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| NTRCDUCTI| ON.

Over the |ast decade we have found ourselves in the m dst
of a cultural and technol ogical revolution. It has
changed the boundaries of social interaction, and created
the virtual or on-line comunity. New soci al values in
terms of human and conputer interactions have changed the
way we are now connunicating both in business and private
rel ati onshi ps. This paper deals wth private
rel ati onshi ps of individuals and groups of people in the
formation and qualities of virtual or on-line communities.
What are the mnimum elenents of communication
necessary for a group to <cocreate a sense of
conmuni ty? VWhat kinds of cultures energe when you
remove from human discourse all cultural artefacts

except written wor ds? ( Howar d Rhei ngol d,
1993(a), pg. 1 chapter 6).

Rhei ngold, an authority figure on virtual comunities,

raises a nunber of issues central to the ideas expressed



in this paper. The main argunent of this paper is that
as social interaction has changed within society, as we
have nmoved from nodern to post-nopdern ideas, this change
has been reflected in the adoption of Internet technol ogy
to pronote a new form of community, i.e. the virtual or
on-line comunity. This on-line comunity possesses
characteristics which many have argued do not constitute a
formal community. Therefore its role in today's
soci ety has been brought into question. I will argue
that it is exactly because of the qualities which it
possesses, that mkes it a real and viable form of

communi ty.

As we have broken our ties with past nodernist ideals of
rigidity of role and responsibilities, we have w tnessed
the change in society which has transformed the perception
of ourselves into a nore fluid society. In this new
society it is the individual who is fully recognised, and
whose interaction with other individuals is taking a new
form This has been exenplified through the adoption
of new technol ogy, such as the Internet, as the basis of a

new conmmuni cati on forum



Fig.1. A New Form OF Conmuni cati on.
[ John Sul er, E-Mail Conmuni cation And Rel ati onshi ps,
http://ww. rider.edu/users/sul er/
psycyber/emailrel.htm ,pg.1.]

A continuing thenme throughout the history of CMC
[ Conputer Medi ated Conmunication] is the way people
adapt technol ogi es designed for one purpose to suit
their own, very different, communi cati on needs
(Howar d Rhei ngol d, 1993(b), pg.5).
Again Rheingold enphasises an inportant issue, of the
adoption of technology to satisfy comruni cati on needs for
which it was not originally planned. It wll also be
shown how this existing technology network has been
overtaken from it’s original mlitary purpose, and
transformed into a communication system which has

influenced and ultimtely changed the l|ifestyle of it’'s

users.

This new technol ogical change will be put into context
t hrough conparison wth past technological change and

social transformation. This will be considered from



the middle of the 19'" century, including changes such as

the tel ephone and mass transport systens, and their inpact

on society and the individual. During the production
of this paper | conpiled research mainly through this same
medi um the Internet. This was an inval uabl e source of

relevant information, as there is much discussion on this
topic at the nonent. This debate has now evol ved
t hrough two opposing points of view One side
di sm sses the idea of the virtual community, and the other
enbraces it. As a result of this on-going debate there
are many articles and papers available on the Internet
whi ch each side uses to try and namke sense of this new
phenonenon. Research was also carried out via e-nai

journal subscriptions, which ran weekly journals with up-

to-the mnute articles and i deas.

The way | have structured this paper is to firstly exam ne
the inpact that past technol ogical innovations had on the
society that they were introduced to. Then in the
second chapter | have researched different ideas behind
what constitutes a community, in order to conpare this to
the virtual or on-line community. Thirdly the inpact
which the Internet has had on society and how it has been
integrated into our lives is exam ned. Finally the

fourth <chapter |ooks at specific exanples of on-line
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environnents and how we interact with one another in this

new territory.

Thi s paper concludes with how we have evolved into a nore
fluid and individual orientated based society, where
t hrough the new comruni cati ons nedium of the Internet, we
are now formng new communities in which we are
interacting in. An environnment built by the user and
for the user, and one that is continually being formed and
shaped by the conbined inputs of those who naeke up the

‘“virtual community’.

ENDNOTES

Howar d Rhei ngol d, 1993(a), The Virtual Comunity:
Honesteading On The Electronic Frontier, Reading,
M A., Addison-Wsley, pg.1l, chapter 6 of on-line
version: http://ww. well.confuser/hlr/vcbook
.vcbook6. ht m

Howar d Rhei ngol d, 1993(b), The Virtual Community:
Honesteading On The Electronic Frontier, Reading,
M A., Addison-Wsley, pg.5 chapter 1 of on-line
version: http://ww. well.confuser/hlr/vcbook
. vcbookintro. ht m
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CHAPTER No. 1. A TECHNOLOGQ CAL | MPACT

Time and technol ogy, both are inter-twined within society
to the extent that technology is largely |ooked upon as a
product to save us tinme and to open up new ways of

t hi nking and means of 1iving. The personal conputer



and the range of applications that it supports can and
does save wus tinme in many different areas, such as
communi cating by e-mail, organising accounts, creating
dat abases, etc.. As with nost cases of tinme-saving

i nventions there can be sonme dr awbacks.

Al t hough the story of the Internet is currently being
written, we have all been exposed to the technol ogi cal and
practicable inplications of both the hardware and software

of current conputer systenms that the majority of us have,

either at work or in the hone. It is the degree to
whi ch we now spend part of our life on-line, i.e. using a
conput er network system t hat I am interested in
i nvestigating, as | wish to highlight the soci al
inplications of this phenonena. This is especially

prevalent within the ever expanding Internet and Wrld

W de Veb (VAR .

Throughout history we have had to continually face the
consequences with which new technol ogi es have brought, as
with every amazing new di scovery or invention we have been
inpressed with the Ilevel of conplexity that we can
possi bly achi eve. Of equal inportance is the fact that
we have cone to terms wth knowing that wth the

i ntroduction of each new technology and invention we fee
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that we have |ost sonething from our past. Many find
that the new inproved situation brings with it it’'s own

dr awbacks and negative consequences.

The t el evi sion S a cl assic exanpl e, W th it's
i ntroduction being accepted by the nmasses, and was then
|ater blamed for the erosion of famly Ilife and noral
st andar ds. Physi ol ogi st Sherry Turkle suggests that
“Perhaps conputers feel so natural because of their
simlarity to watching T.V., our donm nant soci al
experience for the past forty vyears” (Sherry Turkle,

1996(a), pg. 2.).

An inmportant point which should be raised here, is that
all of these technologies deal with the different ways in
whi ch communi cati on nedia throughout history has created
different environments, through which people’s ideas and
t houghts are expressed. This sometines l|eads to
conflicts arising and anti-social behaviour taking place
t hrough this medium The Internet is no different.
And it is the social outcones of this current technol ogy

that I will be investigating here.

