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We know the rules of community; we know the healing effect of
community in terms of individual lives. If we could somehow find a
way across the bridge of our knowledge, would not these same
rules have a healing effect upon our world? We human beings have
often been referred to as social animals. But we are not yet
community creatures. We are impelled to relate with each other for
our survival. But we do not yet relate with the inclusivity, realism,
self-awareness, vulnerability, commitment, openness, freedom,
equality, and love of genuine community. It is clearly no longer
enough to be simply social animals, babbling together at cocktail
parties and brawling with each other in business and over
boundaries. It is our task--our essential, central, crucial task--to
transform ourselves from mere social creatures into community
creatures. It is the only way that human evolution will be able to

proceed.

M. Scott Peck

The Different Drum: Community-Making and Peace
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Introduction
"Daddy is saying "Holy moly!' to his computer again!"

Those words have become a family code for the way my virtual
community has infiltrated our real world. My seven-year-old
daughter knows that her father congregates with a family of
invisible friends who seem to gather in his computer. Sometimes
he talks to them, even if nobody else can see them. And she knows
that these invisible friends sometimes show up in the flesh,
materializing from the next block or the other side of the planet.

Since the summer of 1985, for an average of two hours a day,
seven days a week, I've been plugging my personal computer into
my telephone and making contact with the WELL (Whole Earth
'‘Lectronic Link)--a computer conferencing system that enables
people around the world to carry on public conversations and
exchange private electronic mail (e-mail). The idea of a community
accessible only via my computer screen sounded cold to me at
first, but I learned quickly that people can feel passionately about
e-mail and computer conferences. I've become one of them. I care
about these people I met through my computer, and I care deeply
about the future of the medium that enables us to assemble.

I'm not alone in this emotional attachment to an apparently
bloodless technological ritual. Millions of people on every
continent also participate in the computer-mediated social groups
known as virtual communities, and this population is growing fast.
Finding the WELL was like discovering a cozy little world that had
been flourishing without me, hidden within the walls of my house;
an entire cast of characters welcomed me to the troupe with great
merriment as soon as I found the secret door. Like others who fell
into the WELL, I soon discovered that I was audience, performer,
and scriptwriter, along with my companions, in an ongoing
improvisation. A full-scale subculture was growing on the other
side of my telephone jack, and they invited me to help create
something new.

The virtual village of a few hundred people I stumbled upon in
1985 grew to eight thousand by 1993. It became clear to me
during the first months of that history that I was participating in
the self-design of a new kind of culture. I watched the
community's social contracts stretch and change as the people
who discovered and started building the WELL in its first year or
two were joined by so many others. Norms were established,
challenged, changed, reestablished, rechallenged, in a kind of
speeded-up social evolution.
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The WELL felt like an authentic community to me from the start
because it was grounded in my everyday physical world. WELLites
who don't live within driving distance of the San Francisco Bay
area are constrained in their ability to participate in the local
networks of face-to-face acquaintances. By now, I've attended
real-life WELL marriages, WELL births, and even a WELL funeral.
(The phrase "in real life" pops up so often in virtual communities
that regulars abbreviate it to IRL.) I can't count the parties and
outings where the invisible personae who first acted out their
parts in the debates and melodramas on my computer screen later
manifested in front of me in the physical world in the form of real
people, with faces, bodies, and voices.

I remember the first time I walked into a room full of people IRL
who knew many intimate details of my history and whose own
stories I knew very well. Three months after I joined, I went to my
first WELL party at the home of one of the WELL's online
moderators. I looked around at the room full of strangers when I
walked in. It was one of the oddest sensations of my life. I had
contended with these people, shot the invisible breeze around the
electronic watercooler, shared alliances and formed bonds, fallen
off my chair laughing with them, become livid with anger at some
of them. But there wasn't a recognizable face in the house. I had
never seen them before.

My flesh-and-blood family long ago grew accustomed to the way I
sit in my home office early in the morning and late at night,
chuckling and cursing, sometimes crying, about words I read on
the computer screen. It might have looked to my daughter as if I
were alone at my 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 colleagues:

I was in the Parenting conference on the WELL, participating in
an informational and emotional support group for a friend who
just learned his son was diagnosed with leukemia.

I was in MicroMUSE, a role-playing fantasy game of the twenty-
fourth century (and science education medium in disguise),
interacting with students and professors who know me only as
"Pollenator."

I was in TWICS, a bicultural community in Tokyo; CIX, a
community in London; CalvaCom, a community in Paris; and
Usenet, a collection of hundreds of different discussions that
travel around the world via electronic mail to millions of
participants in dozens of countries.

I was browsing through Supreme Court decisions, in search of

26-04-2012 21:41



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html

4 de 18

information that could help me debunk an opponent's claims in a
political debate elsewhere on the Net, or I was retrieving this
morning's satellite images of weather over the Pacific.

I was following an eyewitness report from Moscow during the
coup attempt, or China during the Tiananmen Square incident, or
Israel and Kuwait during the Gulf War, passed directly from citizen
to citizen through an ad hoc network patched together from cheap
computers and ordinary telephone lines, cutting across normal
geographic and political boundaries by piggybacking on the global
communications infrastructure.

I was monitoring a rambling real-time dialogue among people
whose bodies were scattered across three continents, a global bull
session that seems to blend wit and sophomore locker-room talk
via Internet Relay Chat (IRC), a medium that combines the
features of conversation and writing. IRC has accumulated an
obsessive subculture of its own among undergraduates by the
thousands from Adelaide to Arabia.

People in virtual communities use words on screens to exchange
pleasantries and argue, engage in intellectual discourse, conduct
commerce, exchange knowledge, share emotional support, make
plans, brainstorm, gossip, feud, fall in love, find friends and lose
them, play games, flirt, create a little high art and a lot if idle talk.
People in virtual communities do just about everything people do
in real life, but we leave our bodies behind. You can't kiss anybody
and nobody can punch you in the nose, but a lot can happen
within those boundaries. To the millions who have been drawn
into it, the richness and vitality of computer-linked cultures is
attractive, even addictive.

There is no such thing as a single, monolithic, online subculture;
it's more like an ecosystem of subcultures, some frivolous, others
serious. The cutting edge of scientific discourse is migrating to
virtual communities, where you can read the electronic
pre-preprinted reports of molecular biologists and cognitive
scientists. At the same time, activists and educational reformers
are using the same medium as a political tool. You can use virtual
communities to find a date, sell a lawnmower, publish a novel,
conduct a meeting.

Some people use virtual communities as a form of psychotherapy.
Others, such as the most addicted players of Minitel in France or
Multi-User Dungeons (MUDSs) on the international networks,
spend eighty hours a week or more pretending they are someone
else, living a life that does not exist outside a computer. Because
MUDs not only are susceptible to pathologically obsessive use by
some people but also create a strain on computer and
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communication resources, MUDding has been banned at
universities such as Amherst and on the entire continent of
Australia.

Scientists, students, librarians, artists, organizers, and escapists
aren't the only people who have taken to the new medium. The
U.S. senator who campaigned for years for the construction of a
National Research and Education Network that could host the
virtual communities of the future is now vice president of the
United States. As of June 1993, the White House and Congress
have e-mail addresses.

Most people who get their news from conventional media have
been unaware of the wildly varied assortment of new cultures that
have evolved in the world's computer networks over the past ten
years. Most people who have not yet used these new media
remain unaware of how profoundly the social, political, and
scientific experiments under way today via computer networks
could change all our lives in the near future.

I have written this book to help inform a wider population about
the potential importance of cyberspace to political liberties and
the ways virtual communities are likely to change our experience
of the real world, as individuals and communities. Although I am
enthusiastic about the liberating potentials of computer-mediated
communications, I try to keep my eyes open for the pitfalls of
mixing technology and human relationships. I hope my reports
from the outposts and headquarters of this new kind of social
habitation, and the stories of the people I've met in cyberspace,
will bring to life the cultural, political, and ethical implications of
virtual communities both for my fellow explorers of cyberspace
and for those who never heard of it before.

The technology that makes virtual communities possible has the
potential to bring enormous leverage to ordinary citizens at
relatively little cost--intellectual leverage, social leverage,
commercial leverage, and most important, political leverage. But
the technology will not in itself fulfill that potential; this latent
technical power must be used intelligently and deliberately by an
informed population. More people must learn about that leverage
and learn to use it, while we still have the freedom to do so, if it is
to live up to its potential. The odds are always good that big power
and big money will find a way to control access to virtual
communities; big power and big money always found ways to
control new communications media when they emerged in the
past. The Net is still out of control in fundamental ways, but it
might not stay that way for long. What we know and do now is
important because it is still possible for people around the world
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to make sure this new sphere of vital human discourse remains
open to the citizens of the planet before the political and economic
big boys seize it, censor it, meter it, and sell it back to us.

The potential social leverage comes from the power that ordinary
citizens gain when they know how to connect two previously
independent, mature, highly decentralized technologies: It took
billions of dollars and decades to develop cheap personal
computers. It took billions of dollars and more than a century to
wire up the worldwide telecommunication network. With the right
knowledge, and not too much of it, a ten-year-old kid today can
plug these two vast, powerful, expensively developed technologies
together for a few hundred dollars and instantly obtain a bully
pulpit, the Library of Congress, and a world full of potential
coconspirators.

Computers and the switched telecommunication networks that
also carry our telephone calls constitute the technical foundation
of computer-mediated communications (CMC). The technicalities
of CMC, how bits of computer data move over wires and are
reassembled as computer files at their destinations, are invisible
and irrelevant to most people who use it, except when the
technicalities restrict their access to CMC services. The important
thing to keep in mind is that the worldwide, interconnected
telecommunication network that we use to make telephone calls
in Manhattan and Madagascar can also be used to connect
computers together at a distance, and you don't have to be an
engineer to do it.

The Net is an informal term for the loosely interconnected
computer networks that use CMC technology to link people
around the world into public discussions.

Virtual communities are social aggregations that emerge from the
Net when enough people carry on those public discussions long
enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal
relationships in cyberspace.

Cyberspace, originally a term from William Gibson's science-
fiction novel Neuromancer, is the name some people use for the
conceptual space where words, human relationships, data, wealth,
and power are manifested by people using CMC technology.

Although spatial imagery and a sense of place help convey the
experience of dwelling in a virtual community, biological imagery
is often more appropriate to describe the way cyberculture
changes. In terms of the way the whole system is propagating and
evolving, think of cyberspace as a social petri dish, the Net as the
agar medium, and virtual communities, in all their diversity, as the
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colonies of microorganisms that grow in petri dishes. Each of the
small colonies of microorganisms--the communities on the Net--is
a social experiment that nobody planned but that is happening
nevertheless.

We now know something about the ways previous generations of
communications technologies changed the way people lived. We
need to understand why and how so many social experiments are
coevolving today with the prototypes of the newest
communications technologies. My direct observations of online
behavior around the world over the past ten years have led me to
conclude that whenever CMC technology becomes available to
people anywhere, they inevitably build virtual communities with
it, just as microorganisms inevitably create colonies.

I suspect that one of the explanations for this phenomenon is the
hunger for community that grows in the breasts of people around
the world as more and more informal public spaces disappear
from our real lives. I also suspect that these new media attract
colonies of enthusiasts because CMC enables people to do things
with each other in new ways, and to do altogether new kinds of
things--just as telegraphs, telephones, and televisions did.

Because of its potential influence on so many people's beliefs and
perceptions, the future of the Net is connected to the future of
community, democracy, education, science, and intellectual
life--some of the human institutions people hold most dear,
whether or not they know or care about the future of computer
technology. The future of the Net has become too important to
leave to specialists and special interests. As it influences the lives
of a growing number of people, more and more citizens must
contribute to the dialogue about the way public funds are applied
to the development of the Net, and we must join our voices to the
debate about the way it should be administered. We need a clear
citizens' vision of the way the Net ought to grow, a firm idea of the
kind of media environment we would like to see in the future. If
we do not develop such a vision for ourselves, the future will be
shaped for us by large commercial and political powerholders.

The Net is so widespread and anarchic today because of the way
its main sources converged in the 1980s, after years of
independent, apparently unrelated development, using different
technologies and involving different populations of participants.
The technical and social convergences were fated, but not widely
foreseen, by the late 1970s.

The wide-area CMC networks that span continents and join
together thousands of smaller networks are a spinoff of American
military research. The first computer network, ARPANET, was
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created in the 1970s so that Department of Defense-sponsored
researchers could operate different computers at a distance;
computer data, not person-to-person messages, were the intended
content of the network, which handily happened to serve just as
easily as a conduit for words. The fundamental technical idea on
which ARPANET was based came from RAND, the think tank in
Santa Monica that did a lot of work with top-secret thermonuclear
war scenarios; ARPANET grew out of an older RAND scheme for a
communication, command, and control network that could survive
nuclear attack by having no central control.

Closed World? Computer conferencing emerged, also somewhat
unexpectedly, as a tool for using the communication capacities of
the networks to build social relationships across barriers of space
and time. A continuing theme throughout the history of CMC is
the way people adapt technologies designed for one purpose to
suit their own, very different, communication needs. And the most
profound technological changes have come from the fringes and
subcultures, not the orthodoxy of the computer industry or
academic computer science. The programmers who created the
first computer network installed electronic mail features;
electronic mail wasn't the reason ARPANET was designed, but it
was an easy thing to include once ARPANET existed. Then, in a
similar, ad hoc, do-it-yourself manner, computer conferencing
grew out of the needs of U.S. policymakers to develop a
communications medium for dispersed decision making. Although
the first computer conferencing experiments were precipitated by
the U.S. government's wage-price freeze of the 1970s and the
consequent need to disseminate up-to-date information from a
large number of geographically dispersed local headquarters,
computer conferencing was quickly adapted to commercial,
scientific, and social discourse.

The hobbyists who interconnect personal computers via telephone
lines to make computer bulletin-board systems, known as BBSs,
have home-grown their part of the Net, a true grassroots use of
technology. Hundreds of thousands of people around the world
piggyback legally on the telecom network via personal computers
and ordinary telephone lines. The most important technical
attribute of networked BBSs is that it is an extremely hard
network to kill--just as the RAND planners had hoped. Information
can take so many alternative routes when one of the nodes of the
network is removed that the Net is almost immortally flexible. It is
this flexibility that CMC telecom pioneer John Gilmore referred to
when he said, "The Net interprets censorship as damage and
routes around it." This way of passing information and
communication around a network as a distributed resource with
no central control manifested in the rapid growth of the anarchic
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global conversation known as Usenet. This invention of distributed
conversation that flows around obstacles--a grassroots adaptation
of a technology originally designed as a doomsday weapon--might
turn out to be as important in the long run as the hardware and
software inventions that made it possible.

The big hardwired networks spend a lot more money to create
high-speed information conduits between high-capacity computing
nodes. Internet, today's U.S. government-sponsored successor to
ARPANET, is growing in every dimension at an astonishing pace.
These "data superhighways" use special telecommunication lines
and other equipment to send very large amounts of information
throughout the network at very high speeds. ARPANET started
around twenty years ago with roughly one thousand users, and
now Internet is approaching ten million users.

The portable computer on my desk is hundreds of times less
expensive and thousands of times more powerful than ARPANET's
first nodes. The fiber-optic backbone of the current Internet
communicates information millions of times faster than the first
ARPANET. Everything about Internet has grown like a bacterial
colony--the raw technical capacity to send information, the
different ways people use it, and the number of users. The
Internet population has grown by 15 percent a month for the past
several years. John Quarterman, whose book The Matrix is a thick
guide to the world's computer networks, estimates that there are
nine hundred different networks worldwide today, not counting
the more than ten thousand networks already linked by the
Internet "network of networks."

Real grassroots, the kind that grow in the ground, are a
self-similar branching structure, a network of networks. Each
grass seed grows a branching set of roots, and then many more
smaller roots grow off those; the roots of each grass plant
interconnect physically with the roots of adjacent plants, as any
gardener who has tried to uproot a lawn has learned. There is a
grassroots element to the Net that was not, until very recently,
involved with all the high-tech, top-secret doings that led to
ARPANET--the BBSers.

The population of the grassroots part of the Net, the citizen-
operated BBSs, has been growing explosively as a self-financed
movement of enthusiasts, without the benefit of Department of
Defense funding. A BBS is the simplest, cheapest infrastructure
for CMC: you run special software, often available inexpensively,
on a personal computer, and use a device known as a modem to
plug the computer into your regular telephone line. The modem
converts computer-readable information into audible beeps and
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boops that can travel over the same telephone wires that carry
your voice; another modem at the other end decodes the beeps
and boops into computer-readable bits and bytes. The BBS turns
the bits and bytes into human-readable text. Other people use
their computers to call your BBS, leave and retrieve messages
stored in your personal computer, and you have a virtual
community growing in your bedroom. As the system operator
(sysop) of the BBS, you contribute part of your computer's
memory and make sure your computer is plugged into the
telephone; the participants pay for their own communication
costs.

Boardwatch magazine estimates that sixty thousand BBSs
operated in the United States alone in 1993, fourteen years after
the first BBSs opened in Chicago and California. Each BBS
supports a population of a dozen to several hundred, or even
thousands, of individual participants. There are religious BBSs of
every denomination, sex BBSs of every proclivity, political BBSs
from all parts of the spectrum, outlaw BBSs, law enforcement
BBSs, BBSs for the disabled, for educators, for kids, for cults, for
nonprofit organizations--a list of the different flavors of special-
interest BBSs is dozens of pages long. The BBS culture has spread
from the United States to Japan, Europe, Central and South
America.

Each BBS started out as a small island community of a few people
who dialed into a number in their area code; by their nature, like a
small-wattage radio station, BBSs are localized. But that's
changing, too. Just as several different technologies converged
over the past ten years to create CMC--a new medium with
properties of its own--several different online social structures are
in the process of converging and creating a kind of international
culture with properties of its own.

Technical bridges are connecting the grassroots part of the
network with the military-industrial parts of the network. The
programmers who built the Net in the first place, the scholars
who have been using it to exchange knowledge, the scientists who
have been using it for research, are being joined by all those
hobbyists with their bedroom and garage BBSs. Special "gateway"
computers can link entire networks by automatically translating
communications from the mechanical languages used in one
network to the languages (known as protocols) used in another
network. In recent years, the heretofore separate groups of
Internet and BBS pioneers worked together to gateway the more
than ten thousand computers of the worldwide FidoNet, the first
network of small, private BBSs, with Internet's millions of people
and tens of thousands of more powerful computers.
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The Net and computer conferencing systems are converging too,
as medium-size computer conferencing communities like the
WELL join Internet. When the WELL upgraded to a high-speed
connection to Internet, it became not just a community-
in-progress but a gateway to a wider realm, the worldwide Net-at-
large. Suddenly, the isolated archipelagos of a few hundred or a
few thousand people are becoming part of an integrated entity.
The small virtual communities still exist, like yeast in a rapidly
rising loaf, but increasingly they are part of an overarching
culture, similar to the way the United States became an
overarching culture after the telegraph and telephone linked the
states.

The WELL is a small town, but now there is a doorway in that
town that opens onto the blooming, buzzing confusion of the Net,
an entity with properties altogether different from the virtual
villages of a few years ago. I have good friends now all over the
world who I never would have met without the mediation of the
Net. A large circle of Net acquaintances can make an enormous
difference in your experience when you travel to a foreign culture.
Wherever ['ve traveled physically in recent years, I've found
ready-made communities that I met online months before I
traveled; our mutual enthusiasm for virtual communities served as
a bridge, time and again, to people whose language and customs
differ significantly from those I know well in California.

I routinely meet people and get to know them months or years
before I see them--one of the ways my world today is a different
world, with different friends and different concerns, from the
world I experienced in premodem days. The places I visit in my
mind, and the people I communicate with from one moment to the
next, are entirely different from the content of my thoughts or the
state of my circle of friends before I started dabbling in virtual
communities. One minute I'm involved in the minutiae of local
matters such as planning next week's bridge game, and the next
minute I'm part of a debate raging in seven countries. Not only do
I inhabit my virtual communities; to the degree that I carry
around their conversations in my head and begin to mix it up with
them in real life, my virtual communities also inhabit my life. I've
been colonized; my sense of family at the most fundamental level
has been virtualized.

['ve seen variations of the same virtualization of community that
happened to me hitting other virtual groups of a few hundred or a
few thousand, in Paris and London and Tokyo. Entire cities are
coming online. Santa Monica, California, and Cleveland, Ohio,
were among the first of a growing number of American cities that
have initiated municipal CMC systems. Santa Monica's system has
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an active conference to discuss the problems of the city's
homeless that involves heavy input from homeless Santa Monica
citizens who use public terminals. This system has an electronic
link with COARA, a similar regional system in a remote province
of Japan. Biwa-Net, in the Kyoto area, is gatewayed to a sister city
in Pennsylvania. The Net is only beginning to wake up to itself.

Watching a particular virtual community change over a period of
time has something of the intellectual thrill of do-it-yourself
anthropology, and some of the garden-variety voyeurism of
eavesdropping on an endless amateur soap opera where there is
no boundary separating the audience from the cast. For the price
of a telephone call, you can take part in any kind of vicarious
melodrama you can dream of; as a form of escape entertainment,
the Minitel addicts in Paris and the MUDders of Internet and the
obsessive IRC participants on college campuses everywhere have
proved that CMC has a future as a serious marketplace for
meterable interactive fantasies.

CMC might become the next great escape medium, in the
tradition of radio serials, Saturday matinees, soap operas--which
means that the new medium will be in some way a conduit for and
reflector of our cultural codes, our social subconscious, our
images of who "we" might be, just as previous media have been.
There are other serious reasons that ordinary nontechnical
citizens need to know something about this new medium and its
social impact. Something big is afoot, and the final shape has not
been determined.

In the United States, the Clinton administration is taking
measures to amplify the Net's technical capabilities and
availability manyfold via the National Research and Education
Network. France, with the world's largest national information
utility, Minitel, and Japan, with its stake in future
telecommunications industries, have their own visions of the
future. Albert Gore's 1991 bill, the High Performance Computing
Act, signed into law by President Bush, outlined Gore's vision for
"highways of the mind" to be stimulated by federal research-
and-development expenditures as a national intellectual resource
and carried to the citizens by private enterprise. The Clinton-Gore
administration has used the example of the ARPA (Advanced
Research Projects Agency) venture of the 1960s and 1970s that
produced the Net and the foundations of personal computing as
an example of the way they see government and the private sector
interacting in regard to future communications technologies.

In the private sector, telecommunication companies, television
networks, computer companies, cable companies, and newspapers
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in the United States, Europe, and Japan are jockeying for position
in the nascent "home interactive information services industry."
Corporations are investing hundreds of millions of dollars in the
infrastructure for new media they hope will make them billions of
dollars. Every flavor of technological futurist, from Alvin Toffler
and John Naisbitt to Peter Drucker and George Gilder, base
utopian hopes on "the information age" as a techno-fix for social
problems. Yet little is known about the impact these newest media
might have on our daily lives, our minds, our families, even the
future of democracy.

CMC has the potential to change our lives on three
different, but strongly interinfluential, levels. First, as
individual human beings, we have perceptions, thoughts, and
personalities (already shaped by other communications
technologies) that are affected by the ways we use the medium
and the ways it uses us. At this fundamental level, CMC appeals to
us as mortal organisms with certain intellectual, physical, and
emotional needs. Young people around the world have different
communication proclivities from their pre-McLuhanized elders.
MTYV, for example, caters to an aesthetic sensibility that is closely
tuned to the vocabulary of television's fast cuts, visually arresting
images, and special effects. Now, some of those people around the
world who were born in the television era and grew up in the
cellular telephone era are beginning to migrate to CMC spaces
that better fit their new ways of experiencing the world. There is a
vocabulary to CMC, too, now emerging from millions and millions
of individual online interactions. That vocabulary reflects
something about the ways human personalities are changing in
the age of media saturation.

The second level of possible CMC-triggered change is the level of
person-to-person interaction where relationships, friendships, and
communities happen. CMC technology offers a new capability of
"many to many" communication, but the way such a capability will
or will not be used in the future might depend on the way we, the
first people who are using it, succeed or fail in applying it to our
lives. Those of us who are brought into contact with each other by
means of CMC technology find ourselves challenged by this
many-to-many capability--challenged to consider whether it is
possible for us to build some kind of community together.

The question of community is central to realms beyond the
abstract networks of CMC technology. Some commentators, such
as Bellah et al. (Habits of the Heart, The Good Society), have
focused on the need for rebuilding community in the face of
America's loss of a sense of a social commons.
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Social psychologists, sociologists, and historians have developed
useful tools for asking questions about human group interaction.
Different communities of interpretation, from anthropology to
economics, have different criteria for studying whether a group of
people is a community. In trying to apply traditional analysis of
community behavior to the kinds of interactions emerging from
the Net, I have adopted a schema proposed by Marc Smith, a
graduate student in sociology at the University of California at Los
Angeles, who has been doing his fieldwork in the WELL and the
Net. Smith focuses on the concept of "collective goods." Every
cooperative group of people exists in the face of a competitive
world because that group of people recognizes there is something
valuable that they can gain only by banding together. Looking for
a group's collective goods is a way of looking for the elements that
bind isolated individuals into a community.

The three kinds of collective goods that Smith proposes as the
social glue that binds the WELL into something resembling a
community are social network capital, knowledge capital, and
communion. Social network capital is what happened when I
found a ready-made community in Tokyo, even though I had never
been there in the flesh. Knowledge capital is what I found in the
WELL when I asked questions of the community as an online brain
trust representing a highly varied accumulation of expertise. And
communion is what we found in the Parenting conference, when
Phil's and Jay's children were sick, and the rest of us used our
words to support them.

The third level of possible change in our lives, the political,
derives from the middle, social level, for politics is always a
combination of communications and physical power, and the role
of communications media among the citizenry is particularly
important in the politics of democratic societies. The idea of
modern representative democracy as it was first conceived by
Enlightenment philosophers included a recognition of a living web
of citizen-to-citizen communications known as civil society or the
public sphere. Although elections are the most visible
fundamental characteristics of democratic societies, those
elections are assumed to be supported by discussions among
citizens at all levels of society about issues of importance to the
nation.

If a government is to rule according to the consent of the
governed, the effectiveness of that government is heavily
influenced by how much the governed know about the issues that
affect them. The mass-media-dominated public sphere today is
where the governed now get knowledge; the problem is that
commercial mass media, led by broadcast television, have polluted
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with barrages of flashy, phony, often violent imagery a public
sphere that once included a large component of reading, writing,
and rational discourse. For the early centuries of American
history, until the telegraph made it possible to create what we
know as news and sell the readers of newspapers to advertisers,
the public sphere did rely on an astonishingly literate population.
Neil Postman, in his book about the way television has changed
the nature of public discourse, Amusing Ourselves to Death, notes
that Thomas Paine's Common Sense sold three hundred thousand
copies in five months in 1775. Contemporary observers have
documented and analyzed the way mass media ("one to many"
media) have "commoditized" the public sphere, substituting slick
public relations for genuine debate and packaging both issues and
candidates like other consumer products.

The political significance of CMC lies in its capacity to challenge
the existing political hierarchy's monopoly on powerful
communications media, and perhaps thus revitalize citizen-based
democracy. The way image-rich, sound-bite-based commercial
media have co-opted political discourse among citizens is part of a
political problem that communications technologies have posed
for democracy for decades. The way the number of owners or
telecommunication channels is narrowing to a tiny elite, while the
reach and power of the media they own expand, is a converging
threat to citizens. Which scenario seems more conducive to
democracy, which to totalitarian rule: a world in which a few
people control communications technology that can be used to
manipulate the beliefs of billions, or a world in which every citizen
can broadcast to every other citizen?

Ben Bagdikian's often-quoted prediction from The Media
Monopoly is that by the turn of the century "five to ten corporate
giants will control most of the world's important newspapers,
magazines, books, broadcast stations, movies, recordings and
videocassettes." These new media lords possess immense power
to determine which information most people receive about the
world, and I suspect they are not likely to encourage their
privately owned and controlled networks to be the willing
conduits for all the kinds of information that unfettered citizens
and nongovernmental organizations tend to disseminate. The
activist solution to this dilemma has been to use CMC to create
alternative planetary information networks. The distributed
nature of the telecommunications network, coupled with the
availability of affordable computers, makes it possible to
piggyback alternate networks on the mainstream infrastructure.

We temporarily have access to a tool that could bring conviviality
and understanding into our lives and might help revitalize the
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public sphere. The same tool, improperly controlled and wielded,
could become an instrument of tyranny. The vision of a citizen-
designed, citizen-controlled worldwide communications network is
a version of technological utopianism that could be called the
vision of "the electronic agora." In the original democracy, Athens,
the agora was the marketplace, and more--it was where citizens
met to talk, gossip, argue, size each other up, find the weak spots
in political ideas by debating about them. But another kind of
vision could apply to the use of the Net in the wrong ways, a
shadow vision of a less utopian kind of place--the Panopticon.

Panopticon was the name for an ultimately effective prison,
seriously proposed in eighteenth-century Britain by Jeremy
Bentham. A combination of architecture and optics makes it
possible in Bentham's scheme for a single guard to see every
prisoner, and for no prisoner to see anything else; the effect is
that all prisoners act as if they were under surveillance at all
times. Contemporary social critic Michel Foucault, in Discipline
and Punish, claimed that the machinery of the worldwide
communications network constitutes a kind of camouflaged
Panopticon; citizens of the world brought into their homes, along
with each other, the prying ears of the state. The cables that bring
information into our homes today are technically capable of
bringing information out of our homes, instantly transmitted to
interested others. Tomorrow's version of Panoptic machinery
could make very effective use of the same communications
infrastructure that enables one-room schoolhouses in Montana to
communicate with MIT professors, and enables citizens to
disseminate news and organize resistance to totalitarian rule.
With so much of our intimate data and more and more of our
private behavior moving into cyberspace, the potential for
totalitarian abuse of that information web is significant and the
cautions of the critics are worth a careful hearing.

The wise revolutionary keeps an eye on the dark side of the
changes he or she would initiate. Enthusiasts who believe in the
humanitarian potential of virtual communities, especially those of
us who speak of electronic democracy as a potential application of
the medium, are well advised to consider the shadow potential of
the same media. We should not forget that intellectuals and
journalists of the 1950s hailed the advent of the greatest
educational medium in history--television.

Because of its potential to change us as humans, as communities,
as democracies, we need to try to understand the nature of CMC,
cyberspace, and virtual communities in every important context--
politically, economically, socially, cognitively. Each different

perspective reveals something that the other perspectives do not
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reveal. Each different discipline fails to see something that
another discipline sees very well. We need to think together here,
across boundaries of academic discipline, industrial affiliation,
nation, if we hope to understand and thus perhaps regain control
of the way human communities are being transformed by
communications technologies.

We can't do this solely as dispassionate observers, although there
is certainly a strong need for the detached assessment of social
science. Community is a matter of emotions as well as a thing of
reason and data. Some of the most important learning will always
have to be done by jumping into one corner or another of
cyberspace, living there, and getting up to your elbows in the
problems that virtual communities face.

I care about what happens in cyberspace, and to our freedoms in
cyberspace, because I dwell there part of the time. The author's
voice as a citizen and veteran of virtual community-building is one
of the points of view presented in this book: I'm part of the story
I'm describing, speaking as both native informant and as
uncredentialed social scientist. Because of the paucity of first-
person source material describing the way it feels to live in
cyberspace, I believe it is valuable to include my perspective as
participant as well as observer. In some places, like the WELL, I
speak from extensive experience; in many of the places we need to
examine in order to understand the Net, I am almost as new to the
territory as those who never heard about cyberspace before.
Ultimately, if you want to form your own opinions, you need to
pick up a good beginner's guidebook and plunge into the Net for
yourself. It is possible, however, to paint a kind of word-picture,
necessarily somewhat sketchy, of the varieties of life to be found
on the Net.

Much of this book is a tour of widening circles of virtual
communities as they exist today. I believe that most citizens of
democratic societies, given access to clearly presented
information about the state of the Net, will make wise decisions
about how the Net ought to be governed. But it is important to
look in more than one corner and see through more than one set
of lenses. Before we can discuss in any depth the way CMC
technology is changing us as human beings, as communities, and
as democracies, we need to know something about the people and
places that make the Net what it is.

Our journey through the raucous immensity of Usenet, the
subcultures of the MUDs and IRC channels, the BBSs, mailing
lists, and e-journals, starts with a glimpse over my shoulder at the
WELL, the place where cyberspace started for me. The ways I've
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witnessed people in the virtual community I know best build
value, help each other through hard times, solve (and fail to solve)
vexing interpersonal problems together, offer a model--
undoubtedly not an infallible one--of the kinds of social changes
that virtual communities can make in real lives on a modestly local
scale. Some knowledge of how people in a small virtual
community behave will help prevent vertigo and give you tools for
comparison when we zoom out to the larger metropolitan areas of
cyberspace. Some aspects of life in a small community have to be
abandoned when you move to an online metropolis; the
fundamentals of human nature, however, always scale up.

read on to
Chapter One:
The Heart of the
WELL

Return to
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Chapter One: The Heart of The Well

In the summer of 1986, my then-two-year-old daughter picked up a
tick. There was this blood-bloated thing sucking on our baby's
scalp, and we weren't quite sure how to go about getting it off. My
wife, Judy, called the pediatrician. It was eleven o'clock in the
evening. I logged onto the WELL. I got my answer online within
minutes from a fellow with the improbable but genuine name of
Flash Gordon, M.D. I had removed the tick by the time Judy got the
callback from the pediatrician's office.

What amazed me wasn't just the speed with which we obtained
precisely the information we needed to know, right when we
needed to know it. It was also the immense inner sense of security
that comes with discovering that real people--most of them
parents, some of them nurses, doctors, and midwives--are
available, around the clock, if you need them. There is a magic
protective circle around the atmosphere of this particular
conference. We're talking about our sons and daughters in this
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forum, not about our computers or our opinions about philosophy,
and many of us feel that this tacit understanding sanctifies the
virtual space.

The atmosphere of the Parenting conference--the attitudes people
exhibit to each other in the tone of what they say in public--is part
of what continues to attract me. People who never have much to
contribute in political debate, technical argument, or intellectual

gamesmanship turn out to have a lot to say about raising children.

People you knew as fierce, even nasty, intellectual opponents in
other contexts give you emotional support on a deeper level,
parent to parent, within the boundaries of Parenting, a small but
warmly human corner of cyberspace.

Here is a short list of examples from the hundreds of separate
topics available for discussion in the Parenting conference. Each
of these entries is the name of a conversation that includes scores

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/1.html

or hundreds of individual contributions spread over a period of
days or years, like a long, topical cocktail party you can rewind
back to the beginning to find out who said what before you got

there.

Great Expectations: You're Pregnant:
Now What? Part III

What's Bad About Children's TV?
Movies: The Good, the Bad, and the
Ugly

Initiations and Rites of Passage
Brand New Well Baby!!

How Does Being a Parent Change
Your Life?

Tall Teenage Tales (cont.)

Guilt

MOTHERS

Vasectomy--Did It Hurt?
Introductions! Who Are We?
Fathers (Continued)

Books for Kids, Section Two

Gay and Lesbian Teenagers
Children and Spirituality

Great Parks for Kids

Quality Toys

Parenting in an Often-Violent World
Children's Radio Programming

New WELL Baby

Home Schooling

Newly Separated/Divorced Fathers
Another Well Baby--Carson Arrives in
Seattle!

Single Parenting

Uncle Philcat's Back Fence: Gossip
Here!

Embarrassing Moments

Kids and Death

All the Poop on Diapers

Pediatric Problems--Little Sicknesses
and Sick

Little Ones

Talking with Kids About the Prospect
of War

Dealing with Incest and Abuse

Other People's Children

When They're Crying

Pets for Kids

People who talk about a shared interest, albeit a deep one such as
being a parent, don't often disclose enough about themselves as
whole individuals online to inspire real trust in others. In the case
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of the subcommunity of the Parenting conference, a few dozen of
us, scattered across the country, few of whom rarely if ever saw
the others face-to-face, had a few years of minor crises to knit us
together and prepare us for serious business when it came our
way. Another several dozen read the conference regularly but
contribute only when they have something important to add.
Hundreds more every week read the conference without
comment, except when something extraordinary happens.

[ay Allison and his family live in Massachusetts. He and his wife

are public-radio producers. I've never met any of them

face-to-face, although I feel I know something powerful and

intimate about the Allisons and have strong emotional ties to

them. What follows are some of Jay's postings on the WELL.:
Woods Hole. Midnight. I am sitting in the dark of my daughter's room. Her
monitor lights blink at me. The lights used to blink too brightly so I

covered them with bits of bandage adhesive and now they flash faintly
underneath, a persistent red and green, Lillie's heart and lungs.

Above the monitor is her portable suction unit. In the glow of the flashlight
I'm writing by, it looks like the plastic guts of a science-class human
model, the tubes coiled around the power supply, the reservoir, the pump.

Tina is upstairs trying to get some sleep. A baby monitor links our bedroom
to Lillie's. It links our sleep to Lillie's too, and because our souls are
linked to hers, we do not sleep well.

I am naked. My stomach is full of beer. The flashlight rests on it, and the
beam rises and falls with my breath. My daughter breathes through a white
plastic tube inserted into a hole in her throat. She's fourteen months old.

Sitting in front of our computers with our hearts racing and tears
in our eyes, in Tokyo and Sacramento and Austin, we read about
Lillie's croup, her tracheostomy, the days and nights at
Massachusetts General Hospital, and now the vigil over Lillie's
breathing and the watchful attention to the mechanical apparatus
that kept her alive. It went on for days. Weeks. Lillie recovered,
and relieved our anxieties about her vocal capabilities after all
that time with a hole in her throat by saying the most
extraordinary things, duly reported online by Jay.

Later, writing in Whole Earth Review, Jay described the
experience:

Before this time, my computer screen had never been a place to go
for solace. Far from it. But there it was. Those nights sitting up late
with my daughter, I'd go to my computer, dial up the WELL, and
ramble. I wrote about what was happening that night or that year. I
didn't know anyone I was "talking" to. I had never laid eyes on them.
At 3:00 a.m. my "real" friends were asleep, so I turned to this foreign,
invisible community for support. The WELL was always awake.

Any difficulty is harder to bear in isolation. There is nothing to
measure against, to lean against. Typing out my journal entries into
the computer and over the phone lines, I found fellowship and
comfort in this unlikely medium.
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Over the years, despite the distances, those of us who made heart-
to-heart contact via the Parenting conference began to meet
face-to-face. The WELL's annual summer picnic in the San
Francisco Bay area grew out of a face-to-face gathering that was
originally organized in the Parenting conference. We had been
involved in intense online conversations in this conference all
year. When summer rolled around we started talking about doing
something relaxing together, like bringing our kids somewhere for
a barbecue. In typical WELL fashion, it quickly amplified to a
WELLwide party hosted by the Parenting conference. Phil Catalfo
reserved a picnic site and the use of a softball field in a public
park.

