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What?

On-line chat and discussion groups continue to grow as a component of Internet culture. Since IRC (Internet Relay Chat) was born during the summer of 1988 and ICQ ("I Seek You") in November 1996, chat software has become ubiquitous in the online environment. The number of participants in chat-environments has grown exponentially to an estimated current 175 million users worldwide, with particularly strong recent growth in the populous markets of Asia.  It is widely accepted as a means of facilitating discussion, generating ideas, obtaining information and forming connections between individuals. The number of participants has continued to grow, with applications catering to special interest groups, moderated media events, recreation and dating activity, distance learning and education.   The chat environment has seen only incremental evolution in its conceptual scope and little exploitation of its potential for convergent applications or the capture and use of content generated in the chat room environment. The growth in the chat environment is hand-in-hand with list serves and threaded discussion groups that provide a history to conversations.   (Einstein, 1988 and Newsfactor Network: Global home, 2002).  This growth has been marked by a number of different strategies that I will refer to later.  

Sociologists such as Bruno Latour
, John Hassard, John Law, (see Latour, Bruno.  "Thought Experiments in Social Science: from the Social Contract to Virtual Society", http://www.brunel.ac.uk/research/virtsoc/events/latour.htm and then Law, John and Hassard, John Hassard (eds), Actor Network Theory and After, London: Blackwell,  (1999)) and Judith Butler (there and in Butler, Judith.  Media, Gender and Identity, London: Blackwell, 2002.)  Performance theorists such as Susan Bennett (Big Game Hunters, Banff Centre, 1998), argue that we perform our identities. Social networks take up meaning through the role of the "actor". They have proposed that new identities emerge through the creation of local networks and the contingent relationships that arise from these.  To illustrate, select artists’ list serves such as Rhizome, faces and irational.org or the website of Future Farmers, have become social actors, transcending individual identities. At key points, most recently the peer-to-peer “revolution”, the participatory nature of the Internet allows the very tools of analysis to become tools of creation, remix and improvisation.  (Clay Shirky, 2000-02).   

The core goal of the CodeZebra project is to incorporate performance and visual elements in order to extend the current on-line chat and dialogue environments in the creation of a software tool.  Once visualized, performance could be used as a tool to enhance dialogue. Deploying customized animal print and other biomorphic metaphors; CodeZebra helps participants create, participate and moderate.  CodeZebra includes data archiving techniques that include personal and social histories, an emerging domain thesaurus and AI pathways for topic identification and suggestion.  The software tool creates a cognitive and aesthetic map of identities as these develop within the chat world. The software attempts, in iconic and ironic form, to express the qualities of the chat itself and the "feelings" of participants in that discourse. It provides simple animal entity games that participants and moderators may use to enhance communication and change dynamics.  Each participant can create their own pattern in a conversation, which they can print as distinctive fabric, thus wearing their heart on their sleeve. I have developed a series of prototypes of CodeZebra; I am interested in whether social cohesion between different individuals and groups can be built in part through mutual creation on-line. Live events, including performances and small conferences provide a living comparative context.  Participatory cultural forms may enable, intensify and qualify human discourse in previously unforeseen ways.  CodeZebra was first developed as a technology to assist artists and scientists to engage in flirtation, collision and, when appropriate, cohesion.

The idea of new forms of consciousness is at the core of the popular culture of new media. Agency is expressed as utterance (texts), prosthesis (avatars). Authoring bodies have become discursive, producing subjects who inhabit the net, but only through the acknowledgement of participating communities. Performance is a double-edged term, connoting information efficiency as well as masquerade, and hence a valuable notion to unpick in technologically mediated social contexts. (Theresa Senft, 1996.) Theorists of the Internet have underscored the possibilities for democratic exchange, social cohesion, the elision of boundaries and the potency of productive role-play in Internet dialogue.  (Pierre Levy, 2000, Sandy Stone, 1997 and Sherry Turkle, 1997-2001)  Stone emphasizes the on-line environment as a polyvalent performance space.  Critics underscore the frivolous qualities of dialogue on many sites and the lack of responsibility on the part of participants.  (Tim Druckery, 1995 ad infinitum)  In CodeZebra, I pay attention to and pattern the messiness of human conversation as well as its eloquence and beauty.  Warren Sack, author of Conversation Map (http://www.sims.berkeley.edu/~sack/cm/, 2000) traces the flow of words and ideas in large-scale online conversations and currently sees the need for creative tools and role-playing games in order to facilitate debates and break deadlocks. I hope to contribute to this dialogue.  

