DTC 475 Talk

For Dene Grigar’s Digital Diversity class, Washington State University, Vancouver, 28 July 2009
Introductions
Before I get into the main talk I’d like to cover some basics!
A little about me 
So I know Dene has already introduced me in a more formal sort of way but I wanted to I wanted to explain myself in a different kind of perspective.  In many ways I’m probably pretty similar to you guys.  I’m absolutely honored to have the privilege to talk to the class but know that my experience certainly isn’t all that beyond yours, I don’t think of myself as an expert by any means, just someone who happens to think things like Facebook and social media are really, really cool!  As an undergraduate I was able to witness the integration of Facebook with the UIUC student population and couldn’t help but wonder as a sociologist how it was impacting us.  I started with a lot of questions and probably too many assumptions and it led me to conducting my own research.  Most of it was motivated by what I saw around me combined with what I read about in class.  None of the professors knew anything about it or even thought it could ever be important.  I have a distinct memory of talking to Karrie Karahalios (famous HCI professor, Eric Gilbert’s mentor in computer science) in the spring of 2006 about Facebook and observing she had barely heard of Facebook - she suggested I look for better research mediums. In a way I envy all of you, programs like the one you’re in now were just starting up around the time I was graduating.  Much of the research I did with the Facebook project was my first foray into social science research in the first place.  It was conducted with classes and independent studies and I definitely had a lot to learn.  In any event I’d like you to see this talk with me as an opportunity – someone a couple years ahead down the road who’s been exploring the world of social media.
These days I’ve actually moved on from Facebook to study issues of the digital divide and literacy in community informatics, a subset of library and information science.  I’ve been doing a lot of practice-oriented work with multimedia and community organizations, I’d be happy to talk about this later, too.
About the Facebook Project 
The Facebook Project started out as an idea – somewhere around my junior year I decided when I did a project for a class it should be presented as more than a paper but as a whole website of material, because I felt this better captured and presented what I was doing… and was a format that others might actually read and care about.  Originally I thought it was going to be a single project for a class but then I started doing projects about Facebook for many classes and letting my interests evolve into my senior year and grandfathering into grad school.

I eventually realized the website could be a great place to collect research on Facebook – as I met more people interested in it around the country I started to link to them.  The site was transformed into a nexus and spot for resources – a place visitors could connect with research on Facebook as well as other researchers. It hasn’t taken off as wildly as I had originally hoped (like the wiki is pretty unfinished) but this is mostly because I finished my masters and moved on to community informatics.  It might someday get revived, who knows.

I did want to mention, one of my colleagues, Jenny Ryan, has started a similar project that has seen some success.  It’s called Webnographers (.org) and contains a lot of resources for cyberanthropologists.  For those of you interested in doing ethnography (and possibly autobiographical) work on the web you should check this out.  

About the Papers

So I trust all of you have read the papers - I won’t do much to summarize them here.  Sorry if they were long ( Some common themes:

· Race and racism, like other identities and discrimination, are perpetuated on the internet.  These papers present examples of both institutionalized racism (colorblind interface, the Chief symbol) as well as active racist behavior (the discourse in the Chief groups).
· I try to suggest solutions in each paper.  I think this is really important, and is actually something I wish I saw more of in Sociology.  Some postmodernists actually feel you ought not to advocate for solutions, but instead just represent perspectives, which is one of the perspectives that drove me to the pragmatist-oriented community informatics.
· Both papers draw upon non-academic articles for information about contemporary topics like the Chief and Facebook.  I argue this is good practice.

· I probably overestimated the importance of Facebook in the grand scale of things.  It was (and is) a big deal on the UIUC campus and I mistakenly made the assumption it would be everywhere.  As boyd will curtly point out it’s pretty contextual.
For those that are interested – the Chief has been officially retired and the issue has calmed down on campus.  Anecdotal observation has suggested that pro-Chief sentiments still exist, mostly amongst the strongest thresholds – sports and band.  The big pro-Chief groups seem to pull in a lot of freshman and sophomores who don’t really understand the issue and involvement drops off as they go on in school.  Things aren’t perfect by any means, however, a recent art exhibit representing the different Illini tribal groups was vandalized by unknown individuals, twice.
Facebook has yet to add any such race/ethnicity/nationality category but to my knowledge no formal request has been submitted.  My professor advised me not to bother, I’ve often wondered if I published the paper in a journal if something would happen.  