Parents talk about their kids online--what else?--and therefore we
all already knew about my daughter Mamie and Philcat's son Gabe
and Busy's son, the banjo player, but we had not seen many of
them before. I remember that when I arrived at the park, Mamie
and I recognized one particular group, out of the first half-dozen
large parties of picnickers we saw in the distance. There was just
something about the way they were all standing, talking with each
other in knots of two or three, while the kids ran around the
eucalyptus grove and found their way to the softball diamond. I
remember playing on the same team with a fellow who never
ceases to annoy me when he wrenches every conversation online
around to a debate about libertarianism; I remember thinking,
after we had darn near accomplished a double play together, that
he wasn't such a bad guy.

It was a normal American community picnic --people who
value each other's company, getting together with their kids for
softball and barbecue on a summer Sunday. It could have been
any church group or PTA. In this case, it was the indisputably
real-life part of a virtual community. The first Parenting
conference picnic was such a success that it became an annual
event, taking place around the summer solstice. And kids became
a fixture at all the other WELL parties.

Another ritual for parents and kids and friends of parents and kids
started in the winter, not long after the picnic tradition began. For
the past four or five years, in December, most of the conference
participants within a hundred miles, and their little ones, show up
in San Francisco for the annual Pickle Family Circus benefit and
potluck. One of the directors of this small circus is a beloved and
funny member of the WELL community; he arranges a special
block of seats each year. After the circus is over and the rest of
the audience has left, we treat the performers, the stagehands,
and ourselves to a potluck feast.
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Albert Mitchell is an uncommonly fierce and stubborn
fellow--many would say pugnacious--who argues his deeply felt
principles in no uncertain terms. He can be abrasive, even
frightening, in his intensity. He gets particularly riled up by
certain topics--organized religion, taxation, and circumcision--but
there are other ways to cross him and earn some public or private
vituperation. I discovered that I could never again really be too
frightened by Albert's fierce online persona--the widely known and
sometimes feared "sofia"--after seeing him and his sweet
daughter, Sofia, in her clown suit, at a Pickle potluck. He gave me
a jar of honey from his own hive at that event, even though we had
been shouting at each other online in ways that probably would
have degenerated into fisticuffs face-to-face. At the Pickle Family
Circus or the summer picnic, we were meeting in the sacred space
of Parenting, not the bloody arenas of WELL policy or politics.

LLeukemia

The Parenting conference had been crisis-tested along with the
Allisons, and had undergone months of the little ups and downs
with the kids that make up the normal daily history of any parent,
when one of our most regular, most dear, most loquacious
participants, Phil Catalfo, dropped a bombshell on us.

Topic 349: Leukemia

By: Phil Catalfo (philcat) on Wed, Jan 16, '91
404 responses so far

<linked topic>

I'd like to use this topic for discussing leukemia, the disease, both as it
affects my family and what is known about it generally.

We learned early last week that our son Gabriel, 7 (our middle child), has
acute lymphocytic leukemia, aka ALL. I will be opening one or more additional
topics to discuss the chronology of events, emotions and experiences stirred
up by this newly central fact of our lives, and so on. (I'm also thinking of
opening a topic expressly for everyone to send him get-well wishes.) I intend
for this topic to focus on the disease itself--his diagnosis and progress,
but also other cases we know about, resources (of all types) available, etc.
etc.

If Tina has no objection, I'd like to ask the hosts of the Health conf. to
link any/all of these topics to their conf. I can't think offhand of where
else might be appropriate, but I'm sure you'll all suggest away.

The first thing I want to say, regardless of how it does or doesn't pertain
to this particular topic, is that the support and love my family and I, and
especially Gabe, have been receiving from the WELL, have been invaluable.
This turns out to have a medical impact, which we'll discuss in good time,
but I want to say out loud how much it's appreciated: infinitely.

With that, I'll enter this, and return as soon as I can to say more about
Gabe's case and what I've learned in the past week about this disease and
what to do about it.

404 responses total.

# 1: Nancy A. Pietrafesa (lapeche) Wed, Jan 16, '91 (17:21)

Philcat, we're here and we're listening. We share your hope and a small part
of your pain. Hang on.
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# 2: Tina Loney (onezie) Wed, Jan 16, '91 (19:09)

Phil, I took the liberty of writing to flash (host of the Health conf) and
telling him to link whichever of the three topics he feels appropriate. I
very much look forward to you telling us all that you can/are able about
Gabe. In the meanwhile, I'm thinking about Gabriel and your entire family.
Seems I remember Gabe has quite a good Catalfic sense of humor, and I hope
you're able to aid him in keeping that in top form. . . . Virtual hugs are
*streaming* in his direction. . . .

The Parenting regulars, who had spent hours in this conference
trading quips and commiserating over the little ups and downs of
life with children, chimed in with messages of support. One of
them was a nurse. Individuals who had never contributed to the
Parenting conference before entered the conversation, including a
couple of doctors who helped Phil and the rest of us understand
the daily reports about blood counts and other diagnostics and
two other people who had firsthand knowledge, as patients
suffering from blood disorders themselves.

Over the weeks, we all became experts on blood disorders. We
also understood how the blood donation system works, what
Danny Thomas and his St. Jude Hospital had to do with Phil and
Gabe, and how parents learn to be advocates for their children in
the medical system without alienating the caregivers. Best of all,
we learned that Gabe's illness went into remission after about a
week of chemotherapy.

With Gabe's remission, the community that had gathered around
the leukemia topic redirected its attention to another part of the
groupmind. Lhary, one of the people from outside the Parenting
conference who had joined the discussion of leukemia because of
the special knowledge he had to contribute, moved from the San
Francisco area to Houston in order to have a months-long
bone-marrow transplant procedure in an attempt to abate his own
leukemia. He continued to log onto the WELL from his hospital
room. The Catalfos and others got together and personally
tie-dyed regulation lab coats and hospital gowns for Lhary to wear
around the hospital corridors.

Many people are alarmed by the very idea of a virtual
community, fearing that it is another step in the wrong direction,
substituting more technological ersatz for yet another natural
resource or human freedom. These critics often voice their
sadness at what people have been reduced to doing in a
civilization that worships technology, decrying the circumstances
that lead some people into such pathetically disconnected lives
that they prefer to find their companions on the other side of a
computer screen. There is a seed of truth in this fear, for virtual
communities require more than words on a screen at some point if
they intend to be other than ersatz.
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Some people--many people--don't do well in spontaneous spoken
interaction, but turn out to have valuable contributions to make in
a conversation in which they have time to think about what to say.
These people, who might constitute a significant proportion of the
population, can find written communication more authentic than
the face-to-face kind. Who is to say that this preference for one
mode of communication--informal written text--is somehow less
authentically human than audible speech? Those who critique
CMC because some people use it obsessively hit an
important target, but miss a great deal more when they
don't take into consideration people who use the medium
for genuine human interaction. Those who find virtual
communities cold places point at the limits of the technology, its
most dangerous pitfalls, and we need to pay attention to those
boundaries. But these critiques don't tell us how Philcat and Lhary
and the Allisons and my own family could have found the
community of support and information we found in the WELL
when we needed it. And those of us who do find communion in
cyberspace might do well to pay attention to the way the medium
we love can be abused.

Although dramatic incidents are what bring people together and
stick in their memories, most of what goes on in the Parenting
conference and most virtual communities is informal conversation
and downright chitchat. The model of the WELL and other social
clusters in cyberspace as "places" is one that naturally emerges
whenever people who use this medium discuss the nature of the
medium. In 1987, Stewart Brand quoted me in his book The Media
Lab about what tempted me to log onto the WELL as often as I
did: "There's always another mind there. It's like having the
corner bar, complete with old buddies and delightful newcomers
and new tools waiting to take home and fresh graffiti and letters,
except instead of putting on my coat, shutting down the computer,
and walking down to the corner, I just invoke my telecom program
and there they are. It's a place."

The existence of computer-linked communities was predicted
twenty-five years ago by J. C. R. Licklider and Robert Taylor,
research directors for the Department of Defense's Advanced
Research Projects Agency (ARPA), who set in motion the research
that resulted in the creation of the first such community, the
ARPANET: "What will on-line interactive communities be like?"
Licklider and Taylor wrote in 1968: "In most fields they will
consist of geographically separated members, sometimes grouped
in small clusters and sometimes working individually. They will be
communities not of common location, but of common interest. . . ."
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My friends and I sometimes believe we are part of the future that
Licklider dreamed about, and we often can attest to the truth of
his prediction that "life will be happier for the on-line individual
because the people with whom one interacts most strongly will be
selected more by commonality of interests and goals than by
accidents of proximity." I still believe that, but I also know that life
online has been unhappy at times, intensely so in some
circumstances, because of words I've read on a screen.
Participating in a virtual community has not solved all of life's
problems for me, but it has served as an aid, a comfort, and an
inspiration at times; at other times, it has been like an endless,
ugly, long-simmering family brawl.

I've changed my mind about a lot of aspects of the WELL over the
years, but the sense of place is still as strong as ever. As Ray
Oldenburg proposed in The Great Good Place, there are three
essential places in people's lives : the place we live, the place
we work, and the place we gather for conviviality. Although the
casual conversation that takes place in cafes, beauty shops, pubs,
and town squares is universally considered to be trivial, idle talk,
Oldenburg makes the case that such places are where
communities can come into being and continue to hold together.
These are the unacknowledged agorae of modern life. When the
automobilecentric, suburban, fast-food, shopping-mall way of life
eliminated many of these "third places" from traditional towns and
cities around the world, the social fabric of existing communities
started shredding.

Oldenburg explicitly put a name and conceptual framework on
that phenomenon that every virtual communitarian knows
instinctively, the power of informal public life:

Third places exist on neutral ground and serve to level their guests to
a condition of social equality. Within these places, conversation is the
primary activity and the major vehicle for the display and
appreciation of human personality and individuality. Third places are
taken for granted and most have a low profile. Since the formal
institutions of society make stronger claims on the individual, third
places are normally open in the off hours, as well as at other times.
The character of a third place is determined most of all by its regular
clientele and is marked by a playful mood, which contrasts with
people's more serious involvement in other spheres. Though a
radically different kind of setting for a home, the third place is
remarkably similar to a good home in the psychological comfort and
support that it extends.

Such are the characteristics of third places that appear to be
universal and essential to a vital informal public life. . . .

The problem of place in America manifests itself in a sorely deficient
informal public life. The structure of shared experience beyond that
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offered by family, job, and passive consumerism is small and
dwindling. The essential group experience is being replaced by the
exaggerated self-consciousness of individuals. American life-styles,
for all the material acquisition and the seeking after comforts and
pleasures, are plagued by boredom, loneliness, alienation, and a high
price tag. . ..

Unlike many frontiers, that of the informal public life does not remain
benign as it awaits development. It does not become easier to tame
as technology evolves, as governmental bureaus and agencies
multiply, or as population grows. It does not yield to the mere
passage of time and a policy of letting the chips fall where they may
as development proceeds in

other areas of urban life. To the contrary, neglect of the informal
public life can make a jungle of what had been a garden while, at the
same time, diminishing the ability of people to cultivate it.

It might not be the same kind of place that Oldenburg had in
mind, but so many of his descriptions of third places could also
describe the WELL. Perhaps cyberspace is one of the informal
public places where people can rebuild the aspects of community
that were lost when the malt shop became a mall. Or perhaps
cyberspace is precisely the wrong place to look for the rebirth of
community, offering not a tool for conviviality but a life-denying
simulacrum of real passion and true commitment to one another.
In either case, we need to find out soon.

kkk

The feeling of logging into the WELL for just a minute or two,
dozens of times a day, is very similar to the feeling of peeking into
the caf,, the pub, the common room, to see who's there, and
whether you want to stay around for a chat. As social psychologist
Sara Kiesler put it in an article about networks for Harvard
Business Review: "One of the surprising properties of computing
is that it is a social activity. Where I work, the most frequently run
computer network program is the one called "Where' or "Finger"
that finds other people who are logged onto the computer
network."

Because we cannot see one another in cyberspace, gender,
age, national origin, and physical appearance are not
apparent unless a person wants to make such
characteristics public. People whose physical handicaps
make it difficult to form new friendships find that virtual
communities treat them as they always wanted to be
treated--as thinkers and transmitters of ideas and feeling
beings, not carnal vessels with a certain appearance and
way of walking and talking (or not walking and not
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talking).

One of the few things that enthusiastic members of virtual
communities in Japan, England, France, and the United States all
agree on is that expanding their circle of friends is one of
the most important advantages of computer conferencing.
CMC is a way to meet people, whether or not you feel the need
to affiliate with them on a community level. It's a way of both
making contact with and maintaining a distance from
others. The way you meet people in cyberspace puts a different
spin on affiliation: in traditional kinds of communities, we are
accustomed to meeting people, then getting to know them; in
virtual communities, you can get to know people and then choose
to meet them. Affiliation also can be far more ephemeral in
cyberspace because you can get to know people you might never
meet on the physical plane.

How does anybody find friends? In the traditional community, we
search through our pool of neighbors and professional colleagues,
of acquaintances and acquaintances of acquaintances, in order to
find people who share our values and interests. We then exchange
information about one another, disclose and discuss our mutual
interests, and sometimes we become friends. In a virtual
community we can go directly to the place where our favorite
subjects are being discussed, then get acquainted with people
who share our passions or who use words in a way we find
attractive. In this sense, the topic is the address: you can't simply
pick up a phone and ask to be connected with someone who wants
to talk about Islamic art or California wine, or someone with a
three-year-old daughter or a forty-year-old Hudson; you can,
however, join a computer conference on any of those topics, then
open a public or private correspondence with the previously
unknown people you find there. Your chances of making friends
are magnified by orders of magnitude over the old methods of
finding a peer group.

You can be fooled about people in cyberspace, behind the cloak of
words. But that can be said about telephones or face-to-face
communication as well; computer-mediated communications
provide new ways to fool people, and the most obvious identity
swindles will die out only when enough people learn to use the
medium critically. In some ways, the medium will, by its nature, be
forever biased toward certain kinds of obfuscation. It will also be
a place that people often end up revealing themselves far more
intimately than they would be inclined to do without the
intermediation of screens and pseudonyms.
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The sense of communion ['ve experienced on the WELL is
exemplified by the Parenting conference but far from limited to it.
We began to realize in other conferences, facing other human
issues, that we had the power not only to use words to share
feelings and exchange helpful information, but to accomplish
things in the real world.

Barn Raiser

The power of the WELL's community of users to accomplish things
in the real world manifested itself dramatically when we outgrew
our first computer. The computing engine that put-putted us
around as a group of seven hundred users in 1985 was becoming
inadequate for the three thousand users we had in 1988. Things
started slowing down. You would type a letter on your keyboard
and wait seconds for the letter to be displayed on your screen. It
quickly became frustrating.

Because we had such a large proportion of computer experts
among the population, we knew that the only solution to the
interminable system lag that made it agonizing to read and even
more agonizing to write on the WELL's database was to move to
more up-to-date hardware, better suited to keeping up with the
communication tasks of a hive numbering in the thousands. But
the WELL's managing director, Clifford Figallo, himself an active
member of the WELL community, reported that the WELL as a
business entity was unable to find the kind of financing we'd need
to upgrade our system.

That's when some of the armchair experts online started talking
about their back-of-the-envelope calculations. If the hard-core
users who had grown so irritated about the system's performance
(but had realized that there was no place remotely like the WELL
to turn to as an alternative) were willing to pay their next few
months bills in advance, how much money would it take to buy the
big iron? Half-seriously, Clifford Figallo named a figure. Within a
few days, enough people had pledged hundreds of dollars each,
thousands of dollars cumulatively, to get the show on the road.
The checks arrived, the computer was purchased, the hardware
was installed, and the database--the living heart of the
community--was transferred to its new silicon body.

After suffering through the last months of the Vax, the first
months of our new computer, the Sequent, was like switching
from a Schwinn to a Rolls. And we had flexed our first
barn-raising muscles in a characteristically unorthodox way: here
were the customers, and the producers of the value that the
customers buy, raising money among themselves to loan the
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owners of the business so they could sell themselves more of each
other.

Casey's operation was another barn raising. This one was her
idea. Casey was another WELL old-timer who had a job--freelance
transcription and word processing services--that enabled her to
work at home. Nobody ever doubts her intelligence, although her
manner is often indelicate. The way she would say it, I'm sure, is
that she has a "relatively low need for affiliation." The way others
might say it is that Casey is a tough cookie.

Casey, whose real name is Kathleen, needed an operation that she
could almost, but not quite, afford; her ability to walk was at
stake. So she put up $500 to have a poster of her own design
printed. The poster showed the silhouette of a head, with the title
"This Is Your Mind on the WELL," and the head was filled with
words and phrases that WELL users would recognize. She offered
copies for sale as a benefit for her operation at $30 each. She
raised the money she needed.

The most dramatic barn raising, however, was the saga of Elly, a
shy and gentle and much-loved WELLite who left the virtual
community, possibly forever, to travel to the farthest reaches of
the Himalayas. Her saga, her crisis, and the WELL's response
unfolded over period of months, and climaxed over a few intensely
active days:

Topic 198: News from Elly

By: Averi Dunn (vaxen) on Wed, Aug 28, '91
263 responses so far

<linked topic>

This is the place to post any news which may come your way about Northbay's
vacationing host, Elly van der Pas.

# 1: Elly van der Pas (elly) Wed, Aug 28, '91 (18:03)

Right now, I'm almost finished moving out of my house. Later tonight, I'm
going to look at my stuff, and see if I have what I need for my trip, and
maybe do last minute shopping tomorrow. Cleaning Friday. Gone Saturday to
parts unknown. The plane leaves Monday morning. Phew!

# 6: Averi Dunn (vaxen) Mon, Sep 23, '91 (18:44)

I got another postcard from Elly on Saturday:

13 Sept

Amsterdam

So far, so good. The weather's been beautiful, and I've been riding all over
by bike. Tomorrow I'm going to London for a few days, and then to Italy by
train. Should be an adventure. I went to a piano concert last night with
friends of a friend, and may be sailing today. Greetings to everyone. Elly

# 22: Averi Dunn (vaxen) Thu, Nov 7, '91 (23:25)

Well, Kim, you can post the parts that don't repeat. It's good to hear any
news from Elly. And with that in mind I post the following from her-own-self:

27 Oct 1991
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I got your letter from Sept 14 yesterday, forwarded from Italy. Apparently
they were having a post office strike of something, because one of the
workers drowned in the elevator. Anyway, they didn't process mail for at
least a week, so I didn't get any letters.

Anyway, you have no idea how weird it is to be sitting on a mountain in
Kathmandu reading about AP2 and the WELL. Oh, I took a picture of the WELL
coffee shop in London and sent it to the office. I hope they get it. I
thought it was quite appropriate. Janey Fritsche showed up about a week ago,
and then took off trekking. It was good to see her. My friend Peter will be
here, too, in a few days, and I guess I'll come down off the mountain to
spend some time renewing visas and stocking up for the month-long course. We
have to stay put for that, and no mail, either, so this might be it for
awhile. Happy Thanksgiving, Merry Christmas, and Happy New Year. They've just
finished their big holiday here--everyone was off work for a week, and
dressed in new clothes. The kids made huge bamboo swings and went out kite
flying.

I've been studying Dzogchen, which is like Tibetan Zen--meditating on the
empty mind. Different from what I've done before. We stayed for awhile at a
monastery way up in the hills, where there's an old abbot who specializes in
pointing out the nature of the mind. It was rather an unusual opportunity.

You guys are all asleep now, except maybe for you. It's 2 pm--too late for
lunch and too early for tea. Just about bath time, though, because we have a
solar heater on the roof. I'm taking all my baths now, because in a week, 300
people will come here for the course, and bathing will be a fond dream. Or
showering, that is.

Tell Brian and June and Josephine I said hi, and that I'm OK. I hope they got
my card. I'll try to write, but don't know when I'll get time.

Take care of yourself and be happy,

Elly

# 26: Averi Dunn (vaxen) Sat, Dec 28, '91 (01:26)

The following are excerpts from a letter I received from Elly on Dec 21.
koK >k %k k >k ko

7 Nov

The course starts today so I'm incommunicado for a month.

13 Dec

Hmmm. I guess I never finished this. Lots of things have happened since then.
Mainly, I've become a nun. I sent details to Hank so he could post, because I
have to write about 10 letters for Peter to take back when he goes.

It's a little strange, but I feel really good about it, and I really feel
it's the right move for me. Even Peter agrees.

I never wanted to be a nun (at least not before now). I always felt a little
sorry for the Catholic nuns. This is a little different, though--much more
freedom. It's interesting to have short hair, though. I think I'll grow it
out to about 3/4$S0.:-)

PPS. My ordination name is Jigme Palmo: Glorious fearless woman (!!!?)

>k 3k >k ok ok ok ok ok

She also sent an address she can be reached at for the next six months. Drop
me Email if you want it.

So Elly had decided to become a Buddhist nun in Asia, and
therefore threatened to pass into the annals of WELL legend. The
topic stayed dormant for six months. In June, former neighbor
Averi Dunn, who had been typing Elly's correspondence into the
WELL, reported hearing that Elly had some kind of amoeba in her
liver. At the end of July 1992, Flash Gordon reported that Elly was
in a hospital in New Delhi. In a coma. She had severe hepatitis
and reportedly suffered liver failure. If that report turned out to
be true, Flash and the other doctors online agreed that the
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prognosis was not good.

Within hours, people started doing things in half a dozen
directions on their own initiative. The raw scope and diversity of
the resources available to us by pooling our individual networks
was astonishing. People who had medical connections in New
Delhi were brought in; airline schedules and rates for medical
evacuation were researched; a fund was started and contributions
started arriving. Casey used the net to find a possible
telecommunications site in New Delhi where they could relay
information for Frank, Elly's ex-husband, who had flown to Asia to
help with what was looking like a grave situation.

After a tense few days, the news made its way through the
network that she did have some liver function left and might need
access to special blood-filtering equipment before she could be
moved. Within hours, we knew how to get such medical
equipment in New Delhi and whose name to mention. We knew
whom to call, how to ask, what it cost, and how to transfer funds
to get Elly delivered to a hospital in the San Francisco region. "It
gives me goosebumps," reported Onezie, as the topic unfolded on
the WELL. "This is love in action."

Elly recovered enough strength to travel without medical
evacuation. Her next message was direct, via the WELL:

#270: Elly van der Pas (elly) Fri, Sep 11, '92 (16:03)

Thanks to everyone for your generous WELLbeams, good wishes, prayers, advice,
and contributions of green energy. The doctor thought the fast recovery was
due to Actigall, but in fact it was due to beams, prayers, and pujas. He even
said I might be able to go back to India in February or so.$SW-)

Addiction

If paying attention to other people's interests is a kind of
attracting force in cyberspace, Blair Newman was a
superconducting megamagnet. He acted the same way in person
that he acted in his online persona of Metaview. Metaview had a
jillion wonderful schemes for what you could do with new
technology. Friends of his had become billionaires. How could you
make a million on the blanking interval in television signals? How
about a service that records only the television programs you
want to watch? How many other intelligent crazies would pay
good money for Compconf Psychserv?

He had a story to tell you. His eyes would get wide, and his

overgrown mustache would twitch with excitement. His hair, a
magnificent and irrevocably unruly dirty-blond mop, seemed to
reflect his mental state; the curlier and more out of control his
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hair looked, the faster it seemed his mind had been moving. At
WELL parties, his mental state was manic. He'd grab you, laugh in
your face, drag you halfway through the crowd to introduce you to
somebody. He would start laughing at somebody's joke, and the
laughter would turn into a spasm of coughing that went on for
frightening lengths of time.

To me, Blair Newman's defining characteristic was his habit of
calling me--and any of several dozen people he liked and
admired--via telephone if I wasn't online, to tell me to turn my
television or radio to one channel or the other, immediately,
because there was something on that I simply must pay attention
to. He was often right, and it was well meant, but there was
always something eerie about it. Here is an acquaintance of many
years, but not a bosom buddy, who was thinking about what
television program he knew I would really like to watch at 11:30
p.m. on a weeknight. That's the way he acted on the WELL, too.

My most important bond with Blair was the kind of bond that
regulars in any informal public space share. In the late 1980s,
Blair and I were among a floating group of ten to thirty WELLites
you could count on at any time of day to be online. We often joke
about the addictive qualities of the WELL. And there always seem
to be several nonjoking discussions about WELL addiction going
on in different parts of the WELL. At two bucks an hour,
obsessive computer conferencing is cheaper than every

other addiction except tobacco.

According to my recollection of Blair's own account, he had been a
newly minted Harvard M.B.A. with a high daily cocaine intake,
working with Howard Hughes's notoriously abstemious legal staff,
deep in their Vegas bunkers. A chain-smoker and died-in-the-wool
pothead (and also, according to his own account, one of the
founders of the National Organization for the Reform of Marijuana
Laws), Blair had been, in his past, a paradigm of the classic
addictive personality. He was clean in regard to his cocaine
problem when he came to the WELL, however. In a series of
postings, Blair related to us how he'd realized that the WELL was
for him more insidiously addictive than cocaine had been.

Years after he had kicked his cocaine habit, he claimed, somebody
put a line of the substance next to Blair's computer while he was
logged on. It dawned on him, several hours later, that the white
crystals were still there, and he had known about them, but had
not mustered the energy necessary to sniff them. It wasn't a moral
decision but a battle of obsessions, Blair explained--he couldn't
tear his hands from the keyboard and his eyes from the screen of
his current, deeper addiction long enough to ingest the cocaine.

26-04-2012 21:42



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/1.html

16 de 20

Blair shared his insight with us, as he shared every single thing
that crossed his unpredictable and unrelenting mind for hours a
day, every day, for years.

You have to be careful with the addiction model as applied to the
range of human behavior. Is a prodigy who practices day and
night a violin addict? Perhaps. Is a great actor addicted to the
attention of audiences? Probably. Is addiction the proper lens for
evaluating the violinist's or actor's behavior? Probably not. But
nobody who has let her meal grow cold and her family grow
concerned while she keeps typing furiously on a keyboard in full
hot-blooded debate with a group of invisible people in faraway
places can dismiss the dark side of online enthusiasm. If a person
has a compelling--even unhealthily compelling--need for a certain
kind of attention from intelligent peers, the WELL is a great place
to find it. Blair called it Compconf Psychserv. It was cheaper than
drugs, cheaper than shrinks, and it kept him off the street. He was
smart enough to know what had happened to him, even as it
tightened its grip.

Going after the juice of people's attention, especially large groups
of intelligent people, was always part of Blair's story. He wanted
to help. He wanted to impress.

Blair also got on people's nerves. His good-natured and totally
unbelievably bald-faced self-promotion was part of it. He had a
mythology about himself. One of his roommates had started one of
the most successful software companies, according to Blair. He
had worked for the upper echelons of the Howard Hughes
organization, according to Blair. He had been a principal
organizer of the marijuana legalization movement, according to
Blair. He introduced famous computer entrepreneurs to one
another in dramatic circumstances, according to Blair. It wasn't
difficult to do a parody of a Blair Newman rap.

Then, after years online, and dozens of parties and excursions
with other WELL members, and all the late-night phone calls with
television recommendations to fellow WELLites, Blair Newman
removed everything he had ever written on the WELL. For a day
and a night and a day, most of the conversation on the WELL was
about the trauma of mass-scribbling--the term that had emerged
for the act of removing years' worth of postings. It seemed an act
of intellectual suicide. A couple of weeks later, in real life, Blair
Newman killed himself. A kind of myth seems to have grown up
around this event, on the Net and in the mass media. The story
has been distorted into a more dramatic form. In the urban
folklore version that has been printed in some magazine articles,
people from the WELL allegedly desperately tried to find Blair as
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his postings disappeared, and when his last comment was
scribbled, the legend has it that he killed himself.

Most of the people at the funeral were from the WELL. But there
was a surprising number of odd characters. We who were there
remember the thoroughly slick fellow in the thousand-dollar suit
and the three-hundred-dollar sunglasses who flew the corporate
jetin from L.A. to the funeral, to tell the kind of story about Blair
that Blair so frequently had told about himself. White Rastafarians
showed up--marijuana legalization activists. Founders of
successful software companies arrived. It was a great last laugh.
As that amazing parade of people stood up in the funeral home
and said their piece about Blair, it dawned on all of us that he had
been telling the outrageous truth.

But when he was alive and in our faces, metaphorically speaking,
in every conference on the WELL, many of us struck back with
words: "Calm down, Blair," was something I said to him publicly.
Bandy, who later gave Blair the software tool that enabled him to
mass-scribble, started a topic in the Weird Conference (the
WELL's subconscious free-fire zone) on "Day Sixteen of Your
Lithium Holiday." Other remarks were even less kind, on my own
part and the part of others. When you grab people's attention
often, and monopolize the public soapbox, the response can be
cruel. Like the legendary audience at the Apollo theater in
Harlem, the WELL's audience can create a star or boo a bad
performer off the stage. Blair experienced both reactions at the
same time.

Sometimes, when the online banter got a little cruel, I would call
Blair on the telephone and try to see what might really be the
matter. We'd talk. He'd ramble until his beeper wrenched him off
to another tangent. Blair was always one step ahead of the state
of the art in message-forwarding technology.

It was after some weeks of fairly stormy psychic weather on the
WELL that Blair obtained the virtual suicide weapon, the scribble
tool. Weeks before that, Bandy, one of the WELL's technical staff,
quit his job in a dispute over a personal relationship with another
online character. When he quit, he used his programming
expertise to create a tool that searched out everything he had
ever posted to any public conference on the WELL, and deleted it,
all of it. Quite a fancy trick, that, an act of programming virtuosity
calculated to test the structural integrity of the social system.
Bandy posted the source code for the scribble tool to the Net,
which means that forevermore, anybody who wants to obtain the
scribble weapon can post a request on the Net and sooner or later
somebody will point to an archive where the program is stored.

17 de 20 26-04-2012 21:42



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/1.html

18 de 20

The WELL's early history had established a strong relationship
between the WELL and the anarchic subcommunity of volunteer
programmers. For years, people had created tools, for free, and
for the prestige, and because we needed them. Bandy was the
first to create a weapon.

Every person who posts words in the WELL has the right to
remove--scribble--those words later. Hosts have the power to
scribble other people's words, but that power is severely
constrained by the knowledge that the act is likely to be followed
by weeks of acrimonious and repetitive debate. Hosts traditionally
have scribbled comments written by other WELL users no more
than once a year. Scribbling one's own comment is not as rare, but
it is still far from the norm. Better to think twice before saying
something, instead of saying too many things that you regret
enough to scribble them, seems to be the unwritten law. Perhaps
one in a thousand comments is scribbled.

You used to have to track down each comment, then follow a
series of steps to scribble it. Of course, everybody should have the
right to automatically remove every comment they've ever posted,
now that the tool/weapon to do that exists, we decided in the
endless arguments that followed its first use by Bandy, then Blair.
But to actually do it is, in the eyes of many, despicably antisocial.

When Metaview used Bandy's scribble tool, the shock of ripping
out several years' worth of postings from a very prolific writer
made the fabric of recorded conversations, the entire history of
the WELL's discourse to that point, look . . . moth-eaten. Often, as
in particularly Metaview-intense topics, so much is missing that
the entire thread is rendered indecipherable. It's annoying. Why
be an enthusiastic member of a multiperson, multiyear
word-weaving project if you plan to rip out your contributions to
the conversational fabric when you leave?

The novelty of the act tempered our reactions, I think, when
Bandy first mass-scribbled. The design problem of rebuilding our
mental models of the WELL was perversely intriguing. The idea
that the WELL seems to have a critical mass of thought-force in it
that is greater than the destructive power of any one person is
reinforced by the way it can withstand assaults on the commons.
A lot of people cursed Blair for vandalizing the WELL that had
nourished him for so long. I picked up the telephone and called
him.

"Why did you do it, Blair?" I asked.

"It seemed like the thing to do at the time" is precisely what he
told me. There was a flatness of affect to the way he said it.
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Nothing unusual there for Blair, who jumped from mood to mood
during the course of a conversation. I think he really meant it. It
was an impulse. The tool/weapon made it possible to follow the
impulse. And that's what I reported back to the WELL community.

Nobody mistakes virtual life for real life, even though it has an
emotional reality to many of us. Some kinds of impulses are simply
more serious than others. Impulsive acts in real life can have more
permanent consequences than even the most drastic acts in
cyberspace. I asked Blair if he was feeling suicidal. He talked
about it. I told him the old clich, about suicide being a permanent
solution to a temporary problem. After that conversation with
Blair, I talked with his friend and psychiatrist. His toying with
suicide was not new. One of these times, Blair was bound to
succeed. This time he did.

From the moment we heard the news, the population of the WELL
went through a period of transformation. Joking around with
words on a computer keyboard is one thing. Going to Blair's
funeral and talking to his family face-to-face was another.

Several topics on the WELL were devoted to Blair. One of the
topics, at his family's request, was for people to post eulogies.
Many of the other topics, those that were not donated to his
parents, were hideously violent flamewars over the way people
behaved and did not behave. In the heat of argument over one
topic, people who had simmering resentments dating back to
previous arguments took the opportunity to haul out the big guns.
Suicide brings up unusual feelings in any family or social group.
Fortunately, there were one or two among us who knew exactly
how to understand what was happening to us; a fellow who had
struggled with years of feelings over his brother's suicide was
able to offer wise and caring and credible counsel to many of us.

There was the real-life funeral, where we brought our physical
bodies and embraced each other and Blair's family. We were
learning how fond we had grown of Blair, and how his death put a
milestone in cyberspace. Marriages had happened and others had
unraveled. Businesses had started and failed. We had parties and
picnics. But death seems somehow more real, even if your only
participation is in the virtual funeral. How could any of us who
looked each other in the eye that afternoon in the funeral
home deny that the bonds between us were growing into
something real?

The feelings ran just as high during the virtual part of the grieving

rituals as they did during the face-to-face part--indeed, with many
of the social constraints of proper funeral behavior removed, the
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online version was the occasion for venting of anger that would
have been inappropriate in a face-to-face gathering. There were
those who passionately and persistently accused the eulogizers of
exhibiting a hypocrisy that stank unto the heavens, because of our
not altogether charitable treatment of Blair online when he was
alive. Those of us who had made the calls to Blair and his shrinks,
who went out and met his brother and his mother and tried to
provide them some comfort, had a different attitude toward those
who couldn't bring themselves to attend the painful event in
person but didn't hesitate to heckle others online. People who had
to live with each other, because they were all veteran addicts of
the same social space, found themselves disliking one another.

For me, it was one particularly important lesson that has been
reinforced many times since then. Words on a screen can hurt
people. Although online conversation might have the
ephemeral and informal feeling of a telephone
conversation, it has the reach and permanence of a
publication.

Years have passed. Megabytes of conversation have been added to
the WELL. It isn't easy to find one of the parts of the old fabric
where Blair's holes are still visible. But feelings that people online
have toward one another are still profoundly influenced. As one
WELLite, John P. Barlow, said at the time, you aren't a real
community until you have a funeral.

read on to

Chapter Two:

Daily Life in
Cyberspace:

How the Computerized

Counterculture Built a
New Kind of Place

Return to
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Chapter Two: Daily Life in

Cyberspace:

How the Computerized Counterculture Built a

New Kind of Place

I was still toting around my 1969 edition of the Whole Earth
Catalog when I read an article about a new computer service that
Whole Earth publisher Stewart Brand and his gang were starting in

the spring of 1985. For only $3 an hour, people with computers and
modems could have access to the kind of online groups that cost
five or ten times that much on other public telecommunication
systems. I signed up for an account. I had previously suffered the
initiation of figuring out how to plug in a modem and use it to
connect to computer bulletin-board systems, or BBSs, and the
Source (an early public information utility), so I was only a little
dismayed that I had to learn a whole new set of commands to find
my way through the software to the people. But established WELL
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users were extraordinarily helpful to newcomers, which more than
made up for the bewilderment caused by the software. I started
reading the conferences and began to post my own messages.
Writing as a performing art! I was hooked in minutes.

Over a period of months, I fell into the habit of spending an hour
or two every day gazing in fascination at this window into a
community that was creating itself right in front of my eyes.
Although the system was only a few months old, the air of
camaraderie and pioneer spirit was evident among the regulars.
Those three-dollar hours crept up on me in ten- to thirty-minute
minivisits during the workday and hourlong chunks in the
evening. Still, my daily telecommunicating expenses were less
than the price of a couple of drinks or a double capuccino. The
cumulative economic impact of my new habit came home to me
when my first month's bill was over $100.

As it happened, a friend of mine had to deliver some artwork to
the Whole Earth Catalog people, at the Sausalito office where the
WELL also was located. So I went along for the ride. When we got
to the rambling series of ancient offices in one of the last
bohemian enclaves of the Sausalito houseboat district, I asked for
the WELL. I was led to a small room and the staff of one, Matthew
McClure. I talked with Matthew about the possibility of
diminishing my monthly bill by starting and hosting a conference
about the mind.

Hosts are the people who serve the same role in the WELL that a
good host is supposed to serve at a party or salon--to welcome
newcomers, introduce people to one another, clean up after the
guests, provoke discussion, and break up fights if necessary. In
exchange for these services, WELL hosts are given rebates on
their bills. I was worried that my hosting duties might take up too
much of my time.

Matthew smiled at my question. I know the meaning of that smile
now, although it puzzled me then. He recognized what was
happening to me. He judged it to be a good thing to happen to me,
and to the WELL. He was right. But it was still Mephistophelian.
He said, "Some hosts get away with less than an hour a week."

That was the fall of 1985. By the fall of 1986, the WELL was a part
of my life I wasn't willing to do without. My wife was
concerned, then jealous, then angry. The night we had the
climactic argument, she said, referring to the small, peculiar,
liberal arts college where we first met: "This is just like Reed. A
bunch of intelligent misfits have found each other, and now
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you're having a high old time." The shock of recognition that
came with that statement seemed to resolve the matter between
us.

The WELL is rooted in the San Francisco Bay area and in two
separate cultural revolutions that took place there in past
decades. The Whole Earth Catalog originally emerged from the
Haight-Ashbury counterculture as Stewart Brand's way of
providing access to tools and ideas to all the communards who
were exploring alternate ways of life in the forests of Mendocino
or the high deserts outside Santa Fe. The Whole Earth Catalogs
and the magazines they spawned--Co-Evolution Quarterly and its
successor, Whole Earth Review--seem to have outlived the
counterculture itself, since the magazine and catalogs still exist
after twenty-five years.

One of Whole Earth's gurus, Buckminster Fuller, was fond of using
the analogy of the tiprudder--the small rudder on very big ships
that is used to control the larger, main rudder. The tiprudder
people who steer the movements and disciplines that steer
society--the editors and engineers, scientists and science-fiction
writers, freelance programmers and permaculture evangelists,
grassroots political activists and congressional aides--continued to
need new tools and ideas, even though they were no longer a
counterculture but part of the mainstream. These cultural
experimenters continued to feed Co-Evolution Quarterly and then
Whole Earth Review through decades when magazines died by the
thousands. Even the idea that you could publish books on the West
Coast was a revolution when it happened; in 1992, when
Publishers Weekly ran an article on the history of West Coast
publishing, it started with the Whole Earth Catalog. The first
Whole Earth Catalog was the first idealistic enterprise from the
counterculture, besides music, that earned the cultural
legitimation of financial success.