As the industrial and economc base of wurban life
decl i ned, downt own  soci al spaces such as the
nei ghbour hood theatre or diner were replaced by malls
and ci nema conplexes in the outlying suburbs. 1In the

14



recent past, we left our communities to conmmute to
t hese distant entertainnments; increasingly, we want
entertai nment that commutes right into our homes. In
both cases, the neighbourhood is bypassed (Sherry
Turkl e, 1996(b), pg.2.).

Turkl e enphasi ses an inmportant point of how conmmercialism
has eroded the grain of comunity Ilife through sinmulated
out of town entertainnent centres. Ent ertai nnment which
can now be directed into our own hones by-passing the

conmuni ty. What then will the consequence of this be?.

Looking historically at the formation of di fferent
communities leads to the nost concise definition and
detailed description of what actually constitutes a

community per se. As one cyberspace author tried to

make sense of it, Cyberrdewd has witten quite extensively

on this subject. His main idea was that if we retrace
history’s steps we will usually find that in the beginning
people generally Jlived in small vil | ages, in which

everyone knew everyone else, which would prove the basis
of a single large extended famly. As these villages
then grew in size so did the structure of society within
them as well as increasing in conplexity, the original
kinship that existed in the small villages was then |ost.
And so as towns and cities enmerged, with their own form of

structured hierarchy, people then grew increasingly apart

15



from their once close ties together and so nmany felt

al i enated from each ot her

A major turning point in this process was in the form of
the Industrial Revolution, whereby there was a mass infl ux
of labour originating from close-knit communities in the
countryside to the new enlarging cities. There the new
residents, having been forced to leave many famly ties
behi nd, were now based around a nuclear famly wunit.
Due to this separation from close famly ties and the
feeling of alienation within such |arge nunbers of people
tends to push people behind closed doors within their own
honmes (Cyberrdewd, 1996, pg.2.). Thus a new form of
soci al contact and human interaction was sought after, and
was | ooked for through work, consunption, television, and

ultimately through the Internet. “We shop, therefore

we are” (Anonynous).

By | ooking back, at say the influence that was exerted by
the formation of new railroads, it is clear that new towns
and communities grew alongside this great new invention,
which ultimtely brought about a new social change.
Now the new railroads of today’s society conmes in the form
of the Internet. Wth this wll wundoubtedly cone

social change, which not only occurs along these new

16



lines, but also away fromit as it extends it’'s sphere of
influence over an ever increasing geographical area.
This can be |likened to the influence the railroads brought
which carried for further than it’s own physical

boundari es (Stephen G Jones, 1997, pg.8.).

Fig.1.1 Expandi ng Physical And Soci al Boundari es.
[http://earthcam net/ , pg. 1]

So far | have identified how previous technol ogica
changes have had specific consequences on society, in that
their influence has far expanded their initial designed
pur pose, i.e. massS comunication systens. Community
life has been shown to have declined due to the
i ntroduction of comercialised institutions, and to have
redefined the structure of society in a new sinulated

envi ronnent .

ENDNOTES
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CHAPTER No. 2. DEFINING A COVMUNI TY.

In the 1950's the analysis of various definitions of
community was a thriving sociological industry. The
pi ece de resistance was Hillery s analysis of ninety-

f our definitions in his paper ‘Definitions of
Community: Areas of Agreenment’ (1955). In the early
“70's Bell and Newby wote that: ‘the concept of

community has been the concern of sociologists for
nore than two hundred vyears, yet a satisfactory
definition of it in sociological terns appears as
renote as ever’'(1973). Ot hers noted that the fact
that the term community can be wused in severa
di fferent ways dim nishes its useful ness for purposes
of scientific communication, 1972. This is because
the term ‘community’ refers to different things,
dependi ng upon who is using it and upon the context
in which it 1is wused, 1960. (Quentin Jones,
1997, pg. 4.).

Here Jones clearly sets out the difficulty involved in
trying to clarify what it is that we nmean in using the
elusive term ‘comunity’. When dealing with community
I want to try and determine if the Internet provides any
of the qualities which we are exposed to in reality, and
actively seek out when off-line, such as those proposed by
Jones, i.e. friendship, comunity interaction and public

life (Steven G Jones, 1997(a), pg.9).

What has already been discussed wth reference to

community on the Internet is that tw main streans of

19



t hought are energing. The first is the reconstruction
of a community of days gone past, in which old val ues and
custonms could be recreated for the good of everyone.
The second main stream of thought is the creation of a
continually expanding comunity where through the vast
nunbers of people who are now connected together we have
now entered a new era where distance, space and tinme have
now been successfully overcone. Jones argues that in
bringing us all together on a world stage, interaction can
now be instantaneous and irrelevant of physical |ocation

(Steven G Jones, 1997(b), pg.9).

Fig. 2. 1. The d obal Community, Set On A Stage.
[http://ww. fourm | ab. ch/cgi-bin/uncgi/Earth ,pg.1.]

Community is a collective of kinship networks which

share a common geographic territory, a common
history, and a shared value system one wusually
rooted in a conmmon religion. Typi cal ly,

conmmunities are rather honmpbgenous, and tend to exi st



in the historical context of a sinple division of

| abour . Most inportantly, communities enbrace non-
rational conponents of I|ife and of consciousness.
Soci al action is not carried out by neans of
contract, but by under st andi ngs, and life is

certainly not fully nediated by technology (Critical

Art Ensenbl e, 1995, pg.5).
Critical Art Ensenble consists of five artists of various
specialisation’s, based in the United States and are
dedicated to exploring the interstices between art,
technol ogy, politics and critical theory (Rob Gawt horp,
1997, pg. 52). This is a fairly conplex and definitive
definition of what constitutes a conmunity, and manages to

hi ghlight the sense of human contact that is needed to

hel p sustain comunity spirit. Rel ati ng the idea of
community and the experiences of living life on-line does
seem quite far fetched in the |light of the above
st at enment . This is dealt with in greater detail in the
final chapter, which will illustrate connections between
on-line and off-line comunities.

The old concept of community is obsolete in many ways
and needs to be updated to neet today’'s chall enges.

The old or ‘“traditional’ community was often
excl usi ve, i nfl exible, i sol at ed, unchangi ng,
nmonol i thic, and honpbgeneous. A new community - one

that is fundanentally devoted to denographic problem
solving - needs to be fashioned fromthe remants of
the old (Douglas Schuler, 1996(a), pg.9).

21



Schul er portrays his concept of community as being an
inflexible entity which has grown out of what was
traditionally the basis of the divide associated with the
past class system And so to create a flexible
denocratic community, Schul er goes on to say that
communities are not just places to be, to engage in
conversation, from the nundane to the nonentous, they are
groups of people seeking to achieve particular goals

(Dougl as Schul er, 1996(b)).