Lecture extension
What I’d like to talk about today actually builds off of the papers.  With luck it follows some of the questions you might have had as you were reading them.
Ethics in online research 
I didn’t think a great deal about ethics during the research process. It’s unclear how much of a ‘public’ environment a global group on Facebook might be—and more importantly raises the question of what makes observation of public behavior any more or less ethical than observation of private behavior.  There was no consent given over the course of this project, and though captured under the umbrella of a campus-IRB might have still been unethical.  In doing content analysis of public forums on the internet, what are some of the aspects of ethics we should be thinking about?  Who is benefiting from our research and why?  Is it possible to be activist?  Should the observed been given a chance to review the material and present their perspective?

Invariably during my time observing students in Facebook studies I ran into people I knew.  What does someone do about having additional information from outside of the context?

The Social Capital and the Chief paper originally involved a greater collection of demographic information about respondents.  At least 35% of the profiles were visible to me (being on the UIUC network) – so I could have collected substantial information about many social dimensions, most notably politics, religion and class-related variables like hometown, education and [potentially] pictures.  Originally, I was compelled to try to factor in race.  I didn’t really like doing it but I couldn’t help but noticing that the pro-Chief groups were stocked with what looked like a bunch of rich-looking white kids and the anti-Chief groups were comprised of racial/ethnic minorities and white hipsters.  This raises a pretty interesting question – what if we did try to do race-based counts for each group?  We’d have to disregard profile pictures with multiple individuals or snap shots of dogs and such, but much more importantly it would end up being something like ‘there were 50 dark skinned people in this group and 20 medium skinned and 10 light skinned’ or something to that effect.  This feels wrong.  At least it did to my collaborators and classmates.  And yet at the same time we wanted to account for the gross and obvious representation and membership differences.  What do you guys think?  This isn’t the sort of thing that shows up in methods textbooks.
Digital Natives 
During the time I wrote these papers I subscribed (not necessarily overtly) to the idea of Digital Natives.  The concept of this population is discussed in Palfrey and Gasser’s book Born Digital (2008). An excerpt from another paper:
The authors identify digital natives as a population that does not separate the online and offline worlds—they think with, on, and through the internet.
 Their conceptualizations of information, time, space, and identity seem to naturally fit the way these things work on the web.  This makes sense, as they have grown up with and become accustomed to a lifestyle interlaced with ICT’s.  This distinguishes them from digital settlers, who are qualified as those who adopt and now (potentially) shape technologies but didn’t grow up using them and still rely on traditional (analog) forms of communication.  Both of these groups are set apart from digital immigrants, who are those unfamiliar and uncomfortable with the new digitally embedded environment.  Like Prensky [2001, the guy who originally proposed the idea], the book identifies them as those who fail to become insiders or adopt behaviors and social norms common to modern sociotechnical systems.

Ultimately, the book suggests that digital natives have different understandings of community, relate to and access information with a variety of methods, view privacy and self-awareness in altered ways, and share more in terms of identity, creativity, and collective actions that might constitute illegal activity.  Specifically, this is broken down into chapters on a few concepts:

· Identity, or the ways digital natives understand and perform a plurality of selves (or representations thereof), mitigating and mixing between online and offline.  
· Digital dossiers, the numerous types, sources, and owners of information about digital natives. 
· Understandings and behaviors relating to privacy, safety, and aggressors online. 
· Some of the ways digital natives create, remix, and share media, ideas, and culture, and also how piracy challenges old-fashioned norms of copyright, production and distribution of these things.

· Questions of the quality of information absorbed and produced by digital natives as well as the sheer information overload they navigate on a daily basis.

· Digital natives as innovators who create and lead, provide feedback, and work as employees in new business structures.

· The challenges they face as learners and the potential and capacity they have as activists.
Perhaps the first consideration of digital natives is the language employed in the term itself. What is the impact of using words like native, settler, and immigrant?  What kind of analogy does this create?  What have the experiences of these groups been over time?  

In some sense the root analogy seems flawed. Throughout history, at one point or another, every group has been a settler of some kind, no group of people has ever been eternally native to a given area.  Over time, populations settle into a regularity in regards to culture and location and might eventually be referred to as natives.  Settlers are usually referenced in the frame of moving into an uninhabited area, which historically has been an insult to so-called native populations.  They ‘settled’ on their lands because they were open for the taking (or perhaps given or deserved, according to ideologies like Manifest Destiny
) as opposed to immigrants who migrate in to a territory that is considered to be land or property of another group.  Really the major difference between settlers and immigrants was often only power disparity between the migrating and currently resident group.  In the digital native realm we see another situation.  Different groups adopting technologies bring with them many of their offline-world power dynamics and relationships.  A rich owner of a corporation may not be particularly savvy on the web but he or she can still hire someone to make their digital presence or sue a digital native over copyright infringement.  Immigrant accents imply a correct way of speaking, or perhaps more progressively slightly different ways of expressing and emphasizing words.  Digital natives often have a definitive advantage in terms of digitally expressing themselves, learning new technologies and finding information, but this doesn’t always outweigh other differences in play.  Settlers, for the most part, are not rounding up digital natives and putting them on reservations or studying them as foreign and inferior cultures.  They might employ them but not in virtual slave labor and goods aren’t exactly being shipped anywhere in the space of places (the physical world), though they may go to new centers of power in the space of flows, through powerful relationships between people and information (Castells 2004).