The Whole Earth Catalog crew, riding on the catalog's success,
launched a new magazine, The Whole Earth Software Review,

and, after the WELL was started, received a record-breaking $1.4
million advance for the Whole Earth Software Catalog. It was time
for the string of successes to take another turn: the WELL was the
only one of the three projects to succeed. The Whole Earth Review
is what survived in print; the WELL did more than survive.

The inexpensive public online service was launched because two
comrades from a previous cultural revolution noticed that the
technology of computer conferencing had potential far beyond its
origins in military, scientific, and government communications.
Brand had been part of the faculty at an online institute devoted
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to stretching the imaginations of business leaders--the Western
Behavioral Sciences Institute (WBSI)--which introduced him to the
effectiveness of computer conferencing. WBSI was also where he
connected with Larry Brilliant.

Brilliant and Brand shared a history at the center of several of the
most colorful events of the 1960s: Brand was "on the bus" with
Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters (Kesey's pot bust, as
described in Tom Wolfe's Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, happened on
the roof of Brand's apartment; Brand was one of the organizers of
the seminal Trips Festival that gave birth to Bill Graham Presents
and the whole rock concert scene). Brilliant had been part of the
Prankster-affiliated commune, the Hog Farm (which had
organized the security arrangements for Woodstock around the
judicious use of cream pies and seltzer bottles and had whipped
up "breakfast in bed for 400,000"). After his Hog Farm days,
Brilliant became a doctor and an epidemiologist and ended up
spearheading the World Health Organization's successful effort to
eliminate smallpox.

Brilliant was involved with another health-care effort aimed at
curing blindness in Asia, the Seva Foundation, and he had found
that Seva's far-flung volunteers, medical staff, and organizational
directors could meet and solve problems effectively through
computer conferencing. When a medical relief helicopter lost an
engine in a remote region of Nepal, the organization's online
network located the nearest spare parts, gained key information
about ways to cut through local bureaucracies, and transported
the needed parts to the crippled aircraft. Brilliant became one of
the principles of NETI, a business that created and licensed
computer conferencing systems. After they met via WBSI's
conferencing system, Brilliant offered Brand the license to
Picospan (the WELL's conferencing software) and the money to
lease a minicomputer, in exchange for a half interest in the new
enterprise. The new enterprise started out in the Whole Earth
Review's charming but ramshackle office, leased a dozen
incoming telephone lines, installed what was then a state-
of-the-art minicomputer, and set up modems, and in 1985 the
WELL was born.

Brand and Brilliant both hoped the WELL would become a vehicle
for social change, but instead of trying to mold it in a specific
image, they wanted to see the vehicle emerge spontaneously. The
WELL was consciously a cultural experiment, and the business
was designed to succeed or fail on the basis of the results of the
experiment.

The person Stewart Brand chose to be the WELL's first director--
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technician, manager, innkeeper, and bouncer--was Matthew
McClure, not coincidentally a computer-savvy veteran of the
Farm, one of the most successful communes that started in the
1960s. Brand and McClure started a low-rules, high-tone
discussion, where savvy networkers, futurists, intelligent misfits
of several kinds who had learned how to make our outsider status
work for us in one way or another, could take the technology of
CMC to its cultural limits. When McClure left a year and a half
later, another Farm veteran, Cliff Figallo, took over. While Figallo
managed the business, yet another Farm veteran, John "Tex"
Coate, was charged with building the community.

The Farm veterans had tried for more than a decade to create a
self-sufficient colony in Tennessee. At the Farm's height, more
than one thousand people worked together to try to create their
own agricultural society. It still exists and is still surprisingly
self-sufficient. They homebirthed and homeschooled, built
laundries for washing hundreds of diapers, grew soybeans, and
even extended their efforts to other countries--Cliff Figallo had
spent years in Guatemala on behalf of Plenty, the Farm's
international development arm, helping Maya villages install
hygienic water systems. Matthew and CIliff and John and their
families, including eight children, left the Farm after twelve years,
partially out of disagreement with the way it was governed,
partially out of weariness. Self-sufficiency is very hard work.

Brand thought the Farm alumni were perfect choices for their jobs
at the WELL. Matthew was the only one with prior computer
experience, but what they knew from the front lines of communal
living about the way people reach decisions and create cultures
collectively--and the ways people fail to reach decisions and create
cultures--more than made up for their lack of computer savvy. By
1992, the WELL staff had grown to fifteen, the original
minicomputer was long gone, and all the Farm veterans had
moved on to other enterprises.

By the time I had been esconced in the WELL for a year, it seemed
evident to me that the cultural experiment of a self-sustaining
online salon was succeeding very well. At that point, as I was
becoming convinced that we were all setting some sort of cultural
precedent, I interviewed online both Matthew McClure and Kevin
Kelly, who had been part of the original group that founded the
WELL.

One of the advantages of computer conferencing is the community
memory that preserves key moments in the history of the
community. Sure enough, although I had not looked at it in years,
the online oral history was still around, in the archives
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conference. The responses were dated October 1986.

Matthew McClure recalled that "Stewart's vision was very
important in the design." The vision that McClure and Brand
agreed on involved three goals: to facilitate communications
among interesting people in the San Francisco Bay area, to
provide sophisticated conferencing at a revolutionary low price,
and to bring e-mail to the masses. To reach a critical mass, they
knew they would need to start with interesting people having
conversations at a somewhat more elevated level than the usual
BBS stuff. In Matthew's words, "We needed a collection of shills
who could draw the suckers into the tents." So they invited a lot of
different people, gave them free accounts, called them "hosts,"
and encouraged them to re-create the atmosphere of a Paris
salon--a bunch of salons. Brand, a biologist, insisted on letting the
business grow instead of artificially stimulating it. Instead of
spending money on glossy advertising, they gave free accounts to
journalists.

McClure recalled two distinct growth spurts. First, the word about
the WELL spread among the more adventurous members of the
bay area's computer professionals, and the free journalist
accounts paid off as WELLites began to write and publish articles
about the WELL. Brand went to Cambridge to write a book, and
the hosts seemed to have the run of the place.

"The next major event," McClure recalled, "was the organization
of the Deadhead conference and subsequent promotion via
interview and occasional remarks on local radio. Suddenly we had
an onslaught of new users, many of whom possessed the single
characteristic that most endears a user to a sysop [system
operator: ratchet jaws [habitual talkativeness. The Deadheads
came online and seemed to know instinctively how to use the
system to create a community around themselves, for which I
think considerable thanks are due to Maddog, Marye, and
Rosebody. Not long thereafter we saw the concept of the online
superstar taken to new heights with the advent of the True
Confessions conference. . . . Suddenly our future looked assured. .

Kevin Kelly had been editor of Whole Earth Review for several
years when the WELL was founded. The Hackers' Conference had
been his idea. Kelly recalled the original design goals that the
WELL's founders had in mind when they opened for business in
1985.

The design goals were:

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/2.html
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1) That it be free. This was a goal, not a commitment. We knew it
wouldn't be exactly free but it should be as free (cheap) as we could
make it. . ..

2) It should be profit making . . . After much hard, low-paid work by
Matthew and CIiff, this is happening. The WELL is at least one of the
few operating large systems going that has a future.

3) It would be an open-ended universe . . .
4) It would be self-governing . . .

5) It would be a self-designing experiment. . . . The early users were
to design the system for later users. The usage of the system would
co-evolve with the system as it was built. . . .

6) It would be a community, one that reflected the nature of Whole
Earth publications. I think that worked out fine.

7) Business users would be its meat and potatoes. Wrong. . . .

"The system is the people" is what you see when you log into
TWICS, an English-language conferencing system in Tokyo. The
same turned out to be true for the WELL, both by design and by
happenstance. Matthew McClure understood that he was in the
business of selling the customers to each other and letting them
work out everything else. This was a fundamental revelation that
stood the business in good stead in the years to follow. His
successor, Farm alumnus Clifford Figallo, also resisted the
temptation to control the culture instead of letting it work out its
own system of social governance.

People who were looking for a grand collective project in
cyberspace flocked to the WELL. The inmates took over the
asylum, and the asylum profited from it. "What it is is up to us"

became the motto of the nascent WELL community.

Some kind of map of what "it" is can help you to understand the
WELL. Here is a snapshot of the WELL's public conference
structure. Keep in mind that each conference can have as many as
several hundred different topics going on inside it (like the
Parenting conference topic list in chapter 1), and each topic can
have several hundred responses. For the sake of space, this listing
does not include sixteen conferences on social responsibility and
politics, twenty conferences on media and communications, twelve
conferences about business and livelihood, eighteen conferences
about body-mind-health, eleven conferences about cultures,
seventeen conferences about place, and seventeen conferences
about interactions.

List of Public Conferences on the WELL
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Virtual (g vc)
Communities (g vc)
SOME POPULAR PRIVATE CONFERENCES ON THE WELL
Mail the hosts listed for information on their criteria for admission.

BODY - MIND - HEALTH

Crossroads (g xroads) mail rabar for entry
Gay (private) (g gaypriv) mail hudu for entry
Men on the WELL (g mow) mail flash for entry
Recovery (g recovery) mail dhawk for entry
Women on the WELL (g wow) mail reva for entry

mail rebop or

Sacred Sites Int'l. (g ssi) mandala

for entry/td>

ARTS, RECREATION

Aliens on the Well (g aliens) mail flash for entry
Band (for working (g band) mail tnf or rik for
musicians) entry

WELL Writer's (g www) mail sonia for entry
Workshop

GRATEFUL DEAD

Deadplan (g dp) mail tnf for entry
Grapevine (g grape) mail rebop or phred
for entry

COMPUTERS, COMMUNICATIONS

The Matrix (g mids) mail estheise for
entry
Producers (radio) (g pro) mail jwa for entry

Populations

The Whole Earth crowd--the granola-eating utopians, the
solar-power enthusiasts, the space-station crowd, immortalists,
futurists, gadgeteers, commune graduates, environmentalists,
social activists--constituted a core population from the beginning.
But a couple of other populations of early adopters made the
WELL an open system as well as a specific expression of one side
of San Francisco culture. One such element was the subculture
that had been created by a cultural upheaval ten years after the
counterculture era--the personal computer (PC) revolution.
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"The personal computer revolutionaries were the
counterculture," Brand reminded me when I asked him about
the WELL's early cultural amalgam. Apple cofounder Steve Jobs
had traveled to India in search of enlightenment; Lotus 1-2-3
designer and founder Mitch Kapor had been a transcendental
meditation teacher. They were five to ten years younger than the
hippies, but they came out of the zeitgeist of the 1960s, and
embraced many of the ideas of personal liberation and iconoclasm
championed by their slightly older brothers and sisters. The PC
was to many of them a talisman of a new kind of war of liberation:
when he hired him from Pepsi, Steve Jobs challenged John Sculley,
"Do you want to sell sugared water to adolescents, or do you want
to change the world?"

Personal computers and the PC industry were created by young
iconoclasts who had seen the LSD revolution fizzle, the political
revolution fail. Computers for the people was the latest battle in
the same campaign. The Whole Earth organization, the same Point
foundation that owned half the WELL, had honored the PC
zealots, including the outlaws among them, with the early
Hackers' conferences. Although the word hacker has taken on
criminal overtones in the popular parlance, restricting it to
urchins who break into other people's computer systems, the
original hackers were young programmers who flouted
conventional wisdom, delighted in finding elegant solutions to
vexing technical problems, and liked to create entire new
technologies. Without them, the Department of Defense's ARPA
research never would have succeeded in creating computer
graphics, computer communications, and the antecedents of
personal computing.

The young computer wizards and the grizzled old hands who were
still messing with mainframes showed up early at the WELL
because the guts of the system itself--the Unix operating system
and "C" language programming code--were available for tinkering
by responsible craftspersons. The original hackers looked around
the system for security holes and helped make the WELL secure
against the darkside hackers. Making online tools available to the
population, rather than breaking into other systems, was their
game.

A third cultural element making up the initial mix of the WELL,
which otherwise has drifted far from its counterculture origins in
many ways, were the Deadheads. Books and theses have been
written about the subculture that has grown up around the band
the Grateful Dead. They had their origins in the same milieu that
included the Merry Pranksters, the Hog Farm, and the Whole
Earth Catalog. The Deadheads, many of whom weren't born when
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the band started touring, have a strong feeling of community that
they can manifest only in large groups when the band has
concerts. Deadheads can spot each other on the road via the
semiotics of window decals and bumper stickers, or on the streets
via tie-dyed uniforms, but Deadheads didn't have a place.

Then several technology-savvy Deadheads started a Grateful Dead
conference on the WELL. GD, as it came to be known, was so
phenomenally successful that for the first several years,
Deadheads were by far the single largest source of income for the
enterprise. Because of the way the WELL's software allowed users
to build their own boundaries, many Deadheads would invest in
the technology and the hours needed to learn the WELL's
software, solely in order to trade audiotapes or argue about the
meaning of lyrics--and remain blithely unaware of the discussions
of politics and technology and classical music happening in other
conferences. Those Deadheads who did "go over the wall" ended
up having strong influence on the WELL at large. But very
different kinds of communities began to grow in other parts of the
technological-social petri dish that the Deadheads were keeping in
business.

Along with the other elements came the first marathon swimmers
in the new currents of the online information streams, the
professional futurists and writers and journalists. Staff writers
and editors for the New York Times, Business Week, the San
Francisco Chronicle, Time, Rolling Stone, Byte, Harper's, and the
Wall Street Journal use the WELL as a listening post; a few of
them are part of the community. Journalists tend to attract other
journalists, and the purpose of journalists is to attract everybody
else: most people have to use an old medium to hear news about
the arrival of a new medium.

Persons

One important social rule was built into the software that the
WELL lives inside: Nobody is anonymous. Everybody is
required to attach their real userid to their postings. It is possible
to use pseudonyms to create alternate identities, or to carry
metamessages, but the pseudonyms are always linked in every
posting to the real userid. The original PicoSpan software offered
to the WELL had an option for allowing users to be anonymous,
but one of Stewart Brand's few strong influences on system design
was to insist that the anonymity option should not be offered.

Two of the first WELLites I met were Dhawk and Mandel. Like
new recruits or rookies in any ongoing enterprise, we found
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ourselves relating to each other as a kind of cohort. A lot of that
early fraternization was necessitated by the confusing nature of
the WELL's software. The development of human-user interfaces
for CMC was in the Pleistocene era when PicoSpan was designed.
It isn't easy to find your way around the WELL, and at first there
is always the terrifying delusion that everybody else on the WELL
can see all the mistakes you make as you learn your way. The
WELL's small staff was available to help confused newcomers via
telephone, but the more computer-savvy among the newcomers
were eager to actively encourage others. David Hawkins had
worked as an engineer and electrician, and found that he quickly
learned enough about the WELL's software to act as an unpaid
guide for many of us who joined around the same time he did.

David Hawkins was studying to be a Baptist minister, and
he was recently married to Corinne, a woman he had met at the
seminary. He was from the Deep South. I had never known a
Baptist minister or a good old boy. David changed his original
career plans to enter the ministry, and Dhawk spent more and
more time online, helping the lost, comforting the afflicted. The
real people behind the online personae were important to him. I
remember that no more than a year after he joined the WELL,
David Hawkins drove for nearly an hour, every day for most of a
week, to visit an online acquaintance who had undergone minor
surgery. Dhawk helped me find my way around, and he visited me
face-to-face early in the game. I was one of many who felt
obligated to pass along the favor when we noticed newcomers
floundering around, looking for a way to connect with each other
through the WELL's software.

Tina Loney, userid Onezie, is another dedicated community-
builder. A single mother of two daughters, a public school teacher,
and a proud resident of Berkeley, she is a zealous nurturer of the
heart elements of the WELL, as the host of the Parenting
conference, and one of the people who showed up at the first
WELL real-life party and still rarely misses the face-to-face
get-togethers. She's a fierce fighter with a temper that comes
through her words. I've "watched" her daughters grow up and
leave the nest, via Onezie's online reports, and she has watched
my daughter grow from toddler to schoolgirl. We've been on the
same side of many online battles, and on a few occasions have
struggled against each other over one issue or another.

Maddog named himself after something a friend had called him
once, in reference to his occasional verbal ferocity. He's a sweet
guy if you meet him in person, but online, David Gans in the
Maddog days did his best to live up to the moniker. He is a
dedicated and educated Deadhead, by profession as well as
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avocation. His book about the band is required reading for
hitchhiking tour rats and limousine Deadheads alike. He produced
an hourly radio program of Grateful Dead music and lore for a San
Francisco station. It was at a Dead concert that he and two of his
companions, Mary Eisenhart (marye), a computer journalist-
editor, and Bennett Falk (rosebody), a programmer, received the
inspiration to start a Grateful Dead conference on the WELL.

The WELL drew me into the Deadhead milieu and real-life contact
with David Gans. I watched and participated as the WELL's
Deadhead community helped him grow through a major life crisis.
The management of the local radio station canceled his show.
David was devastated. He loved to do radio, he loved to evangelize
about his favorite band, and the cancellation hit him hard. After
much commiseration and anguish online, somebody suggested
that David syndicate the show to other stations. That way, he
could have revenge on the station that canceled and reach even
more people than he had reached before.

He was skeptical at first, but so many of his online cohorts urged
him to do it that he couldn't very well refuse to try. The idea
turned out to be a good one; Gans started Truth 'N Fun
productions to distribute his weekly programs to scores of public
radio stations around the country, and along the way he changed
his userid from Maddog to tnf. The Maddog persona is still latent,
and jumps out snarling online every once in a while, but tnf
continues to be one of the people who most visibly reinvents
himself on the WELL's center stage.

David Gans is one of several dozen people who seem to influence
strongly the WELL's conversational flavor, simply because we
spend so much time reading and posting. David in particular
sometimes seems to have his frontal lobe directly wired into the
WELL. It helps to see him at work in real life. Like many of us, he
works at home, in a custom-designed office-studio. He has a
wraparound audio console in front of him--the control center for
his radio production. Studio speakers are on either side, focused
on the one chair in the middle of all the equipment. A television is
mounted at eye level, above the audio monitor. A telephone is at
his right hand. And directly in front of him is the computer and
modem. David Gans marinates himself in media for a living. Not
exactly what Peter Drucker envisioned when he coined the term
knowledge worker, I'd bet. David Gans, like a lot of others these
days, is multitasking. The WELL is just part of the information
flow.

Then there is Mandel , who appears at first glance to better fit
the image of the information-age specialist. He brought some kind
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of intellectual respectability to the high-tech bull session. He was
a professional futurist at a real live think tank. He had solid
research, facts and figures, to back up his assertions. If you
wanted to argue with him, you'd better do your homework.
Mandel, who joined the WELL the same day as Dhawk, a few
weeks before I joined, was another one of the instant online
regulars, along with me, the freelance writer, and Onezie, the
schoolteacher, and Dhawk, the Baptist minister turned Unix
hacker, and Maddog, the Deadhead radio producer, and a dozen
others.

Mandel's employer is SRI International (which started out as
Stanford Research Institute, where Jacques Vallee and Doug
Engelbart did some of the pioneering research in computer
conferencing in the 1970s). Municipal and national governments
and the biggest corporations in the world pay SRI for a few hours
of Tom Mandel's pontifications about the future of publishing or
paper or transportation or--and here I can see his wicked grin--
communication. Tom not only is paid well for his WELL addiction,
he was applauded for it by his clients and the consulting firm that
employs him. He doesn't even have to feel guilty. When he is
having fun, he is still working.

You can't talk about the WELL as a community without meeting
Tex, the innkeeper, bartender, bouncer, matchmaker, mediator,
and community-maker, another communard who emerged from
twelve years on the Farm with a reality-tempered commitment to
community-building and a deep distaste for anything less than
democratic governance. I knew all about him long before I set
eyes on him. He was a born online autobiographical entertainer,
and what he said about the way things ought to be had some bite
because he had put more than a decade into living his communal
ideals. I knew he had worked as an interstate truck driver, as a
carpenter restoring houses in the poorer sections of Washington,
D.C., as an activist in the South Bronx. He was working as an
automobile mechanic when Matthew McClure hired him to help
deepen and broaden the WELL community. He had four children.
And I had constructed my own mental image of him from what he
had disclosed about himself online. When I met him in real life, his
boyish looks surprised me. I was prepared for a grizzled, tobacco-
chewing, potbellied guy--the kind of guy who would call himself
Tex even though he's from California.

One big part of Tex's persona, to everybody who knows him in
person, is his friendly disregard for other people's personal space.
Online and off, Tex likes to shed formalities and talk person to
person, to say what's really on his mind and in his heart. In
person, he does this very close up, literally "in your face." He's
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over six feet tall and big boned. It isn't easy to keep your distance
when he gets a grip on your shoulder and talks to you earnestly
from less than three inches away. When Tex left the WELL in 1992
to take a position in another online service, the WELL community
threw a combination testimonial, bon voyage party, and roast. One
by one, people came up to the podium, grabbed Tex, and talked to
him from about three inches away.

His "in your face" style and his anecdotes from twelve years of
trying to make a real-life intentional community work represented
a core value of the WELL that has survived beyond the years of
Farm-vet management: a commitment to using the medium to
make real human connections, and more--to try to find better and
better ways to live with each other in cyberspace. From the
beginning, the exchange of information and the sharing of
emotional sympathy exemplified by the Experts on the WELL topic
and the Parenting conference were accompanied by some of the
less attractive attributes of human groups. Whatever community
is, it is not necessarily a conflict-free environment. There has
always been a lot of conflict in the WELL, breaking out into
regular flamefests of interpersonal attacks from time to time.
Factionalism. Gossip. Envy. Jealousy. Feuds. Brawls. Hard feelings
that carry over from one discussion to another.

When one of those online brouhahas happened and people started
choosing sides and unkind words were being said, Tex and I often
walked in the hills above Sausalito and talked about how and
why onlife life can become unpleasant and how to make it
work. We kept concluding that simple, corny, all-powerful
love was the only way to make a community work when it
is diverse, thus guaranteeing friction, and at the same time
committed to free expression, which can and does get out
of hand. A core of people must flat-out believe in the possibility of
community and keep coming back to that amid the emotional
storms in order for the whole loosely coupled group to hold
together at all. When you complicate the situation with the
real-life courtships and marriages and divorces and affairs and
breakups that tend to happen to the same cohort of people when
they stay in touch over a number of years, you have an
atmosphere that can get overheated at times.

Who are the WELL members in general, and what do they talk
about? I can tell you about the individuals I have come to know
over seven years, but only a few of them, and the WELL has long
since been something larger than the sum of everybody's friends.
On the WELL, I subscribe to an automatic service created by
another WELLite who likes to build tools for the community; the
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Blair Newman Memorial Newuser Report collects the biographical
descriptions that new WELL members publish in a public file
when they join, and sends them to me in one long electronic

message every day or two. If I'm too busy to bother, I just delete
those electronic messages. E-mail makes it very easy not to read
something. But it gives me a sense of who is joining the WELL,
and why, when I let those bios scroll by at 2,400 bits per second.
Every once in a while I save a few to a file, as a methodologically
sloppy kind of survey.

The following is a very small random sample of the different
user biographies I culled over a few months in 1991 and 1992.

I am a self-employed productivity consultant. I live out in the country
overlooking the ocean near Bodega Bay. The phone, fax, and e-mail let me work
here, and still be in the business community.

*kk

I reside in Seoul Korea where I practice public relations for the U.S.
government.

*kk

I am a physician, specializing in women's health, including contraception,
abortion, and estrogen replacement therapy after menopause. I am the medical
director of an abortion clinic. I was a member of the Mid-Peninsula Free
University in the 70's and organized concerts, including the Dead, Big
Brother, Quicksilver, Jefferson Airplane, etc. I am interested in
philosophical/ethical issues surrounding the beginning of life and the end of
life and the functional value of rituals and traditions.

kKK

I am a 19 year old college student struggling to find myself. I enjoy sitting
in a field of dandelions with no socks. I spend too much time playing on my
computer. I am an advertising/business major so I will be here for five or
more years. I am trying to find the meaning of life . . . helpful hints are
appreciated. I wish that penguins could have wings that worked (Breathed),
solutions are being contemplated .

kKK

I am a student from Prague, Czechoslovakia, studying in San Francisco's
Center for Electronic Art computer graphic and design program.

kKK

Librarian for USDA, sysop of "ALF" bbs

*kk

I am a lawyer, working as a law clerk to 3 state judges in Duluth. I am 31
and single. I graduated from the Naval Academy in 1982, and the University of
Minnesota Law School in 1990. I opposed the Gulf War, and I was Paul
Wellstone's deputy campaign director in the 8th Congressional District. I
like sailing and long hikes in the woods and the shore. My other interests
include law and Italy. My biggest issues today are single payer universal
health care and proportional representation.

kKK

I'm interested in land-use planning (I'm helping to put together the
Sacramento County General Plan), and in Management of Information Systems
(I'm writing an article about this, and am interested in a career in it). I'm
a real estate broker and developer now, with several years experience using
and reviewing software for IBM-compatibles.

*kk

I am a born-again phreak, at age 33. My modem is my life! OK, the

weightlifting, the fast car, they are all fun, but the modem is the biggie!
As a matter of fact, I met my husband on a bbs! But, I realize that I have
only tapped the surface of what my little Hayes can do, and I want to learn
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it all!

*kk

I am a self-employed systems and software consultant, primarily on large
military command-and-control systems. My newest interests are in neural
networks and fuzzy logic, with parallel processing as an enabling technology.
I am usually interested in discussing new technologies and new applications
of technology, along with the societal implications, with almost anybody,
anywhere, anytime.

*kk

Music Store owner, Secretary of Ecological Economics of Alaska.

*kk

Captain, US Army

*kk

I am a Japanese writer who are very much interested in ecology and the
electronic democracy. I am going to spend two years with studying (joining?)
ecological movement and sharing network as a tool for making the new world
here in Berkeley.

*kk

I work at the only hospital dedicated to the cure and eradication of leprosy
in the United States. I also spent 6 months in Romania after the December,
1989, Revolution.

One of the reasons people value places like the WELL is the
intellectual diversity it offers. With a divergent group, you get
separate, nonoverlapping personal networks of expertise. If you
could use that diversity as a kind of living encyclopedia,
you would find that communion, the immeasurable matters of the
heart that the Parenting conference provides, is not the only kind
of value that people derive from virtual communities. The
knowledge-sharing leverage of a large, diverse group of people
who are motivated to help one another, and whose differences of
place and time are erased by CMC, can be considerable.

Gift Economies and Social Contracts in
Cyberspace

No single metaphor completely conveys the nature of cyberspace.
Virtual communities are places where people meet, and they also
are tools; the place-like aspects and tool-like aspects only partially
overlap. Some people come to the WELL only for the community,
some come only for the hard-core information, and some want
both. The WELL contains places of the heart for me, but it is also
a valuable and unemotional information-seeking device that has
become an integral part of my professional routine. The Parenting
conference might be a sacred circle, but the News conference can
be much more like a combination of intellectual marketplace and
mind-game parlor. When I first found my way into the WELL, I was
looking for information and I found it. By that time, I realized that
the people who have the information are more interesting than
the information alone; the game-like and tool-like aspects of
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sharing information online drew me in further. Later, I began
meeting some of the knowledge traders in more communitarian
places online.

I was hungry for intellectual companionship as well as raw
information. While many commuters dream of working at home,
telecommuting, I happen to know what it's like to work that way. I
never could stand to get out of my pajamas if I didn't have to, so
I've always worked at home. It has its advantages and its
disadvantages. But the occupational hazard of the self-employed,
home-based symbolic analyst of the 1990s is isolation.
Information-age hunters and gatherers were lone wolves

until we found the Net.

The kind of people that Robert Reich, in The Work of Nations,
called "symbolic analysts" are natural matches for online
communities: computer programmers, writers and journalists,
freelance artists and designers, independent radio and television
producers, editors, researchers, librarians. For some time now,
these early adopters have been joined by the first ranks of the
mainstream CMC users. Increasingly, many people who paint
houses or build boats or work in an office or hospital or sell real
estate, but who are curious about new cultural phenomena and
not afraid of using a computer keyboard to express themselves,
are mixing it up with the knowledge workers. People who work for
themselves, whether it is with their hands or their symbols, have
been plugging into the Net for the kind of tactical and emotional
support others get at the office or factory.

Since so many members of virtual communities are workers
whose professional standing is based on what they know, virtual
communities can be practical instruments. If you need specific
information or an expert opinion or a pointer to a resource, a
virtual community is like a living encyclopedia. Virtual
communities can help their members, whether or not they are
information-related workers, to cope with information overload.
The problem with the information age, especially for students
and knowledge workers who spend their time immersed in the
info flow, is that there is too much information available and
few effective filters for sifting the key data that are useful and
interesting to us as individuals.

Programmers are trying to design better and better software
agents that can seek and sift, filter and find, and save us from the
awful feeling one gets when it turns out that the specific
knowledge one needs is buried in fifteen thousand pages of
related information. The first software agents are now becoming
available (e.g., Archie, Gopher, Knowbots, WAIS, and Rosebud are
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the names for different programs that search through the vast
digital libraries of Internet and the real-time feed from the news
services and retrieve items of interest), but we already have far
more sophisticated, if informal, social contracts among groups of
people that allow us to act as software agents for one another.

If, in my wanderings through information space, I come across
items that don't interest me but I know would interest one of my
worldwide affinity group of online friends, I send the appropriate
friend a pointer or simply forward the entire text (one of the new
powers of CMC is the ability to publish and converse via the same
medium). In some cases I can put the information in exactly the
right place for ten thousand people I don't know, but who are
intensely interested in that specific topic, to find it when they
need it. And sometimes, one of the ten thousand people I don't
know does the same thing for me.

This informal, unwritten social contract is supported by a
blend of strong-tie and weak-tie relationships among people who
have a mixture of motives and ephemeral affiliations. It requires
one to give something, and enables one to receive something. I
have to keep my friends in mind and send them pointers instead of
throwing my informational discards into the virtual scrap heap. It
doesn't take much energy to do that, since I have to sift that
information anyway to find the knowledge I seek for my own
purposes; it takes two keystrokes to delete the information, three
keystrokes to forward it to someone else. And with scores of other
people who have an eye out for my interests while they explore
sectors of the information space that I normally wouldn't frequent,
I find that the help I receive far outweighs the energy I expend
helping others: a marriage of altruism and self-interest.

Lee Sproull and Sara Kiesler, two social scientists who have been
observing the ways people in organizations use CMC, point out in
their book Connections: New Ways of Working in the Networked
World that this kind of informal lore exchange is a key, if invisible,
part of every organization:

"Does anybody know . . . ?" is a common phrase in organizations--
typically heard in informal encounters in office hallways, before
meetings begin, at the water cooler, coffeepot, and lunchrooms. In
the terms of the general information procedure, one person asks a
search question that may be vague or ambiguous. Usually the asker is
seeking a piece of current or arcane information, not easily found in
official documents. The audience for such questions usually knows
the asker and is sympathetic or at least tolerant because the behavior
is conventional, the questions are not onerous, and answerers
themselves may one day need to ask a question.

In the conventional world, if the asker's acquaintances cannot
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provide an answer, the asker is stymied. But with electronic
communication, the asker has access to a much broader pool of
information sources. An oceanographer broadcast a message to an
electronic network of oceanographers: "Is it safe and reasonable to
clamp equipment onto a [particular type of insulating wire?" The
official instructions said, "Do not clamp." Right away the sender got
several messages from other places saying, "Yes, we do it all the time,
but you have to use the following type of clamp." The oceanographer
did not know the people who responded and would never have
encountered them in a face-to-face setting, but through electronic
communication, he benefited from their knowledge and experience.
Folklore is an important part of science and technology, consisting of
idiosyncratic information about how equipment really works and
what tricks you have to know to get the experiment to come out right.
It never appears in journal articles or manuals, and it is typically
conveyed by word of mouth. With electronic communication, folklore
can be more broadly accessible.

Early in my history with the WELL, I was invited to join a panel of
experts who advise the U.S. Congress's Office of Technology
Assessment (OTA) on the subject of communication systems for an
information age. I'm not an expert in telecommunications
technology or policy, but I do know where to find a group of such
experts and how to get them to tell me what they know. Before I
went to Washington for my first panel meeting, I opened a
conference in the WELL and invited assorted information freaks,
technophiles, and communications experts to help me come up
with something to say. An amazing collection of minds flocked to
that topic, and some of them created whole new communities
when they collided.

By the time I sat down with the captains of industry, government
advisers, and academic experts at the panel table, I had more than
two hundred pages of expert advice from my own panel. I
wouldn't have been able to integrate that much knowledge of my
subject in an entire academic or industrial career, and it took me
(and my virtual community) only a few minutes a day for six
weeks. In my profession I have found the WELL to be an
outright magical resource. An editor or producer or client
can call and ask me if I know much about the Constitution,
or fiber optics, or intellectual property. "Let me get back to
you in twenty minutes," I say, reaching for the modem.

The same strategy of nurturing and making use of loose
information-sharing affiliations across the Net can be applied to
an infinite domain of problem areas, from literary criticism to
software evaluation. It's a good way for a sufficiently large,
sufficiently diverse group of people to multiply their individual
degree of expertise, and I think it could be done even if the people
aren't involved in a community other than their place of
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employment or their area of specialization. But I think it works
better when the community's conceptual model of its own
activities includes a healthy amount of barn raising along with the
horse trading.

Reciprocity is a key element of any market-based culture, but the
arrangement I'm describing feels to me more like a kind of gift

economy in which people do things for one another out of a spirit
of building something between them, rather than a spreadsheet-
calculated quid pro quo. When that spirit exists, everybody gets a
little extra something, a little sparkle, from their more practical
transactions; different kinds of things become possible when this
mind-set pervades. Conversely, people who have valuable things
to add to the mix tend to keep their heads down and their ideas to
themselves when a mercenary or hostile zeitgeist dominates an
online community.

In the virtual community I know best, elegantly presented
knowledge is a valuable currency. Wit and use of language are
rewarded in this medium, which is biased toward those who learn
how to manipulate attention and emotion with the written word.
Sometimes you give one person more information than you would
give another person in response to the same query, simply
because you recognize one of them to be more generous or funny
or to-the-point or agreeable.

I give useful information freely, and I believe my requests for
information are met more swiftly, in greater detail, than they
would have been otherwise. A sociologist might say that my
perceived helpfulness increased my pool of social capital. I can
increase your knowledge capital and my social capital at the same
time by telling you something that you need to know, and I could
diminish the amount of my capital in the estimation of others by
transgressing the group's social norms. The person I help might
never be in a position to help me, but someone else might be.
That's why it is hard to distinguish idle talk from serious context-
setting. In a virtual community, idle talk is context-setting.
Idle talk is where people learn what kind of person you are, why
you should be trusted or mistrusted, what interests you. The
agora--the ancient Athenian market where the citizens of the first
democracy gathered to buy and sell--was more than the site of
transactions; it was also a place where people met and sized up
one another. It's where the word got around about those who
transgress norms, break contracts. Markets and gossip are
historically and inextricably connected.

Parents, libertarians, Deadheads, radio producers, writers,
homeowners, and sports fans all have particular places to hang
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out in the WELL. But in the News conference, the WELL's town
square, there is a deliberately general topic, Experts on the
WELL, that continues to be a paradigm of one of the ways people
can spin banter into an unstructured repository of valuable
unclassifiable expertise.

The premise of Experts on the WELL is simple. If you have a
problem or a question concerning any topic, from plumbing to
astrophysics, you pose it. Then you wait seven minutes or a week.
Sometimes nothing happens, and sometimes you get exactly what
you want. In many instances, the answer already exists elsewhere
in the WELL, and the topic serves as a kind of community
librarian service that points the query toward the right part of the
WELL's collection of information. And in some instances, the
information requested exists in someone's head, and that person
takes the time to type it.

The reward for knowing the answer and taking the time to enter it
into the WELL is symbolic but not inconsequential. People who
come up with accurate and well-worded answers win prestige in
front of the whole virtual stadium. Experts compete to solve
problems; the people who harvest solutions become believers. For
$2 an hour, you gain access to your own think tank. You

just have to know how to prime it and mine it.

Most topics on the WELL are about something specific. A topic in
the Pets conference might be about places to board dogs; a topic
in the Parenting conference might be about discipline or coping
with measles. Experts on the WELL is about several things at the
same time, and the topic is expected to change regularly. The
topic serves as an intelligent community filter, where people
seeking information can be directed to the specific part of the
WELL where their area of inquiry is a topic of discussion. This is
how social norms of helpfulness to newcomers contend against
the ponderous difficulty of the WELL's software that makes it
difficult for new people to find their way. In a surprising number
of cases, somebody from the WELL's diversity happens to know
the definitive answer to a question about angelology or automatic
transmissions or celestial navigation or where to find a good
martini. Many of us read the topic for amusement and for the odd
bits of expertise we can pick up along the way.

Experts on the WELL is about more than simple fact-finding. It is
also about the pleasure of making conversation and creating value
in the process. Although all these responses were originally typed
on a terminal or computer keyboard, and are available for people
to read long after they were typed, the postings in a computer
conference are experienced by those who read and write them as
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a form of conversation as well as a form of publication. In the case
of the WELL, it's a conversation in which 16 percent of the people
contribute 80 percent of the words, but many people are listening
invisibly and all are free to join. In that sense, there's a theatrical
element to this medium--written conversation as a performing art.
One of CMC's distinguishing characteristics is the way it mixes
aspects of informal, real-time communication with the more
formally composed, write-once-read-forever mode of
communication.

Computer conference conversations are dialogues that are
situated in a specific place (the conferencing system, the
conference, the topic) and time. The place is a cognitive and social
one, not a geographic place. The WELL is a kind of place to those
who come to it, and within the WELL, the News conference is a
more specific kind of place inside the larger place, and within the
news conference, the Experts on the WELL topic has its own
flavor, its own cast of characters, its own norms and rhythms. The
way casual conversation is organized in a hierarchical structure,
with descriptive names at every level, enables people to use the
record of the conversation as a database in which to search for
specific information. The way words and ideas are structured by
computer conferencing systems is different from more familiar
structures, such as books or face-to-face discussions, so we don't
have a default mental model that helps us think about the
structure.

An architectural model of the WELL can help you create a
mental model of these spaces within spaces. If you think of the
WELL as a building, you can walk down the halls and look at the
signs on the doors to different rooms of various sizes. The sign on
the door tells you about the general subject of the conversations
that take place inside--sex or art or politics or sports or literature
or childrearing. The building is the conferencing system. The
rooms are the conferences. And within each conference room,
imagine a number of blackboards covered with writing. Approach
one of the blackboards, and you will see a sign at the top that
indicates which subtopic of the conference room's specified
domain is under discussion. In the health conference, you might
have topics about medicines, topics about different diseases,
topics about medical discoveries, topics about the politics and
economics of health care. Each of those topics has its own
blackboard, known in the WELL as the topic level. That's where
Experts on the WELL exists, as a topic in the News conference.