The distribution of people in dispersed social

systens is not only spatial but nental. Some peopl e
are in a planetary comrmunity; some are in a nationa

community; still others are in a comunity bounded by
their limted interests. The bodi es of people m ght
be in one spatial area, but not their social worlds.
The concept of l|ocale has little neaning in this
cont ext . The concept of communality was once
proposed to refer to these | ocal e-i ndependent
relationships. Now the inplications for t he

community of the independence from | ocale as shown by
these new kinds of relationships are becom ng
overwhel mng (J.Bernard, 1973, pg. 183).
Here Bernard focuses on the issue of physical |ocation in
terms of it’s lack of inportance in the formation of on-
i ne communities. He highlights the degree to which
the original concept of community has now been redefined,
both in terms of the ability to defy the constraints of

physi cal | ocation, and also the exciting new rel ationships

that this brings.



Life will be happier for the on-line individual
because the people with whom one interacts npst

strongly will be selected nore by comonality of
i nterests and goal s t han by acci dents of
proximty....comunication will be nore effective and

productive, and therefore nore enjoyable (Licklider
and Tayl or, 1968, pg. 31).
Al t hough this extract dates from over 30 years ago, in the
year that man |anded on the noon, it holds even now, in
the situation in which we find ourselves. Bot h

Li cklider and Taylor, and Schul er, have suggested that the

formation of a group of |ike-mnded people, wthin a
comuni cative framework, such as the Internet, would
constitute a new comrunity. And so within this ‘new

community’, as put foward by Jones, it’s nenbers would be
bound by common interests in the effort to solve problens
and achieve goals (Stephen G Jones, 1997, pg. 10) .
Al t hough this sounds like an honest attenpt to try and
define the essence of community, | believe that the
situation does not exist wthin these neatly defined
boundari es. And what are the problens that they are
trying to solve?. Does it nean that effort not spent

solving these ‘problens’ is wasted?.

Even the |arge co-operations, such as Mcrosoft and |I.B. M

have junped on the ‘community’ bandwagon in an attenpt to

try and sell their products, which have been billed to

23



alleviate the sense of isolation of nobdern-day |ife, and
have pronoted their own digital community in ternms of chat
roons, news groups and other di gital envi ronnent s.
They are in effect taking Schuler’s idea of a nostalgic
age of gentlemanly social conduct and inporting it into a
new i nproved nodern setting for a conmmunity. But as
Rhei ngold’s phil osophy states in his book ‘Virtual
Communities’, he <clearly identifies that “Di fferent
communities of i nterpretation, from anthropology to
econom cs, have different criteria for studying whether a
group of people is a comunity” (Howard Rheingold,
1993(a), pg.9.).

| believe that this sort of framework by no neans
what soever sets the scene for an adequately functioning
community to be built upon, as “anyone with even a basic
knowm edge of soci ol ogy understands that i nformation
exchange in no way constitutes a comunity” (Critical Art

Ensenbl e, 1995(Db), pg.5).
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Fig.2. 2. The I nformati on Exchange: Not An Authentic
Connecti on.
[John Suler, http://ww.rider.edu/
users/sul er/ psycyber/ psychspace. html |, pg. 1.]

This statenent bears testament to the fact that a |ot of
people will be fooled into thinking that they are part of
sonet hing other than just an individual user engaging in
i nformation exchange wi th others. The Internet just
basically nmakes it possible for a broad spectrum of
i nformati on exchange between different nodes within the
network, surely something nore than this is needed if we

are to assign it the title of ‘comunity’.

So why should we so readily accept the neatly packaged
i deas behind the large co-operations narket orientated
products, which are advertised with the prom se of a true
digital community?. Wth these having been raised on
only what we know on the formation of past communities

What is argued here is that a new form of community is
emerging, and it is better that the users thenselves are
taking the active role in formng the shape in this new
territory. Where old values and preconceptions are
|l eft behind, and new ideas are expressed and followed in
the creation of a new setting for human interaction.
This is the nore prom sing scenario, as an institution-Iled

formation would not add the qualities that have been
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di scussed here to the final nature of an on-line

communi ty.

A common view regarding activities on the Internet, other
than for the purpose of gathering information, and one
which is strongly held by the group Critical Art Ensenble
(CAE), 1is that it represents a form of anti-social
behavi our. This is mainly due to the physical activity
involved in establishing interaction over the |Internet,
that is staying in your room and rejecting outside human
contact, in favour of a wvirtually based existence.
This then suggests a paradox, in that there is a cycle of
isolation set up by those wishing to escape it through

contact via their conputer screens.

It mght have |ooked to mnmy daughter as if | were
alone at ny desk the night she caught me chortling
online, but from my point of view |I was in living

contact with old and new friends, strangers and
col I eagues (Howard Rhei ngold, 1993(b), pg.2.).

Rhei ngol d shares his experience of how others outside of
this system may not understand why at first glance they
seem to be isolated and alone, when in fact they are
engaging wth other users within a wdely spread
conmuni ty. CAE' s own philosophy on the matter is that

the Internet acts as both a repressive and marketing

26



apparatus, identifying the need for control of the users,
and to increase levels of market consunption for those
users to help seek confort and pl easure. Al'l of this
m ght seem a bit paranoid, but there is evidence to

suggest that this m ght be a possible scenario.

Up until now | have not | ooked at the physical
mani festation of comunity life. This can be | ooked
upon as not just a collection of buildings, or specific
mar ked- out areas, which can be wused only for specific
functions, but as any space where two or nore people neet
to talk and exchange i deas. But even sone of our
‘“traditional’ neeting places are dimnishing, where direct
and unnedi ated social interaction once took place, and is
bei ng continually repl aced by consuner orient at ed
institutions. This now takes the form of shopping
centres, amusenent parks, and other areas of consunption
en-masse, who try and sell their imge of ‘fun for all the
famly’, but whose social interaction is alnost as fake as
sone of their institutions. Why woul d we then seek out
such consunmer manifestations in electronic formas a means

of searching for human contact?.

Community is nmore than dependence, nore than noticing
that different skills keep society alive. Communi ty
is the sinple truth we discover when we huddle in the
dar kness keeping ourselves warm by the fact d our

27



cl oseness rather than enblens of connection. It is
beyond el ectronic synbols, beyond printed inmages and
text, beyond witten words, beyond the capacity of
speech to reach. Those are synbols, and synbols are
a menu, while what we had tasted was a real meal. An
affinity for the truth of another, the fact of
pattern in a plausible <chaos (Richard Thiene,
1998(a), pg. 8) .