Perhaps the terms should be considered in a similar light to the way Ron Eglash (2007) discusses the “Master-Slave” terminology issue in computers.  He relates that some feel such terms can be stripped of their previous social associations and values and reconsidered to have powerful abstract meanings when used in a technical environment.  Eglash cautions, however, that the history of language and group formation often reveals specific cultures and power dynamics that accrue to render inequalities hidden.  Just because an engineer reads master and slave the same way they would read primary and secondary does not mean that these terms don’t have subtle effects on overall perspectives or carry entirely different meanings for other groups of people.  Language is a continual process of rethinking words and ideas but the usefulness and effectiveness of chosen terms tends to be at the center of the debate.  If the word choice of “digital native” fails to properly conjure up additional understanding through use of an analogy or metaphor then perhaps it should be reconsidered.  Maybe, instead of referring to the entire generation as digital natives (a term they have not chosen for themselves) it would be more appropriate to adopt deeper considerations of potential labels to pick more precise or effective ones.  
Read the whole paper.
I came to this understanding over time.  For a while I wanted to believe in the privilege and special status of so-called digital natives, seeing it as a flaw ‘in the old people’ and an eventuality of technology adoption.  These days I’m considerably more skeptical – the digital native issue is really more one that’s about the digital divide, which on some level is highly racialized (and class-based) and use of a term like this could be very dangerous. 
Critical and creative access with Web2.0

Based on my observation of your syllabus and school objectives I suspect you guys know this issue well so I won’t dwell on it.  I mostly wanted to leave off on a high-note.  Basically the story goes like this: If web2.0 technologies are so user and community-driven that they can effectively meet the needs of any group then we need to see to it that the disadvantaged who lack access not only can be enabled to use them, but engage with them effectively.  That is we as educators, researchers, policy-makers, community advocates and more should see to it that participants in web2.0 are truly digitally literate – that they are able to criticize and create (or remake/remix) collaborative tools of media production and information sharing.  I presented on several of the major Web2.0 tools to the Mortenson international librarian group on this topic, see the PPT it if you like, it’s pretty entertaining.
Questions!

I’m sure you’ll have plenty of your own.  If we somehow need something to talk about, here are a couple of questions for you guys:
· How have you observed racism occurring online in institutionalized or explicit form and what do you think about studying it or acting on it?
· How do you feel construction of identity will continue to evolve as we become a more connected world?  We may not all be digital natives but more of us are growing up with big portions of ourselves connected to the web…
Questions that Happened

Why isn’t the “About Me” section good enough for people to indicate their ethnicity or race or whatever?

I think it’s a matter of priority.  Clearly you can indicate any number of identity traits there, but by listing some of them at the top they’re given a special status and assumed level of importance.  Providing categories also shapes how people think.  If we’re prompted to indicate our gender, we’re more likely to think about how it defines or shapes who we are.  Same goes for nationality or ethnicity.  I also think we can look at it pragmatically and as an opportunity.  Almost everyone has parents from somewhere and some kind of identity tied to family and geographical space.  Learning to understand how we construct the meaning behind community membership is a really powerful and important thing.  Just about anybody can at least put something in the box, even if it’s just to say ‘American’ or to suggest that their parents once lived in Poland. I actually think by leaving it as an open-ended fill-in we can start to challenge the pre-assigned conceptualizations of race and ethnicity and start to recreate them.  Suddenly you don’t have to do the drop down and you don’t have to have others tell you who you are.  That’s cool.  It’s a chance to speak through your profile and explore yourself, even if in just a small way.
� Youth might “think with the internet” (collective intelligence) by looking virtually anything up on Google, they might “think on the internet” by organizing and explicating their thoughts on blogs, and they might “think through the internet” by expressing their thoughts through digitally mediated mediums, like email.


� Manifest Destiny was the idea that the white man in the US had an obvious and certain right to expand and dominate the entire country.  It was often infused with a religious connotation and ran similar to European colonist desires to “civilize” native “brutes” in conquered countries throughout the 1800’s.