At the top of the blackboard, a person begins a new topic of
conversation by asserting a proposition or asking a question or
more generally describing an area for general discussion.
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Immediately after and under the introduction, somebody writes a
response. On the WELL, that is the response level. When you
know how to navigate the different levels of such a system, and
use tools provided by the system to automate that navigation, the
sense of place helps you structure the system in your memory.

Reading a computer conference transcript in hard copy--on
paper--misses the dynamism of the conversation as it is
experienced by regulars; the back-and-forth dialogue over a
period of time that regular participants or observers experience
can be reconstructed by looking at the time stamps of the
postings, however. In terms of communication rhythms, e-mail and
computer conferencing can be levelers. This is one way in which
computer conferencing differs from other communications media.
The ability to think and compose a reply and publish it within the
structure of a conversation enables a group of people to build the
living database of Experts on the WELL, in an enterprise where
contributors all work at their own pace. This kind of group thinks
together differently from how the same group would think
face-to-face or in real time.

Sara Kiesler, a social psychologist who studied how e-mail systems
changed the nature of organizations, was one of the first to
observe businesses systematically and study the impact of CMC
on the organization. Dr. Kiesler confirmed and legitimated what
CMC pioneers had known from personal experience when she
noted in Harvard Business Review that "computer-mediated
communications can break down hierarchical and
departmental barriers, standard operating procedures, and
organizational norms." Kiesler's observations supported the
theory long popular among online enthusiasts that people who
often dominate conversations face-to-face, because of rank or
aggressive demeanor, are no more visible than those who would
remain silent or say little in a face-to-face meeting but say a lot via
CMC. Businesses are the next organizations to be subjected
to the same new kinds of social forces that were
experienced by the research and academic communities
when they went online.

Kiesler also offered evidence that people communicate across and
around traditional hierarchical organizational boundaries if their
mutual interest in a particular subject matter is strong enough;
groups make more daring decisions via CMC than they do
face-to-face; work that later turns out to be important is
sometimes accomplished in informal conversations as well as in
structured online meetings.
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Clearly, people in the Parenting conference are enmeshed in a
social interaction different from that of people in Experts on the
WELL, and a college student indulging in the online role-playing
games known as Multi-User Dungeons lives in a different virtual
society from a participant in a scholarly electronic mailing list.
Point of view, along with identity, is one of the great variables in
cyberspace. Different people in cyberspace look at their virtual
communities through differently shaped keyholes. In traditional
communities, people have a strongly shared mental model of the
sense of place--the room or village or city where their interactions
occur. In virtual communities, the sense of place requires
an individual act of imagination. The different mental models
people have of the electronic agora complicates the question of
why people seem to want to build societies mediated by computer
screens. A question like that leads inexorably to the old
fundamental questions of what forces hold any society together.
The roots of these questions extend farther than the social
upheavals triggered by modern communications technologies.

When we say "society," we usually mean citizens of cities in
entities known as nations. We take those categories for granted.
But the mass-psychological transition that people made to
thinking of ourselves as part of modern society and nation-states
is historically recent. Could people make the transition from the
close collective social groups, the villages and small towns of
premodern and precapitalist Europe, to a new form of social
solidarity known as society that transcended and encompassed all
previous kinds of human association? Emile Durkheim, one of the
founders of sociology, called the premodern kind of social group
gemeinschaftt, which is closer to the English word community, and
the new kind of social group he called gesellschaft, which can be
translated roughly as society. All the questions about community
in cyberspace point to a similar kind of transition that might be
taking place now, for which we have no technical names.

Sociology student Marc Smith, who has been using the WELL and
the Net as the laboratory for his fieldwork, pointed me to Benedict
Anderson's work Imagined Communities, a study of nation-
building that focuses on the ideological labor involved. Anderson
points out that nations and, by extension, communities are
imagined in the sense that a given nation exists by virtue of a
common acceptance in the minds of the population that it exists.
Nations must exist in the minds of its citizens in order to exist at
all. "Virtual communities require an act of imagination to use,"
points out Marc Smith, extending Anderson's line of thinking to
cyberspace, "and what must be imagined is the idea of the
community itself."
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It's far too early to tell what the tools of social psychology and
sociology will help us make of the raw material of group
interaction that proliferates in cyberspace. This is an area where
adroit use of the Net by scholars could have a profound effect on
the nature of the Net. One of the great problems with the
atmosphere of free expression now tolerated on the Net is the
fragility of communities and their susceptibility to disruption. The
only alternative to imposing potentially dangerous
restrictions on freedom of expression is to develop norms,
folklore, ways of acceptable behavior that are widely
modeled, taught, and valued, that can give the citizens of
cyberspace clear ideas of what they can and cannot do
with the medium, how they can gain leverage, and where
they must beware of pitfalls inherent in the medium, if we
intend to use it for community-building. But all arguments
about virtual community values take place in the absence of any
base of even roughly quantified systematic observation.

Right now, all we have on the Net is folklore, like the Netiquette
that old-timers try to teach the flood of new arrivals, and debates
about freedom of expression versus nurturance of community.
About two dozen social scientists, working for several years,
might produce conclusions that would help inform these debates
and furnish a basis of validated observation for all the theories
flying around. A science of Net behavior is not going to reshape
the way people behave online, but knowledge of the dynamics of
how people do behave is an important social feedback loop to
install if the Net is to be self-governing at any scale.
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Chapter Three: Visionaries and

Convergences:

The Accidental History of the Net

While driving to work one day in 1950, Douglas Engelbart started
thinking about how complicated civilization had become. What
were humans going to do about managing this complex new world
that technology had helped us create? Engelbart asked himself
what kinds of tools we use to help us think. "Symbols" was the

answer that came to him, the answer he had been taught as an
engineer. Could we use machines to help us deal with symbols?

Why not computers? Could computers automate symbol-handling
tasks, and thus help people think faster, better, about more complex
problems? To the right person, the line of thought was inevitable,
even in 1950; it never ceases to amaze Engelbart that other people
didn't see it, too.
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Engelbart, who had been a radar operator during World War II,
began to see an actual picture come into focus in his mind's eye,
like a snapshot of the future: "When I first heard about computers,
I understood, from my radar experience, that if these machines
can show you information on punchcards and printouts on paper,
they could write or draw that information on a screen. When I saw
the connection between a cathode-ray screen, an information
processor, and a medium for representing symbols to a person, it
all tumbled together in about a half an hour." He saw groups of
people at desks and in theaterlike environments where people
could control the computer by pointing at it.

The scene in his imagination grew more vivid and detailed.
Knowledge and information and thinking tools not yet invented
could be available at the touch of a keyboard, the twist of a dial.
With a setup like that, Engelbart dreamed, groups of people might
have a real handle on solving complex problems. By the time he
arrived at work at the end of that commute in December 1950,
Engelbart's internal logic had taken him to the threshold of a
crusade that has lasted almost half a century. By the 1990s, as a
direct result of Engelbart's crusade, tens of millions of people
around the world use computers and telecommunications to
extend their abilities to think and communicate. Computers as

mind amplifiers are something we take for granted today.

The problem in the 1950s was getting somebody to listen--
somebody who could give him access to a computer and some
research funding. His friends warned him that talking too much
about his science-fiction schemes when he was interviewing for
jobs might not be good for his career as an electrical engineer.
Traveling from university to private industry to entrepreneurship,
he spent over a decade trying and failing to convince computer
scientists, psychologists, librarians, that computers could become
marvelous problem-solving assistants to people who work with
their minds.

In 1950, there were less than a dozen electronic computers. The
first "electronic brains" were so big and generated so much heat
that they filled air-conditioned warehouses, and in terms of
computing power, all of them put together couldn't compete with
the cheapest microchip in a twenty-dollar toy today. Nobody
thought anybody would need many more computers or very much
more powerful ones than that to fill the world's computational
needs. By 1960, people were convinced that computers were
useful tools, and the slightly less enormous, less expensive devices
proliferated, but strictly as high-tech instrumentation for
scientists or payroll devices for businesses.
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In 1957, the Soviet launching of the first artificial satellite,
Sputnik, shifted some funding paradigms in Washington, D.C.; two
direct side effects of that shift were the personal computer
revolution and computer-mediated communications. In 1963,
Engelbart was funded to create the thinking machines he had
dreamed about. Engelbart was just the first of a lineage of
stubborn visionaries who insisted that computers could be used by
people other than specialists. It is very unlikely that we would
have the computers and CMC systems we have today if it
weren't for these few people who stuck stubbornly to their
desire to build better thinking tools, computers designed
for most people to use, in order to do the things most
people do.

The essential elements of what became the Net were created by
people who believed in, wanted, and therefore invented ways of
using computers to amplify human thinking and communication.
And many of them wanted to provide it to as many people as
possible, at the lowest possible cost. Driven by the excitement of
creating their own special subculture below the crust of the
mass-media mainstream, they worked with what was at hand.
Again and again, the most important parts of the Net
piggybacked on technologies that were created for very

different purposes.

The most important parts of the Net began as dreams in the
imaginations of a few specific people, who acted on inspiration
rather than orders. Computer networks started with a former MIT
professor working in a small technical funding office in the
Pentagon; the global Usenet was created by a couple of students
in North Carolina who decided it was possible for computer
communities to communicate with each other without the benefit
of an expensive Internet connection; hobbyists in Chicago
triggered the worldwide BBS movement because they wanted to
transfer files from one PC to another without driving across town.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the U.S. Department of Defense's
Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) funded a small group
of unorthodox computer programmers and electronic engineers
who wanted to redesign the way computers were operated. With
keyboards and screens and graphics, people could interact
directly with computers instead of laboring through the
time-consuming and arcane mediation of punched cards and
printouts. Some young programmers felt their virtuosity required
the kinds of computers that a good mind could play like a musical
instrument, in real time. They called their crusade "interactive
computing," and still speak in terms of the "conversion

26-04-2012 21:43



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/3.html

4 de 43

experience" that led their research. When the ARPA-funded
crusaders succeeded in creating the computers they wanted, they
discovered that they also wanted to use their computers as
communication devices.

It took two more decades of research and development for
interactive personal computers and CMC to mature, proliferate,
and converge into the increasingly citizen-accessible Net of the
1990s. It took another couple of revolutions beyond interactive
computing to get that far.

By the late 1970s, the personal computer revolution, built on the
technical foundations created by the ARPA researchers a decade
previously, had created a new industry and a new subculture. The
old ARPA stars were creating new companies and running
research laboratories by the time their younger brothers and
sisters decided to turn computers from business machines and
scientific workstations into thinking tools "for the rest of us," as
Apple put it in their first Macintosh commercials (13.4 meq).

Again, changes in the way computers were designed and used led
to the expansion of the computer-using population from a
priesthood in the 1950s, to an elite in the 1960s, to a subculture in
the 1970s, and to a significant, stillgrowing part of the population
in the 1990s. Again, it wasn't the mainstream of the existing
computer industry that created affordable personal computing,
but teenagers in garages. And it was neither national defense nor
the profit motive but the desire to make a tool for changing
the world that motivated the young entrepreneurs who built the
PC industry.

When enough people brought sufficiently powerful computers into
their homes, it was inevitable that somebody would figure out a
way to plug PCs into telephones. All the off-the-shelf devices that
you could plug together to make that work, the "enabling
technologies" for personal telecommunications, were available
and the price was dropping. With the powerful computers
available to citizens today and affordable modems, you don't need
an expensive, high-speed conduit like Internet uses. You just plug
right into your telephone line, perfectly legally--so far--and publish
your manifestos or organize your meetings.

The BBS enthusiasm spread among a wholly different population
from the research roots of the Net. BBSers benefited from the
research and development that made PC technology possible
because it is unlikely that microchips and interactive computers
would have been available to civilians today if the Department of
Defense had not found them essential to national security decades
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ago. But BBS enthusiasts aren't interested in ARPA or big
laboratories. They want to know what they can do at home with
their own hands and affordable technology.

By the 1980s, it wasn't just computer scientists using the Net or
BBSers scattered across the globe. Internet, the successor to
ARPANET, sponsored in the 1980s by the National Science
Foundation, already included tens of thousands of researchers and
scholars in private industries and universities connected to the
Net through their institutions' computer centers. Each computer
center is a community of individuals who share computer
resources, and when it joins the high-speed backbone of Internet,
each community is virtually connected to every other, via private
e-mail, public real-time chat, and worldwide public conversations
such as Usenet. Net culture took on a global, youthful, often
heavily American flavor as so many colleges worldwide

came online, starting in the United States.

In the future, that's where the net culture in the rest of society
will come from worldwide--those who connected with it in college.
Will the future see an increasing gap between the
information-rich and the information-poor? Access to the Net
and access to college are going to be the gateways, everywhere,
to a world of communications and information access far beyond
what is accessible by traditional media.

Through the 1980s, significant computing power became available
on college campuses, and everybody, not just the programming,
science, and engineering students, began using networked
personal computers as part of their intellectual work, along with
textbooks and lectures. Not only did many university computer
centers join the high-speed backbone of the Net, millions of
students gained dial-up access to the Net. Thousands got hooked
on Usenet, MUDs, Internet Relay Chat, and electronic mailing
lists.

More efficient means of communicating traditional forms of
information, such as research papers, from place to place or
performing routine knowledge-gathering tasks, such as searching
for a reference, were facilitated by the Net's campus
infrastructure. The Net was also a gateway to purely social
realms. Two of the most important and popular cultural
experiments--MUD (which first appeared at the University of
Essex, England) and Usenet--originated on college campuses in
1979-1980.

Usenet

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/3.html
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In 1979, computer science students at Duke University and the
University of North Carolina experimented with a simple scheme
by which these two computer communities, which were not
connected via Internet, could automatically exchange information
via modem at regular intervals. By 1990, Usenet brought tens of
millions of words daily to several million people in more than forty
countries, sprouting from the experiment in North Carolina and
propagating itself like a virus from campus to campus, research
lab to research lab, around the world, more or less unofficially, via
the sympathetic managers who ran the computer centers. A few
private-sector institutions-- AT&T's Bell Laboratories and DEC
foremost among them-- helped boost the growth of Usenet by
paying the bill for increased telecommunications among its key
backbone sites. The people in those companies who were the most
passionate advocates of CMC use were also valuable enough to
their employers to allow for a few interesting experiments.

Usenet is not a network or a BBS but a way of managing multiple
public conversations about specific topics, conversations that are
not located or controlled in a central site but spread throughout
the system. It is a network-scale computer conferencing system. It
rides on the computer networks but doesn't need them. You can
read Usenet newsgroups from Internet, or you can read them
from your desktop PC, if you can talk a medium-size system like
the WELL into feeding the stream of conversations to your PC.
Usenet enables people to read and respond to specific
conversations about specific topics, similar to the way they read
and respond to e-mail, but Usenet postings are public rather than
private; in this way Usenet is related to other efforts to use
computers as many-to-many group communication devices.
Usenet is more like the WELL than Internet because it's about
conversation--hundreds of thousands of conversations a day about
thousands of different subjects.

ARPANET, the BBSs, and the conferencing systems that had
separate origins ten and twenty years ago are growing together
now into one system with many parts--the Net. In the 1990s, the
role of government and private industry in the creation and
regulation of the next level of Internet, the National Research and
Education Network (NREN), is becoming the focus of increased
public debate about how to manage that convergence.

As big government and big business line up to argue about which
information infrastructure would be better for citizens, it is the
right of the citizens to remind elected policymakers that these
technologies were created by people who believed that the power
of computer technology can and should be made available to the
entire population, not just to a priesthood. The future of the Net
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cannot be intelligently designed without paying attention to the
intentions of those who originated it.

From ARPANET to NREN: The Toolbuilders'
Quest

Douglas Engelbart might have remained a voice in the wilderness,
one of the myriad inventors with world-changing devices, or at
least the plans for them, gathering dust in their garages. And you
might still be required to wear a lab coat and speak FORTRAN in
order to gain access to a computer. But Engelbart got a job in the
early 1960s doing some respectably orthodox computer research
at a new think tank in Menlo Park, California, the Stanford
Research Institute. And a few years later, the paper he wrote,
"The Augmentation of Human Intellect," fell into the hands of ]. C.
R. Licklider, another man with foresight who was in a historically
fortunate position to do something about their shared vision of the
future. Licklider had written a paper of his own in 1960,
"Man-Computer Symbiosis," predicting that "in not too many
years, human brains and computing machines will be coupled
together very tightly, and that the resulting partnership will think
as no human being has ever thought and process data in a way not
approached by the information-handling machines we know
today."

Licklider was an MIT and Harvard professor who studied
psychoacoustics. Like Engelbart, he was captured by a picture in
his mind's eye of a new kind of intellectual tool involving
computers. Licklider's revelation came to him as he was sitting in
his office. He was spending hours creating a graphic plot of some
experimental data when he realized that he spent far more time
fiddling with data, drawing graphs, finding citations, than he did
thinking. A friend of Licklider's worked at Bolt, Beranek, and
Newman, a Cambridge computer consulting company that had a
special kind of computer known as a DEC PDP-1. DEC--Digital
Equipment Corporation--was a new computer company that a
couple of MIT graduates had created. And the PDP-1 was the first
commercial computer that showed information on a screen.

Licklider realized, as had Engelbart, that if he could get the right
information into the computer's memory, he would be able to
fiddle with data, draw graphs, and find citations--what he called
"getting into position to think"--far more efficiently. In 1983, I
interviewed Licklider and he recalled his encounter with the
PDP-1 as the beginning of his involvement with the interactive
computing crusade. "I guess you could say I had a religious

conversion," he said.
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Licklider became involved himself with computer display
technology at Lincoln Laboratory, an MIT facility that did
top-secret work for the Department of Defense. The new
computers and displays that the North American Defense
Command required in the early 1960s needed work on the design
of information displays. Out of that work, one of Licklider's junior
researchers, a graduate student named [van Sutherland, created
the field of computer graphics. Through Lincoln Laboratory,
Licklider met the people who later hired him at ARPA.

In October 1957, when the Soviet Union launched Sputnik, the
people who were responsible for maintaining the state of the art
in U.S. military technology were shocked into action. To keep up
with the pace of technical developments, the Department of
Defense created the Advanced Research Projects Agency with a
specific mandate to leapfrog over existing technology, bypassing,
if necessary, the standard process of peer-reviewed research
proposals. ARPA had a license to look for visionaries and wild
ideas and sift them for viable schemes. When Licklider suggested
that new ways of using computers not only were valuable to
weapons and air defense technologies but also could improve the
quality of research across the board by giving scientists and office
workers better tools, he was hired to organize ARPA's Information
Processing Techniques Office.

Licklider knew there was a whole subculture of unorthodox
programming geniuses clustered at the new Artificial Intelligence
Laboratory at MIT and graphics geniuses like Ivan Sutherland at
Lincoln. There were others around the country, chafing to get
their hands on the kind of computing resources that didn't exist in
the punched card and mainframe era. They wanted to reinvent
computing; the computer industry giants and the mainstream of
computer science weren't interested in reinventing computing. So
Licklider and his successors at ARPA, Robert Taylor and Ivan
Sutherland (both in their twenties), started funding the young
hackers--the original hackers, as chronicled in Steven Levy's book
Hackers, not the ones who break into computer systems today.
They also funded Engelbart, whose Augmentation Research
Center (ARC) at Stanford Research Institute lasted for more than
a decade and created the first word processors,
conferencing systems, hypertext systems, mouse pointing
devices, mixed video and computer communications--the
technical foundation for half a dozen of the biggest
high-tech industries today. When the first ARPANET went
online, Engelbart's ARC was the original network information
center that centralized all information gathering and record
keeping about the state of the network.
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During the 1960s, ARPA-funded groups worked on different
aspects of interactive computing at different research centers
scattered around the country. At MIT, they concentrated first on
time-sharing, the scheme by which many individuals could
interact directly with a central computer through a terminal,
instead of waiting in line to submit their programs to computer
operators. When you build a computer system that enables fifty or
a hundred programmers to sit around a computer room and
interact individually and directly with the main computer, you are
automatically building in the potential for a community, because
they are going to want to exchange lore and wisecracks while they
do their programming. Electronic mail was one of the features
built into the new time-sharing systems. Once they had e-mail in
place, they were loathe to give it up. Later, they built e-mail into
the system that linked the computer communities across
geographical boundaries. The earliest users of CMC systems also
were the people who built the first CMC systems; as users as
well as designers of this thinking tool, they were reluctant
to build in features that took power away from individual
users, so they designed a degree of user autonomy into the
system that persists in the architecture of cyberspace

today.

At Lincoln Lab and the University of Utah, where Ivan Sutherland
and a younger generation of crusaders such as Alan Kay ended
up, interactive computer graphics was the quest. The jump from
alphabetic printout to graphic screen display was a major leap in
the evolution of the way computers are designed to be operated
by people, the "human-computer interface." Humans process the
world visually extremely well; we can extract far more information
from color and pattern than we can from a page full of numbers.
This breakthrough of manipulating patterns on a screen to display
computer information involved more than graphics, because once
you could display graphic information on a screen, you could
display words as well. The capability of using the graphics to
control the computer, as well as using the computer to control
graphics, also led to further breakthroughs that made computers
easier for nonprogrammers to use. Instead of a computer
command that requires a person to type in an arcane code phrase,
the computer user can point to a picture and press a button and
issue the same command--now known as "point and click"
commands.

Engelbart's team at SRI put graphics and time-sharing and group
communication together in a new kind of research environment
that Engelbart named "bootstrapped research": the researchers'
goal was to design better tools for themselves; then they would
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test and debug their own tools and use them to create better
tools. Other ARPA projects produced essential hardware for ARC.
There were major nodes of the research network at a dozen
different universities, and private research institutions such as
RAND in Santa Monica and Bolt, Beranek, and Newman in
Cambridge, the consulting firm that first showed Licklider the
PDP-1. Under the ARPA direction of Licklider, Taylor, and Ivan
Sutherland, a community of interdisciplinary toolbuilders
collaborated for a decade to produce what they were then calling
multiple-access computers.

The ARPA researchers from all the major projects got together in
the same place once or twice a year. Through the 1960s, directly
from their efforts, the original dreams of interactive computing
and augmentation of human intellect began to turn into the kind
of computers people use today. After six or seven years, the
different projects initiated and supported by ARPA were beginning
to converge. Each computer center had special hardware or
software or data that other centers didn't have. A programmer
using a powerful interactive computer in Illinois might make good
use of the computer graphics software at another ARPA-sponsored
computer center in Utah. In the previous era, the bottleneck was
the way people had to stand in line to use the computer.
Time-sharing made it possible for individuals to interact directly
with the computer. The next bottleneck was the geographic
distance between user and computer, and between computer and
computer. In the era of time-sharing, it was natural to ask, Why
not extend the line of control and link computers up, through
telecommunication lines, at a distance?

Could computers send data fast enough through copper wires to
allow remote operation of computers and resource-sharing? If it
could be done through the short wire that connected all the
terminals to the central time-shared computer, it could, in theory,
be done with a wire as long as a continent. The
telecommunications orthodoxy of the 1960s was as pessimistic
about the ARPA quest as the computer orthodoxy had been
uninterested in interactive computing. The ARPA planners
adopted a particular way of sending chunks of computer
information over a network, a scheme known as packet-switching.

Packet-switching is yet another case of a technology invented for
one purpose evolving into purposes beyond the intentions of the
inventors. It started in the 1950s, when the RAND Corporation
performed top-secret studies on thermonuclear war scenarios.
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They focused on the survivability of the communications system
that made command and control possible on local and national
levels. In an all-out nuclear war, communications infrastructure--
networks of wires, command centers, antennae--would become
prime targets. RAND's Paul Baran proposed that the threat of
the unreliability of any communications network under
nuclear combat conditions could be dealt with by
decentralizing authority for keeping communications
flowing. The key idea he proposed was "that messages be broken
into units of equal size and that the network route these message
units along a functioning path to their destination where they
would be reassembled into coherent wholes." Baran's scheme was
made public in 1964.

Instead of having a hierarchy of command centers in the
communications system to match the hierarchical organization of
military command and control, Baran proposed eliminating the
command center for communications. Chop all the
communications into small packets of data, and precede the
message data in each packet with information about where it
originated and where it is going and which other packets it
connects with when it gets there. Then distribute routers
throughout the network that know how to read the addressing
information on the packets and send them on their way. In this
way, the routers could update each other about the state of the
network at very short intervals. What any node knows about
routing information, all other nodes know soon thereafter. Packets
can take alternate paths through the network. If nodes go down,
the network routes around it. If the receiving node does not
receive all the packets it expects in a message, it can ask the
transmitting node to retransmit specific packets. If you build a
message-passing network on this scheme, and use computers to
do the routing, you can build a network that will survive as node
after node is blasted away.

The National Physical LLaboratory in Great Britain tested packet-
switching principles in practice in 1968. At the same time, ARPA
issued a request for proposals (RFP) for a system to link
geographically remote research computers into a network. Robert
Taylor hired Lawrence Roberts from MIT's Lincoln Laboratory to
write the RFP and choose the sites for the first network nodes.
Roberts made the decision to use the packet-switching scheme.
Robert Kahn, a mathematics professor at MIT, took a leave to
work at Bolt, Beranek, and Newman (BBN), a government-funded
think tank that ended up designing and running key components
of ARPANET. Kahn wrote the proposal that won the first contract
from ARPA for BBN. The first node was delivered to UCLA in
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1969, and the network expanded to four nodes by the end of the
year. In 1970, Harvard and MIT came online. By the middle of
1971, more than thirty different computers (and their
communities) were linked to the network. Many of the people
involved in funding and building the first network, such as Robert
Taylor and Robert Kahn, are still actively involved in creating the
next generation of network technology, more than twenty years
later.

The significance of packet-switching technology to
nontechnologists is twofold . First, this invention creates the
building block for a communications system with no central
control because you don't need a central controller when each
packet and the entire network of routers all know how to get
information around. Second, as the world's information becomes
digitized, those packets can carry everything that humans can
perceive and machines can process--voice, high-fidelity sound,
text, high-resolution color graphics, computer programs, data,
full-motion video. You can even send packets over the airwaves.

In research-and-development laboratories today, one popular
buzzphrase is "digital convergence," which means that a lot more
than virtual communities and libraries of text are going to live on
the Net in the near future. Digitization is where the future of the
Net is likely to collide with other computer-amplified forces in the
world. As John P. Barlow is fond of saying, "Cyberspace is where
your money is." Money is already an abstraction, part of a huge,
incessant, worldwide flow of electronic messages. The value
gained now by knowing how to move these abstract money
messages around the world's telecommunications networks
dwarfs the original value of the goods and services that produced
the money.

Cyberspace is where global entertainment and communications
are headed; large colonies of those industries already live there.
Televisions and newspapers rely on a slightly different flavor of
the same basic electronic signals traveling through the same
worldwide network. The cable companies are in on it. Everybody
knows that only those whose networks connect to everybody else's
have a chance to reach the enormous world market, but nobody
knows yet which set of interests--newspapers, television networks,
entertainment conglomerates, communication giants--will
dominate the mass-market networks of the future.

At the same time, many of the same powerful financial interests
are investing in providing subject matter--"content," in telecom
jargon--for universal, high-speed digital networks of the future.
Entertainment and communications industries are both eyeing the
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same technological pipelines for delivering their products. In
laboratories in Palo Alto and Cambridge, England, today, CMC
communities are including video clips and voice mail with their
e-mail and conferencing.

The fact that these new technical conduits for information had the
potential to create new kinds of communities was noted and
encouraged by the very top leaders of the research projects that
created it. Before ARPANET went online in 1969, the people who
had sponsored its initial development, ]J. C. R. Licklider and Robert
Taylor, wrote an article with E. Herbert, "The Computer as a
Communication Device," in which they set forth their vision for
the future of computer-linked communities:

Although more interactive multiaccess computer systems are being
delivered now, and although more groups plan to be using these
systems within the next year, there are at present perhaps only as
few as half a dozen interactive multiaccess computer communities . .

For the society, the impact will be good or bad, depending mainly on
the question: Will "to be on-line" be a privilege or a

rig ht? 1r only a favored segment of the population gets a chance to
enjoy the advantage of "intelligence amplification," the network may

exaggerate the discontinuity in the spectrum of intellectual
opportunity.

On the other hand, if the network idea should prove to do for
education what a few have envisioned in hope, if not in concrete
detailed plan, and if all minds should prove to be responsive, surely
the boon to human kind would be beyond measure.

As soon as ARPANET went online, people started sending
electronic mail, far beyond the requirements of maintaining the
network. One of the characteristics of e-mail is that it is easy to
send a one-line message or a hundred-page file to one or a
thousand people. You just make an automatic mailing list that
contains the addresses of the people you want to reach. Another
characteristic of e-mail is that you can reply to any message that
arrives in your private electronic mailbox by typing one keystroke
("R" for "reply," on most systems). If you get a message from one
person on a mailing list, you can reply privately to that person, or
you can reply to everybody on the list. Suddenly, correspondence
becomes a group conversation. Private lists continue to proliferate
today as a way for individuals to create their own personalized
conferencing systems: "roll your own" virtual communities.

The first large list, the first to foster its own culture, ARPANET
veterans recall, was SF-LOVERS, a list of ARPA researchers who
wanted to participate in public discussions about science fiction.
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SF-LOVERS started appearing publicly on ARPANET in the late
1970s. Attempts were made to suppress it, because it clearly fell
outside even the most liberal interpretation of research-related
activities. It is to the credit of the top ARPA managers that they
allowed virtual communities to happen, despite pressure to reign
in the netheads when they seemed to be having too much fun. The
system engineers redesigned the system again and again to keep
up with the explosive growth in network communications traffic.
The social side of computer networking found its first forum in the
HUMAN-NETS e-mail list.

By the time ARPANET was up and running and the different
communities were knitting themselves into e-mail lists, the
Vietnam War was beginning to politicize ARPA policy. Many of the
brightest young researchers weren't as comfortable working for
the Department of Defense. At that time, yet another visionary in
the private sector came along and was fortunate enough to
capture the best and the brightest of the ARPA crew.

PARC

In 1969, Peter McCullough, chief executive officer of Xerox,
proclaimed the intention to make his company "the architect of
information for the future." He initiated the construction of a
multimillion-dollar, state-of-the-art, information-processing
research facility in California, the Xerox Palo Alto Research
Center, known as PARC . To create and manage the Computer
Sciences Laboratory, Xerox hired Robert Taylor, formerly of NASA
and ARPA. And Taylor hired Alan Kay and a few dozen of the best
ARPA luminaries, who had been scattered around the country at
different institutions for years.

PARC was hog heaven for the hardware engineers and software
programmers who converged on Palo Alto in the early 1970s.
These were people who had known each other by reputation,
cooperated as colleagues, competed as peers, for almost ten years
of ARPA-sponsored work. Here they were, together for the first
time in one place as an all-star team, working for a research
manager who shared their vision, with a generous budget and the
best possible equipment. These were people who, as Alan Kay put
it, "were used to dealing lightning with both hands." Many of them
had been in their teens and early twenties when they created
time-sharing and computer graphics; they were still young enough
to accomplish another revolution. They were working for private
enterprise now rather than the military, but the goal of the quest
remained unchanged when the focus moved to PARC: liberating

computer power for nonprogrammers to use to help them
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think and communicate.

Xerox PARC in the 1970s was the second crusade for the
thinking-tool builders. Many of the ideas developed by Engelbart's
team at SRI migrated to PARC. At PARC they knew exactly what
they wanted to do: they wanted to go beyond time-sharing and
create computers powerful, compact, and inexpensive enough to
put one on everybody's desk--personal computers. They knew that
the cost of computing power fell by half every two years, and that
the coming technologies of microchip fabrication, known as
integrated circuits, would make personal computers economical in
about seven years. They also knew it would take about seven
years to design them so people could use them. The PARC team
also knew that the cost of another technology, televisionlike
display screens, was dropping drastically as well. Cheap
computers and cheap screens meant you could design a highly
graphic human-computer interface, where people "point and click"
at graphic representations instead of typing commands in
computer language.

The first personal computer was the Alto, the workstation
that the PARC team designed and built for themselves in the early
1970s. At the same time they were building the prototypes for the
PCs of the future, the ARPA veterans at PARC didn't want to lose
the personal communication connectivity they had enjoyed with
time-sharing and ARPANET. So they designed a very high speed
network--Ethernet--to link all the Altos in their building. The idea
of local area networks (LANs) grew out of Ethernet. All the offices
and factories and campuses full of workstations in the 1990s are
becoming linked by LANs. PARC researchers also pioneered
research into ways that local networks such as PARC's Ethernet
could be linked through gateway computers to wider networks
such as ARPANET. The technology of "internetworking" that
started at ARPA and PARC has been one of the stimulants for the
rapid growth of the Net, because it allows all the individually
emerging archipelagoes of local networks to link with each other
into internetworks.

Throughout the 1970s and the 1980s, the technology of
internetworking itself evolved at a rapid rate. The speed with
which information can be transmitted through a medium is one
fundamental determinant of what kind of information can be
transmitted, the value of the information, and who can afford to
send or receive it. This is one place where technological leaps in
capability transform into economic leaps. When your bits-per-
second rate is low and expensive, you can send messages
laboriously via telegraph. When your bits-per-second rate is high
and inexpensive, you can send books, encyclopedias, entire
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libraries, in less than a minute. The economics of speed in
CMC technology are central to the notion of citizen-
accessible computing. If a citizen today can have the
telecomputing power only the Pentagon could afford twenty years

ago, what will citizens be able to afford in telecommunications
power five or ten years into the future?

ARPANET used 56,000-bit-per-second links for over a decade. This
is a very high speed compared to the speed of the first personal
modems, for example, which sent information at 300 bits per
second. In 1987, NSFNET (the successor to Internet) moved to
communication lines capable of transporting 1.5 million bits per
second. By 1992, the NSFNET backbone had moved to 45-million-
bit-per-second lines--a seven-hundredfold increase in speed in five
years. At that speed, you can send five thousand pages per
second, a couple of encyclopedias per minute. The next quantum
leap in speed is the gigabit level--billions and hundreds of billions
of bits per second; at the multigigabit-per-second level, you are
talking about how many Libraries of Congress you can transmit
every minute. Gigabit-rate networking is one of the projects of the
present NREN testbed, so Libraries-of-Congress-per-minute
networking is already in the prototype phase. And research into
terabit--trillions of bits per second--networking is well under way.
Just as the cost of anything dependent on computer power
dropped drastically when miniaturization made computers
more powerful, the cost of anything that depends on the
speed of information transfer is going to drop.

Gross and/or rapid changes in quantity can make for equally
discontinuous changes in the quality of a phenomenon, when
"emergent behaviors" kick in. When you can transfer the
Library of Congress from one place to another in under a
minute, the very notion of what it means to have a place
called the Library of Congress changes. As it goes digital,
that place in Washington, D.C., is virtualizing. I can already get
the Library of Congress catalog from my desktop. When I can
download the source text itself to my desktop, my sense of where
that information resides changes. It's at the other end of my
modem line, along with the rest of the Net, which means it is more
or less on my desktop.

Population

In terms of population growth, the original ARPANET community
numbered around a thousand in 1969. A little over twenty years
later, the Internet population is estimated at between five and ten
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million people. The rate of growth is too rapid for accurate
measurements at this point, with worldwide internetworking
plugging together all the little and medium-size networks that
have been growing over the past decade or so. The total number
of connected networks grew from a couple hundred in the early
1980s to over seventy-five hundred by the early 1990s, reaching
people in more than seventy-five countries. In the September
1991 issue of Scientific American, then-senator Albert Gore noted
an estimate that has been supported by others: for the past five
years, Internet alone has been growing in numbers of users at
around 10 percent per month.

The hosts on Internet are the individual computer communities.
Some hosts, like the WELL, have thousands of users; a few have
tens and hundreds of thousands of users. On Internet, in a
publicly available document known as an RFC (Request for
Comment), is a graph of the rate of growth of Internet hosts for
the 1980s (see page 81).

Obviously, these rates of growth have to level off eventually. There
aren't enough people in the world to sustain growth rates like
that. But cyberspace cartographer John Quarterman, in his article
"How Big Is the Matrix?" captured the most important aspect of
these growth rates, the obvious implication that this largely
invisible subculture is likely to break the surface of the world's
awareness, due to sheer size, soon:

In two years, there will be more network users
than residents of any state in the United States. In
five years there will be more network users than
citizens of any single country except India or
China. What will happen when McLuhan's global
village becomes one of the largest countries in the
world? Using two-way communications, not
broadcast? And crossing boundaries of space,
time, and politics?

By the early 1980s, the bureaucratic and financial demands of
running ARPANET had outgrown ARPA. The Net was an
intellectual resource now, and scholars and scientists were
clamoring to get in on it, even if they weren't doing weapons-
related research. CMC was following the same path of
diffusion that computer technology had followed ten to
twenty years before: first developed as part of weapons-related
research, computers and networks soon proved valuable and then
affordable first to scientific researchers outside weapons
research, then to big businesses, then to small businesses, and
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then to citizens. By the early 1980s, scientists outside the most
liberal interpretation of military-related research wanted to make
use of computer networks.

SciComm

Science is a communication-dependent enterprise, one of the most
universal communications enterprises in the world: If you are a
scientist, you make an observation or think up a theory, and you
publish it; other scientists can read your observation and theory
and test it, then publish the nature and results of their tests. From
this process of observation, experimentation, theorization, and
communication, scientific knowledge is supposed to emerge. The
bottleneck is access to the academy, to the scientific hierarchies
that admit novices to circles where their communications can be
noticed. In the nineteenth century, an Austrian monk, Gregor
Mendel, experimented with sweet peas and discovered the laws of
genetics, but he did not have access to the highest scientific
journals. The knowledge lay fallow for decades, until it was
rediscovered in an obscure journal by biologists who were on the
track of the mysteries of genetics. Mendel's experience is worth
remembering as scientific discourse moves onto the Net.

If more and more scientific communication moves onto the Net, as
it seems to be doing, where anybody who has net access to put
forth their equations or their theory along with the academicians,
several kinds of results are likely. First, you are as marginalized as
Gregor Mendel was if you are a member of neither the academy
nor the Net, because that is where all the important attention will
be. Second, if you are Gregor Mendel, all you have to do is gain
net access in order to participate in the international group
conversation of science.

But before the Net grew enough to allow citizen participation,
access to the Net enabled scientists in quickly moving fields to
have their own specialized versions of the living database that the
WELL and Usenet provides other groups; to the degree that the
process of science is embedded in group communication, the
many-to-many characteristic of virtual communities can both
accelerate and democratize access to cutting-edge knowledge.
Hence, the pressure from nonmilitary scientific researchers to
gain access to the Net in the 1980s.