The stakes for cooperation are high in motivated spaces, such as computer games, or focused list serves. A loss of community or trust can destroy mostly voluntary associations (a point Roger Malina made as well about the Internet).  In a significant study entitled The Architecture of Trust, Supporting Cooperation in the Computer Supported Community, author Jonas Heide Smith, invokes game theory, social contract theory and evolutionary biology (hard core capitalist theories) to argue that human will bends “naturally” towards cooperation, at least to a point. The key value in these communities is the creation of a sense of trust.  Most on-line conversations operate on the basis of tit for tat, i.e. I will trust you until you betray me.  With the exception of skeptics, who will usually eventually conform to social dynamics, especially if afforded a space to be contrary, most on-line participants will tend towards altruism once a community begins to cohere.  Once trust is betrayed, it is hard to regain.  Conflicts that arise in the real world are also likely to emerge in cyberspace.  In online communities, the sense of contributing to the digital commons is a key value. Trust is based 25% on consistent presence, 50% on content, and of course, the rest on trustworthiness. Current environments favor writers. (Hence the XBox introduction of voice).  The challenge for designers is to “create the necessary conditions for reciprocity”, or more interestingly altruism. He suggests that there is a fitness test for survival of on-line communities that are meaningful and able to deal with conflict. There are social subgroups within species – the group needs to rally around new members if they meet collective criteria to teach them appropriate behaviors, this in turn engenders survival. I read this 2002 study well after designing CodeZebra but it amused me and reinforced some of my “Fitness Test and Only the Strong Survive” strategies.  Smith notes that users are hungry for tools that facilitate community.  What are needed are visual cues that assist dialogue between peers.  As well, tools that allow moderators to work in both subtle, and as appropriate, interventional ways are critical. 

If the desire is to facilitate trust on the basis of emotional honesty, then a visual language that values these qualities, not just the ability to argue, is needed. This is a design challenge for CodeZebra.  

I want to make an important point here!  Do not assume the fitness test of communities is that they should be long-term, as this, as Butler points out, can result in new boundary setting.  Instead, I assume that contingent communities should operate effectively and instrumentally (whether for discourse, project creation and development, play) for the duration of their existence. 

We perform daily identities through various roles that vary and are often in multiple positions within our lives. The designers of technologies and the technologies embody the residues of these roles and have embedded expectations of how users will act and how they will be (Frederick Kittler, Latour, Pierre Bourdieu). I developed character ideas for software and live performances over 2001-2002, including research into animal identities and related lycanthropic performance across cultures and the ecology of a savannah environment.   I chose characters that could be differentiated from the human and yet provided material for anthropomorphic projection.  The initial research was followed by a series of dramatic and choreographic workshops for character and visual representation that resulted in a core set of movements (that included a number of the engineers).   

Role play is a key element of Code Zebra, but the project as importantly make use of abstraction and pattern recognition, linking the semantics of dialogue to visualizations that are both beautiful and perhaps meaningful in their own right. What are the semantic threads between the visual abstractions or patterns as these emerge and the source dialogues? 

A necessary sidebar of my work is an interest in the ways that contemporary, contingent collectivities and the consciousness attached to these, parallel and differ from collectivities of the past. In looking at the ways that discussion, groups emerge on the net and considering sustainability. I returned to theories of ideology that is Old Theory.  I am interested in the ultra-democratic Marxists like Gramsci and structuralist materialists like Althussar and in elements of the much abused (albeit he enjoyed abuse of a different kind) Michel Foucault.  Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks puzzles over the way that hegemonic ideas that express hegemonic structures become naturalized, allowing rule by consent and the absorption of dissent into reform—he is equally interested in a resistances that are dispersed and highly democratic, which through experience can then become a new form of hegemony, counter strike, map the hegemonic, provide means for intervention. 

Althussar and then Foucault analyzed the flow of power and agency.  In Foucault's writings about sexuality, he underscores the ways that power is constituted through exchange, not power over (although this moment is constantly instantiated), but power between-in his analysis of desire power must be constantly present. This interests me, as I have indicated a fundamental state of desiring between artists and scientists and in MY ONLY concession to psychoanalysis and linguistics in this paper, I will suggest that there is a need to sustain an Otherness in order to maintain the flow of desire.  I.E., the project is NOT that artists and scientists adopt each other’s methods and ways, but rather find means to collectively enact these instrumentally together.  In CodeZebra I indicate the flows of power within a social network, as it is constituted (refresh rate is about 15 seconds from server to client)—CZ is a kind of leveling agent that visualizes the balances of power around hegemonic ideas as these are adopted and challenged and shows the flow of power and IDEAS between individuals AND groups. It enables action.