Here Thieme shares his thoughts with us on his philosophy
of what constitutes a community, and again we are
confronted with a definition that harks back to an idea

era, where true values were upheld and human physical
contact encouraged. Al t hough should he be so
dism ssive of translating the ideas of what a comunity
should be, into appropriate data to be sustained

virtual ly?.

We grieve for the loss of one kind of community,
back-engi neered from particular technologies, until
we awaken to a new kind - just as real; imediate

and meaningful - created by new technologies...... and
created, as always, out of our alienation and need.
New nmedi a distance us from one another, then enable
us to connect at a deeper level than ever (Richard
Thi eme, 1998(b), pg. 2).

Thieme again tries to define the relationship between
community and technology, this tinme taking an alternative
vi ewpoi nt than before. This is not as surprising as it

my seem as his weekly colum, “Islands in the
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Clickstreani, tries to make sense of the ever changi ng ebb
and flow of popular thought. “The term conmmunity is
one of the nobst elusive and vague in sociology and is by
now largely wthout specific neaning” (Quentin Jones,

1997(b), pg. 4.).

Wthin this chapter | have identified the problens
associated with finding a definitive translation of what
is meant when we use the term ‘community’ . Over tinme
it’s qualities and characteristics have changed in
response to changes in society, with a new form today
reflecting the fluidity of our society. This then can
be applied to what we experience through the Internet,

thus the virtual community has been born.
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The term ‘ Cyberspace’ was coined by science fiction
witer WIlliam G bson who used it to describe a
shared consensual hallucination by which people are
able to manipulate data in the *Matrix’ . Moder n day
cyberspace has no-where near the quality of G bsonian
cyberspace - trenmendous technological difficulties
woul d have to be overcone first. Nevert hel ess, the
enot i onal ‘ char ge’ of chat conversation, t he
evocative quality of many people’s nicknanmes, and the
sinple graphics already available do have a vivid
ef f ect, al bei t only a subjective one, on the
chatter’s imgi nation (Cyberrdewd, 1996, pg. 16).

Cyberrdewd, a self confessed |Internet junkie, has a
definite passion for the enotions experienced in the
environment of the Internet and predicts an expanding
future where past science fiction now beconmes science

fact.

Some argue that no suitable environnent exists on the
Internet to foster such qualities as to sustain a
community with qualities like those described in previous
pages. I ndeed many take the view that the excessive
ampunt of information available on the network is just
t hat, excessive, which holds little or no value for the
i nterpreter. As T.S. Elliot fanously wote, “Were is

the wisdom |l ost in knowl edge? Where is the know edge | ost

in information?” (T.S.Elliot, 1963, pg. 147).
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Since our lifestyle has moved from noderni st to
post noder ni st ideas the |evel of i nportance that
information plays in our lives has significantly risen.
In it’s nost extreme form the entire form of society
is seen as being determned by technology: new
technologies transform society at every |evel,

i ncl udi ng i nstitutions, soci al i nteraction and
i ndi vi dual s (Dani el Chandler, 1995, pg.1).

Here Chandler gives us a clear insight into how culture
and technology are so closely intertwined in today’s
society, an indication of the degree of exposure to
information which we face each day. Nei | Postman has
defined his notion of technol ogical suprenmacy as;
The Frankenstein Syndrome: One creates a nachine for
a particular and limted purpose. But once the

machine is built, we discover, always to our surprise
- that it has ideas of it’'s own; that it is quite

capable not only of changing our habits, but..... of
changi ng our habi ts of m nd ( Nei | Post man,
1993, pg. 23).

Al though this mght sound like a drastic statenent, it

does in fact highlight the outcones of an introduction of
Internet technology, and serves as a remnm nder that sone
outconmes of this technology are not as predictable as we
would like to think they are. “Bit by bit, ny days
dri bble away, trickling out of nmy nmodeni (Clifford Stoll

1995, pg. 2).



As the historian Lynn VWhite noted, “a new device nerely

opens a door; it does not conpel one to enter” (Lynn
White, 1962, pg. 28). Soci ol ogi st Ruth Finnegan
commented that, “the nmedium itself cannot give rise to
soci al consequences - it nust be used” (Ruth Finnegan,

1975, cited by Daniel Chandler), thus indicating that a
technology by itself cannot achieve very nmuch, this all

depends on the way in which it is used. A point that
is also mde by Harvey Gaff, who as a historian of
literacy, insisted that, “neither witing nor printing
alone is an ‘agent of change’; their inpacts are
determ ned by the manner in which human agency exploits
them in a specific setting” (Harvey Gaff, 1987, pg.19).
And so it nust be clearly understood that it is not the
technology itself that instigates social change, but it is
the manner in which it is used that will determ ne what

outcone will be achieved through the new technol ogy.

My direct observations of on-line behaviour around
the world over the past ten years have lead ne to
conclude that whenever CMC [ Conputer Medi at ed
Communi cati on] technol ogy becones avail able to people
anywhere, they inevitably build virtual comunities
with it, just as mcro-organisns inevitably create
col oni es (Howard Rhei ngold, 1993(a), pg.5).

Rhei ngol d highlights the issue of the technology itself

not creating these communities to form but it is those



who find and wuse the system that create virtual
communities in which to interact in. This is a
positive approach to recognising the viability of the on-
line community, which looks at it as taking the next
|l ogical step, in inhabiting the technology which now
surrounds and links the world. In conparing the
virtual community to m cro-organi sns creating new colonies
he authenticates this new |ink as an evolutionary
progr essi on. Rhei ngol d goes on to explain his view of

this observation

| suspect that one of the explanations for this
phenonmenon is the hunger for comunity that grows in
the breasts of people around the world as nore and
nore informal public spaces disappear from our rea

lives. | also suspect that these new nedia attract
col oni es of enthusiasts because CMC enabl es people to
do things with each other in new ways, and to do
al toget her new kinds of things, just as telegraphs,

t el ephones, and televisions did (Howard Rheingold,
1993(b), pg.5.).

Ray O denberg, an anthropol ogist, once wote about the,
“great good place - the |local bar, the bistro, the coffee
shop - where nenmbers of a conmmunity can gather for easy
conpany, conversation, and a sense of belonging” (Sherry
Turkl e, 1996, pg.1). Al t hough all of these places stil

exi st, some people seem to suggest that they do not
sustain the sense of community that was once associ ated

with them And so in an effort to help recreate a



sense of nostalgic comunity feeling, replica s of these
neeting places have now begun to be digitised and
recreated within the nei ghbour hoods in cyber space.
Does it therefore really work to be keep turning back to
the old fornms of community spirit, when clearly situations

and the way of |ife has changed?.

Fig.3. 1. A Sports Café Replica, Better Than The Real
Thi ng?
[Virtual Worlds, http://ww. acti veworl ds. com
worlds. html , pg.1.]