In 1983, ARPANET split into ARPANET for research and MILNET
for military operational use. These were both wide-area backbone
networks that communicated among their own backbone nodes at
the highest speeds, supporting communities of users that
numbered in the hundreds and thousands. When networking
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began to be built into the kinds of computers most colleges and
research laboratories were using, Internet grew explosively. This
was, in part, encouraged by ARPA. When computers changed from
the old-fashioned batch mode that took punch cards to
time-shared multiple-access computing, new ways of operating
computers were created. Unix, an operating system for multiple-
access computers, was created by programmers at Bell
Laboratories for research uses in 1969, the year ARPANET went
online.

Unix

An operating system is a master control program that handles
interactions between human users and computer programs; Unix
was designed for programmers of interactive computers who
needed to be able to build tools for each other, share those tools,
and propagate successful tools throughout the programmer
community. Nobody ever dreamed it would become a worldwide
standard, used by millions of nonprogrammers. Thus, the
unexpected success of Unix, originally a research tool for
programmers, as an operating system for use by scientists and
students created a uniform set of communication building blocks
built into every Unix-using computer. These building blocks came
in handy later, when all those Unix machines in colleges and
laboratories around the world started calling each other with
modems and communicating via high-speed networks. UUCP, a
Unix to Unix Copy Program, made it possible for any computer
using Unix to automatically dial and share information via modem
with any other Unix computer. This was to provide an alternative
networking infrastructure for those computers not on Internet.

In 1983, programmers at the University of California, funded by
ARPA, created a version of Unix for the new kinds of computers
becoming available; the computer codes for communicating with
Internet, known as the TCP/IP protocol suite, were built into
Berkeley Unix . Now, Unix computers not only could call each
other via relatively slow modems, but could encode and decode
the packets of data that travel at much higher speeds on Internet.
Because public funds had supported its development, this new
version of Unix was distributed for the cost of distribution. New
companies, like the ARPA-funded Sun Microsystems , sprang up in
the mid-1980s and instantly flourished as carriers of Unix and
built-in networking. Local networks grew in science departments
of colleges all over the world. And the local networks started
grouping with larger networks such as ARPANET and MILNET.
Another network for scholarly and academic discussions not
limited to the sciences, BITNET, sponsored by IBM, started to
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grow. Huge internal corporate networks grew at DEC and IBM
and AT&T.

This network of networks that emerged in the 1980s was called
ARPA Internet, then just Internet. The more useful this new
tool proved to be, the more people who were not originally
authorized to use it wanted to get their hands on it. The
computer scientists who were denied access to the Net according
to the Defense Department's strict interpretation of "acceptable
use" turned to the National Science Foundation (NSF). Now that
internetworking was becoming a valuable intellectual resource for
scientists, NSF established CSNET, another science-oriented
network within Internet, and funded other regional research
networks. Nonscientist scholars wanted access to CMC, so
BITNET was established by NSF and IBM. Because packet-
switching and networking technology was created with
tax-supported funding, successive generations of network
implemented "acceptable use" policies that ruled out commercial
activity; this situation started to change in 1993 as Internet began
to privatize.

Acceptable Use

Time and again, the Net has been widened and the definition of
"acceptable use" has expanded as the result of pressure by people
who wanted access. The first definition of "acceptable use" limited
the Net to DARPA (as ARPA is known now) researchers; that was
expanded to include other military- and government-funded
scientific researchers, then expanded to the scientific and
scholarly communities, and now it is in the process of expanding
to the business community. Right now, whether the next and most
important extension of the Net community--to the education field
and then to all citizens--will happen remains in question. The
mid-1990s look like a fork in the road: will the expansion
process continue beyond the business community, or will

they try to own it all?

The reason the U.S. Congress continues to allocate funds to
develop increasingly powerful networks is that it has been told
that America is in danger of falling behind, either in
supercomputer research or in competitive economic advantage.
Educational and citizen uses--and rights of access--are a relatively
recent issue. Supercomputer competition, not a recognition of the
intrinsic intellectual value of high-speed networking, was the key
factor in funding the upgrade of the old ARPANET to a new
generation of networking technology.
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NSF was also involved in the early 1980s with another experiment
in leapfrogging, a high-speed network to interconnect
supercomputer centers around the United States.
Supercomputers were too expensive to distribute widely, so NSF
supported five regional supercomputer centers. By the mid-1980s,
supercomputing had moved to the part of the cycle where
scientists wanted to use it for non-weapons-related research.
High-speed networking was by then a proven technology, and
ultra-high-speed networking technologies on the horizon could do
for supercomputers what ARPANET did for the first multiple-
access computers. NSF initiated the NSFNET project to link the
supercomputer centers and their communities of users. The
network came online in 1986, and NSFNET became Internet's
main backbone. By that point, transmission speeds on the
backbone were at the million-bit-per-second level. ARPANET was
honorably decommissioned in March 1990.

Privatization

The process of technology transfer, of handing off the
government-developed Internet to private enterprise, has been
controversial from the start. In 1987, NSF awarded a contract to
manage and upgrade the Internet backbone to Merit Network,
Inc., which was running the state educational network in
Michigan in partnership with IBM and MCI Communications. By
that time, several ARPANET veterans and others had set up small
organizations to develop new applications for new network
communities, and these companies were not at all happy to hear
about the entry of the same old big boys into what had previously
been a wide-open frontier.

Like computer technology in the 1950s, CMC technology in the
late 1980s had reached the point where it was time to migrate
from publicly funded defense research to private businesses and
citizens. This is the most critical point in the history of the
technology, as the decisions and events of the near future
will cast a long shadow into the future. As the Net continues
to serve as an intellectual, economic, and perhaps cultural
resource to citizens, a kind of knowledge-tide that lifts all boats,
should it be the kind of infrastructure project that is properly
funded by the national government in the United States, as it is in
Japan and France? If this technology is more properly left to the
marketplace and private industries, how should the rights of
citizens be protected against infringement from those industries,
the way those rights are constitutionally protected when the
government runs it? How should small start-up companies be
protected from unfair competition from today's industry giants?

26-04-2012 21:43



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/3.html

22 de 43

Who shall determine the new rules about privacy,
intellectual property, international trade, that accompany
the growth of the Net? In the early 1990s, these questions

became the topics of heated debate that will continue for years to
come.

By the late 1980s, the Net began to outgrow the government's
ability to manage. It was time to hand off the wider-access
networks to private industry. But serious questions remained
about the appropriate way to privatize this publicly funded
technology. Is CMC a publishing medium or a
communication service or an informal public space? What
degree of public regulation is appropriate in an industry in which
the citizens' rights to communicate about matters of public
interest is staked to the price of access? Now that some of the
same commercial outfits that weren't interested in developing the
technology twenty years ago are competing for contracts to
provide it in the future, what rights do citizens have to determine
the way this tool is handed off from the public to the private
sector?

At the same time that the Net has once again outgrown its
government sponsors, a movement to create an even more
powerful and even more inclusive Net has grown into the
legislative foundation for the next incarnation of ARPANET-
INTERNET-NSFNET, called the National Research and Education
Network (NREN). Again, the legislation was heavily influenced by
fears of U.S. military and industry losing a competitive edge in
supercomputer and networking technologies, in response to a
report from the Office of Science and Technology that emphasized
the possibility of falling behind in those fields. In the late 1980s,
the High Performance Computing Act began

its way through Congress. Along the way, the notion of a "national
superhighway for information" became attached to the legislation
for looking into upgrading Internet, and Senator Albert Gore of
Tennessee emerged as the champion of a network that would
enable schoolchildren to access the Library of Congress and rural
physicians to upload CAT scans to metropolitan medical centers.
During congressional hearings, experts such as Robert Kahn, who
had been instrumental in creating ARPANET, made a strong case
for the utility of a national information infrastructure that would
bring the benefits of the Net to elementary schools and libraries
as well as to laboratories, universities, and businesses. The High
Performance Computing/NREN bill, signed by President Bush,
authorized $650 million of new spending by NSF, $388 million by
DARPA, and $31 million by the Departments of Commerce's
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National Institute of Standards and Technology. Five gigabit-
network testbeds were set up around the United States. The
fundamental research for a vastly faster network technology,
capable of sending CAT scans and real-time video, along with
Libraries-of-Congress-per-minute of text, got under way. The
debate over how much of that money should be allocated for
educational and citizens' applications is far from over. At the same
time, there is controversy over the institutional transfer of
technology from NSF to private corporations. The initial funds
necessary to create the technology for a new national information
network will be spent, no matter what budget cuts may come in
the future. The question of who will run it and who will be allowed
to use it is wide open. Again, the terms of "acceptable use" are
being challenged by populations of outsiders who want in.

As commercial organizations--including two of the biggest
corporations in the world, IBM and AT&T--take over management
of the Net from government institutions, who will gain access and
who will be denied access? Who will make policy about what users
can say or do in the Net? Who will arbitrate disagreements about
access or online behavior? This technology was developed with
tax money. Should there be a cap on the amount that private
companies will be allowed to charge us in the future for using a
technology that public dollars were used to develop in the past?

Monopoly?

The furor was not limited to Netheads when IBM began staking
out territory on the Net. It began to look as if some of the industry
giants were planning to become competitors in the same market
where, as Internet contractors, they controlled commercial access
to the Net. IBM and MCI's venture, ANS, had been managing
NSFENET since 1987; in 1991, ANS, a nonprofit corporation, set up
a for-profit subsidiary called ANS CO+RE to sell CMC services. In
a December 1991 story in the New York Times , headlined "U.S.
Said to Play Favorites in Promoting Nationwide Computer
Network," technology reporter John Markoff , who broke the story
of the Morris Worm, wrote, "Just one week after President Bush
signed legislation calling for the creation of a nationwide
computer data “superhighway,' a debate has erupted over whether
the government gave an unfair advantage to a joint venture of
IBM and MCI that built and manages a key part of the network."
Markoff quoted several experts and private competitors who fear
ANS could use its position as manager of the NSFnet to make
things difficult for competitors who want to connect to the Net.

"People involved in planning for a national data network say it is
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essential to provide for fair competition, which will lead rival
companies to offer creative and entrepreneurial services in the
hope of building market share. Without competition, they say, the
government will have created a monopoly that has little incentive
to innovate," wrote Markoff. He quoted David Farber, one of the
pioneers of the original ARPANET and now a computer scientist at
the University of Pennsylvania testbed for the high-speed NREN:
"This is the first major communication business to be born under
the deregulation era. This hasn't happened since the growth of the
telephone industry. You want it to be a business that doesn't
repeat the errors of the past."

One private contractor who fears competition with ANS CO+RE is
William L.. Schrader, president of Performance Systems
International, Inc., a company in Reston, Virginia, that provides
commercial connections to Internet. "But there is no level playing
field. It's like taking a federal park and giving it to K mart,"
Schrader said to Markoff. "It's not right, and it isn't going to
stand. As a taxpayer, I think it's disgusting."

Markoff also quoted Mitchell D. Kapor, founder of Lotus and head
of the Electronic Frontier Foundation: "Nobody should have an
unfair advantage. This is important because we're talking about
something that is in its infancy but that one day could be on the
order of the personal computer industry."

What will people have to pay, and what will we have to agree to
say or not say, in order to both feed information to the Net and
take information from it? Pricing determines access. What do the
big businesses who want to be the chief Net contractors of the
future want to control? If they control the conduits for
information, the fiber-optic networks and high-speed routers, and
they also compete to provide commercial services through that
conduit, what effect will that have on their smaller competitors?
What should be a fair price for them to charge for continuing
network services? And in ways might these major players be
tempted to restrain mom-and-pop information providers to
compete with them as vendors of content? Government and major
business leaders are debating these questions now, which is why
the 1990s are a time when the voice of citizens counts in
determining the shape of the technology's future.

In early 1993, a press release electrified the Net. The National
Science Foundation announced that it was turning over three of
the most important administrative functions of Internet
management--assigning Internet addresses (and thus acting as a
gateway and potential chokepoint for determining exactly which
sites are granted permission to join the high-speed network),
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maintaining directory and database services (keeping track of how
to locate people and resources), and maintaining information
services provided to Internet users (modernization of tools for
making use of the Net). The contracts, totaling $12 million, were
awarded to Network Solutions (registration services), AT&T
(directory and database services), and General Atomics
(information services). First, MCI and IBM jump in. Now AT&T.
Have the big boys already made their secret deals? Is a pricing
structure being constructed hastily, before anybody but a minority
of the population even understand the implications of a privatized
Internet? There is a troubling sentence in the press release:
"Consistent with FNC guidelines on obtaining reasonable cost
recovery from users of NREN networks, the NSF has determined
that the INTERNIC Information Services provider may charge
users beyond the U.S. research and education community for any
services provided. . . ."

Gordon Cook, a well-known Net gadfly who publishes a newsletter
on the political and policy issues related to the emerging Net,
pointed out in a widely quoted flame to the Community Networks
e-mail list that the grassroots applications so dear to all the
utopian populists are not the primary purpose of NREN:

Date: Wed, 9 Jun 1993 20:11:48 -0700
From: Gordon Cook
Subject: Re: A WAR OVER THE FUTURE OF THE NREN/INTERNET

. . .Unfortunately a lot of folk never stopped to read the actual
legislation [The High Performance Computing and Communications Act, 1991.

PL 102-194 "Sec 102 (c) Network Characteristics

The Network shall (6) have accounting mechanisms which allow users or groups
of users to be charged for their usage of copyrighted materials available
over the network, and, where appropriate and technically feasible, **for
their use** of the network."

Now I'd say that's pointing pretty squarely in the direction of metered
individual bills. Still happy with what Al Gore has brought you?

The big advocates of NREN have been the federal agencies who have believed
that public funds will be poured into buying bigger and better bit-pipes for
various HIGH end uses. For this reason not many of the network insiders have
wished to rock the boat when the bill authorizes $500 million for NREN from
fy [fiscal year 92 through 96. But there is a huge difference between
authorize and appropriate, and even when appropriated it can be pulled. . . .

The whole thing is hideously complicated. Unfortunately very few folk have
any view of the WHOLE picture. . . . which leaves the pieces in charge of the
special interests as usual. (After three years full time on the trail I think
that I *D0* have an idea of the WHOLE picture.)

I have interested a reporter at the Washington Post. But so far all his
editors do is yawn. And most reporters have to cover such a broad swath of
technology that they can never find time to educate themselves in how all
these pieces should be put together.

The grass roots aspect is a bore to the special interests. There's not enough
money there. And as I tried to say when this list first got started, if the

grass roots thinks it will reap significant benefits from NREN, it will
probably be disillusioned. . . .

This might be the beginning of a well-thought-out process of
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privatizing a technology that long ago outgrew its government
sponsors. But key questions remain to be answered if citizens are
to be assured that we aren't being bamboozled: Who will have
access, what will it cost, and how will disputes over access, cost,
or content be arbitrated? The key questions of access, pricing,
censorship, and redress of grievances will be answered in
practice, in law, in executive order or legislative action, over the
next five years, and thus determine the political and economic
structure of the Net for decades to come.

What Can You Find on the Net?

The content of ARPANET started to grow rapidly in two directions
from the very beginning. Once the Net exists, all you have to
do to increase the collective resources of the entire
community is to add a valuable resource to your node and
allow other Net citizens to access it. Every day, more and
more informational and computational resources came online as
local nodes added to that part of their resources they shared with
the rest of the Net community, and more and more people started
communicating with each other in new ways. The key is the way
the resources available to any individual user of the Net multiply
along with the Net's growth in other dimensions--number of
different computers online, speed at which information can be
transferred, amount of material transferred from analog to digital
form. The bigger and faster the Net grows, the more leverage it
gives each individual who can gain access and who knows how to
use it.

When the WELL linked to Internet in 1992, more information
became available to me than I could handle in a hundred lifetimes.
One computer on Internet, for example, carries up-to-the hour
versions of digitized satellite radar weather maps. If I have an
account on a computer connected to Internet, I can transfer that
computer file containing the satellite photo to my desktop.
Another program on my desktop computer transforms that
computer file into an image. Presto! There, in living color, is a
radar profile of the west coast of North America, taken by a
satellite a few hours ago; if I download a set of successive
photographs, I can step through them on my desktop machine like
electronic flipcards and watch a storm front move across the
Pacific. You can go to your local computer store and buy
commercial software today that will automatically dial a Net host,
download to your desktop the latest weather files, and convert
them to ready-to-view images.

The Library of Congress card catalog is available and searchable
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by any Net citizen, as are several hundred card catalogs and
periodical collections of libraries around the world. The latest
decisions of the Supreme Court are available online, and so is the
full text of the annual CIA World Factbook . I can use
sophisticated search engines on powerful computers to find the
lyrics to popular songs. The full text of the Bible, the Torah,/a>,
and the Koran are available and searchable by keyword. Network
technology automatically makes all the machine-to-machine
connections between my desktop computer and my Internet host
computer, and through the host to any other computer connected
to the Net, which means the Library of Congress, every university
library catalog on the Net worldwide, the Supreme Court, and
other knowledge resources are more or less virtually available to
me at all times.

The increasing digitization and availability of information
collected by governments at taxpayer expense is another
converging force that is pushing the Net toward a critical mass.
More and more public and government databases are going online
at local and national levels. The coexistence of very large and
up-to-date collections of factual information in conjunction with a
medium that is also a forum for discussion and debate has
important implications for the public sphere. The ability of
groups of citizens to debate political issues is amplified
enormously by instant, widespread access to facts that
could support or refute assertions made in those debates.
This kind of citizen-to-citizen discussion, backed up by
facts available to all, could grow into the real basis for a
possible electronic democracy of the future.

On June 1, 1993, the following notice was posted, copied, and
reposted throughout the Net:

THE WHITE HOUSE
0ffice of Presidential Correspondence
For Immediate Release June 1, 1993
LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT AND VICE PRESIDENT
IN ANNOUNCEMENT OF WHITE HOUSE ELECTRONIC MAIL ACCESS
Dear Friends:

Part of our commitment to change is to keep the White House in step with
today's changing technology. As we move ahead into the twenty-first century,
we must have a government that can show the way and lead by example. Today,
we are pleased to announce that for the first time in history, the White
House will be connected to you via electronic mail. Electronic mail will
bring the Presidency and this Administration closer and make it more
accessible to the people.

The White House will be connected to the Internet as well as several on-line
commercial vendors, thus making us more accessible and more in touch with
people across this country. We will not be alone in this venture. Congress is
also getting involved, and an exciting announcement regarding electronic mail
is expected to come from the House of Representatives tomorrow.
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Various government agencies also will be taking part in the near future.
Americans Communicating Electronically is a project developed by several
government agencies to coordinate and improve access to the nation's
educational and information assets and resources. This will be done through
interactive communications such as electronic mail, and brought to people who
do not have ready access to a computer.

However, we must be realistic about the limitations and expectations of the
White House electronic mail system. This experiment is the first-ever e-mail
project done on such a large scale. As we work to reinvent government and
streamline our processes, the e-mail project can help to put us on the
leading edge of progress.

Initially, your e-mail message will be read and receipt immediately
acknowledged. A careful count will be taken on the number received as well as
the subject of each message. However, the White House is not yet capable of
sending back a tailored response via electronic mail. We are hoping this will
happen by the end of the year.

A number of response-based programs which allow technology to help us read
your message more effectively, and, eventually respond to you electronically
in a timely fashion will be tried out as well. These programs will change
periodically as we experiment with the best way to handle electronic mail
from the public. Since this has never been tried before, it is important to
allow for some flexibility in the system in these first stages. We welcome
your suggestions.

This is an historic moment in the White House and we look forward to your
participation and enthusiasm for this milestone event. We eagerly anticipate
the day when electronic mail from the public is an integral and normal part
of the White House communications system.

President Clinton Vice President Gore

PRESIDENT@WHITEHOUSE.GOV
VICE.PRESIDENT@WHITEHOUSE.GOV

A few days later, the following was posted to the Net:

UNITED STATES HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
CONSTITUENT ELECTRONIC MAIL SYSTEM
We welcome your inquiry to the House of Representatives Constituent
Electronic Mail System. Currently, seven Members of the U.S. House of

Representatives have been assigned public electronic mailboxes that may be
accessed by their constituents.

This effort represents a pilot program that will be used to assess the impact
of electronic mail on Congressional offices and their mission of serving the
residents of a Congressional District. This initial project will be expanded
to other Members of Congress, as technical, budgetary and staffing
constraints allow.

Please review the list of participating Representatives below, and if the
Congressional District in which you reside is listed, follow the instructions
below to begin communicating by electronic mail with your Representative. If

your Representative is not yet on-line, please be patient.
U.S. REPRESENTATIVES PARTICIPATING IN THE CONSTITUENT
ELECTRONIC MAIL SYSTEM
Hon. Jay Dickey
4th Congressional District, Arkansas
Rm. 1338 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515
Hon. Sam Gejdenson
2nd Congressional District, Connecticut
Rm. 2416 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

Hon. Newton Gingrich
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6th Congressional District, Georgia
Rm. 2428 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515
Hon. George Miller
7th Congressional District, California
Rm. 2205 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515
Hon. Charlie Rose
7th Congressional District, North Carolina
Rm. 2230 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515
Hon. “Pete' Stark
13th Congressional District, California
Rm. 239 Cannon House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515
Hon. Mel Watt
12th Congressional District, North Carolina
Rm. 1232 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, DC 20515

INSTRUCTIONS FOR CONSTITUENTS

If your Representative is taking part in the pilot project, we encourage you
to send a letter or postcard by U.S.Mail to that Representative at the
address listed above requesting electronic mail access. In your
correspondence, please print your name and INTERNET ADDRESS, followed by your
postal (geographical) address. When your Representative receives the letter
or postcard, you will receive a reply by electronic mail that will include
the Representative's Internet address. After you receive this initial
message, you will be able to write your Member of Congress at any time,
provided you follow certain guidelines that will be included in that initial
message.

We are aware that it is an inconvenience for electronic mail users to be
required to send a post card in order to begin communicating with their
Representative. However, the primary goal of this pilot program is to allow
Members to better serve their CONSTITUENTS, and this initial postal request
is the only sure method currently available of verifying that a user is a
resident of a particular congressional district.

In addition, constituents who communicate with their Representative by
electronic mail should be aware that Members will respond to their messages
in the same manner that they respond to most communications from
constituents. That is, Members will generally respond to messages by way of
the U.S. Postal Service. This method of reply will help to ensure
confidentiality, a concern that is of utmost importance to the House of
Representatives.

COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS

Please feel free to send electronic mail comments about our new service to
the Congressional Comment Desk, at

COMMENTS@HR . HOUSE . GOV

We will make every effort to integrate suggestions into forthcoming updates
of our system.

Thank you again for contacting the House of Representatives' Constituent
Electronic Mail System. We are excited about the possibilities that e-mail
has to offer, and will be working hard to bring more Members on-line and to
expand our services. We feel that this pilot program is an important first
step, and we urge your cooperation and continued interest to make the program
a success.

This message will be updated as necessary.
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Honorable Charlie Rose (D-NC)
Chairman

Committee on House Administration

A week later, the following message propagated through the Net.
Events are moving fast.

GPO ACCESS BILL SIGNED INTO LAW

On June 8, President Clinton signed into law S. 564, the Government Printing
0ffice Electronic Access Bill. It is now P.L. 103-40. A statement released by
the President said that "this important step forward in the electronic
dissemination of Federal information will provide valuable insights into the
most effective means of disseminating all public Government information."

The law establishes in the Government Printing Office a means of enhancing
electronic public access to a wide range of federal electronic information.
The system will provide online access to the Congressional Record and the
Federal Register, and other appropriate publications distributed by the
Superintendent of Documents. It will also establish an electronic directory
of federal public information stored electronically and an electronic storage
facility. The system will be available without charge to depository
libraries; other users will be charged approximately the incremental cost of
dissemination. The law requires the system to be up and running within one
year from the enactment date.

In a press release issued by his office, Sen. Wendell Ford (D-KY) called the
law "one more way we can make government more accountable to the American
people. This law puts information about the government right at the public's
fingertips. Whether they live in a rural community in Eastern Kentucky or the
big cities of New York, San Francisco and Chicago, anyone will be able to
access government documents through their home computer or a local depository
library."

In concluding his press release, Sen. Ford stressed that this law is "the
first step to creating across-the-board public access." He believes that
coverage of congressional hearings and committee prints will be made
available very soon.

In 1992, Rick Gates, director of library automation at the
University of California at Santa Barbara, started the tradition of
Internet Treasure Hunts. Periodically, Gates posts a list of
questions to Usenet, the floating conference that most Internet
sites participate in:

3k >k 3k 3k >k 3k 3k >k 5k >k >k 5k >k 3k 3k >k 3k 5k >k 3k >k >k 5k >k >k 3k >k 3k 5k >k 3k ok >k 5k ok >k 5k >k >k 3k >k >k 5k >k 3k ok >k 5k 5k >k Sk k >k 5k >k >k ok >k 3k sk >k sk k >k kok kok
*

THE INTERNET HUNT

*

for January, 1993

*
(deadline: Midnight PST 1/10/93
*
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Welcome to the first Hunt of the New Year. This Hunt is running a little late
due to a small but tenacious virus (carbon-based variety), that has me
pooped.

This Hunt has a maximum of 43 points (with the extra credit).

I'm pleased to announce that past Hunts are now being archived at the
Coalition for Networked Information. Thanks to and Paul Evan Peters.

The files are available via anonymous ftp at:

ftp.cni.org

30 de 43 26-04-2012 21:43



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/3.html

. in
pub/net-guides/i-hunt/
. and the readme file should explain exactly what's there.

I'll also archive files for introductory text, tips, rules, history, and a
list of winners.

I also hope that sometime very soon I'll be able to post these files to a
gopher server somewhere, for distribution purposes.

Enjoy, you intrepid hunters. I'm going back to bed.

THE RULES

1. There are a total of 12 questions. The first 11 questions count toward
your score. I have personally verified that each of these can be answered
using only the resources of the Net. These are contrived questions.

2. The last question is the mystery question. I don't know if there's an
answer to this on the Net. I may or may not have tried to find one. These
questions usually come to me from people asking for information. This is a
real question.

3. Each of these first 10 questions carries a value in parentheses. This
point value is my best guess on how tough that question is to answer. The
scale is 1 (easy), to 10 (hard). Total points for all questions is listed at
the top of this message. Extra credit questions are always worth 1, not
because they're easy, but because they're extra credit.

THE HUNT

1. (7) How does one say "Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year" in Czech?
2. (6) Is the Toyota Motor Corporation connected to the Internet?

3. (3) Hi! I have a new account on a unix machine here, and I HATE the editor
I have for my mail. It's called vi. So I found another editor that I can use
called emacs. Emacs is supposed to be customizable, but I've managed to screw
things up a little. Can you tell me where I can get some advice from more
experienced emacs users?

4. (5) Can you get AIDS from kissing?

5. (3) I read in an electronic journal somewhere that a conference was held
in Padova, Italy on models of musical signals. I wrote down the name of a
contact, “Giovanni De Poli'. Can you find his e-mail address for me?

6. (2) What is the primary religion in Somalia?

7. (4) I understand that the Net is being put to use distributing information
and pictures of missing children<. Where can I find out more, and where can I
find the pictures?

8. (4) Where can I find tables listing the nutritive values of different
foods?

9. (3) What is the text of the 1st Amendment to the Constitution of the
United States?

10. (5) You know, I've gotten a lot of good network information by FTPing
files from nnsc.nsf.net. What kind of computer and operating system is
nnsc.nsf.net?<

Extra Credit. (1) Where can I find the exact time?

If you know how to do it, you can find the answer to each of these
questions by using the tools available to every registered user of
an Internet node.

Internet provides each registered user with access to three
important tools; with this toolkit, a whole range of applications
becomes possible. An Internet user who is initiated in the arcane

31 de 43 26-04-2012 21:43



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

32 de 43

codes of nuts-and-bolts level CMC can use these tools to build
more elaborate and personalized tools. If the Internet user just
wants to communicate with people and gain access to valuable
information without learning computer arcana, these fundamental
tools can be masked behind more user-friendly menu systems.

Electronic mail service, the first and most widely used tool, is a
set of programs that enables private mail among individuals and
groups to be distributed within seconds to any site on the Internet
backbone, and within hours to satellite nodes around the world.
Access to the programs, including facilities for appending large
text files, forwarding messages, and sending one message to all
the members of a mailing list, is what makes every Net citizen a
publisher as well as a consumer of information. The other two
tools are telnet and ftp.

Telnet is a way of issuing a command to your host computer that
automatically connects you to another Internet computer. If you
have the right password, you can interact with that remote
computer in real time, and many computers on the Net make part
of their resources available to anybody who uses the password
"anonymous"; telnet is how students from around the world
participate in MUDs or how I can use a few keystrokes to travel
from the WELL to the Library of Congress catalog. "Telnet" is
used as a verb on the Net, as in "telnet to well.sf.ca.us for a good
time."

The Net's collection of information is not organized like a library
or anything else a person would have designed rationally; it's
more like something that grew on its own. As new sites join
Internet every day, often bringing along large collections of
Net-accessible resources, the problem of keeping track of what is
out there has spawned new generations of software. One free tool
that is spreading through the Net these days, for example, is
hytelnet . This program, which your Internet host computer runs,
turns the Net into a series of menus you can navigate with the
arrow keys on your desktop computer keyboard. The name of the
command combines an ancient grail quest in the computer world
with the Internet tool for hopping from computer to computer.

HyperT

The ancient grail quest, known as hypertext, was first proposed by
Ted Nelson in the 1960s and first implemented by Engelbart's SRI
project, as a linked series of texts that could automatically
summon other texts for viewing. When you come across a
reference or footnote in one document of a hypertext database,
you can point at it and instantly see the source document cited,
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then go back to the first document, if you wish, or continue to
explore links forward, to other documents. The entire library is
interconnected in such a scheme. When you expand the linkable
database to include video, graphics, and sounds, the medium
becomes hypermedia, but the idea of links that jump from
document to document remains central.

By means of a simple program that maps the arrow keys on most
users' computers to the telnet program, hytelnet turned Internet
into a hypertext database of sorts.

When I log into the WELL, give it my password, gain access to the
Net, I can type the command "hytelnet" and I will see the
following menu. Because the hytelnet software is freely available
through the Net, millions of other people can use the same
command to use the same service. The first menu looks like this:

What is HYTELNET? <WHATIS> Up/Down arrows MOVE
. Left/Right arrows

Library catalogs <SITES1> SELECT

Other resources <SITES2> ? for HELP anytime

Help files for <0POOO>

catalogs

Catalog interfaces <SYS000> m returns here

Internet Glossary <GLOSSARY> g quits

<TELNET>

Key-stroke commands <HELP>

HYTELNET 6.3 was written by Peter Scott,
U of Saskatchewan Libraries, Saskatoon, Sask, Canada. 1992
Unix and VMS software by Earl Fogel, Computing Services,

U of S 1992

Keep in mind that this top level can hide nested levels that you
could take all day to navigate. When I decided to see what "Other
resources" means, I used my down-arrow keys to move the cursor
on my computer screen and highlight , then used my right arrow
key to see the next menu:

<ARCO0O> Archie: Archive Server Listing

Service
<CWI000> Campus-wide Information systems
<FULOOO> Databases and bibliographies
Distributed File Servers
<D15000> (Gopher/WATS,/WwW)
<ELBOOO> Electronic books
<FEEQOQO> Fee-Based Services
<FRE0OO> FREE-NET systems
<BBS000> General Bulletin Boards
<HYT000> HYTELNET On-line versions
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<NAS000> NASA databases

<NET000> Network Information Services

<DIRO00> Wh01§/Wh1te Pages/Directory
Services

<0THOOO> Miscellaneous resources

Just for the heck of it, I decided to see what is available in "NASA
databases" and got this menu:

<NAS013> Astronomical Data Center

Coastal Zone Color Scanner
Browse Facility

COSMIC Online Information

<NASO15>

<NAS010> .
Services
ENVIROnet (The Space
<NAS006> Environment Information
Service)
<NAS014> International CEDAR Data Base
<NASOO1> NASA/IPAC Extragalactic
Database
NSSDC Online Data and
<NAS002> Information Service (NODIS)
<NASQO5> NASA Science Internet (NSI)

Online Network Data
<NAS003> NASA Spacelink
NSSDC-National Space Science

<NAS008> Data Center

<NAS009> Pilot land data system

<NAS007> PDS (Planetary Data System)

<NASO17> Spa;e.Data and Computlng .
Division Information Service

<NASO16> Standards and Technology

Information System

When you consider that I could go "deeper"” or "down" into the
NASA files and find days or years of text to read and graphics to
view and data to study, or go back "up" a level or two and search
the bibliographies online from all the university libraries on the
Net, you can see how even a simple two-page menu like this
makes it possible at a very crude level to explore and steer my
attention through the Net's information resources in a systematic
way. Hierarchical menus make it possible to browse through large
collections of information and zero in on the specific subcategory
you seek. So if new programs can find ways of keeping
track of what is on the Net, channel it into the proper
categories, and present it to users with menus, then it
really doesn't matter that the Net's information resources
are expanding so chaotically. The focus of organization in
an ever-changing distributed system like the Net turns out

34 de 43 26-04-2012 21:43



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/3.html

35 de 43

to be not in how the information is stored but in how it is
found.

The Internet tool ftp stands for "file transfer protocol," and that is
a way for the network to move files around the network. I might
have an account on the WELL in which I collect files to download
to my home computer, while I range around to dozens of other
computers on the Net, using ftp to quickly transfer texts, encoded
sounds and pictures, and even software for my computer, from
various archives on the Net. Other tools that simplify the Net for
users turn an index of key resources into a menu and use ftp
behind the scenes to move files from computer to computer, while
the users select menu items.

The ability to do very high speed transfers from machine to
machine multiplies the resources available to each user. Why keep
a document stored on your personal computer when it takes only
a few seconds to retrieve it from a computer in D[Jsseldorf or
Tallahassee? What is important is that you know where to find
that information, or most important, how to find out where to find
that information. One popular form of ftp, "anonymous ftp,"
creates a kind of Net ethic, in which computer communities on the
Net are applauded for making material available via ftp for Net
citizens who don't have the passwords for those communities. It
also decentralizes distribution of information to a degree that
stymies all thoughts of central control.

Smut

When a newspaper reporter in Houston revealed that Internet
sites in Texas were serving as repositories of pornographic
pictures-which the sites were providing, along with all the
Supreme Court and Library of Congress stuff--the archives of the
notorious Usenet newsgroup "alt.sex.pictures" instantly moved to
Finland. The Net traffic to Finland jumped significantly overnight.
The issue of community standards and dirty pictures is key in
questions of censorship of content, but the point here is that the
concept of "where" something is kept online is spread all over the
Net instead of located in one or two or three places you can
pinpoint.

The Net can be used to distribute new Net tools in the form of
computer programming code, as well as communications and
information services, which means the Net is inherently a
bootstrapping medium that constantly changes itself as people
discover and invent new tools, and then use the Net to distribute
them. When the Net upgrades its own software, the Net is used to
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distribute the upgrade. IRC, the program that connects Internet
users into worldwide real-time chat "channels," started out as an
experiment by a programmer in Finland. Multi-User Dungeons
originated at a University in England.

Among the original hackers at MIT, the ones who helped invent
time-sharing, the hacker ethic was that computer tools ought to
be free. The first personal-computer makers were outraged when
William Gates, now the richest man in America, started selling
BASIC, which PC hobbyists had always passed around for free.
The software industry exists now and Microsoft is bigger than
General Motors, but the Net continues to grow because of
intellectual property that skilled programmers have given
to the Net community. Again and again, programmers have
created and given to the Net powerful tools that have changed the
nature of the Net and expanded its availability. At the grassroots
level, in the world of BBSs outside the Net, the key programs that
make amateur CMC via modem possible were also distributed for
free or at little cost.

It makes sense, even if you plan to profit from a communications
medium later, to give away access to the medium in the beginning,
when you are trying to build a critical mass. The people who built
CMC systems wanted to have a large population of people to
communicate with; the value they sought was not the value of
metering access to the community, but in the intellectual value,
the collective goods, that a community could create together. The
tradition of free bootstrapping software is alive and well. Now,
tools that act as personal information servants to shield users
from the complexities of the Net are becoming available, also free
of charge. Like MUDs and IRC and Usenet and public-domain BBS
programs, these tools are contributed to the Net community and
propagate through the Net itself.

Digitization

When you begin talking about using your desktop computer to
download the actual text of books stored in the Library of
Congress, you come up against two barriers. First, only a small
fraction of the material in libraries and archives is in machine-
readable form, and the process of digitization necessary to make
the information available online is no longer prohibitively
expensive but remains time-consuming. The Library of Congress is
growing far faster than it can be digitized by present-day
technology. Clearly, until some breakthrough makes digitization
easier, people will have to choose which material is valuable
enough to convert to electronic form; even with these obstacles,
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the amount of data converted from analog to digital form every
day is staggering. Telnet to lib.dartmouth.edu and type connect
dante at the first prompt if you want full text access to Dante's
Divina Commedia and hundreds of years of commentary. Or use
the Wide Area Information Server to find the lyrics to that song
running through your head.

Intellectual Property

The other barrier to a Net that contains all the text and photos
and sounds in the Library of Congress is a less technical and more
social issue: intellectual property. A lot of the best books, photos,
lyrics, articles, and videos are owned by somebody. How are
royalties to be determined and collected in a world where you can
copy anything with a keystroke and transfer a library around the
world in a minute? Ted Nelson, who coined the term hypertext,
first dreamed up a scheme in the 1960s, looking forward to the
day when this social problem lurking at the heart of computer
technology would grow large. Nelson's scheme, called Xanadu,
involves a database of all the literature in the world, including
anything anybody wants to contribute; readers would be able to
have access to documents, and the system would automatically
pay from their accounts a tiny amount of money to the original
author. The Xanadu project, long notorious as the world's most
ancient software project that has yet to produce a public product,
is still alive. And the problem still exists.

The amount of information available or potentially available to the
Net strictly via public-domain information--that which was created
with public funds or for which the original copyrights have
expired--is still enormous. And thanks to the efforts of yet another
Net crusader and his volunteers around the world, public-domain
literature, in full text form, is becoming available. Michael Hart ,
professor of electronic text at Illinois Benedictine College , is the
leader of Project Gutenberqg, which aims to add ten thousand
volumes of public-domain literature to the Net by the year 2001.
They have already digitized and uploaded Moby-Dick, Aesop's
Fables , Alice in Wonderland, the complete works of Shakespeare,
The Federalist Papers , Roget's International Thesaurus, The Book
of Mormon , and many other works in the public domain.
Volunteers around the world use scanning machines to convert
printed text into digital form. The library is doubling in size every
year.