Aesthetics

In CodeZebra, I frame the goal of a shared object, whether this is a definition, a theory, and a project.  

I draw on an aesthetic dialogue that draws from biological science, with humorous but also actual references in psycholinguistics.  (How the Leopard Got Its Spots, The Evolution of Complexity, Brian Goodwin, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001.Richard Dawkins infamous, The Selfish Gene.  Another important book to read in this context is of course Darwin’s Ghost, Steve Jones, Toronto: Double Day, 2000,) The CodeZebra aesthetic is quasi emergent, but within a set of laws, where animal patterns fade up from 1960s optimistic pop art abstractions when behavioural thresholds are reached. These latter infer suggested behaviours, while the former, more fixed characteristics.  The larger conversation space is in a process of constant state change, where the behaviour of the participants within the ecology can shift the emotional or affective energy towards a state of equilibrium, violence or cooperation.

The aesthetic draws from reaction/diffusion patterns and other dominant visual domains of science visualization, hence a visual feel familiar to at least some scientists. While the visual view is not exactly scientific realism and simplicity as aesthetic principle, I hope the space DOES keep a reference in the aesthetic of both science and visual art. (See The Computational Beauty of Nature, or The Fish and Chips Book. Flake, Robert, New Jersey:  Princeton University Press.  2000).  Science(s) and art have different aesthetics, and find a space where these differences are present and delightful.  In the last iteration of CodeZebra (the Flash version) I have created the capacity for different communities of viewers to CHOOSE their aesthetics and in fact BUILD this (the JAVA version will eventually contain this as well. I am interested in seeing whether cohesion between disciplines is built in part through aesthetic experience. 

Comparisons

I organized an event in Banff in1997 working closely with Sandy Stone, called Avatar, Avatar that tried to understand the disintegration of Worlds Inc, and the inability of MUDDs and MOOs to expand from their passionate roots in the 80s and 90s.  We also looked at the failure of avatar-based spaces outside of the dating environment of the Palace and MSN’s thriving gay cruising zones. On the other hand, Ultima On-Line had taken root and was growing (and now continues to). Retrospectively it was a transition time. Part of the failure may have been an aesthetic one, i.e. the overwhelming California project quality of early avatar spaces, with their utopian and fantasy feel. It was also the inaccessibility of the technical base to run these worlds. Part of it was the lack of an economic model. Ultima on the other hand, had clear rules associated with it and its participants had already engaged to change and open the rule set away from a shooter game to a social simulation game. Simulation, as we know from the overwhelming success of The Sims, with its open American way architecture, provides a huge space for projection, play and dialogue between neighbors. It is going online. The Sims suggests that motivated on-line dialogue environments with narrative structures are deeply viable spaces.  In the Sims, players do not collaborate but they cooperate in order to compete and be sociable.  

The Palace is back.  One of its strengths is the ability of user groups to customize costumes and looks for their users.  A significant project in this domain is Cyber Powwow, a project based on Aboriginal cultural sharing (see my talk on the 31st for more on that). I suspect that it is a precedent for future worlds.  However, with CodeZebra, I have chosen to abstract the moniker or representation of the user and make this a design proposition of sorts, where behavior modification allows a more personalized aesthetic to develop, always in social context. The computation limits of this proposal are about to be tested in the next phase of the research as we develop FITS that can be subtlety shifted by users (or moderators). To that end, I am closely watching Chat Circles, under development at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Chat Circles provides synchronous visualization chat-room environments, but explicitly chooses a cool scientific look and feel.  (ChatCircles:http://web.media.mit.edu/~fviegas/chat_circles.pdf;http://chatcircles.media.mit.edu) 

Let’s Get Physical

As a final note, my interests include the design or testing of a number of material cultural expressions that both produce and result from this software as a real time space, and connecting these to the chat.  Of course, one reason that I am using CodeZebra within the context of physical performances that are participatory and on-site conferences is that I am interested in the ways that there are parallels and dissimilarities with physical presence and cooperation/collaboration.   The final important aspect of CodeZebra is the ability to actually print or weave your own patterns as t these emerge into 3D fabrics that allow you to express your conversational agency.  In the final instance, these materials will have a mild responsive intelligence to others’ affective patterns.  
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Contributions to actor/ network theory… what is it you want to emphasize? 