Whenever questioning the origins of the Internet, we nust
ask ourselves what has facilitated this new technology to
be so readily acceptable by so many peopl e?. I n ot her
words, what conditions have existed within society for
those who make wup it to enbrace such a technology?.

The previous chapter dealt with this issue to sone degree,



and found that there was a need for a new environnment in
whi ch human contact and interaction take on new neaning
and val ue. Wthin this situation then | wll unravel
the values and context which are contained within this
network, in order to highlight what it is that drives so
many to be part of a ‘global village’ .

Cyberspace consists of transactions, relationships,

and thought itself, arrayed |like a standing wave in

the web of our conmunications. Qurs is a world that

is both everywhere and nowhere, but it is not where
bodies |ive (Al exander “Sasha” Chi sl enko, 1997, pg. 8).

Chi sl enko highlights a general phi | osophi cal approach
towards the subject of what happens within the Internet,

and raises an inmportant issue of how reality does not
restrict or inpede what may happen where our °‘bodies do
not reside’. Wthin the context of the real world, the
maj ority of people’s perceptions depend solely on physical
attributes, i.e. spaces, places and so on, and when these
artefacts are digitised for their inclusion in the virtual
worl d, then people’s perceptions ultimtely change. It
is these different values which now enmerge from this
situation which my cause unforeseen problens. It
seens that nearly everyone has their own view and opinion
on the events which are taking place an such a gl obal
scal e. Sonme profess their dismy over the situation

others take the standpoint that it is an exciting tine,
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full of challenges and rewards. What ever way you choose
to look at it, it seens that basic conditions of human
identity and social interaction are now being redefined.
What is then comonly asked is, “VWho wll we becone as
such devel opments run their course?, and, what kind of
society and political order will energe?” (Langdon W nner

1995, pg.4.). Bot h of these questions would prove to be
two very interesting areas in which to diverse to, but
cannot realistically be covered within the scope of this

paper. Firstly the basis of living life on-line w|l

be di scussed.

People in virtual communities use words on screens to

exchange pl easantries and ar gue, engage in
intellectual discourse, conduct comerce, exchange
know edge, share enoti onal support, make pl ans,
brainstorm gossip, feud, fall in love, find friends
and lose them play ganmes, flirt, create a little
high art and a lot if idle talk. People in virtua

communities do just about everything people do in
real life, but we |eave our bodies behind (Howard

Rhei ngol d, 1993(c), pg. 3.).

Fig. 3. 2. An On-Line Community, Only Wth Digitised
Bodi es.



[Where Chat Worlds Collide: Journey To Another Worl d:
Worl ds Away, http://ww. cnet.com Content/
Features/Dlife/ Chat/side3.htm , pg.1.]

Here agai n Rhei ngol d enphasi ses the distinct difference in

living life on-line, where ‘we |eave our bodies behind

Wthin Cyberspace it is possible to say with confidence
that virtually we have at our disposal everything that we
could ever imgine, and nore. Then would it not be
appropriate to say that this represents the ultinmte post-
nodern society, where the prom se of a nodern society
was for individual material satisfaction, albeit virtual ?.
On this subject Sherry Turkle, author of ‘Virtuality and

its Discontents: Searching for Community in Cyberspace’,

has noted that;

Not so long ago, stability was socially valued and
culturally rei nforced. Rigid gender rol es,
repetitive |abour, the expectation of being in one
kind of job or remaining in one town over a lifetine,
all of these made consistency central to definitions

of heal th. But these stable social worlds have
broken down. In our tinme, health is described in
termse of fluidity rather than stability. What

matters nost now is the ability to adopt and change
to new jobs, new career directions, new gender roles,
new t echnol ogi es (Sherry Turkle, 1996, pg.4).

Turkl e has managed to capture the changing role of society
and, as previously nentioned, social change can only bring

about a change of perceptions which allows the integration



of technology wthin that soci ety, so timng IS
everyt hi ng. Therefore, it does not come as a surprise
that part of the Internet’s success and adoption into
society is that it reflects some of the conditions of
post-nodern society in which it has now inter-tw ned

itself, and so proving that it’s timng was perfect.

We tenporarily have access to a tool that could bring

conviviality and understanding into our lives and
m ght help revitalise the public sphere. The sane
tool, inproperly controlled and w el ded, could becone
an instrunment of tyranny. The vision of a citizen-
desi gned, citizen-controlled wor | d-wi de
comruni cati ons net wor k is a version of ‘“the

el ectronic agora’ (Howard Rhei ngold, 1993(d), pg.11.).

Rhei ngold suns-up quite effectively the inportance which
technol ogy, properly controlled, can bring to new fornms of
community and understands the benefit that this ‘citizen-
desi gned’ comrunity can bring to both the virtual and real
wor | d. Rhei ngold goes on to outline the dramatic
effect the Internet can play in challenging the existing
political situation. VWhat ever happens in this
envi ronnent should carry over into the real world, neaning
t hese new changes will eventually have an inpact on all.
The political significance of CMC lies in its
capacity to chal | enge t he exi sting political
hi erarchy’s nmonopoly on power f ul conmuni cati ons

media, and perhaps thus revitalize citizen-based
denocracy (Howard Rheingold, 1993(e), pg. 10.).



The Internet has a demarcating effect on it’s ‘netizens’,
hel ping those who are frustrated by a lack of influence
and degree of power to anplify their voices and opinions.

It puts the person in the position of a producer, rather
than a consunmer, which should ultimtely be for the good

of the many, in both the real and virtual community.
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CHAPTER No. 4. LI FE AND | DENTI TY ON- LI NE

Before | cone to any significant conclusions concerning
the formation of community networks w thin cyberspace, |
must first establish how individuals operate, and how they

are perceived wthin the environnments of cyberspace.



This is an inportant issue due to the fact cyberspace is a
new communi cation medium and in virtual space, rules and
protocols have not yet been fully defined, which may give
rise to msinterpretation. VWat is found on the
Internet is that a new range of possibilities now exists
in which we can present ourselves on a global stage, to an
audi ence never before made possible. Thi s nmeans that
people are using different communication techniques, *“to
reveal both more and less of who they are, or who they
think they are”, as put forward by on-line university
| ecturer, Paul Kelly (Paul Kelly, 1997(a), pg.1). It
seens an apt popular quotation then that it is said that,

“On the Net, nobody knows you’'re a dog!” (Anonynous).

One of the nobst popular foruns in which individuals convey
their persona, is in the form of a WW hone page, which
usually is a single page of information concerning their
favourite groups, television programes, their |ikes and
di sli kes and so on. This typical scenario is usually
what is experienced within the domain of the WAW which
has established itself as the forum for the publication of

‘“home pages’.