To find out whether a drug has been approved recently, you can
telnet to fdabbs.fda.gov and log in as bbs to connect to an Internet
BBS containing up-to-date information on FDA actions and
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consumer information. There is a menu-style interface to all the
weather information for the United States and Canada located at
madlab.sprl.umich.edu port 3000. Accurate and up-to-date
agricultural information,seismicity reports, water quality
information, patent information, genealogical information, and
medical, scientific, and scholarly archives are available to any
user who knows where they are and has learned the magical
incantations necessary to move them from their home archive to
his or her desktop. All the arcana and uncertainty make
Netsurfing somewhat alchemical. Things change so fast
that folklore is the only reliable way to find out what is
really new. If you poke around on the Net a little, or buy one of
the paper guides to the Net, you will find that there are public
lists of public lists of resources. Net citizens and self-proclaimed
Net architects take it upon themselves to compile lists of
resources, keep the lists updated, and post the lists regularly.

There is, everybody agrees, a firehose of information coming
through the Net, and we need to find ways to channel it. It's
disorganized, it's coming at a titanic and accelerating rate, and
our minds shut down in the face of all the options the Net
represents. We need some kind of go-between to mediate between
human and network capabilities.

kkk

Info Seek

Answers to the bewildering complexity of the Net are emerging
from the Net itself. Archie , a play on the word archive, for
example, is a file-finder program developed by Peter Deutsch and
others at McGill University in Montreal. If you are directly on
Internet you can telnet to one of the Archie servers now scattered
around the globe. If you don't have a direct Internet connection,
but your network can send e-mail to Internet, you can do it by
e-mail. The Archie database keeps track of all the files that are
added to "anonymous ftp" public-archive sites, and the archive
sites continue to update Archie. That means Archie knows about
tens of thousands of files spread throughout forty-five countries. If
you know the name of a file, or part of the name, you can ask
Archie, which will consult its database and send you a list of the
exact sites that have files that match that name. I've used Archie
to explore the Net. Ask it to find a file that exemplifies the kind of
information you are looking for, and then use the list of sites
returned by Archie in response to your request as a list of places
likely to have other interesting information. Then you can use ftp
to browse the indexes of files at those sites.
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Don't forget that the computing power of machines attached to
the Net is often available, as well as the words or files stored in
their memory banks. The computers on the Net can help keep
track of the information on the Net, and they can distribute their
indexes among one another. The problem of finding enough
computing power to build an effective software go-between to
control the complexities of the Net becomes far more
computation-intensive when you want to search the Net for
chunks of text rather than just the names of files. Another Net
visionary by the name of Brewster Kahle conceived of a powerful
text-finder that will literally hunt through hundreds of databases
and libraries on the Net for text that contains specific information.
The tool, developed jointly by Kahle and Dow Jones, Thinking
Machines, Apple Computer, and KPMC Peat Marwick, is freely
available to Net users as WAIS--Wide Area Information Servers.
Thinking Machines is a company in Massachusetts that makes
extremely powerful computers by networking large numbers of
smaller computers; maintaining an enormous index and searching
that index very quickly is one of those tasks that you need an
extremely powerful computer to do. If you can keep that index on
a Thinking Machines computer in Massachusetts, the WAIS
program that you use on your Internet host (known as the "client"
program that interacts with the WAIS "server" program at
Thinking Machines) can make use of the WAIS server's
computational speed.

One of the capabilities of the WAIS software is a harbinger of
future information-finding software agents that will roam the Net
in search of information. This capability is known as relevance
feedback. You can ask WAIS to search its databases for
information about a subject--say, Japanese gardening. In a few
seconds, you will get a list of hundreds or thousands of sources. If
you pick out three sources that look interesting because they are
about the aesthetics rather than the horticulture of gardening,
you can ask WAIS to restrict its search. By this kind of
back-and-forth dialogue, you can refine the search.

Other experimental projects, such as the Knowbots project, send
off software servants to roam the nets and monitor the streams of
information that feed the Net, and the vast pools of online
databases, in search of specific information. Vinton Cerf, one of
the creators of the original ARPANET, has been working at the
Corporation for National Research Initiatives, in Reston, Virginia,
creating information-gathering robots. A knowbot is represented
on the user's screen as an icon, a graphic symbol. The computer
user can program and activate the knowbots by pointing and
clicking at the icon and associated menus. Those menus present a
series of questions; answering those questions defines a search
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strategy. The software then travels across the network, using tools
like Archie and WAIS and whatever else is available, to zero in on
the kind of information specified by the user. Knowbots can make
decisions while conducting a search and send clones to search
other networks. The first tests of knowbots involve researchers at
the National Library of Medicine. The online library includes forty
databases and 80 billion bits of information.

One tool I've seen that I wanted to grab for my own use was a
program named Rosebud that my friend Steve Cisler, the librarian
at Apple Computer, had running for him. Named, I presume, after
the key word in Citizen Kane, Rosebud is an experimental project
sponsored by Apple and Dow Jones. It's a customizable personal
newspaper that searches the Net and reports back to you.
Rosebud, now known as Applesearch, will be a commercial
product.

First, you train knowbot-like agents called reporters. You select a
fresh reporter, and say that you want these newswires and those
databases searched every twenty-four minutes or twenty-four
days, for any reference to virtual communities. You can vary the
search interval and the reporting interval and construct logical
searches based on keywords. You can build your own menus of
likely databases and sources you want to choose from. And then
you select another fresh reporter and tell it to look for and
retrieve any article or news item with the words electronic
democracy in the title or abstract. After you train as many
reporters as you need to keep track of your current hot issues or
your constant professional specialty, you turn them loose on the
Net. Your reporters take advantage of the Net's resources and use
your account numbers to access commercial sources of
information, look for only those items in the information flow that
match your criterion, and keep their findings organized for you.
The next time you open your "newspaper," Rosebud has organized
on your computer screen all the reporter's findings into
newspaper-style columns, with headlines and subheads if
necessary.

Judging from the proliferation of Net tools today, it seems clear
that entire ecosystems of Net-spawned information-seeking robots
will be circulating through the Net. These entities are formally
more akin to robots (automata is the precise jargon) than to living
creatures, but increasingly, automata are being designed to
incorporate biological behaviors. The "worms" that can attack
networks, and the "viruses" that pester computer users, are the
malevolent side of this trend. Knowbots and Rosebud are the
benevolent side. In the environment of a heterogeneous, free-form
Net, you are going to find both kinds. How you protect the
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community from dangers of attack without destroying the
openness that makes the community valuable is a social problem,
as is the problem of who should pay for access to this increasingly
powerful pool of knowledge tools.

Gopher is yet another tool that emerged from the Net, this time
from the Campus Wide Information System environment. It is not
so much like an agent that runs around and finds what you need,
as a knowbot does. Gopher is more like one of those stylized maps
that enable people to find their way around subway systems in
major cities. Gopher is an intelligent map that can take you
anywhere it shows you--all you have to do is point. Now that so
many colleges are using Internet protocols to link the many
computing resources located on most campuses, students who are
not computer-sophisticated must have a way of finding
information relevant to their studies. Gopher, developed at the
University of Minnesota and named after its mascot, is a way of
eliminating the telnetting and ftping a student needs to do to find
a resource. Gopher hides the incomprehensible command
language by substituting menus and abbreviated commands for
the telnet and ftp syntax. The resources that are linked together in
such a way, known as gopherspaces, can be located on one part of
campus or another, or even on a campus system on the other side
of the world. As the gopher tool propagates through the Net, more
and more sites add their own documents and indexes to the
worldwide gopherspace. Now, with special client software for your
host computer, you can literally point at maps of resources and
tell your computer to transport you there.

The information available through the Net is not limited to the
huge amounts of data that collect in databases and stay there
until you find them. The Net is constantly receiving input, and the
input sensors are proliferating. The Net is growing via many
different, separate streams of information, the way great rivers
grow from the accumulation of independent tributaries. As entire
networks join Internet, their online libraries become available. As
more print-based information is digitized, more information
becomes available. And now, the constant and evanescent stuff of
the news, the wire-service news feeds from its international
correspondents, the latest stock quotes--continuous rivers of
information--are available through the Net. Internet will now take
you to the door of Dow Jones or other pay-for-information
services; you still have to open an account on the pay-for service
to have access to it.

The remarkable degree of citizen toolbuilding in the Net,
particularly tools that enable wider and wider segments of the
population to make use of Net resources, is a de facto argument
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for keeping a widely accessible Net open for citizen
experimentation.

The mechanics of the Net support citizen-created tools for people
to talk with one another, as well as tools for enabling people to
find information. The biographical files that most Internet users
keep on their host computers are usually searchable from a
distance, through the "remote finger" command. Several different
kinds of electronic white pages and other services help people
find other people's addresses. If you locate a user on a remote
system who is on his or her host system at the same time you are
online to your host system, you can chat in real time, just the two
of you, with the talk program; your screen display splits
horizontally, so the words you write are displayed above the line
and the words the other person types are displayed below the line.
You can use Internet Relay Chat to tune in to one of dozens of
different channels of chat among Internet users from twenty
different countries. You can telnet to a MUD and communicate
through the commands available in that imaginary world. You can
telnet to one of the medium-size BBS systems that are beginning
to emerge on Internet, like the WELL. Or you can participate in
the largest conversation of the day, the working anarchy known as
Usenet, which is available through Internet but travels outside
Internet's boundaries when necessary.

Information and access to information is a complicated matter.
Librarians and other specialists have a toolkit and syntax for
dealing with well-known problems that people encounter in trying
to make sense of large bodies of information. The art and craft of
building tools from the Net's resources to help make sense of the
Net's resources is well advanced. Human-to-human
communication is a more complicated matter. Humans
communicate in groups for a variety of reasons. Community might
be at the center of those reasons in any society that hopes to
endure, but it is not the only reason that groups of people
comunicate.

The essence of CMC as a human communication medium is
many-to-many capabilities. The idea of a computer conference
came from the work Engelbart and others were doing in building
the first computer-based thinking tools. The capability of any
group to think together over a period of time about a number of
distinct, focused topics was the first of several important
applications of many-to-many communications to be used. But
CMC didn't stop there. This new medium is the result of a
transformation of other technologies, accomplished by people who
had a purpose different from that which motivated the creators of
the enabling technologies. A network that was originally designed
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to survive a nuclear attack evolved into a citizen's thinking tool,
and the structured conversations on the network among people
from so many different cultures grew out of national emergency
planning. The transformation of many-to-many communications is
not complete; the experiments that groups are performing on the
Net today will influence the generations of CMC tools that will
dominate the Net in the future.

The Net is not only Internet. You could shut down all the hosts on
Internet today and millions of people would still find ways to
exchange e-mail and newsgroups. The Net is also partially a
highly redundant citizen-to-citizen network that grew on its own,
using the spinoffs from ARPA research to create something more
akin to a fan culture than a military-industrial elite. The parts of
the Net that grew out of ARPANET are the mainstream, and
definitely the technological leaders, but not the only important
tributary that contributed to today's Net. The other two confluent
streams are the grassroots movement known as computerized
bulletin-board systems (BBSs) that took off in the 1980s, and the
history of group conversation systems over the past several
decades, culminating in Usenet, the biggest, freest, noisiest one
so far.

read on to
Chapter Four:
Grassroots
Groupminds
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Chapter Four: Grassroots Groupminds

“This is like a groupmind!" I remember blurting out something like
that when I first visited the physical headquarters of the WELL and
met Matthew McClure, the first WELL director, face-to-face. I
might have startled him with my fervor, but he didn't disagree. The
sensation of personally participating in an ongoing process of group
problem-solving-- whether the problem is a tick on my daughter's
head or an opportunity to help policymakers build a public
network-- electrified me. The feeling of tapping into this
multibrained organism of collective expertise reminds me of the
conversion experience the ARPA pioneers describe when they recall
their first encounters with interactive computers.

The experience has to do with the way groups of people are using
CMC to rediscover the power of cooperation, turning cooperation
into a game, a way of life--a merger of knowledge capital, social
capital, and communion. The fact that we need computer
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networks to recapture the sense of cooperative spirit that
so many people seemed to lose when we gained all this
technology is a painful irony. I'm not so sure myself anymore
that tapping away on a keyboard and staring at a screen all day by
necessity is "progress"” compared to chopping logs and raising
beans all day by necessity. While we've been gaining new
technologies, we've been losing our sense of community, in many
places in the world, and in most cases the technologies have
precipitated that loss. But this does not make an effective
argument against the premise that people can use computers to
cooperate in new ways.

Computer-assisted teleconferencing continued to develop for as
long as it did because it worked well for the people who developed
it, the think-tank secret elite who spun nuclear war scenarios and
the more mundane government bureaucracies who coordinate
response to national emergencies. Computer-assisted groupminds
were confined to these elites for many years, while the state of
computer and network technology caught up with the demands of
CMC systems. The computers were expensive, the software was
strictly roll-your-own, and the tasks that the tools were used to
accomplish were sensitive. Everything written about CMC in this
paragraph was also true about computer technology itself thirty
years ago.

In combination with a truly grassroots communications medium,
however, such as Usenet's millions of reader-contributors and the
computer bulletin-board systems that are springing up by the tens
of thousands, the same many-to-many communications capabilities
of CMC formerly reserved for the elites could catalyze the
emergence of a formidable, far more populist kind of social
organization. Grassroots groupminds and their impact on the
material world could grow into one of the surprise technological
issues of the coming decade.

Going back to the beginning of computer conferencing technology
is essential if one is to understand where it ought to head in the
future. Once again, we find that the new technology took the form
it did because the technology's inventors believed that the tools
they created should belong to citizens to help us solve problems
together. There are other important parallels between the history
of many-to-many communication tools and the history of other
inspired inventions that made the Net possible. Like the other
components of the Net, the facilities for structured group
discussions evolved slowly until the convergence of key enabling
technologies made explosive growth possible. Like the rest of the
Net, access to these tools was originally restricted to government
and military planning and research elites, then expanded first to
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defense-related researchers, then opened to other scientists in
non-defense-related fields, and then again expanded to nonscience
scholars, and finally, now, the focus of debate is whether and how
access can be expanded to include educators, students, and
citizens.

One of the pioneers in CMC technology dating back to Engelbart's
group at SRI, Jacques Vallee, in his prophetic 1982 book The
Network Revolution, claims that the first attempt to create a
group communication medium was the Berlin crisis and airlift of
1948. An attempt was made to wire together telex machines from
a dozen different countries, but with everybody trying to
communicate at the same time in different languages, it didn't
work out. By 1970, ARPANET was online and new tools were
available for accomplishing the same task of geographically
distributed, asynchronous, group decision making.

Like packet-switching, computer-mediated teleconferencing owes
its birth, in part, to nuclear war planning. In the late 1960s,
Murray Turoff was working on war games and other kinds of
computer simulations for the Institute for Defense Analysis. Some
of these games involved connecting several players at once via
remote computing systems. As a result of this experience, Turoff
started experimenting with computers as a way of mediating a
special expert-consulting process developed at RAND, known as
the Delphi method. Delphi was a formal method of soliciting
anonymous ideas and critiques of those ideas from panels of
experts--a combination of brainstorming and opinion polling. It
was done by passing a lot of pieces of paper around in a specified
order. Turoff started to computerize Delphi and ended up realizing
that there were much wider horizons to the business of convening
panels of experts to pass messages around via computer.

In the early 1970s, Turoff moved to the U.S. Office of Emergency
Preparedness, where his job wasn't related to his continuing
interest in teleconferencing via computer. His superiors found out
that he was using his computer terminal to experiment with an
unauthorized conference system, and there was some
bureaucratic friction. But then history intervened in the form of
the wage-price freeze of 1971, an action by the Nixon
administration that required the overnight construction of a
system for rapidly collecting and collating information from
geographically dispersed branch offices. Turoff's prototype
became an authorized project, and the computerized Delphi
experiment turned into the Emergency Management Information
System and Reference Index (EMISARI).

Along with parts of Engelbart's NLS (oNLineSystem), EMISARI
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was the original ancestor of today's CMC groupmind systems. It
was used to monitor data from forty regional offices, the IRS, and
the State and Treasury departments, and to conduct policy
meetings among thirty to one hundred experts to determine how
the wage-price regulations should be employed. EMISARI evolved
into Resource Interruption Monitoring Systems (RIMS) and was
used for years by the Federal Preparedness Agency as a form of
geographically distributed decision making and crisis
management.

In the process of designing EMISARI, the people who built it and
the people who used it began to discover that some of the
system's features were far more popular with the online
community than were others, even though there was no official
emphasis on these features and no obvious connection to the tasks
at hand. There was, for example, a feature they simply called
"messages." Anyone plugged into the system could leave a
message for anyone else on a kind of computerized public
blackboard space. As with a blackboard, participants could check
their messages later to see if anybody else had appended a reply.
Notes and replies proliferated so fast that people began to
develop programs for sifting through them. When you create a
public blackboard, you make everybody a publisher or
broadcaster of text. When you begin to sort the messages, you
get into groupmind territory, for what you are structuring is a
collective memory for many people to communicate with many
others.

Engelbart's Augmentation Research Center in California had been
working in parallel since the 1960s, but ARC was a much larger
project and grander scheme than EMISARI. When Engelbart gave
a famous demonstration that literally changed the worldviews of
computer designers in 1968, he used a system that linked people
via keyboards and screens, and gave each member of the
augmented knowledge workshop the ability to mix voice dialogue
and even video windows in real time, while also sending text back
and forth. It was all part of an integrated system Engelbart had in
mind for turning computers into tools for thinking. That was
sixteen years before the Apple Macintosh brought the most basic
subset of these tools to consumers; and only a tiny minority of the
the most sophisticated of the personal computer users in the
1990s have access to multimedia capabilities like those Engelbart
demonstrated in 1968.

Turoff's research was sharply focused on one part of the idea of
augmentation. The computer conferencing features of NLS were
powerful, but there was more work to be done to turn online
“journals" and "notebooks" into flexible conferencing systems.
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Turoff concentrated on structuring text messages into dialogues.
ARPA continued to support Engelbart's work. After he completed
EMISARI, Turoff moved from the Office of Emergency
Preparedness to the New Jersey Institute of Technology, where the
National Science Foundation funded him to develop his CMC tool
into something scientists, educators, and others could use.

Turoff noted in 1976:

I think the ultimate possibility of computerized conferencing is to
provide a way for human groups to exercise a "collective intelligence"
capability. The computer as a device to allow a human group to
exhibit collective intelligence is a rather new concept. In principle, a
group, if successful, would exhibit an intelligence higher than any
member. Over the next decades, attempts to design computerized
conferencing structures that allow a group to treat a particular
complex problem with a single collective brain may well promise
more benefit for mankind than all the artificial intelligence work to
date.

Turoff's Electronic Information Exchange System (EIES
--pronounced "Eyes") became operational in 1976, and it still lives
as the lively great-great-grandmother of all virtual communities,
now a node on the Net--predating the WELL by almost a decade.
It was funded by NSF as "an electronic communication laboratory
for use by geographically dispersed research communities." By
July 1978, seven trial projects were under way, each part of an
established research community of ten to fifty members. The
system was set up to collect data on its own operations, in order
to test the hypothesis that a teleconferencelike system could
enhance the effectiveness of research communities. EIES, like
ARPANET, was designed to be a testbed for experimenting with
the nature of CMC.

Because it was built to be extensively self-documented and
extendable to fit the needs of expert users, EIES, like NLS, wasn't
the most user-friendly system. Today's computer conferencing
systems, several software generations and decades later, aren't
much better in that regard. In terms of usability by nonspecialists,
CMC today is where personal computing was before computer
graphics and the mouse pointing device made the "point and
click" method of operating computers possible. Point-and-click
tools that hide the complexities of the Net and get you to the
information or people you seek were just beginning to emerge
from the research-and-development phase by the early 1990s. The
human interface problem aside, once you learn your way around a
full-fledged conferencing system, you gain a lot of power. There
are some things that can't be simplified to point-and-click. Human
communication is the most complex system we know about. As
Engelbart often said about NLS: "If ease of use was the only
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valid criterion, people would stick to tricycles and never
try bicycles."

EIES, like ARPANET, was another one of those experiments that
never shut themselves down because the experimental subjects
just wouldn't let go of them. EIES quickly expanded from pure
scientific research communities to legislative and medical
researchers. Some of the EIES users concentrated on designing
new generations of conferencing systems, based on what they had
learned from their EIES participation. In this way EIES was the
protocommunity that seeded the Net with CMC designers. Peter
and Trudy Johnson-Lenz, for example, worked with Harry Stevens,
another early EIES enthusiast, and others to develop a system for
the Massachusetts state office of technology called legitec,
created with the scripting language built into EIES. And in 1979,
Harry Stevens and others created the Participate conferencing
system for a new service called the Source. Stevens was an early
advocate of inquiry networking, deliberately harnessing the living
database powers of CMC via the architecture of the conferencing
system. Participate was designed to structure short discussions,
especially around questions and answers, that can later be
searched for specific information. Parti on the Source turned out
to be another pioneer public virtual community.

The Johnson-Lenzes coined the term groupware, which has been
taken up by the business-oriented part of the software industry
that is selling CMC products to business organizations. But these
EIES veterans, based in Lake Oswego, Oregon, continued to
pursue for decades the paradoxical goal of using CMC to find not
only community but true spiritual communion. They lived on a
shoestring for years, put their money into state-of-the-art
hardware, programmed their own software, and created a series
of specifically tailored CMC communities. Their goal was to
combine the best of the soft communication techniques that had
emerged from the human potential movement of the 1970s, with
the capabilities of CMC. In the late 1980s, I participated in one of
their experiments for several months. The Johnson-Lenzes called
their community Awaken, and they included a nondenominational
but explicitly spiritual dimension to it.

I knew Peter+Trudy, as their online friends know them, for years
before I met them in the material world. When we shared a train
to Kyoto from Oita, in the southernmost part of Japan, I had the
opportunity to talk with them about their role as early CMC
enthusiasts. They and their friends around the world had labored
for years to use CMC as a means of achieving reconciliation,
community, and enhanced communication. Judging by the state of
the world today, almost two decades after EIES opened, CMC has
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yet to make the world a more peaceful place in any perceptible
way.

"Is it worth continuing to try?" was the question we had arrived at
by the time the train pulled into the last major station before our
destination. We continued to talk with each other, but the three of
us were looking out the window. It was another medium-large
Japanese city with standard postwar architecture, hard to
distinguish from any other, but something about the shape of the
landscape that framed it was very familiar to me. I had seen that
bowl of hills around the city, and that hill toward the center, in so
many photographs. It was Hiroshima Station. We rode in silence
for some minutes after that.

Utopian hopes for CMC

Utopian hopes for CMC go back to the heady early days of EIES.
By 1978, policymakers, artists, long-range planners, and others
began to join EIES. Starr Roxanne Hiltz and Turoff published a
book that year, Network Nation --about a revolution that took
more than another decade to break out beyond the small circles of
enthusiasts--in which they predicted that the medium wouldn't be
limited to a few laboratories and think tanks. They noted some of
the well-known advantages and disadvantages of the medium.
They forecast that people would use the medium to find others
who shared their interests and values. They began the first
systematic research of how different kinds of organizations use
and fail to use CMC technology.

Another group that was developing CMC in the 1970s was a think
tank in California called The Institute for the Future (IFTF), a few
blocks away from SRI, that saw itself as a kind of tool shop for
think tanks. The application of computer technology to
bureaucratic planning was a possible strategic resource and
potential growth industry in those days. DARPA and NSF funded a
group at IFTF to develop a planning and forecasting tool. Jacques
Vallee had worked with the original NLS project at SRI, but he,
Roy Amara, Robert Johansen, and their colleagues were
concerned about building something a policymaker, rather than a
techie, would be able to use. The EIES and NLS systems were
designed to explore the capabilities of computer systems as
communication tools. But PLANET, the PLAnning NETwork
designed by IFTF, was designed for easy use by planners in
government and industry--most of whom had no previous
computer experience. The command set was ultrasimplified to be
operated by a few specially designated keys on a specially built
portable telecommunications terminal. PLANET later evolved into

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html

8 de 35

Notepad, a private global conferencing system still used by a
number of large clients such as Shell Oil. Johansen remains at the
Institute for the Future, working on the field now known widely as
groupware.

Several different events far beyond these laboratories began to
add up in the late 1970s to the spontaneous emergence and rapid
growth of grassroots networks in the 1980s. In 1977,
programmers for Bell Laboratories created a Unix-to-Unix Copy
(UUCP) utility that was shipped along with future versions of the
Unix operating system. This utility made it possible for any
computer that uses Unix to automatically dial and connect via
modem with any other computer using Unix, and exchange files
from one computer to another. In an unrelated but convergent
development, the Telecomputing Corporation of America opened
for business in 1979 out of a host computer in Virginia. CMC was
now available to anybody with a modem and the price of access.
Reader's Digest bought the company in 1980 and renamed it
Source Telecomputing Corporation. By the end of 1982, when I
joined, the Source had more than twenty-five thousand
subscribers and a growth rate of over one thousand subscribers a
month.

My Source membership in 1982 cost me a $100 initiation fee and
between $7 and $22 an hour, depending on the time of day. The
Source, where many of us experienced conferencing for the first
time with Participate, and its competitor, CompuServe, offered
computer owners outside the military-industrial elite admission to
an electronic community. The Source was absorbed by
CompuServe, which now has hundreds of thousands of
subscribers worldwide.

The years 1979 and 1980 were particularly crucial in the history
of CMC. The large utility-company information services such as
the Source and CompuServe began operation, the first MUDs
appeared in England, the first BBSs started emerging in an
entirely different part of the population, and two programmers in
North Carolina began using elaborations of UUCP to exchange
more structured messages, messages ordered by topic, into a kind
of intercommunity conversation. Different communities that used
the time-shared services of different computers on different
campuses were able to participate in a kind of abstract community
constructed from that structured interchange of messages. The
first nodes in what has come to be known as the Usenet began in
1980. Like others before them, they had no idea that it would
grow to cover the world.

This was a case of a technology that came from the fringes of the
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Net and emerged precisely because it was not the mainstream.
ARPANET and its successors expanded access to communication
and information-finding capabilities, as long as you were affiliated
with one of the research institutions that ARPA or NSF authorized
for network access. Duke University and the University of North
Carolina in 1979 were not on Internet, but they did have UUCP.
Graduate students Tom Truscott and James Ellis of Duke, working
with graduate student Steve Bellovin of UNC, developed the first
version of Usenet News in 1979 and circulated a leaflet about it at
the winter 1980 Unix Users' Conference (known as Usenix). By
the time of the 1980 summer Usenix conference, the News
software was being distributed on computer tape to attendees.
The News software, which evolved over the years into three
progressively more sophisticated versions, was in the public
domain; users were encouraged to copy and distribute the
software that enables new computer communities to gain
interactive access to all the others.

Usenet

Usenet, meant to represent Unix Users Network, was designed as
a forum for discussions about Unix and for Unix troubleshooting.
Unix itself was deliberately designed to foster a professional
community of programmers who used the Unix toolbox to create
new tools that all the other Unix toolbuilders could use. The
inventors of Usenet wanted to talk about their tools without
having an ARPANET connection. They were surprised at how
hungry people were for all kinds of conversations on a worldwide
basis, once they caught on to this strange new idea of a
conversation in text that floated from campus to campus around
the globe. They thought local communities would use it most, but
found out that as the network spread, people were more and more
interested in participating in conversations on an international
scale. The nature of Usenet as we know it today--an anarchic,
unkillable, censorship-resistant, aggressively noncommercial,
voraciously growing conversation among millions of people in
dozens of countries--is largely a result of the way the system was
designed.

The fundamental unit of Usenet is the individual posting. Anyone
with access to the network can send out a specific, signed,
electronic message to the rest of Usenet. The address of the
message, however, is not to an individual or even a mailing list,
but is the topic of discussion, known as a newsgroup. If I want to
contribute to a discussion of the risks of using computers, I
compose a message, address it to the "comp.risks" newsgroup,
and use the "postnews" software that comes with Usenet to put it

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html

10 de 35

in the mail queue. The next time my host computer communicates
with another computer via UUCP, that message goes out as
electronic mail. When the next computer in the network gets the
message, it checks to see which newsgroups it carries, copies all
those messages for its resident newsgroups, and then passes it
along to the next site. Each message has a unique identifying
number, so each site can discard messages it has received before.

At the receiving end, which could be somebody on the other side
of the world, is a computer community that just received an
electronic mailbag full of Usenet News from some site. That site
subscribes to comp.risks, so your message is stored there for
those who regularly read messages from that newsgroup. Instead
of putting a separate copy of each new message in each
subscriber's electronic mailbox, the way an electronic mailing list
propagates, News puts one copy in a file that any user can read.
Each user makes use of one of several kinds of software tools
available at the host site, known as a news reader. The news
reader searches through the local newsgroup database, compares
it with each individual user's subscription list, and shows the local
users new messages as they arrive, on the user's command.

A person halfway around the world, after reading your posting,
can take one of several actions: The person can decide that you
are a fool and he or she never wants to see anything you post ever
again, and puts your name in what is called a kill file, also known
as a bozo filter; the person can decide that he or she has the
answer to your question or wants to congratulate you on what you
said in your posting, and sends you personal electronic mail; the
person can decide to reply publicly by posting a rebuttal. Usenet
automatically routes your private e-mail or public reply to the
appropriate destination; all the user needs to do is issue a
one-keystroke command from a menu. This is a third level of
power built into Usenet: not only is it distributed in an informal
network, and every person who reads Usenet has the power to
post to Usenet, but every person has the means to communicate
directly and privately with anyone who states something publicly.

The word anarchy is frequently used to describe Usenet, not in
the sense of chaotic and disorganized, but in the sense that the
whole enterprise of moving all these words from all these people
to all these other people is accomplished with no central
governing hierarchy on either policy or technical levels. This grew
directly out of the way Usenet postings were designed to be
passed around the loosely coupled UUCP network. From the
beginning, there was no emphasis on a central organization. All
you had to do to join Usenet was to obtain the free software, find a
site to feed you News and take your postings, and you were in
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action. The different newsgroups are arranged according to a
branching hierarchy. The main branches (alt, biz, comp, misc, rec,
sci, soc, and talk) have their own subbranches. Sites can choose
which newsgroups or even which categories of newsgroup it
makes available to local users. If your host site is outraged by the
content of alt.sex, alt.drugs, or alt.rock-and-roll, it can refuse to
carry that newsgroup; other sites will carry the newsgroups that
are taboo at yours, however, so there is always an alternate
source for any person who is determined to get the information.

The economics of operating Usenet is automatically distributed,
another key aspect of the decentralized architecture. If you are a
large site and can afford it (like AT&T or Apple), your system
administrator arranges to carry some of the communication costs
from the smaller sites downstream that get their newsfeeds from
your site (for years, Apple's Unix system would automatically call
the WELL and transfer Usenet and e-mail, and the WELL fed the
stream of messages to smaller local sites). If you weren't from one
of the backbone sites that carried more than its share of Usenet
traffic, especially in the early years, you paid for your own
communication costs when you paid the telephone charges for
dialing your Usenet newsfeed site every fifteen minutes or fifteen
days.

Growth

The growth of Usenet was biological--slow at first, and then
exponential. In 1979, there were 3 sites, passing around
approximately 2 articles per day; in 1980, there were 15 sites and
10 articles per day; in 1981 there were 150 sites and 20 articles
per day. By 1987 there were 5,000 sites, and the daily postings
weighed in at 2.5 million bytes. By 1988, it grew to 11,000 sites
and the daily mailbag was more than 4 million bytes. By 1992,
Usenet was distributed to more than 2.5 million people and the
daily News was up to 35 million bytes--thirty or forty times the
number of words in this book.

The Usenet was nurtured in the beginning by a small group of
dedicated individuals, some of whom happened to be system
administrators at key commercial telecommunications sites. Tom
Truscott, a creator of Usenet News, worked at Bell Labs in the
summer, and he persuaded them to pick up the telephone charges
for calling Duke regularly, collecting Usenet News, and relaying it
to other sites. AT&T management benignly neglected to make a
fuss about the small but growing amount of telecommunications
traffic that the Usenet enthusiasts at Bell Labs were adding to
their much larger daily communications traffic. It was a legitimate
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expense, considering the fact that here was a new communication
medium emerging and the research charter of Bell Labs is
communications research. Digital Equipment Corporation, the
same DEC that made the PDP-1 at the beginning of the era of
interactive computing, also picked up some of the costs of
relaying Usenet. A few managers with some vision felt it was in
the interests of DEC to maintain good relations with the
Unix-using community.

At the beginning, there was a kind of quasi-anarchic ruling council
known as the backbone cabal, consisting of the system
administrators who ran the computers at the sites that were
carrying most of the traffic for the UUCP-linked network. Erik
Fair, the WELL's man on the Net from the earliest days, now the
administrator of Apple's Internet site, always passed along cabal
lore to fellow WELLites, but nothing was really secret, despite the
mocking name. It was all hashed out endlessly in the appropriate
newsgroups. The first major revisions of Usenet software were
required by the enormous growth in the number of sites and the
amount of messages transferred. Usenix conferences and endless
online communications enabled the cabal to continue evolving the
software as the system choked on its own success. But the
backbone began to disappear when Usenet began to use Internet
as well as the ad hoc UUCP network to pass along the electronic
mailbag of newsgroup messages. The cabal is a historic artifact.
Usenet continues to be ruled by norms, not individuals or
organizations. If you violate one of the norms--for example, you
blatantly propagate commercial traffic outside one of the specified
commercial newsgroups--you'll get a lot of angry e-mail, and
people might refuse to give you newsfeeds, but no Usenet cops
are going to show up at the door.

Mark Horton plugged the ARPANET mailing lists into Usenet
around 1981. The two most popular ARPANET mailing lists,
SF-LOVERS and HUMAN-NETS, began to circulate among
UUCP-linked as well as ARPANET sites. As more and more
Internet sites began to carry Usenet News, this discussion
medium with no central control began to gain popularity on the
packet-switched networks that also had no central control. Usenet
made the whole Internet into a kind of virtual metacommunity,
and Internet brought Usenet to ever more sites at ever higher
speeds. The powers that be at ARPANET first did not enforce old
policies restricting interconnection of Internet with Usenet, and
ultimately legitimized Usenet.

Eventually, a high-speed network protocol was created for
Internet. That means that a very large number of newsgroups can
be maintained at a very small number of sites and are available
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instantly through the high-speed Internet. By 1992, 60 percent of
Usenet traffic was moving through the Net via the instantaneous
access protocol and 40 percent still moved via the computer-
to-computer slow-speed dial-up grapevine.

Newsgroups collect the comments of people around the world, in
a way that enables people to address previous comments and thus
conduct a kind of conversation. The conversation is less tightly
coupled to serial order than in a computer conferencing system
like the WELL, in which each response follows the preceding
response in strict order. When you post something to the WELL,
others on the WELL can read it instantly. In Usenet, because it
used to take so long to distribute individual contributions to
interested readers everywhere, the temporal continuity of a
WELL-like topic structure wasn't possible. However, people on
Usenet make use of automatic tools for "quoting" the responses
they are replying to, and newsreaders help people group the
responses to similar subtopics (threads) within a newsgroup.
When I first started using Usenet, in the mid-1980s, it would take
a week for a query or a statement to stir up a round of replies
from around the world; the same cycle now takes minutes to
hours. It is becoming less like a correspondence and more
like a conversation as the Net's transmission speeds

increase.

In many newsgroups, a crowd of regulars emerges, and that
crowd can be very large in a forum that includes millions of
people. Well-known cultures of very different kinds have grown up
in different newsgroups. Over time, the ongoing conversations
often create communities among the regulars of newsgroups. And
other newsgroups are more like battlefields than communities,
although they also have their regulars and their norms.

You can get a good idea of what people talk about, and an
eye-opening clue to how many of them are talking, by looking at
the lists of newsgroups available at the nearest Internet site. The
newsgroups are divided into several different types. The kinds
that start with the prefix alt, for alternative, are the most varied
and the least controlled. Anybody who can post messages to the
rest of Usenet, and who knows how to use the programming tools,
can propagate a newsgroup; college freshmen around the world
seem to delight in propagating silly newsgroups (e.g., alt.multi-
level-marketing.scam. scam.scam). Few sites decide to carry
frivolous newsgroups, although the definition of frivolous is quite
elastic. The biz, comp, misc, rec, soc, sci, and talk (business,
computers, miscellaneous, recreation, societies and cultures,
science, and general discussion) newsgroup hierarchies have very
loose rules about creating new groups. There is a call for
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discussion, a discussion period, and a vote. If one hundred more
people vote for a newsgroup than vote against it, the newsgroup is
created.

Hierarchy in the Usenet sense means not a chain of command but
a way of simplifying large complex groups of information by
branching them as subcategories of fundamental categories. For
example, here is how the rec.auto hierarchy works:

Introduction to the Rec.Autos newsgroup hierarchy:

rec.autos.tech

is intended for technical discussions of automobiles, their design,
construction, diagnosis, and service. Other discussions are largely
inappropriate, especially For Sale ads.

rec.autos.sport

is intended for discussion of legal, organized competition involving
automobiles. Technical discussions are appropriate insofar as they apply to
competition vehicles. Discussion from either of two viewpoints, spectator and
participant, is encouraged. Arguments about sports cars are largely
inappropriate, as are most other discussions. For Sale ads are inappropriate
unless they are for competition vehicles and/or equipment. Discussions of
illegal events are marginal; one should probably avoid advocating breaking
the law. (remember, the FBI reads Usenet!)

rec.autos.driving

is intended for discussions related to the driving of automobiles. Also, if
you must discuss 55 vs. 65, or radar detectors, or boneheads, do it here.

rec.autos.vw

is intended for discussion of issues related to the use and ownership of
automobiles manufactured by Volkswagen (this includes VWs, Audis, Seats,
etc.) It was created on the grounds that the info-vw mailing list was very
successful. It should not be presumed from the existence of this group that
it is appropriate to create many groups to cover many different marques;
groups specific to individual marques should only be created on demonstration
of sufficient interest, via some avenue such as a mailing list.

rec.audio.car

is not properly part of the rec.autos.* hierarchy. it is, however, the
correct place for discussion of automotive audio equipment, and so is
mentioned here.

alt.autos.antique

is not part of the hierarchy, but of potential interest to the rec.autos
reader; it is intended for the discussion of older cars (usually more than 25
years old, although this is not a hard-and-fast rule.)

alt.hotrod

is not part of the hierarchy, but also of potential interest to the rec.autos
reader. it is gatewayed to the moderated hotrod mailing list, and is for
serious discussion of modifying and developing performance vehicles.

rec.autos

is intended to capture discussion on all other automotive topics.

The WELL carries about two hundred newsgroups, but there are
thousands of newsgroups available around the world. Some of
them are local to an organization, a city, a state, or a nation. Some
are global. Most are in English, but newsgroups in many other
languages are gaining circulation. A Usenet site in the San
Francisco Bay area, Netcom, carries a list of newsgroups that is
sixty-seven single-spaced pages long. Here is a small sample, a

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

15 de 35

alt.3d
alt.activism
alt.alien.visitors
alt.angst
alt.aquaria
alt.archery
biz.jobs.offered

comp.ai.vision

comp.apps.spreadsheets

misc.consumers

misc.emerg-services

misc.entrepreneurs
misc.fitness
misc.forsale
misc.handicap
misc.jobs.resumes
misc.kids
rec.antiques
rec.arts.animation
rec.arts.bodyart
rec.arts.books
rec.arts.erotica
sci.astro
sci.bio.technology

sci.engr.chem

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html

portion of that sixty-seven-page list, in alphabetical order, with
very brief descriptions.

