

Community networks provide such basic services as forums (both moderated and unmoderated), access to documents and files, e-mail, and file download-upload capabilities.
 Other services offered by community networks include chat, remote login, search capabilities, WWW access and database facilities. Community networks have used a whole range of technologies to deliver these services, gradually evolving from dial-up bulletin board systems to Internet resources and, more recently, to WWW-based applications. These networks have served as a test bed for a huge number of different designs. As one would expect, the various conditions of community we have identified can be found fulfilled in many of these experiments, and it is here that authoring is most fully supported.

Computer professionals, academic researchers, and hobbyists associated with such projects have developed a number of software packages tailored to the needs of local community networks. FreePort written by Case Western Reserve University (CWRU) for the Cleveland Free-Net (CFN) has been the software of choice of the majority of the Free-Nets in the United States. The university and the local hobbyist community in Halifax, Canada collaborated on an original software package. Csuite, as it was called, was initially developed for the needs of the local Chebucto Community Net, but subsequently adopted throughout the country and abroad.


This spontaneous creativity represents an important instance of democratic rationalization. It deserves the attention of theorists, researchers, and perhaps even business as well. Douglas Schuler has argued that the field of Computer Supported Cooperative Work, narrowly perceived as a branch of office automation, should be expanded to include Computer Supported Community Work.
 Presumably, groupware systems specially tailored to support broad participation in community affairs would thus be drawn into commercial R & D. 

Schuler’s chapter here focuses on the role of community networks in the mobilization of society’s intellectual resources. He argues that we have a vital need to enhance “civic intelligence” and that this can be accomplished through the application of new communication technologies. The question is “in what ways can connecting a huge and potentially unruly and fractious group of people from a multitude of cultures and life circumstances, help society as a whole deal more effectively and equitably with [its] problems.”
 Schuler details several examples of the activities of community networks which use the Internet to gather and disseminate politically significant knowledge.
Myth and Reality

This discussion shows that community-building groupware is proliferating in the context of different structures of ownership and control. Future developments in these three areas of networking hold the answer to a series of crucial questions: Will the Internet become the ultimate entertainment and/or information medium, a seamless environment for business transactions of all kinds? Or will the Internet emerge as a community technology, enlarging human contact both globally and locally in accordance with the early visions and the subsequent practice of community building? Will "network communities" be accepted as a technical response to the human need for meaningful, reliable and consequential relationships with others, or will they remain in the category of those technical possibilities that emerge for a short historical instant and fall into oblivion? What strategy can “liberate” online communities from the narrow confines of the corporate rationality within which they are increasingly emerging? Can systems originally conceived to enhance work-team performance or to generate revenue for Internet service providers be subverted by their creators and users so as to take on a new life in the public sphere? A multitude of social contexts and actions have to be aligned for a democratic appropriation of community technology to take place.

Critics of online community are thus right to dampen naïve enthusiasm for the Internet. They are right to criticize the rhetoric of the Information Highway, including its easy praise of online togetherness, and oblivion to the commercialization of the Internet. The idea of virtual community is indeed a powerful myth playing on the genuine desire we have to control our lives and to be a part of a larger social whole that provides emotional and intellectual support.
 But in the realm of technology, myth is sometimes future reality; this is one domain in which dreams, (including nightmares), can come true. In this evaluation of the significance of myth, our constructivist view of technology contrasts most sharply with determinism. We argue for a discriminating approach to the possible realization of the myth of community in the evolving technology of computer networking. 

The consumption model of the Internet is a plausible version of its future given the structural realities of the world in which we live. The alternative community model would take much more conceptual work, design efforts, and political mobilization. Yet, as we have tried to show, there are technical formats that could potentially pave the way to a more community-friendly Internet. It is the human actors, putting their competencies and resources to work, fighting for their beliefs and desires, who will determine which of the emergent structures prevail. From this perspective, it is not naïve or futile to demand the dedication of resources to the development of online community. A political process oriented toward this goal can be seen as a logical extension of the right to free assembly. The demand for actual opportunities for free assembly in the online world is a vital moment of its democratization. The struggle for online community places technical democratization in the service of democracy itself. 
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