Ot her forunms contained within the Internet include MJD s

Mul ti-User-Domains, IRC, Inter Rely Chat, and MOO s; MJD s



Object Orientated, all of which allow interconmunication
bet ween users on-line, but with a difference. VWhat is
being recreated here has a slight slant on reality, in
other words it has been described as a ‘fantasy world’

Wthin these virtual environnments it can be observed that
the wusers have chosen what nay be described as an

al ternative personality.

Those then using these environnents have the opportunity
to express thenselves in a manner which mght not be
acceptable within the WW or in real Ilife for that
matter. Many see this as allowi ng those within these
environments to act out their fantasies which would
ot herwi se be discouraged, or seen as totally unacceptable

in a civilised society.

Di fferent sociologists have found that people within these

envi ronnent s t ake very seriously their on-1ine
personalities, and do tend to ‘live out’ the full range of
enptions which their character portrays on-1line. Thi s

scenario raises a nunber of questions with regards to our

identity.

The main question should be, what constitutes our

identity, both on-line and off-Iline?. What is it that



makes us an individual, and influences our actions in many
different situations?. It has been argued that since
we all react differently in various social situations,
then this has lead onto the idea put forward by Czech
witer MIlan Kundera, and others, that we are each in
possession of many selves (MIlan Kundera, 1998, pg.3).
This my lead us to a better understanding of why there
are many various and different personality types which

exist in different environnents within cyberspace.

Fig.4.1. “Everywhere | Go In Cyberspace |
Fi nd..Me!” (Anon.).
[John Sul er, The Final Showdown Between | n-Person And
Cyber space Rel ati onshi ps,
http://ww. rider.edu/users/sul er/
psycyber/showdown. htm , pg. 1]

Having previously discussed how people project their
persona onto different environments, there has been a | ot
of discussion on the psychoanalysis of this phenonena,
Sherry Turkle, Allucquere Rosanne Stone, et al, so | shal

not dwell to long on this subject, only to question the
fact that some believe that the Internet has becone a

“free for all in which anyone can wantonly inpose their



psychol ogi cal conplex’s at the expense of others” (Paul

Kelly, 1997(b), pg.1).

Kelly, also asks as to “where the line should be drawn in
terns of identity experi mentati on?” ( Paul Kel |l y,
1997(c), pg. 4). On-1ine behaviour is probably one of
the nost hotly debated subjects on the Internet, and forns
one of the min aspects of this paper, in nmaking

connecti ons between real and virtual comuniti es.

Looki ng again from the approach of a psychol ogi cal angle,
we nust address questions |ike those proposed by Paul
Kelly, in his paper, “Human ldentity Part 2: What do you
do?” . “What do | do? What do | produce? What is ny
role in society and what is the nmeaning of that role?”
(Paul Kelly, 1997(d), pg.1). I n asking these questi ons,
Kelly has forced us to examne what is the conception of
ourselves in the nost basic sense. In this case, Kelly
wi shes us to confirm the changing roles which exist within
the Internet, which is mainly that of the erosion of the
di stinction between consunmer and producer. For what
can be frequently seen within the Internet is that it
provides us with not only a chance to redefine ourselves,

but also to re-define the roles in which we engage in,
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either as a producer or a consuner. Again these are

i deas central to post-nodernism

Kelly’s main idea was with the connection between the
social roles which were in place in the past, which
defined a person with whatever task or duty he had to
perform which defined his social status. But with the
noder ni sati on of soci ety this strict hi er ar chi cal
structure soon dissipated away, and new definitions were
given to the identity of a person, both socially and
functionally. The main change in perception has
shifted away from society as a whole, down in scale to the

i ndi vi dual .

Some of those who argue that through the increasing and
expandi ng nature of the Internet we are in fact distancing
ourselves from the qualities of sinplicity and sense of
social unity of a honbgenous society, which reflects the
ideals of a nodernist society. Wth a common |ine of
argunment being the fact that if we are all confined to our
hones, staring at a conputer screen punching away at our
keyboards, then how does this constitute an active and
growi ng sense of comunity?. Unl ess the conputer-

medi ated community can be shown to be a real community.



For a start, we no longer live in a honpbgenous nodern
soci ety. We are no |onger bound to our fellow nman
t hrough the commonality of the nature of the |abour force.
Over this past century, we have beconme a nulticultural and
het er ogeneous post-nodern society. We have all becone
i ndi vi dual s, which have becone different, and interesting,
having | ost the general and common |inks which have bound
soci ety together for centuries. And so within reality
there has tended to be a growing feeling of discontent,
t hrough the distancing of ourselves from our neighbours,
with whom we now share little in conmmon. This new
t echnol ogy has enabl ed us to choose which reality in which
to spend tinme in, and by choosing which reality to co-
exist inis a reflection on who we are, and how we want to
be perceived.
People in a highly connected yet deeply fragnmented
society can no l|longer rely on a central canon for
gui dance. They are forced into the nodern
exi stential blackness of creating their own cultures,
beliefs, markets, and identities from a sticky mness
of interdependent pieces. The industrial icon of a
grand central or a hidden ‘I am beconmes hollow.

Di stri buted, headless, energent whol eness becones the
soci al ideal (Kevin Kelly, 1997, <cited by Paul

Kelly, pg. 4).
Here Kelly, the executive editor of the popular ‘Wred
Magazi ne’, gives us a clear indication of the situation in
whi ch society is now based. Where we now form our own

culture and identity based around our individual self.



One of the min concerns that has been previously
hi ghlighted is the quality of conmmunication which takes
place on-line, in that it provides a limted sensory

experience for those interacting with each other in this

particul ar medi um The quality of communication with
which we are used to dealing with in real |ife has not yet
been approached in the digital world. Most of the

forunms for communication are only text-based and this is
where the system has received the majority of it’s
criticism wth typical coments of how do you know the
tone of voice?, and how can you perceive facial expression
or body | anguage?. The main point being made here is
the |ikelihood of msunderstanding which mght occur
t hrough text-only based discourse, and therefore it’'s

subsequent | ack of quality.

Using inmages in words in the search for an imge of a

world of imges beyond words, life as we mght Ilive
it inside a grid of wvirtual comunication, our
t houghts 1|like &electrons travelling on interlacing

wires (Richard Thienme, 1999,pg.1l.).