Discussion about 3D imaging.
Activities for activists.

Space creatures ate my modem.
Anxiety in the modern world.

The aquarium & related as a hobby.

A newsgroup for people interested in
archery.

Position announcements.

Artificial Intelligence Vision
Research. (Moderated)

Spreadsheets on various platforms.

Consumer interests, product reviews,
etc.

Forum for paramedics & other first
responders.

Discussion on operating a business.
Physical fitness, exercise, etc.

Short, tasteful postings about items
for sale.

Items of interest for/about the
handicapped.

Postings of resumes and "situation
wanted."

Children, their behavior and
activities.

Discussing antiques and vintage
items.

Discussion of various kinds of
animation.

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

16 de 35

Tattoos and body decoration
discussions.

Books of all genres, and the
publishing industry.

Erotic fiction and verse. (Moderated)

Astronomy discussions and
information.

talk.abortion Any topic relating to biotechnology.

talk.bizarre All aspects of chemical engineering.

talk.environment All sorts of discussions and

talk.origins arguments on abortion.

The unusual, bizarre, curious, and

talk.politics.animals often stupid.

talk.politics.guns Discussion the state of the

talk.rape environment.

Evolution versus creationism
(sometimes hot!).

The use and/or abuse of animals.

The politics of firearm ownership and
(mis)use.

Discussions on stopping rape; not to
be crossposted.

Soc.culture groups capture the truly global favor of Usenet. There
are newsgroups for people to discuss the people, culture, and
politics of Bulgaria, Canada, the Caribbean, China, Europe,
France, Germany, Great Britain, Greece, Hong Kong, India, Iran,
Italy, Japan, the Jewish community, Korea, Latin America,
Lebanon, Magyar, Mexico, Nepal, the Phillipines . . . the list
continues through dozens more, all the way to Vietnam. Soc.
culture.yugoslavia suffered the same fate of the nation of
Yugoslavia. Even before armed conflict began making
headlines, relations between the Serbian and Croatian
factions of the newsgroup started flaming each other.

Postings on Usenet can run from three to three thousand lines.
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Here is an example, a posting from an authoritative source, about
the political impact of Usenet:

From: avg@rodan.UU.NET (Vadim Antonov)
Newsgroups: alt.culture.usenet

Subject: Re: Usenet leakage into the Real World
Date: 2 Jul 1992 22:24:35 -0400

Organization: Berkeley Software Design

In article <1305hlINNgac@network.ucsd.edu>mark@cs.ucsd.edu (Mark Anderson)
writes:

>
>USENET is not as isolated as some people seem to
>think.

Surely. During the coup in Moscow, the information posted to USENET was used
by Voice of America and CNN and (indirectly) by some other Western
broadcasters and newspapers. In USSR, the USENET became one of the major
information channels--the conventional phone and telex channels are fairly
clobbered. You even can write an e-mail message to the Russian Supreme
Council. Russian bureaus of UPI, Frans Press, Associated Press and a dozen of
others get news from Interfax, Agency of Economical News (Russia) and Russian
Information Agency (RIA) as USENET feed: it works better than faxes. Finally,
the current Russian government experts rely on USENET heavily in discussing
new legislative proposals with experts and executives from financial and
regional groups. USENET works just fine for scientists; there is no reason
why it can't be used as fruitfully by governments, mass-media and financial
circles.

Vadim Antonov

Berkeley Software Design, Inc.

Here is a request for information, similar to the Experts on the
WELL topic. Many postings like this use Usenet as a living
database:

Newsgroups: rec.crafts.textiles,alt.sewing

Path: well!uunet!gatech!utkcs2!athena.cas.vanderbilt.edu!vusl
From: vusl@athena.cas.vanderbilt.edu (VU Science Library)
Subject: Social History of Sewing

Organization: Mathematics, Vanderbilt University, Nashville

I am interested in the history of creating clothing. I have seen several
books on what clothes of a certain period looked like. I have seen some
patterns try to reproduce these clothes.

But what I am interested in is more a social history of sewing. My area of
interest here is the years 1066-1500. Who made the clothing the lady of the
manor wore? What kind of needles were used? When was the button invented
(during the Crusades?)? How did clothing get from the sheep onto the pages of
these previously mentioned books on the history of costume? If you know of
any books or references along these lines I would appreciate hearing about
them. I will be glad to post a summary (if there's any interest!).

Thanks
Carlin

sappenc@ctrvax.vanderbilt.edu

Here's the Usenet as an exotic flea-market:

Newsgroups: uiowa.forsale,misc.forsale,rec.pets,rec.pets.herp

From: bbreffle@icaen.uiowa.edu (Barry Ronald Breffle)
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Subject: Burmese Pythons FOR SALE
Organization: Iowa Computer Aided Engineering Network, University of Iowa
For Sale

I have several hatchling Burmese pythons for sale. They are captive bred
offspring from a long line of captive bred. Burmese pythons and are beautiful
and healthy. All are feeding well. They hatched May '92.

Normal pattern Burmese $100

Green (Patternless) phase Burmese $350
Anyone interested please e-mail:
bbreffle@icaen.uiowa.edu

Barry Breffle

(prices do not include shipping, if required)

FAQ

Constant growth of Usenet means that newsgroups are constantly
admitting newcomers. The value of any knowledge-based virtual
community derives from the quality of conversation and the
expertise of the pool of contributors. People in newsgroups that
exchange serious information, tired of the same questions
repeatedly asked by newcomers, started compiling and posting
FAQs--lists of frequently asked questions. The volunteer editor of a
FAQ reposts the latest version to the newsgroup every two weeks
or two months, depending on the amount of traffic in the
newsgroup. An entire newsgroup is devoted to periodic repostings
of FAQs on a panoply of subjects.

Compiling, updating, and republishing a FAQ serves the
immediate purpose of preventing the discussion from choking on
reiteration of the same old stuff, but FAQs very quickly turn
into a unique kind of resource of their own--collectively
compiled and verified textbooks on the ten (or forty or one
hundred) most important things a beginner ought to know
about Unix or pedigreed dogs or Afghani culture or radio
scanners or buying a bicycle.

FAQs usually are compiled by the kind of people who like to
organize things. Usenet newsgroups are often archived, so anyone
with ftp access to the Net can search through them, extract the
most frequent questions and the best answers that emerged from
the newsgroup, and organize them into a kind of online primer for
the newcomer. Thus, the FAQ document keeps the conversation
from bogging, provides a structure for a collective database on
the subject of the conversation, and serves as an attraction and
welcome to people who might want to join the subculture served
by the newsgroup.

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html

19 de 35

FAQs are a distilled form of Usenet. A few key bytes from all the
millions discarded daily are selected for archival. Sites all over
Internet dedicate large amounts of their computer storage to
keeping universally accessible resources, such as archives of
FAQs. The FAQ becomes a dynamically updated part of the Net's
information resource, although it emerged from the informal
conversational flow of newsgroups. Here are two examples of the
tables of contents of two popular FAQs--a sparse sample from a
population of hundreds of different FAQs:

FAQs ABOUT AVIATION
Q1l: How is rec.aviation organized?

Q2: I'd like to learn to fly. How do I do it, how much does it cost, how long
does it take?

Q3: I want to buy a headset. What should I buy?

Q4: OK, what about a portable intercom?

Q5: Tell me about mail-order.

Q6: I'm a private pilot. How should I log time in instrument conditions?
Q7: Tell me about DUATS on-line weather briefings.

Q8: Tell me about BITNET access and the aviation-digest list.

Q9: How do I start a brand-new thread of articles?

Q10: I'm a non-U.S. licensed private pilot. Can I fly in the U.S.?

Q11: What about hang-gliding? Ultralights?

Q12: Where can I get a copy of public-domain flight planning software and
other good stuff on the net?

Q13: I'm considering buying an airplane. How much will it cost?
Ql4: Can I use my cellular telephone in an airplane?

Q15: Can I use a radio, either a broadcast or aviation receiver, in an
aircraft?

Q16: I have a physical disability and would like to learn to fly. How?
Q17: What are the alternatives for taking an FAA written examination?
Q18: Are slips with flaps prohibited in certain Cessnas?

FAQS ABOUT DOGS

introduction

getting-a-dog

new-puppy

new-dog

health-care

medical-info

training

behavior

working

service

AKC-titles

resources

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

20 de 35

Here is an example from a FAQ about cats that illustrates the
extremely fine level of detail many of the FAQs have grown to
include. They are, in effect, collectively written textbooks
consisting of lore:

10. "Cat Grass."

Cats benefit from some vegetable matter in their diet. When devouring prey,

the intestines, along with anything in them, will also be eaten. Many owners
grow some grass for their cats to munch on, both for a healthy diet, and to

distract them from other household plants!

In general, seeds that are OK to grow and give to your cats (but do not use
treated seeds, identifiable by a dyed red, blue or awful green color): oats
(cheap, easy, big), wheat (not wheatgrass) Japanese barnyard millet,
bluegrass, fescue, rye (but beware of ergot, which is a fungal infection and
produces LSD-like chemicals), ryegrass (annual ryegrass is cheap and easy to
grow, but small), alfalfa sprouts or bean sprouts in SMALL amounts (these
have anti-protein compounds that reduce the protein value of other things fed
to the animal (or human!).

Seeds that are NOT okay: sorghum or sudangrass, which have cyanogenic
glycosides, and can cause cyanide poisoning. These are commonly found in bird
seed and look like smallish white,

yellow, orangish, or reddish BB's, or the shiny black, yellow or straw
colored glumes may be intact.

Usenet is a place for conversation or publication, like a giant
coffeehouse with a thousand rooms; it is also a worldwide digital
version of the Speaker's Corner in London's Hyde Park, an
unedited collection of letters to the editor, a floating flea market, a
huge vanity publisher, and a coalition of every odd special-interest
group in the world. It is a mass medium because any piece of
information put onto the Net has a potential worldwide
reach of millions. But it differs from conventional mass media in
several respects. Every individual who has the ability to read
a Usenet posting has the ability to reply or to create a new
posting. In television, newspapers, magazines, films, and radio, a
small number of people have the power to determine which
information should be made available to the mass audience. In
Usenet, every member of the audience is also potentially a
publisher. Students at universities in Taiwan who had Usenet
access and telephone links to relatives in China became a network
of correspondents during the 1989 Tiananmen Square incident.

Some newsgroups contain digitally encoded sounds and pictures.
Right now, it is possible to use easily-downloaded software tools to
convert a scanned photograph or a digitized sound into a series of
alphabetic characters. That set of characters can be posted to the
Net like any other message, and people who have the software to
decode it can turn it into an image or a sound that can be
displayed or played on their desktop machines. Nothing you can
do in the online universe feels so much like alchemy as connecting
to the Net, performing the proper incantations, and watching a
fresh satellite weather map of the Pacific pop up in full color on

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html
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your screen. New standards for exchanging multimedia
information, and tricks for compressing complex audiovisual
information into easily communicated packages via Internet, will
make this multimedia aspect of Usenet even more powerful in the
coming years. Think of the impact that one amateur
photojournalist had when he videotaped the Rodney King beating
by the Los Angeles Police Department. Think of what the
impact will be when anybody, anywhere with access to a
cheap digital videocamera of the future will be able to
upload eyewitness reports to the multimedia Citizen's
Reporting Network of the future.

Usenet is an enormous volunteer effort. The people who
created it did so voluntarily and put the software into the public
domain. The growing megabytes of content are contributed by
volunteers. The combination of free expression, lack of
central control, many-to-many communication access, and
volunteer effort has created a new kind of social
organization. Much of this growth has benefitted from the way it
has taken place outside the public eye. The first outbreaks of
Usenet hysteria in the traditional mass media are beginning to
break out. The existence of newsgroups that contain explicit
sexual material, either text, graphics, or sounds, is something that
is very hard to explain to conservative taxpayers, and the
existence of such lurid corners of the Usenet is rarely revealed in
the context of the very wide range of valuable information
available through the same medium. Usenet libertarians argue
that "community standards" is built into the architecture. If your
local group does not want to carry a newsgroup, or wants to block
access to Usenet by certain users, it is possible to do so. It is
much harder for any locality to stop multiple other sites elsewhere
in the world from carrying the same material.

Usenet is arguably the world's largest conversation. But it isn't
the only grassroots network in the world. Other conversations,
tens and hundreds of thousands of them, are taking place in the
most local variation of virtual community technology--the BBS
culture.

Grassroots: BBS Culture

If a BBS (computer Bulletin Board System) isn't a democratizing
technology, there is no such thing. For less than the cost of a
shotgun, a BBS turns an ordinary person anywhere in the world
into a publisher, an eyewitness reporter, an advocate, an
organizer, a student or teacher, and potential participant in a
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worldwide citizen-to-citizen conversation. The technology of
personal telecommunications and the rich, diverse BBS
culture that is growing on every continent today were
created by citizens , not doomsday weapon designers or
corporate researchers.

Like real grassroots, BBSs grow from the ground up, are
self-propagating, and are difficult to eradicate. All the high-speed,
government-financed internets in the world could turn to lime
Jell-O tomorrow and the BBS community would continue to thrive,
along with the parts of Usenet that don't propagate via Internet
but are passed from computer to computer via modem.
Increasingly, the BBSs are linked to the rest of the Net via
gateways, but, by their nature, they are not dependent on the Net.
There is no way to stamp out the BBS subcultures, unless
you shut down the telephone system or go back to the 1970s and
un-invent the microprocessor.

A BBS is a personal computer, not necessarily an expensive one,
running inexpensive BBS software, plugged into an ordinary
telephone line via a small electronic device called a modem.
Reliable modems cost less than $100, and the price is dropping.
Attach a modem to your computer, plug the modem into your
telephone, create a name for your BBS, post the telephone
number on a few existing BBSs, and you're in the virtual
community business. People call your BBS number and leave
private messages or public information. I know a fellow in
Colorado Springs, Colonel Dave Hughes, who uses his BBS to
fight city hall. I know a fellow in Zushi, Japan, Mayor Kichiro
Tomino , who used to fight city hall and now runs the mayor's
office via BBS. In the former Soviet Union, BBSs proved to be a
potent political tool as well.

A BBS is also a kind of toolkit for creating different kinds of
subcultures. You can use a BBS to organize a movement, run a
business, coordinate a political campaign, find an audience for
your art or political rants or religious sermons, and assemble with
like-minded souls to discuss matters of mutual interest. You can
let the callers create the place themselves, or you can run it like
your own private fiefdom.

Much BBS culture is mundane or puerile or esoteric. It's a raw,
unmediated alternative to mass-media culture. Few of the tens of
thousands of BBS operators (known as sysops) are interested in
how the mass media define reality. BBSs have something in
common with "zines," the small-circulation, homemade, grassroots
magazines that grew out of the "fanzines" of science-fiction
enthusiasts. Zine publishers and BBS sysops are both
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channels for the direct manifestation of popular culture,
unedited, often unpolished, sometimes offensive to
traditional sensibilities.

Sysops are more interested in how the people who communicate
in clusters of ten to one hundred via the tens of thousands of BBSs
around the world define their own realities. (Boardwatch
magazine estimates that sixty-thousand BBSs existed in the
United States alone by 1993.) These communities are small specks
in a virtual universe full of much larger groups. But there are so
many of them. And they are beginning to organize collectively.
One BBS is a community of one hundred. Fifty thousand BBSs
represent up to half a million people--who can spread the word
very quickly. Just ask the FCC, which is deluged with mail every
time somebody floats the rumor about a proposed modem tax.

Ward Christensen and Randy Suess had no way of knowing in
1978 that they were creating a potent political and educational
tool as well as a new medium for community-building. At first,
they merely wanted to transfer microcomputer programs from
place to place via the telephone system. Christensen started to lay
the foundations for the grassroots telecommunications culture in
1977, when he created and released to the public domain a
microcomputer program called MODEM. MODEM allowed two
microcomputers in different locations to use a telephone line to
exchange files.

People at both ends had to perform arcane synchronized rituals in
order to make MODEM work. First, the human operators at each
end of the line had to make voice contact, and then they would put
the telephone headsets into an acoustic coupler, a device the size
of a shoebox that would link their telephones with the computer;
the acoustic coupler communicated with the computer via a
modem (MOdulator-DEModulator) that would turn the electronic
impulses coming out of the computer into the audio tones that
could travel over the telephone network, as well as convert
incoming audio tones into electronic impulses. Once their
computers were communicating with one another, the operators
had to issue commands to transfer the file. That's a long way from
the kind of automated communication afforded by electronic mail
or networks like ARPANET. But it was a start.

In 1979,Keith Peterson and Ward Christensen released a new
version of the software that would perform error correction, a bit
of hobbyist high technology that made it possible to transmit files
without error, even on noisy telephone lines. Error-corrected
transmission is important when sending computer programs such
as MODEM itself, because such transmission errors can render
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the program unusable at the receiving end. They called their new
microcomputer file transfer protocol XMODEM. Although 1979
was almost as long ago as the Jurassic age in terms of
contemporary technology, the original XMODEM protocol is still
the way millions of personal computer users transfer files.
Because of the large number of different kinds of computers it has
been transferred to, Christensen believes it is "the single most
modified program in computing history."

The act of putting that software into the public domain at the very
beginning of the era of hobbyist telecommunications technology
had a profound effect on BBS culture. Not only did Christensen
give away a tool that would make BBSs valuable (by allowing
them to act as publishing houses for public-domain software that
could be uploaded and downloaded), he prevented anybody

from trying to establish exclusive ownership of the tool.

CBBS

Christensen and others were interested in storing and forwarding
text messages as well as transferring files. In 1978, Christensen
and Randy Suess created Computer Bulletin Board System
(CBBS). It all started, according to Christensen, on January 16,
1978, a very snowy day in Chicago, when he decided to do the
software, and Suess decided to do the hardware, for a simple
microcomputer communication system. The November 1978 issue
of Byte magazine, a publication that had heralded the
microelectronics and microcomputer revolutions, published
"Hobbyist Computerized Bulletin Boards," by Christensen and
Suess. Not only did these pioneers create a new technology, they
immediately told everybody else how to do it. A whole new way of
using personal computers became available; new territories
beckoned those early adopters of PC technology who were tired of
games and graphics and databases.

In 1989, when Christensen recalled the original chain of events in
a posting to Chinet, a Chicago-area conferencing system, he
noted: "XMODEM was born of the necessity of transferring files
mostly between Randy and myself, at some means faster than
mailing cassettes (if we'd lived less than the 30 miles apart we
did, XMODEM might not have been born). CBBS was born of
the conditions, "all the pieces are there, it is snowing like
@#$%, lets hack."

In 1979, CBBS went online to the public in Chicago, enabling
individuals to read and write messages to and from many other
individuals, like a standard bulletin board in the nonvirtual world,
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where people tack up notices of community interest on a piece of
corkboard in a public place. Modems were expensive and slow,
and messages weren't structured in terms of topics or
conferences, but people were using their PCs and their telephones
to communicate, and that in itself was exciting for the first cadres
of enthusiasts. Equally important was the fact that neither the
communications nor the computer companies had any idea

what people like Christensen were up to.

In 1979, the BBS community was restricted almost exclusively to
microcomputer hobbyists, and their interests included all kinds of
questions--as long as the questions had something to do with how
to make personal computers work. People who used the
technology to talk about pets and politics and religion would come
later. There was one significant exception, however: the
CommuniTree BBS in Santa Cruz, California, went online in 1978,
paralleling Christensen and Suess's efforts in Chicago. I stumbled
onto CommuniTree myself when I first started BBS-hopping, and
what I found there impressed me enough to save some of the
postings for ten years.

CommuniTree, starting with its name, was specifically focused on
the notion of using BBSs to build community, at a time when most
other BBSers were still more interested in the technology itself.
The Tree was still active in 1982-1983, when I first started
exploring the online world. The item that caught my interest
enough to print and file it had to do with some people who were
designing a new kind of community based on spiritual practice of
a nontheological nature. They called it ORIGINS.

ORIGINS started in the "create your own religion" discussion
area. In the midst of an overcrowded northern California
marketplace for high-priced, highly organized enlightenment for
sale or rent, I liked their declaration that "ORIGINS has no
leaders, no official existence, nothing for sale. Because it started
in an open computer conference, no one knows who all the
creators are." The central tenets of the movement were
"practices"--actions to be remembered and undertaken in
everyday life in the material world. The kind of world the
originators of ORIGINS had in mind is wryly evident in the
practices its adherents promised to do every day: "Leverage a
favor, Ask for help and get it, Use charisma, Finish a job, Use
magic, Observe yourself, Share Grace."

I often wondered what had become of them. At the First
Conference on Cyberspace in 1990 in Austin, Texas, I ran into
somebody who remembered. The CommuniTree BBS had a chance
of being the seed for an entire network, but according to one
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observer who participated in its heyday,Allucquere Rosanne
Stone, it fell victim to a problem that continues to plague the BBS
community--people who use BBSs as an arena for acting out
antisocial impulses. "The students, at first mostly boys and with
the linguistic proclivities of pubescent males, discovered the
Tree's phone number and wasted no time in logging onto the
conferences," Stone recalled, in her presentation to the Austin
conference.

They appeared uninspired by the relatively intellectual and spiritual
air of the ongoing debates, and proceeded to express their
dissatisfaction in ways appropriate to their age, sex, and language
abilities. Within a short time the Tree was jammed with obscene and
scatological messages. There was no easy way to monitor them as
they arrived, and no easy way to remove them once they were in the
system. . ..

Within a few months, the Tree had expired, choked to death with
what one participant called "the consequences of freedom of
expression.' During the years of its operation, however, several young
participants took the lessons and implications of such a community
away with them, and proceeded to write their own systems. Within a
few years there was a proliferation of on-line virtual communities of
somewhat less visionary character but vastly superior message-
handling capability. . . .

The visionary character of CommuniTree's electronic ontology proved
an obstacle to the Tree's survival. Ensuring privacy in all aspects of
the Tree's structure and enabling unlimited access to all conferences
did not work in a context of increasing availability of terminals to
young men who did not necessarily share the Tree gods' ideas of
what counted as community. As one Tree veteran put it, 'The
barbarian hordes mowed us down.' Thus, in practice, surveillance and
control proved necessary adjuncts to maintaining order in the virtual
community.

CommuniTree's focus on social and spiritual matters was an
exception for the era. The first generations of BBSers were the
home brewers who had a lot of technical knowledge about how
their medium worked. People in a few cities began to set up BBSs.
The prices for modems in the early 1980s were high--$500 or
more for anything faster than a glacially slow 300 bits per second
(most adults can read faster than that). Home-brew
telecommunications was still a province for hands-on hobbyists
who could debug their own software and configure their own
hardware. Then Tom Jennings came along.

Jennings, a programmer for a small computer software company
in Boston, started using an acoustic coupler to call up CBBS in
1980 and 1981. When he moved to San Francisco in 1983,
Jennings found himself with a few weeks of leisure before he had
to start working again, so he decided to write a BBS program.
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Jennings had Fido BBS #1 online by December 1983.

Fido

Jennings and his partner-in-home-brew-networking, Tim Pozar,
and I spent an afternoon in 1991 talking about the origins and
evolution of FidoNet. Pozar and I had met via the WELL, and I was
curious about the history of home-brew BBS networks, so Pozar
and Jennings shoehorned into my minuscule and densely packed
office at Whole Earth Review to explain how it had all happened.
You can tell from ten feet away that Jennings is not a conventional
programmer or conventional anything. The day we talked, his hair
was purple, and he had a number of metal appliances piercing his
leather jacket, his ears, and his nose. He's a skateboarder, a gay
activist, and an anarchist who hates the idea of suppressing any
kind of free expression of ideas.

The name "Fido" went back to an incident at a small company that
Jennings worked for in the late 1980s. The company computer
belonged to Jennings; it was a mongrel collection of different
parts, "including a ten-billion amp power supply and a fan that
would blow it away from the wall," Jennings recalled. One night,
drinking beer after work, somebody wrote "Fido" on a business
card and taped it to the machine. The name migrated to the BBS.
The nose-thumbing informality of the name of the BBS was a
harbinger of the cultural flavor of the virtual community that
began to grow around it.

From the beginning, Jennings wanted to run an extremely loose
ship, in which the people who used the BBS would determine the
norms. On the first version of Fido, Jennings had included a
free-for-all area called "anarchy." "I said to the users that they
could do anything they wanted," Jennings told me. "I've
maintained that attitude for eight years now, and I have never had
problems running BBSs. It's the fascist control freaks who have
the troubles. I think if you make it clear that the callers are doing
the policing--even to put it in those terms disgusts me--if the
callers are determining the content, they can provide the feedback
to the assholes."

Jennings asserts that Fido sysops remain "viciously independent."
To this day, the philosophy shared by most Fido sysops is usually
stated in these words: "Thou shalt not offend; thou shalt not
be easily offended." An attitude like that just asks for people
who have problems with authority to test the sysop's level of
tolerance. Flames--outbursts of angry personal attacks--are not
unknown events on Fido boards. Scatological invasions such as
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the one that shut down CommuniTree are not unknown. The
signal-to-noise ratio on a Fido system can be low, especially in
comparison with scholarly electronic mailing lists; other Fido
neighborhoods are as congenial and intellectually stimulating as
you are likely to find anywhere on the Net. Fido is raw, uncut,
street-level telecom. And as William Gibson wrote in
Neuromancer, the book that gave us the word cyberspace, "the
street finds its own uses for technology."

Fido started to propagate when a Fido user from Baltimore
persuaded Jennings to help him make a version that was
compatible with another brand of computer. In January 1984, Fido
#?2 started operating in Baltimore. Fidos began proliferating
rapidly at that point because the software for running your own
Fido system was one of the files that callers could transfer
(download) from Fido BBSs: the technology was self-propagating.
Jennings recalls that Fido software accounted for about 10
percent of the software downloaded at that time. By the end of
1984, several dozen Fidos were operating.

Jennings has an unusual price structure for those who want to
obtain a copy of Fido and put themselves in the BBS business:
"For a hundred and ninety-nine bucks, my current price, I'll sell
you the commercial package to use in your business. For forty
dollars, I'll sell you the same package as a hobbyist. And for forty
you can download it. Just don't ask me many questions. You pick
where you want to be on the tier. If you want to be upscale and
official, you can mail me two hundred bucks and what you'll get is
your own credibility in your own head. I don't tell people that.
Actually, I do tell people that and they do it anyway." The BBS
business wasn't Jennings's highest priority. He had a grander plan.
If he could home-brew self-propagating BBS software, could he
home-brew an entire network?

"I had this bug in my head," Jennings recalled, "from years and
years before that, about having a network of BBSs that all dialed
each other toll-free, local call to local call, all the way across the
country. It sounds great for about five minutes, until you realize
how many thousands of calls it would take to get across the
country. You'd need full saturation, a BBS every twenty miles."

The idea wouldn't go away, even though the dozens of Fidos that
existed at the time were far from the continental network required
to make Jennings's scheme feasible. So he calculated what long
distance calls in the middle of the night might cost in relation to
the amount of material that could be transferred. By 1985,
personal computer modems capable of transmitting 1,200 bits per
second were becoming affordable. At that time, he figured it
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would cost roughly twenty-five cents to send three single-spaced
pages of text across the continent. "So you don't need to hop
across the country," Jennings realized. "You just direct dial, and
you do it in the middle of the night when the rates are cheapest."

That was the beginning of National Fido Hour. Between 1:00 and
2:00 a.m., Fido BBSs shut down for dial-in users, and the BBSs
call each other. Jennings gave each BBS a unique node number,
and people were able to send mail to each other from any node of
the network; the network would forward messages according to
the node numbers attached to them, and nodes would keep track
of the telephone numbers of other nodes via a nodelist that was
also distributed by Jennings via e-mail. As nodes began to cluster
in major cities, Jennings upgraded the system to include local
gateways. Instead of making seventeen calls to St. Louis, a
Baltimore Fido could make one call to St. Louis, and the St. Louis
gateway would redistribute in the local area.

One characteristic of networks is that events at local nodes can
quickly ripple out to the entire group. In 1985 and 1986, several
developments, some coming from Jennings, some originating from
sysops and users at the nodes, began to expand the growth of
Fidonet, as it was coming to be known. A fellow in Dallas came up
with a scheme to ride on Fidomail, called Echomail, a tool that
made something more like computer conferencing possible. Fido
boards at the beginning distributed mail to one another, but other
than the newsletter Jennings sent out with the nodelists and
e-mail, there was no distributed conferencing system. Echomail
made that possible. By 1986, several hundred Fido sysops showed
up at the first Fido users convention, now known as Fidocon, in
Colorado Springs. By late 1986, network growth and use started
exploding.

By the end of 1986, there were about one thousand nodes.
Estimating conservatively at ten users per node, that meant about
ten thousand people were on the network. All the telephone bills
were paid by the sysops, who also had total control of whether to
make usage of that board free or commercial. By 1991, there were
over ten thousand nodes, with a conservative estimate of one
hundred thousand Fidonet users. When the connectivity issues
began to get interesting--there were gateways to Europe,
Australia, and Asia by 1991--Tim Pozar began working on the
ultimate connection.

"I joined the WELL and I had seen the conferences there and the
Usenet newsgroups that came there, so I had always known there
was another world to connect to," Pozar explained. Around 1986
and 1987, Pozar started working, via Fidonet, with programmers
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in Florida and Wisconsin, on a scheme to convert Fido electronic
messages to a form that could be read by other networks. "I also
worked with Ken Harrington at SRI on mapping Fidonet onto
Internet. He was excited about the idea of being able to make the
Internet accessible by ordinary citizens. He helped us with a lot of
the monetary and administrative bullshit." That was probably a
key element in the success of the venture. SRI was the latest
incarnation of Stanford Research Institute, where the Department
of Defense had funded the original ARPANET's first Network
Information Center in the late 1960s. By the late 1980s, Net
techies at SRI still had a lot of pull.

Pozar set up the first FidoNet-Internet gateway at the radio
station in San Francisco where he worked as a technician. By
1991, there were forty gateways around the world. Internet's
worldwide nodes communicate with each other at very high
speeds, so if you can use the Rube-Goldbergesque National Fido
Hour scheme to get a message into Internet at one node, it will
pop up at the speed of light on another Internet node in Australia
or Amsterdam, where it reverts to the old late-night-relay style of
distribution.

There are many different kinds of Fido boards, and many different
boards outside the Fido cosmos. Like Usenet, the sheer variety of
BBSs gives the newcomer a glimpse at the dizzying varieties of
subcultures that are popping up all over. Most boards are free and
don't require a registration procedure, so it is possible to log onto
one board, find its list of other boards, and spend an evening
hopping from one board to another.

The best way to get a sense of what people talk about on BBSs is
to see for yourself. Even looking at the introductory menus of
different boards can reveal something about the diversity of the
BBS world. Here is a glimpse of a BBS that attracted me because
of its name. BBSs are used by people of every political stripe. The
far right, the far left, pagans and Presbyterians, activists and
publicists, have BBSs. The COMBAT ARMS BBS is one example of
what is out there. You can make some good guesses about the
nature of the community a BBS nourishes by browsing the menus
of information and discussion available.

The log-in banner of COMBAT ARMS announces, among other
things:

AN PLEASE. . . Use real names only! \\\:

\\\: This BBS is geared toward \\\:
firearms, law, aviation and

AN science. \\\:

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/4.html
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IF YOU WISH TO ANONOMOUSLY [sic REPORT A CRIME, USE THE FIRST NAME OF
"CRIME", A LAST NAME OF "REPORT" AND USE THE PASSWORD "CRIMETIP" WHEN YOU LOG
IN. THEN LEAVE YOUR CRIME REPORT.

\r\r\r: If you want a reward (if available), sign your crime report with a
unique 9 digit number. You can safely use your Social Security number if you
wish. It will remain confidential.

Some of the regular discussions ("echoes," in Fidospeke) in the
menu of COMBAT ARMS attracted my attention. There are echoes
for questions and answers to and from law enforcement
personnel, for discussions of the civil war, questions and answers
about firearms and homeschooling, civil liberties and real estate,
setting up a BBS and participating in search and rescue
operations. This BBS appears to be something of a soapbox for the
sysop, who includes an extensive collection of essays and texts for
free downloading. Here are a few of the bulletins available.

\\\\\Combat Arms BBS Bulletin Menu
A\
ANSRNNRNNNY
\\\\\ 1-What the Combat Arms BBS is all about.
\\\\\ 5-Getting ready for a disaster.
\\\\\ 6-Bay Area legislators to contact to let them know you are
\\\\\ opposed to gun control moves on their part.
\\\\\ 7-Information on ballistics for police officers (& others).
\\\\\ 8-Here is a list of gun related BBS systems nationwide!
\\\\\ 9-Some of the events that preceded the American
\\\\\ Revolutionary War. Read this and LEARN. Most people do
not understand this!
\\\\\ 10-How to hunt for wild pigs in California. This applies to
\\\\\\ most all other states as well (except the regulations)
\\\\\11-Here is the text from the California gun ban that explains
\\\\\ which guns are banned. It went into effect on January 1, 1990.
\\\\\12-How to qualify for an M1 Garand and receive it direct from
\\\\\ the U.S. Army. This is the Director of Civilian Marks-
\\\\\ manship (D.C.M.) program.
\\\\\ 14-B.A.T.F. explanation of "straw purchases" of firearms. It is
\\\\\ important that all dealers and customers understand this.
\\\\\ 15-What to know what an "assault rifle" really is? Here is a
\\\\\ report by Dr. Edward C. Ezell from the Smithsonian Insti-
\\\\\ tution to Congressman Dingell on the subject. This is very
\\\\\ valuable information for researchers and those shooters
\\\\\ who need technical information for the ignorant media
reporters. This may be downloaded as EZELL.ZIP.
\\\\\ 16-Tips on the proper display of the American Flag.
\\\\\ 17-Results of UCLA study on condoms. Some they tested are
NO good whatsoever and will not keep you safe from AIDS.
\\\\\ 18-The news summary for the Gulf War from January 18th

through March 3rd. This bulletin is 231,808 bytes long.
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\\\\\ 19-How to get upgraded to a higher access level on this BBS.
\\\\\ 21-Excellent article on Springfield Armory's 1911-Al pistols.
\\\\\ Please be sure to read this before buying one.

\\\\\ 24-How to write an article and upload it as a message on the
\\\\\ Combat Arms BBS. This method generally works on other

\\\\\ bulletin boards as well.

\\\\\ 26-This is the actual text of the Supreme Court ruling in the
\\\\\ classic case of U.S. versus Miller. Also included are your
\\\\\ SysOp's comments as well as those of a pro-gun attorney.
37-How to make a long distance call when your regular long

distance carrier is inoperative. This is very, very useful info.
\\\\\ 33-The entirety of Patrick Henry's famous "Give me Liberty
\\\\\ or give me death!" speech of March, 1775. Read this and

\\\\\ ponder America's present political situation.

\\\\\ 42-Are you seriously interested in the science of ballistics?
\\\\\ If so, here is some information on a graduate program in the
\\\\\ field of ballistics at Drexel University in Pennsylvania.
\\\\\ I would consider providing scholarship money to any user

\\\\\ Level 10 or higher) who later enrolls in this program.

Note menu item 19. This is a common feature of BBSs. The BBS is
open to anybody who wants to call in. You have to stick around for
a while, perhaps meet the sysop in person, to be granted access to
more restricted discussions that take place among an inner circle
in the same BBS.

In one telephone call, it is possible to BBS-hop from survivalists to
theologians. It didn't take me long to discover there isn't enough
time in the day to keep up with what is happening in religious
BBSs of the San Francisco Bay area. Some are connected with
real-life congregations, others are free-form and come in sixteen
shades of unorthodox. The role of communications media in
shaping religion has been central since the time of the Epistles,
and perhaps the most important change in organized religion to
take place in the twentieth century has been the advent of
television congregations. Mass-market religion in the style of
television evangelists is thoroughly a product of the old broadcast
paradigm that has dominated institutions in recent decades. The
grassroots dynamism within the world's major religions is an
unusually promising environment for a many-to-many paradigm,
where coreligionists can find each other, stay in touch between
services, and even commune in traditional ways via nontraditional
media.

The Catholic Information Network (CIN) has four nodes in the bay
area and six others around the country; CIN message areas
include a main area, prayer, ecumen, "Ask Father," Bible, ethics,
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and homeschooling. LDSnet, a sixteen-node national network for
Church of Jesus Christ Latter Day Saints (Mormon) believers, has
two nodes in Colorado that are located in churches. CompuPal
BBS message area provides access to several Christian Fido
echos, an online Bible search program, and a Bible text available
for downloading. NewLife Christian Network includes around
thirty-five active BBSs nationwide and includes echos for
Christian media, creationism, spiritual warfare, and sports. There
is also the Orthodox Christian BBS, Corpus Christi BBS, the
Computers for Christ network of about thirty nodes in the United
States, Canada, and England, AgapeNet, and Christian Fellowship
Net. This is a sample, not an exhaustive listing, of the Christian
BBSs available in just the San Francisco Bay area. Like
Deadheads and computer programmers, people with strong
religious beliefs are members of communities who want to stay in
touch with one another between face-to-face communions.
There's a lot more to the BBS culture than cyberpunks and

computer nerds.

Christian BBSs are prominent, but far from the only denomination
available within my area code. Keshernet is a Jewish network
(Kesher means "connect" in Hebrew) of different Jewish FidoNet
echoes, including Judaica, Interfaith, and Jewish Genealogy. Body
Dharma online devotes message areas to the entire spectrum of
Eastern, Western, and pagan traditions. Zen Connection is a Fido
board. PODS, the Pagan/Occult Distribution Network, carries
interfaith information as well as Goddess spirituality information.
There are boards such as Bay Area Skeptic for people who are
skeptical about religion. Or dozens of BBSs like the Temple of the
Screaming Electron if you want to step entirely off the scale.

BBSs devoted to health and medical discussions also abound.
Body Dharma, in addition to spiritual material, offers resources
and discussion areas in medical, disability, and alternative
therapies. ADAnet is a Fidonet-wide echo that includes message
areas for epilepsy, multiple sclerosis, muscular dystrophy, and
post-polio syndrome. Sponsored by the Disability Law Foundation,
ADAnet makes information available to employers who need
information about the Americans with Disability Act of 1991. The
Grateful Med BBS carries medical and alternative health echoes,
including echoes devoted to biomedical engineering and search
and rescue medicine. Blink Connection BBS is a forum for
exchanging information in support of blind and visually impaired
computer users (who can use print-to-voice and large-print
technologies to "read" BBS text). There is an AIDS Info BBS, as
well.

Earthquakes are a bay area special interest, but BBSs devoted to
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disaster preparedness are nationwide. In the bay area, there is the
Public Seismic Network, a four-node BBS network spread between
Menlo Park, San Jose, Pasadena, and Memphis, Tennessee; U.S.
Geological Survey volunteers staff the Menlo Park node. Rising
Storm BBS is oriented toward general emergency preparation and
survival, including message areas in self-sufficiency, self-defense,
law and order, firearms, and civil liberties. Rising Storm is the
California node of Survnet, a small survivalist network that
includes information and discussion about survival politics as well
as survival techniques. SALEMDUG is a BBS for state, local, and
FEMA (Federal Emergency Management Administration) workers.

And, of course, there's always sex. Kinky Komputer was one of the
first BBSs in the San Francisco Bay area, a mostly straight
sex-oriented BBS that was going full swing, so to speak, when Tom
Jennings arrived in the area and started boardsurfing. A
communications medium that allows people to make connections
without revealing their true name, age, gender, or physical
appearance is certain to evolve erotic variants. Some sex BBSs are
all talk and little action--playgrounds for sex fantasies with
strangers who don't know where to find you. Other sex BBSs are
more like pickup bars than theaters. Some sex BBSs ask
participants to fill out detailed sex questionnaires. And in most sex
BBSs, the place always seemed to be filled with manly men and
womanly women and no end of people who have no apparent
inhibitions--at least in this medium--about describing their sexual
preferences in precise detail.

Although my research into BBSs has been confined to the San
Francisco region, most BBSs contain lists of other BBSs in other
parts of the world. If you find one special-interest BBS, they
usually have a list of others. A BBS known as Linkages leads to
dozens of African-American BBSs. There is an entire network of
MUFON (Mutual UFO Network) boards that all point to each
other. There are networks of boards devoted to recovery from
substance abuse or sexual or physical abuse. I've also found BBSs
for fat people (THE BIG BOARD, associated with the National
Association for Fat Acceptance), photographers, Trekkies (there
are many BBSs for Star Trek fans, including the splinter groups of
fans who are convinced that Spock and Kirk are secretly
lovers--known as K/S enthusiasts), veterans, Zionists, white
supremacists, environmentalists, feminists, libertarians, animal
rights activists, Asian-Americans. When you walk down the street
in your city or town, it is likely that at least one of the people you
see every day is a BBSer.

From the WELL to the world's largest conversation to the wild and
woolly reaches of BBSdom, the universe of virtual communities
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seems to grow larger and larger as one's imagination stretches to
accommodate the knowledge of what is happening right now.
Discovering the existence and depth of this worldwide subculture
is a little like discovering a previously unknown continent,
teeming with unfamiliar forms of life.

read on to

Chapter Five:
Multi-user Dungeons
and Alternate
Identities

Return to

35 de 35 26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

LIAUTURIEIEN the electronic
Community RSeste Xei

The Virtual
Community

Homasteading on the
Elsctronic Frontisr

by

"When you think of a title for a book,
you are forced to think of something
short and evocative, like, well, 'The
Virtual Community,' even though a
more accurate title might be: 'People
who use computers to communicate,
form friendships that sometimes
form the basis of communities, but
you have to be careful to not mistake
the tool for the task and think that
just writing words on a screen is the
same thing as real community."" -
HLR

http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/5.html

: The Heart of
the WELL

: Daily Life in
Cyberspace: How the
Computerized Counterculture
Built a New Kind of Place

: Visionaries

and Convergences: The
Accidental History of the Net

: Grassroots
Groupminds
Chapter Five: Multi-user
Dungeons and Alternate

Identities
Chapter Six: Real-time Tribes
: Japan and
the Net
: Telematique

and Messageries Rose: A Tale
of Two Virtual Communities
Chapter Nine: Electronic
Frontiers and Online Activists
Chapter Ten:
Disinformocracy
Bibliography

Chapter Five: Multi-User Dungeons
and Alternate Identities

Your character, Buffy Mojo, is crawling through a maze of tunnels
in the dungeon of her archenemy's castle. The walls are dank, the
lighting is dim, the silence is ominous. A spell has turned Buffy's
only ally into a toad. Your hands feel clammy on the keyboard; your
heartbeat seems too loud. If Buffy runs into the wrong character
down here, your persona will die, and hundreds of hours of work
you put into constructing her will have been wasted. More than just
your imaginary character is at stake. Buffy's fate will influence the
virtual lives of other characters who represent real friends in the
material world. You are in a MUD, along with tens of thousands of
others around the world who build fantasy worlds in the Net.

Welcome to the wild side of cyberspace culture, where
magic is real and identity is a fluid. MUD stands for
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Multi-User Dungeons--imaginary worlds in computer databases
where people use words and programming languages to improvise
melodramas, build worlds and all the objects in them, solve
puzzles, invent amusements and tools, compete for prestige and
power, gain wisdom, seek revenge, indulge greed and lust and
violent impulses. You can find disembodied sex in some MUDs. In
the right kind of MUD, you can even kill--or die.

It all started on a computer in a university in England in 1980. By
July 1992, there were more than 170 different multi-user games
on Internet, using nineteen different world-building languages.
The most popular worlds have thousands of users. Richard Bartle,
one of the fathers of MUDding, estimated one hundred thousand
past and present MUDders worldwide by 1992. MUD researcher
Pavel Curtis estimates twenty thousand active MUDders in 1992.
The MUDding population now is far smaller than the populations
of other parts of the Net, but it is growing fast, and spawning new
forms at an impressive rate.

MUDs are living laboratories for studying the first-level
impacts of virtual communities-- the impacts on our psyches,
on our thoughts and feelings as individuals. And our attempts to
analyze the second-level impacts of phenomena like MUDs on our
real-life relationships and communities lead to fundamental
questions about social values in an age when so many of our
human relationships are mediated by communications technology.

"What is the matter with these people?" is a question that many
people ask when they first learn about MUDding. "Don't they have
lives?" This is the most serious question that emerges from the
early history of the medium--is this a dangerous form of addiction?
The strongest case for the possibility that CMC might present
grave social dangers as well as opportunities stems from the
documented instances of MUDders who spend most of their
waking lives in their alternate worlds. The question of
communication addiction isn't as simple as it seems at first. One
of my guides to the MUD universe, herself a student of the
phenomenon, is Amy Bruckman of MIT's Media Lab. She put it
this way: "How do we feel about tens of thousands of college
students spending their time and government-sponsored
resources to chase virtual dragons? To answer this question, you
have to dive in and explore assumptions about what is a
meaningful way to spend one's time. What are the value
judgments implicit in various answers to that question?"

First, it is necessary to look at the fascination, the allure, the
reasons why people use the medium so enthusiastically, even
obsessively. What are the unique features of this medium that
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appeal to people psychologically, and what does that say about
people's psychological needs? I believe the answer lies in the
changing notions of identity that were precipitated by previous
communications media. Some people are primed for the kind of
communication saturation that MUDs offer because of the
communication-saturated environments that have occupied their
attention since birth. MUDs are part of the latest phase in a
long sequence of mental changes brought about by the
invention and widespread use of symbolic tools.

Previous communications media dissolved ancient barriers of time
and space that had separated people, and in the process changed
the way people thought; first, alphabetic language and then
printing technology created a kind of community memory, a stored
groupmind accessible to many, not just to the bards and priests
who had been the keepers of collective knowledge in the era of
oral cultures. The nature of the individual psyche changed when it
became possible for so many people outside the priesthood to take
advantage of the collected knowledge of the culture. Literate
people think differently from people in nonliterate or postliterate
cultures, and they think of themselves differently. The telegraph,
telephone, radio, and television, as Marshall Mcl.uhan pointed
out, turned everywhere and every time into here and now. An
ordinary person today with a coin and access to a telephone booth
commands powers over time and space that the potentates of
antiquity never dared covet. People who routinely accept such
power as part of their reality think of themselves in a certain way.
Like previous historical changes, such as the transformation from
people who thought of themselves as subjects of royalty to people
who thought of themselves as citizens of democracy, this one has
started at the fringes and is working its way toward the center.

Similar to the way previous media dissolved social
boundaries related to time and space, the latest computer-
mediated communications media seem to dissolve
boundaries of identity as well. One of the things that we
"McLuhan's children" around the world who grew up with
television and direct-dialing seem to be doing with our time, via
Minitel in Paris and commercial computer chat services in Japan,
England, and the United States, as well as intercontinental
Internet zones like MUDs, is pretending to be somebody else, or
even pretending to be several different people at the same time.

I know a respectable computer scientist who spends hours as an
imaginary ensign aboard a virtual starship full of other real people
around the world who pretend they are characters in a Star Trek
adventure. I have three or four personae myself, in different
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virtual communities around the Net. I know a person who spends
hours of his day as a fantasy character who resembles "a cross
between Thorin Oakenshield and the Little Prince," and is an
architect and educator and bit of a magician aboard an imaginary
space colony: By day, David is an energy economist in Boulder,
Colorado, father of three; at night, he's Spark of Cyberion City--a
place where I'm known only as Pollenator.

Some people seem to use these depersonalized modes of
communication to get very personal with each other. For these
people, at the right times, CMC is a way to connect with another
human being. But the authenticity of human relationships is
always in question in cyberspace, because of the masking and
distancing of the medium, in a way that it is not in question in real
life. Masks and self-disclosures are part of the grammar of
cyberspace, the way quick cuts and intense images are part of the
grammar of television. The grammar of CMC media involves a
syntax of identity play: new identities, false identities, multiple
identities, exploratory identities, are available in different
manifestations of the medium.

Once inside a MUD, you can be a man or a woman or something
else entirely. You can be a hive identity. The Net that to others
represents access to the Library of Congress or political debates
or scientific data or idle chat is, to MUDders, just the road they
have to travel to get to the virtual places where their other
identities dwell.

Identity is the first thing you create in a MUD. You have to decide
the name of your alternate identity--what MUDders call your
character. And you have to describe who this character is, for the
benefit of the other people who inhabit the same MUD. By
creating your identity, you help create a world. Your character's
role and the roles of the others who play with you are part of the
architecture of belief that upholds for everybody in the MUD the
illusion of being a wizard in a castle or a navigator aboard a
starship: the roles give people new stages on which to
exercise new identities, and their new identities affirm the

reality of the scenario.

In MUDs, as in the WELL, participants can communicate with
each other through a number of public and private channels: MUD
dwellers can send each other private e-mail that is stored in the
recipients electronic mailbox to be read and replied to at the
recipient's leisure; they can page each other in different parts of
the MUD with person-to-person chat, like a person-to-person
telephone call; they can "say," "whisper," and "pose" to anybody
else in the same room--a form of group chat that uses the
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boundaries of metaphorical rooms as social boundaries; they can
turn on or off special-interest CB channels for other semipublic
conversations across different parts of the MUD that take place
while you are talking and emoting in a specific place. It's
dizzying at first, like learning a new kind of communication

gymnastics.

The use of poses as well as words to convey meaning gives MUDs
an odd but definitely useful kind of disembodied body language.
Posing (also known as emoting) can be used in polite, informal
conversation, in more structured discourse, and in that radically
informal behavior known as tinysex. If you are a character named
"hivemind," and you give the command "emote leaps onstage,"
everybody else in the same room sees the message "hivemind
leaps onstage" on their computer screens. It adds a new
dimension to your communications. Instead of replying to a
statement, you can smirk. Instead of leaving the room, you can
disappear in a cloud of iridescent, bubble-gum-flavored bubbles.
Emoting seems awkward and artificial at first, but once you get
the hang of it, poses give you some added control over the
atmosphere in which a conversation takes place--a taste of the
all-important context that is often missing from words alone.

A MUD is communications soup in real time, with a flavor of
improvisatory theater. Unlike computer conferencing systems or
bulletin boards, people's social interactions are in different
varieties of real-time chat mode, not the kind of bulletin-board
style communication you can find on BBSs or places like the
WELL. MUDs are very much about who is in the place at the same
time and how they interact. It's more of a hangout than a
publication, more like a game board than a bulletin board.

In MUDs, however, unlike computer conferencing systems or
ordinary chat services, participants also create objects with
powers, such as magic carpets that transport their owners to
secret parts of the kingdom. Other participants can buy or steal
those carpets; people can gain power to make even more useful
carpets, but only after amassing sufficient knowledge of the
MUDs' lore as well as formal mastery of the MUDs' world-building
languages and meeting certain challenges. There are quests and
trials by fire. In some worlds, the only way to gain the most potent
secrets on the road to extraordinary powers is to kill another
character or cast a crippling spell. In other worlds, a majority of
the other MUDders have to agree that you have built something
worth keeping for public use before you can gain wizard powers.

There are worlds where you have to look out for a dagger in the
back, and worlds in which building something together rather
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than dueling to the death is the acceptable mode of discourse.
Gaining the power to modify the environment in which the game
takes place is a primary goal for newcomers in both the
"adventure" and "social" MUDs. When you log off the WELL, all
you leave are the words you have posted. When you log off a
MUD, many of the dwellings you have built, the cities you have
constructed, the tools and toys and weapons you have created,
can be explored or used by other people.

The communities that have arisen in MUDworlds are distinctly
different from places like the WELL or the vast electronic
chatauqua of Usenet or the innumerable town halls and pool
parlors of small BBSs. In a MUD, you are communicating with
other people elsewhere on the Net, via your characters, but you
are also playing a role and learning your way around a
world where knowledge of how that world works can
translate into power over the other inhabitants. People who
have traded enough hours of their lives to become "wizzes" (the
informal, gender-neutral term for wizards, MUD experts who have
earned special powers), for example, can gain the power of
invisibility, which gives them the ability to spy on other
conversations. One notorious trick in less reputable corners of the
MUD universe is to talk somebody into going into a dark corner of
a MUD for some tinysex--dirty talking via computer screen, within
character for the MUD, along with explicit posing--a dark corner
where some invisible wizzes are hiding. The misuse of wiz-level
"snoop" powers is a recurrent theme of debate in the parts of
Usenet where MUDders debate.

Net.sleazing, as the practice of aggressively soliciting mutual
narrative stimulation is known, is an unsavory but perennially
popular behavior in MUDIland. Possibly the nastiest trick to pull on
a newcomer to MUD culture is to talk him (most MUDders are
males, including many who present themselves as females) into
tinysex, which you clandestinely record in a text file and
consequently post to the worldwide Usenet discussion of MUDlife.
It's akin to seducing someone, videotaping the encounter, and
putting out copies for free at the neighborhood video store. There
are MUDs in which outright orgiastic scenarios are the dominant
reality. There are MUDs that are as chaste as classrooms, but sex
talk definitely has a place in the MUD universe.

Tinysex, net.sleazing and gender deception are aspects of MUDs
and CMC worth examining, but it's a mistake to stereotype the
very broad range of MUD behavior with images of its most
sophomoric elements. It pays to keep in mind that most of the
most notorious offenders are in fact sophomores in colleges in
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Indianapolis and Helsinki. The single largest category of
MUDders are college students, age seventeen to twenty-
three, and the particular uses they find for this
technology--identity play and sexual innuendo--reflect the
preoccupations of that population. But not all undergraduate
MUDders are immature, nor are all MUDders undergraduates. For
many, a MUD is a place where they feel more comfortable in some
ways than they do in the real world. Here's how Amy Bruckman
describes the place she likes to spend her time:

It is 3:30 a.m. EST, and I am talking to my friend Tao in my quarters
aboard the Federation Starship the USS Yorktown. Actually, I am in
Massachusetts and Tao is in South Carolina. We are logged onto a
Multi-User Simulation Environment (MUSE) based on a Star Trek
theme. At this moment, there are thirty-six people logged on from all
over the world. My character name is Mara. Anything I say or do is
seen by Tao, since he is in the same room; anything which is
announced is seen by all thirty-six people logged on. Our private
conversation--about gender roles and the ways female characters are
swarmed with attention--is interwoven with a public conversation
filled with computational puns and Star Trek references.

Amy is describing an intellectual, ironic, media-savvy place, where
multileveled metaphors, puns, wordplay, and clever programming
are the coin of the realm. Trek-MUSE is modeled on the roles
played in the television series "Star Trek--The Next Generation."
By contrast, if you entered the original MUD1, created in 1979
and 1980 by Roy Trubshaw and Richard Bartle, then students at
the University of Essex, England, this is what you would see:

You are stood on a narrow road between The Land and whence you
came. To the north and south are the small foothills of a pair of
majestic mountains, with a large wall running round. To the west the
road continues, where in the distance you can see a thatched cottage
opposite an ancient cemetery. The way out is to the east, where a
shroud of mist covers the secret pass by which you entered The Land.

The Land is a place where cunning can be essential to life, and the
friendship of a wizard a shortcut to prosperity. It's a place where
your character can lose its life if you aren't careful where you tell
it to go. You'll need a shield and a sword if you want to last long,
and if you happen upon an object or being, you better think twice
about what you intend to do with it.

By typing commands, traveling around, getting bearings, gaining
knowledge, making friends, and demonstrating your own
contributions to the collective enterprise, you can gain enough
knowledge and power from your wanderings in a MUD to be able
to build additions to the fantasy world yourself and make life
interesting for the people who come to play there. The wizzes are
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only the junior grade of the MUD illuminati. The people who attain
the senior grade of MUD freemasonry by starting their own MUD,
with all due hubris, are known as gods. Wizzes make life
interesting for players, and gods are the ultimate arbiters.

But to the hardest-core MUDders, the traditional online epithet
"Get a life" is more the issue. When you are putting in seventy or
eighty hours a week on your fantasy character, you don't have
much time left for a healthy social life. If you are a college
student, as the majority of MUDders are, MUDding for seventy
hours a week can be as destructive to the course of your life as
chemical dependency. Computer scientist Pavel Curtis created an
experimental MUD, LambdaMOQO, on his workstation at Xerox
Corporation's renowned Palo Alto Research Center. At a panel
discussion in Berkeley, California, Curtis had this to say about the
addictive potential of MUDding:

I am concerned about the degree to which people find virtual
communities enchanting. We have people who use LambdaMOO who
are not in control of their usage who are, I believe, seriously and
clinically addicted. . . . These people aren't addicted to playing video
games. It wouldn't do the same thing for them. They're
communication addicted. They're addicted to being able to go out and
find people twenty-four hours a day and have interesting
conversations with them. We're talking about people who spend up to
seventy hours a week connected and active on a MUD. Seventy hours
a week, while they're trying to put themselves through school at
Cambridge. I'm talking about a fellow who's supposed to be at home
in Cambridge to see his family for the holidays, missed his train by
five hours, phoned his parents, lied about why he was late, got on the
next train, got home at 12:30 in the morning, didn't go home, went to
a terminal room at Cambridge University and MUDded for another
two hours. He arrived home at 2:30 in the morning to find the police
and some panicked parents, and then began to wonder if maybe he
wasn't in control.

These are very enticing places for a segment of the community. And
it's not like the kinds of addictions that we've dealt with as a society
in the past. If they're out of control, I think that's a problem. But if
someone is spending a large portion of their time being social with
people who live thousands of miles away, you can't say that they've
turned inward. They aren't shunning society. They're actively seeking
it. They're probably doing it more actively than anyone around them.
It's a whole new ballgame. That's what I'm saying about virtual
societies.

Amy Bruckman used the rich social worlds she discovered in her
favorite MUDs as the subject of her MIT graduate studies of the
psychological and social significance of MUD culture. In 1992,
Bruckman wrote about MUDs as "Identity Workshops." In 1993,
she instigated the creation of MediaMOO , the Media Lab's
version of a MUD--one designed to become a serious adjunct to
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scientific conferences. Bruckman's 1992 study dealt with the
question of what it was about the MUDs that addicts people. Like
Pavel Curtis, Amy Bruckman touched on the problems of judging
hastily whether prolonged MUDding is good or bad for a
particular person in a particular situation. In her paper, Bruckman
cites the case of a MUDder of her acquaintance who managed to
maintain a B average as an undergraduate, hold down a part-time
job, and still find time to MUD for seventy hours a week or more.
This person met his responsibilities in life, so whose cultural
police are going to tell him he's an addict who needs help?

One of Bruckman's mentors, MIT professor Dr. Sherry Turkle,
wrote something about the behavior of young, compulsive
computer programmers that seems to offer a key to
understanding MUDding's addictive potential. Turkle focused on
the notion of mastery as a crucial missing element in the lives of
some of these young people:

The issue of mastery has an important role in the development of
each individual. For the developing child, there is a point, usually
at the start of the school years, when mastery takes on a
privileged, central role. It becomes the key to autonomy, to the
growth of confidence in one's ability to move beyond the world of
parents to the world of peers. Later, when adolescence begins,
with new sexual pressures and new social demands from peers
and parents, mastery can provide respite. The safe microworlds
the child master has built--the microworlds of sports, chess, cars,
literature, or mathematical expertise--can become places of
escape. Most children use these platforms from which to test the
difficult waters of adolescence. They move out at their own pace.
But for some the issues that arise during adolescence are so
threatening that the safe place is never abandoned. Sexuality is
too threatening to be embraced. Intimacy with other people is
unpredictable to the point of being intolerable. As we grow up, we
forge our identities by building on the last place in psychological
development where we felt safe. As a result, many people come to
define themselves in terms of competence, in terms of what they
can control.

Pride in one's ability to master a medium is a positive thing. But if
the sense of self becomes defined in terms of those things over
which one can exert perfect control, the world of safe things
becomes severely limited--because those things tend to be things,
not people. Mastery can cease to be a growing force in individual
development and take on another face. It becomes a way of
masking fears about the self and the complexities of the world
beyond. People can become trapped.
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Knowledge of MUDIlore and skill at communicating with people to
help you achieve your ends, and the ability to create places and
puzzles for others to explore, are a form of mastery, a way for
people who might lack social status in their real-world community
to gain status through their MUD skills in their alternate
community. For people whose lives are controlled by parents
or professors or bosses, there is a certain attraction to a
world in which mastery and the admiration of peers is
available to anyone with imagination and intellectual
curiosity.

In one family I met in a MUD, the father tutors his kids in
programming, science, and the sheer art of having literate
fantasies. In fact, the education these children are getting is
taking place in small part in Cyberion City, a special MUD where
such educational experiments are encouraged. For this family, is
MUDding an addiction or a model of the way education ought to
take place? This question can be generalized to the use of other
CMC media in other social contexts. You have to examine the way
a person uses the medium, and the way that use of the technology
affects the person's behavior, thoughts, and relationships with
other people, before you can begin to determine whether an
eighty-hour-a-week MUDder is an addict or a virtuoso.

You can have different identities in several different kinds of
places. I am represented by a character known as Pollenator in
Cyberion City and Funhead in WELLMUSE. When I use the "look"
command to examine Spark in Cyberion City, his identity
description informs me of his resemblance to Thorin Oakenshield:

look Spark

You see a cross between Thorin Oakenshield and the Little Prince. Always
smiling and whistling. Mostly tunes that are 600 years old by now.

Carrying:

Spark's hoverboard (#41221vI)
The Enlightened Creator (#1255v)
mg

flame

apple

Looking at any of the objects that Spark carries would reveal
further descriptions, perhaps even instructions on how to use
them. In MUDworlds, description is the same as creation.
MUDs are evidence that text still has its powers, even in
this highly visual era. When you weave text into the kind of
interactive landscape that computer models provide, you can build
a kind of magic into the environment. Amy Bruckman remembers
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that the first object she created in a MUD was a plate of pasta
that "squirmed uneasily" whenever anyone in the room mentioned
the word hungry. Even if Amy's character wasn't there in the
MUD at the time, everyone in the room of the MUD where she left
the plate of pasta would see on their screens, on utterance of the
word hungry in public conversation, the message that "the plate of
spaghetti squirms uneasily." It makes for a very different kind
of context for communication when you have sentient
bowls of spaghetti lying around, waiting to enter the
conversation. Watching other people's reactions to the objects
you create adds to the excitement of MUDding.

The first object I created in a MUD was a magic camera I learned
to create in a self-guided wizardry class in a virtual university
within the MUD. I could put the camera in my room and it would
report to me, wherever else I might be wandering, any activity
that took place in my absence. Jetboy in Cyberion City has an
antique phonograph in his parlor; if you invoke the command
"play phonograph," thereafter, every thirty seconds, the name of a
new tune from Jetboy's extensive collection of Hawaiian classics
will be announced in the middle of whatever else is happening.

The roots of MUDs are deep in that part of human nature that
delights in storytelling and playing "let's pretend." Brenda Laurel,
in Computers As Theater, claims that the strong identification
players feel with artificial characters in a computer database is an
example of the same human capacity for mimesis to which
Aristotle attributed the soul-changing (and, thus, society-
changing) power of drama.

Richard Bartle, cocreator of the first MUD, the first of the MUD
gods, has his own version of the mimesis theory. In 1990, he
wrote:

MUAs [Multi-User Adventures can exert an influence over a large
number of these players out of all proportion to that of either a
chatline or game alone. MUAs have an emotional hold over their
players which stems from the players' ability to project themselves
onto their game personae, feeling as if the things which happen to
the game personae are happening directly to the players themselves.

The first MUD was a Multi-User Dungeon, modeled on a
Tolkienesque domain of dwarves and treasure, warriors and
wizards, swordplay and magic, known as "the Land." Second-
generation MUDs encompassed different metaphors. And now we
have third-, fourth-, and fifth-generation variants. A MUSE is a
Multi-User Simulation Environment, one of a variety of MUDs in
which all players, not just wizards, are granted powers to shape
the environment itself; MUSEcode also conveys the ability to build
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automata, computer simulations that can model real phenomena,
which has both scientific and educational implications.

Narrative is the stuff of which MUDworlds are made.
Everyone and everything and every place has a story. Every object
in a MUD, from your character's identity to the chair your
character is sitting in, has a written description that is revealed
when you choose to look at the object. The story is known in
MUDspeke as "the description." If you have the authorization to
do so, you could create a small brown mouse or purple mountain
range or whatever else words can describe. Although the MUD
worlds are fantasies, with no more tangible reality than the
settings and characters in a novel or a soap opera, the people ['ve
met in real life who live in MUDIlands testify passionately that the
feelings they have about their characters and worlds are real to
them, and often quite intense.

In a conversation with the author in 1992, Richard Bartle said:

Losing your persona in a game is absolutely terrible. It's the worst
thing that can happen to you and people really get put up about it.
They usually say they're gutted. "Gutted" is the word players use
because it's about the only one that describes about how awful it is.
It's not as if "Oh dear, I've lost my persona" in the same way you may
say "I've lost my shoe." It's not even "Oh dear, I've lost my persona" in
the same way as "I've lost my pet hamster." It's more as "Oh dear, I've
just died. That's me they've just killed!" It's not "Oh, I've lost all that
work and all that time and effort." It's "I've just died, this is terrible!
Oh my God, I'm dead! Empty!"

In some MUDs, you can reincarnate your character; in others,
death is irrevocable.

My first adventure in a MUD--actually, in a MUSE--was a space
colony/science museum. I had heard about Cyberion City from a
WELLite I had met in a rather serious business-oriented private
conference; he discovered that I was interested in virtual
communities, so he told me in e-mail that there was a place on the
Net where he and his ten-year-old son were helping build a space
colony. My friend, a man I had never met face-to-face, known as
Kline in the WELL and Spark in Cyberion City, told me that some
knowledgeable people who had utopian faith in the potential of
cyberspace as an educational medium had chartered a new kind
of computer conferencing system explicitly as a virtual
community.

Aslan and Moulton, the first wizards I encountered in a MUD,
were the helpful variety of wiz. It could have been an altogether
different experience if I had appeared, unsponsored, in a hardcore
hack-and-slash world, and attracted the attention of a
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foul-tempered wiz or god before I could afford a shield. I can see
now that I was lucky to have chosen Cyberion City. This was
before Pollenator existed, before I devoted a moment's thought to
the idea of creating the right name for the identity I was going to
assume in a whole new world. I was, as they say in some of the
rougher neighborhoods of the MUD universe, a "clueless newbie,"
a bit of public-school jargon that found its way into MUDspeke via
the original MUD's British origins.

Moulton, one of the three directors of MicroMUSE, was there to
show me around the first time I arrived at the arrival gate. This is
how Cyberion City looked to me, the first time I visited:

MUDding

REMINDER: Read "NEWS' regularly to keep up on changes and additions to the
server. New commands will be listed in “news' with details provided in
“help'. For more information, new players should type: help getting started

Cyberion City Main Transporter Receiving Station

The bright outlines of the Cyberion City Transporter Station slowly come into
focus. You have been beamed up here (at considerable expense) from one of the
Earth Transporter Stations. You are among the adventurous and moderately
wealthy few who have decided to visit (and perhaps dwell) in Cyberion City,
the largest space city in the solar system. You are welcomed by the
transporter attendant, who gives directions to all newcomers to this space
city.

Contents:

Attendant

Obvious exits:

Out

Welcome to MicroMUSE, your name is Guestl

attendant says "Welcome, Guest, to Cyberion City."

attendant says "Feel free to contact any Official for

aid."

attendant says "Be sure to use our extensive on-line help command."

attendant says "I hope you enjoy your stay."

The attendant smiles at you.

You step down off of the MTRS platform.

Main Transporter Lobby

This room has high, vaulted ceilings and white walls. The thick, black carpet
makes no sound beneath your feet. You are just inside the Transporter Lobby,

where Visitors arrive from Earth. To one side is an Information Desk. A door

leads to the Tours office, and another leads Out into Cyberion City proper. A

Public Relations Dept. Intercom stands in the center of the floor; type "look
Intercom' for instructions.

26-04-2012 21:44



howard rheingold's | the virtual community

14 de 31

Contents:

Spark

Spark's helper, the Firefly
koosh

Mymosh

Ramandu

Intercom

TourBot

Obvious exits:

Information Tours Out
Sparks says "Hi!"

You say "Hi"

Spark says "You wouldn't be Howard, would you?"
You say "yep. got here!"
Spark says "All right!"
Spark says "Wait a sec"

You say "Now what?"

Your wrist communicator quietly announces "Take a flight on a Dragon to the
fabled planet of Pernth, home of the DragonRiders of Pern! Dragon flights
depart from Section 0--Arc 7 in the Teleportation and Transportation Center.
Go there and “beckon dragon' for a free discovery flight to Pernth."

Spark says "I think Aslan would like to say hi, and he said he has to leave
soon."

Aslan has arrived.

While you're not looking, Aslan appears.
Spark says "Would you like to say hello?"
Spark says "Darn wizards:)"

Aslan says "Hello, Howard. Nice to meet you!"
You say "Hello!"

Guest5 has arrived.

Guest5 leaves the Main Transporter Facility.
Guest5 has left.

Aslan says "Perhaps you would prefer a character with a name other than
Guestl?"

You say "I gotta think about that. Name is a big thing. Right now, I'm trying

to figure out where I am.;-)"
Aslan says "Okay:)"

Aslan says "Well, I need to run. Glad you could make it, and Spark will show
you around, I guess."

You say "See you later."

Spark says "I'd recommend staying a gquest for a bit. For one thing, you're
wearing a sign that says "Be courteous, I'm a guest" "

Aslan waves.

Spark says "Bye!"

While you're not looking, Aslan disappears.
Aslan goes home.

Aslan has left.
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Spark waves
You say "What do you mean, "Spark waves?" How do you do that"?

Spark says "If you type a colon instead of a quote, like in that case
":waves," we all see your character adopt that pose.

:waves

Guestl waves.

In the snippet of a MicroMUSE session quoted above, you see that
the computer announces whenever someone enters the same
space you occupy. Whenever anyone enters or leaves a space, a
message is sent to the screen of everyone whose character is in
that space. So it matters who is in the place you do your talking,
and that means you have to look around and see who is there.
Since Cyberion City and the MicroMUSE planets beyond it consist
of many hundreds of interconnected spaces, you can find both
highly populated areas (like the main arrival area) or private areas
(like citizens' homes).

When people enter or leave or talk or emote, everyone in the same
room knows it. Or if a magical object in the room or the room
itself has been programmed to react to certain words or
behaviors, everybody in the same room knows it. The public
announcement that broke into my conversation with Spark was on
the public channel, a kind of systemwide CB. A number of
channels are available, and anyone can create private channels for
themselves and their friends or work groups. You can turn
channels on and off, and you can create private places where you
can be sure a conversation isn't overheard--unless a wizard is
"snooping" on you.

It took me hours of wandering around Cyberion City to get an idea
of the scope of the place. As a new citizen, Pollenator, my
character, was granted enough credits to buy a dwelling in one of
the housing districts. Moulton, who seemed to be one of the
wizzes in charge (except here they call them citizens, builders,
and administrators instead of newbies, wizzes, and gods), showed
me how to issue the commands that would create ("dig") a few
rooms for me to entertain guests and work on projects. There is a
set of self-paced tutorials in Cyberion City University, and an
online glossary of commands, but the way you learn, everybody
tells you, is by asking others. The metaphor of this MUD is a
learning colony, where everyone teaches everyone else. Cyberion
City's charter warns you when you enter that there are children
there and educators and librarians and people having fun, and
anybody who abuses the rules of polite communication is likely to
have his or her character removed. After the rough-and-tumble of
the WELL or Usenet or a serious adventure-style MUD, it's an
altogether different feeling trying to find your way around a new
place where the locals all seem to go out of their way to show you
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around.

While I was looking around and making myself at home, I met a
few other characters. One friend I've never met in the material
world is Eri, a librarian from North Carolina who has a wicked
sense of humor: a sign on the floor of Eri's dwelling in Cyberion
City says "Caution, black hole." If you make the mistake of looking
in the black hole, you fall into the basement, where you discover
that the look command only gets you the message "The basement
is dark." Then you try a bunch of commands, and you get the
message "Say the magic word." And if you say "shazam" or
"abracadabra," you get the message "Say the magic word your
mommy taught you." When you say "Please," Eri's black hole lets
you back into her living room.

Moulton taught me how to make objects with MUSE code--an
enterprise that is frustratingly arcane to a nonprogrammer like
me. Teenage kids looking for something to do with their curious
minds seem to find MUSE code hypnotically fascinating. One of
the great rewards in a social MUD comes from creating a
tool or a toy or a little astonishment that others want to

adopt or buy or copy. If you are female-presenting, male
wizards sometimes give you power objects that can be very useful
in getting from place to place or shielding yourself from some
kinds of attack.

While he showed me how to become one of the world-builders of
Cyberion City, I asked Moulton how he got into the MUSE
business. Moulton, also known as Barry Kort, had a twenty-year
career as a network planner for Bell Laboratories, NASA's space
station, and MITRE, a top software think tank. In the late 1980s,
Kort felt compelled to do something about the state of the world.
He decided to concentrate on education, an area where he
thought his expertise might help. Science education, in particular,
is something our society needs badly and is sadly lacking. He
knew that high-capacity networking technology, together with a
means of making computer models and simulations, had a
tremendous and almost totally unrealized educational potential.
He stumbled onto the MUDs and became convinced that he could
transform the MUD technology into something with greater social
value than just a hack-and-slash game. At one of these MUDs he
met Stan Lim, at the time a senior at California State University
accomplished in systems design. They started planning a new kind
of MUD.

Kort retired as a network planner several years ago. He devotes
part of his time as a volunteer at Boston's Computer Museum and
the rest of his time to building MicroMUSE, the computer
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universe in which Cyberion City is growing (along with other
planets and colonies). He has the use of some computing
hardware and Internet connections at MIT's Artificial Intelligence
laboratory, and an office at the Cambridge computer consulting
firm of Bolt, Beranek, and Newman--where the first computer
networks were born twenty years ago.

Kort's self-study of educational theory led him to the work of the
Swiss educational psychologist Jean Piaget, who spent decades
directly observing how children play. That people spend so many
hours of their lives in MUDs, often neglecting their other duties,
was, to Kort, evidence of the power locked into the medium--just
look at the trouble people take to learn the esoteric MUD codes.
Piaget said that children seem to learn about the world by
exploring it and playing with it--that play is a powerful form of
learning--and that by shaping the way the environment invites
discovery, people can design some of this power into traditional
curricula. Piagetians believe that children can gain more
understanding in faster time out of the same material if it is
presented as a world to explore rather than as a package of
information to be learned by rote.

"I knew that if we could create a suitable play space," Kort told me
during one of our world-building sessions, "children would learn
at remarkable rates, and they would learn a wide range of skills
and subject matter." Kort was also interested in community-
building. Education could also be the focus of an online intentional
community.

Kort and Lim modeled the organizational charter of MicroMUSE,
the simulation environment in which Cyberion City exists, on
Children's Television Workshop --as a nonprofit, noncommercial
enterprise dedicated to harnessing the inherent educational
power of networks. The charter--required reading for prospective
citizens--sets forth a democratic but definite standard of behavior,
and the personal commitment the MicroMUSE architects brought
into the venture set the tone for the new kind of MUD. Instead of
battlefields, there is a science museum where kids can play with
computer simulations that teach scientific principles, a tutored or
self-tutored curriculum in MUSEcode at the university,
playgrounds, magical kingdoms, even spaceports where you can
embark on spacecraft bound for other planets in the MUSE.

Cyberion City and the larger MicroMUSE universe grew to more
than two thousand registered citizens from all over the world.
Citizens are free without restriction to build one hundred objects.
If they want to build more, they are asked to build something of
public value. The science center, museum, university, shopping
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mall, entertainment section, rain forest, Yellowstone Park, and
planetarium were built by citizens who became Builders.

The traditional, or adventure, MUDs in their many forms all
depend on a structured game in which a fixed number of
"experience" points gain initiation to higher levels of power and
prestige. In the bloodiest of the worlds spawned by MUD1 from
University of Essex and its descendants, beheading new,
inexperienced players as a way of gaining experience points is
frowned on but not outlawed. In some worlds, nothing is frowned
on. It can be like participating in a roll-your-own slasher movie.

If MUDs were nothing more than a way of participating in
vicarious violence and other antisocial behavior, the question of
how to deal with them on campuses and tax-supported networks
would be easier to answer. But the evolution of MUDs began to
branch when people began exploring less lurid modes of
interaction using the same technology. The genre of social
MUDs, where there might or might not be hierarchies of power
but where there are no fixed goals or point systems, and murder is
not possible, emerged when James Aspnes of Carnegie-Mellon
University created TinyMUD in 1988. It spawned a variety of
different worlds and new MUD languages based on egalitarian
and nonviolent values. When every citizen, not just wizards,
gained the power to build the game, and there was no longer a
gain in killing or stealing, a new variety of MUD enthusiast
emerged.

In response to a question from Amy Bruckman about where these
ideals came from --deliberate design on his part, or from the
members of the first TinyMUD community?--Aspnes offered a
revealing reply:

Most adventure-style games and earlier MUDs had some sort of
scoring system which translated into rank and often special
privileges; I didn't want such a system not because of any strong
egalitarian ideals (although

I think that there are good egalitarian arguments against it) but
because I wanted the game to be open-ended, and any scoring system
would have the problem that eventually each player would hit the
maximum rank or level of advancement and have to either abandon
the game as finished or come up with new reasons to play it. This
approach attracted people who liked everybody being equal and
dro