Here Thi enme defines the way in which comunication through
the use of sinple text and gaphical inages does enable
those using the Internet to engage in fully interactive
conmuni cat i on. In response to his weekly colum where
this topic was discussed one of the colum’s readers

responded with the follow ng;



While it is true that words mght be augnented by
pi ctures, |anguage has been perfected over thousands
of years. Language itself is nulti-nmodal and | doubt
we shall ever be able to convey inmages faster than we
can in |anguage. You can take ne on your little
image-filled joy-ride in wrds far nore easily than
any other way (M chael Goldhanmer, 1999, cited by
Ri chard Thi enme, pg. 1.).
Al t hough Gol dhamer’s clains mght seema little excessive,
he does make a relevant point about the significant role
of the witten word in the way we comunicate ideas and
experiences with each other. This sinple fact should
not be overlooked in our attenpt to create a totally new
conmuni cati ve envi ronnent t hr ough a sophi sti cat ed
graphical interface. W do exist in a visually
literate world, where inmages create a universal |anguage
and has penetrated into all cultures and walks of life.
Therefore regarding text-only based communi cati on systens,
there is evidence which inplies that this mediumin no way
reduces the inpact of descriptive text on the reader.
Wiile in today’'s world, where visual comunication is
accepted universally, the imge conbined with text has
been shown to constitute a new vocabulary in which to
express ourselves and our ideas on a world-wi de platform

And so a new conmmuni cations forumis set. Al t hough not

everyone wll be satisfied with this, “there is this
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overwhel m ng hunger for nore than nere text” (Frank

Wei nreich, 1997, pg.2.).

Al t hough the mpjority of chat environnents still rely on
only a text based system there are new systens energing
on-line to create a new nmultinedia environnent, with the
conmbi ning of audio-video conferencing paving the way for

future devel opnent.

Fig.4. 2. A Virtual Wrld Beyond Just Text, An Exanple
O A Multinedia Environnent.
[Where Chat Worlds Collide: Journey To Another Worl d:
World Chat, http://ww.cnet.com Content/ Feat ures/
D ife/Chat/sidel. htm , pg.1]

Firstly, with regards to the limted sensory experience of
a text-only based conmuni cation environnment there are sone
significant disadvantages and sone unexpected advantages

conpared to face to face encounters.

The main disadvantage which has just been discussed, is

that of the lack of visual clues to express enotion, such

as being happy, unhappy, sad, perplexed, etc., which adds
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that human elenent in communicating wth others. I n
response to this form of disability, a technical one that
is, there has been an effort to overcone this barrier.
As a result the |anguage used has nutated to form a sense
of enmotion through the use of existing text characters,
comonly known as ‘enoticons’. The origins of
enoticons predate the Internet, having been originally

used by the electronic bulletin board users of the 1980’ s.

A typical list of standard enpticons consists of;
) smle o ( unhappy/ f rown
p-) wi nk o((( very unhappy
)) | augh .-/ or :- | perplexed
)))) very happy s ~( sad and crying

(Cyberrdewd, 1996, pg.9).

These are wusually inserted at the point in a sentence
where the enotion would be normally expressed;

Thanks for listening to nmy rant. :-)
| have warned you not to stray
over that fine line:-)

Gotta go :-(
This is really upsetting :-(

Know what | nmean? ;-)
We' Il show hima thing or two. ;-)
(John Sul er, 1998, pg. 6.)



Wthin the domain of nultinedia environments there is an
opportunity to express part of vyour identity through a
vi sual graphic imge, known as ‘avatars’. These are
used in virtual chat rooms to reflect sone aspect of the
user’s personality and lifestyle, to show their npod, a
specific interest, a social role, one's attitudes and

val ues, or for an alternative personality.

Fig.4. 3. Kristina, An Alternative Personality Avatar
[ Avatars 98, http://ww. ccon. org/conf98/index. htm |,
pg. 1.]
An illustrative exanple of one type of avatar is the
primary one, sone user’s my have a list of avatars

exceedi ng 100 or so!, used by psychol ogist John Suler, and
that is a grey ow (see figure 4.4.). The descri ption
Suler gives on this issue helps to highlight the way in
which it is possible to portray your personality through

such a static graphic imge.



Gey OM - “AsKi’ is nmy primary or ‘hone’ avatar. I
spend the large majority of my time wearing this

i con. | specifically chose this picture for several
reasons. It is non-threatening. | did not hide the
fact that | was doing research on the Palace in

addition to socializing there, so | wanted to appear
as benign as possible. The fact that it is a small
prop adds to its innocuous quality, as well as nakes
it very portable and easy to fit into even a crowded
room An owl also is observant, non-intrusive, and

‘W se’- characteristics that | hoped would positively
flavour people’'s reactions to ne (and that 1'd I|ike
to claim as ny qualities) (John Sul er,

1996(a), pg. 1).

Fig.4. 4. AsKi, The Primary Avatar OF Psychol ogi st
John Sul er.
[ Thats Me Al Over, An Analysis OF A Personal Avatar
Coll ection, http://ww.rider.edu/users/suler/
psycyber/avcol l ection. htm , pg.1.]

Ji m Bungardner, is a conmputer software witer and creator
of the ‘Palace’, a virtual nultinmedia environment which
supports a virtual community who all actively use avatars.
He has succeeded, in sone respects, to create an
envi ronnent which visually adds nore quality, than just a

text-only based environnment, and which addresses sone



psychol ogi cal aspects of human i nteraction and

conmuni cati on.

Early attenmpts by nyself to create real world
constraints, such as limting a person’s novenent to
the floor area of the room were quickly renoved,
because they were perceived by nyself and the other
users as unnecessary obstacl es. There is no attenpt
to mmc real world physics in the Palace. As far as
I am concerned, physics basically presents obstacles,
and | wanted to create a world with few obstacles
(Ji m Bungardner, 1992(a), cited by John Sul er, pg. 3).

Fig.4.5. A Lecture Full O Avatars.
[ John Suler, Meetings OF The Pal ace User G oup,
http://ww. rider.edu/users/sul er/psycyber/pugneet. htm

, Pg. 1]

And so this sets the scene, from what was previously
di scussed with regards to human psychol ogy, of a world in

whi ch physi cal boundari es are renoved and wher e



personality and one’'s inner-self can be safely explored
and human interaction (albeit virtual) can form a sense of
community anmobng the system s user’s. This form of
envi ronnent has been described by Bungardner, as allow ng
spont aneous generation to occur, where it is up to those
within that environnent to control and shape this
‘“virtual’ space, where rules and restrictions of the real
world are shrugged off, and can be re-witten to satisfy
the needs of the new group of people (Jim Bungardner,

1992(b), cited by John Suler, pg.4).

One of the main drawbacks of this system of form ng new
community groups is one that appears in any type of
environnent, be it real or virtual, i.e. problenms wth
people with an anti-social agenda. Al t hough this may
seem like stating the obvious, there is a fundanental
difference in the way in which we react in both types of
situations. Wthin the real world we have sone degree
over the conpany in which we keep, and so can typically
avoid the aggravation of having to deal with this sort of
personality type. While within a virtual environnent,
there is a degree of uncontrollability of who will enter
into the communication forum and so we are faced with a
situation which will be sonmething that we wll not be

accustoned to. This may be an unfortunate side-effect
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of the wunrestricted access which is pronmoted by this
comruni cati on medium which is mde all the worse by the

i nherent degree of choosing to remain anonynous.

Anonymty has a disinhibiting effect that cuts two
ways. Sonetimes people wuse it to act out sone
unpl easant need or enotion, often by abusing other
peopl e. O it allows them to be honest and open
about sonme personal issue that they could not discuss
in a face-to-face encount er (John Sul er
1996(b), pg. 7).
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CONCLUSI ON

Where else can you go to and find specialists for
al nost any problem you may have, organi zed in
t housands of newsgroups? And you don’t even have to
pay for advice, help and confort. So it seenms to be
natural to describe the Net as a comunity, for it
functions simlarly. The only real difference seens
to be the virtuality of the room in which all this
happens (Frank Weinreich, 1997,pg.1.).

Frank Weinreich is a freelance author and Ph.D student of
phi | osophy. Many believe that society has put too much

enphasis on the belief that technology is the solution to

sone of the problens which are experienced within a fast-

paced post-nopdern society. In this particular case the
"technology’ is in the form of an information network,
popularly referred to as the ‘Internet’ o ‘Cyberspace’

Users on this network have the opportunity to form new
community  groups, and can experience a sense of
‘community’ that is not fully enbraced by those in real

life.

In attenpting to define a neaning behind ‘community’,

there are a nunber of interpretations in which sonme have

simlar nmeaning and val ue. This includes the community
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as being described as belonging to a specific geographic
area, wth a comon value system and wth enotional
support. I have argued that the ethos of community
life is reflected in the society in which it is set, and
for us in the nodernised western world, our society has
become a reflection of our fast-paced |lifestyle. There
has been a changi ng enphasis form different social groups
being formed to that of the single individual, each wth

hi s/ her own uni que needs and personal aspirations.

Since the creation of the Internet, as firstly an mlitary
communi cation network, it’s technology has been put to
good use as the communication back-bone of a far w der
reaching phenonena. This has enabled geographical
| ocation and time differences to be overcone and has
allowed for the spontaneous creation and adoption of
‘“virtual -communities’. These have proven thenselves to
be an effective forum from which many can find qualities,
such as friendship and synpathetic ||isteners, whi ch

ot herwi se seemincreasingly difficult in today’ s society.
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Fig.5. In Today’'s Society We Are All Becomm ng
Cybersoul s.
[ http://ww. open. ac. uk/ bbc/ di gi tal pl anet/ , pg.1.]

The increasing reduction in global distances and the
i nstances of people travelling further afield than ever
bef ore has hel ped shatter the historical noulds which once
shaped our past comunities, and has forced us to rethink
the ideals behind the once closed communities. These

conmuni ti es’ boundaries which were once defined by actua

physi cal di st ances, have now been overconme through
advances in transport and travel. This has forced a
new way in thinking, in the light of a new type of

conmuni ty form ng.

The formation of a new set of rules, or the rewiting of
soci al protocols that has evolved on the Internet has had
an inportant i npact. This may have left sonme users
baffled, and having to learn an alternative form of
| anguage, to be fully engaged in the conmunication
net wor k. Mostly this has just been in response to
attenmpts to convey expression and nmeaning in the

envi ronnent of a text-only based system



“Nor s wer e est abl i shed, chal | enged, changed, re-
established, re-challenged, in a kind of speeded-up soci al
evolution” (Howard Rheingold, 1993,pg.2.). Many
peopl es conception of a pre-wired Internet, where the
software automatically generated environnents in which we
are able to interact, is a nmain m sconception of those who
believe that on-line comunities do not exist. But in
reality it is the evolving nature and ad-hoc way in which
different conditions have been tried and tested for on-
i ne user groups which has created suitable environnments.

So that by trial and error an acceptable situation has
been found, in the formation of these new environnments

This proves that these environnments should be taken as

seriously as the conmmunity groups that formw thin them

Through interaction in cyberspace, you have the ability to
express yourself and explore your identity in ways which
would not be appropriate if exercised within the real
wor | d. This can be expressed through anonymty, or by
assum ng creative and inmaginative identities. This is
a great opportunity to express yourself freely and to
interact in a way which you would not enbrace in a face-

to-face situation.



As well as the opportunity to freely express oneself
within these new communities, the Internet also has a
denocratic effect on it’'s citizens, or ‘netizens’

This denocratic quality has come about through the fact
that everyone who |ogs onto the network has the sane
opportunities, the quality of hardware w thstanding, as
t he next person. Al t hough many argue that it’s access
is limted to those who are white, male, mddle-class,

young, English-speaking, with access to the equi pnent.

Everyone - regardless of status, wealth, race
gender, etc. - starts off on a level playing field.
Sone people call this the ‘net denocracy’ . What
det erm nes your influence on others is your skill in
conmuni cati ng (i ncluding writing skills), your

persi stence, the quality of your ideas, and sonetines

your technical knowhow (John Suler, 1996, pg. 2).
Here Sul er nakes the assunption that we are dealing with
exclusively a white, mddle class society. Vhen
dealing with the formation of on-line comunities we are
confronted with many possibilities of contacting hundreds,
or even thousands of |ike m nded people, made possible by
the ever increasing nunber of connections which make up

this gl obal network.



I confidentially predict t hat real-time digita

communities will come to play a greater and greater
role in peoples lives as the 21° century unfolds.
The question is, what form wll these comunities
take, and what conputer-nediated environnent wl]l
people interact in and through. It may well be that
eventually entire digital nations will form along
the lines of John Perry Barlow s ‘Declaration of
Cyber space | ndependence’, but in a far nor e
fragnmented sense. Rat her than a single huge
cyber-nation, | would expect tens or even hundreds of

t housands of tiny ones, each one focused around and
i nfluenced by a specific topic, comon interest, and
program format (Cyberrdewd, 1996, pg. 14.).

Hi storians and sociologists, have found that although

comruni cation technology 1is an inportant influencing
factor in instigating social change, it is not the only
factor in a conplex chain of possible issues. As
soci ol ogi st, Jonathan Benthall argues, “social change

i nvolves an interaction of social, cultural and econonc
forces as well as scientific and technol ogical influences”

(Jonat han Benthall, 1976, pg. 146).

Throughout this paper | have |ooked at how on-line

communities have formed, and sone of the reasons behind

t his. Havi ng done this, and | ooked at what defines a
‘community’ in detail, it has been argued that virtual
communities are viable fornms of community. As a

reflection of the society in which we live, the space in



which we communicate, and ultimately the nmedium we use
has changed. In today’s world our fluid lifestyles are
mrrored in a fluid nmedium that is wthin virtua

communities in cyberspace.
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