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ASA MODEL FOR USE IN THE MEDIA STUDIESACADEMY

By Carmen Elena Boon Bartolozzi

This paper is based on a larger research | performed for my Master thesis in Media
Studies a New School University, New York City in 2001. It took the form of a case
dudy that sought to learn the circumstances surrounding the phenomenon of
MediaMOO, an ortline virtud community launched in 1992 (built by media
researchers and devoted to the discusson of Media issues) in order to evauate its
possible incorporation into the academic Media community as a modd and as a
project worth studying in programs courses. My man objective was to andyze if
wha happened in this one-of-a-kind on-line environment that mixed educationd and
professona Media cultures, could happen in a gmilar agency set up in a universty
domain. While my main concentration is on MediaMOO as a microcosm of virtud
culture and of Media professond culture, from beginning to end, | have tailored my
research as a posshility for improving Media Studies by means of an gpecific
dructure of the Internet as a tool and as a media system. Specidly, | look closdy into
the class gdtuation formed by a smdl group of participants who would be effectively
ableto carry out collective projects on such a system.

The growing use of virtud environments in educationd settings during the 1990's
was based on the assumption that active learning provides a superior experience to
passve learning, a notion that can be traced back a least as far as John Dewey’'s
Democracy and Education. That is, students who participate in responsve learning
environments in which they become engaged in full body-mind kinesthetic learning
not only retan more information but dso manifes a fuller undersanding of the
information presented. In the same sense, Dewey reterate throughout his masterwork

that “play and work correspond, point to point, with the trals of the initid dage of



knowing” (2). In virtud environments three badc applications should exist:
visudization, that is, seeing connections and rdationships that would otherwise be
difficult to comprehend; reproduction of RL professond and academic experiences

and congtruction of participatory tools and techniques.

My assumptions in this sudy were led by what is known as Pragmatism, the
American movement in philosophy founded by C.S Pece and Willian James,
marked by the doctrines that the meaning of conceptions is to be sought in ther
practica bearings, that the function of thought is to guide action, and that thus is
preeminently to be tested by the practicad consequences of bdief. In our classes of
“Foundation of Media Theory”, a the Media Studies program of New School
Univerdty the notion of Pragmatism was intertwined by professor Peter Haratonik
with the development of Media Studies as an academic discipline. Haratonik often
joined the Pragmatism guiding principles to those of John Dewey to suggest that to
understand Media we firs must comprehend that ideas must have consegquences and
must provide dternatives, which are aspect directly related to the creativity and
inventiveness components of Media Studies. In this sense, with the arivd of the
Internet as Media format, speculations around the reation of creativity and
technology shaped around the offer of infinite sets of dternatives to users. In the case
of MediaMOO as a culturd and socid formation of the Internet, the technology
proved to be a tool for empowerment of community creativity of media professonds
and its correlated occupation based on the testimonies of many of its participants and
outsiders who observed this and experienced other virtual groupings.

| looked a MediaMOO as a modd that would open possibilities for experiences in a
virtud on-going lab for graduate Media students to interact with their equals and
asemble projects, such as those in film or video pre-production and web design
planning, in a highly detailed practicd fashion. The range of correspondences
between the foundation of both Media Studies and MediaMOO gtrikes me as worthy
of intdlectud sudy. My hypothesis for envisoning this modd was based on the
assumption that MediaMOO clearly fits in the organization of Media Studies (as an
academic discipline) as a playground where students would go to be trained as better



mediators of the mass communication processes they are taught to manage in class. A
potential modd based on the MediaMOQO's lessons is meant to be a superior learning
environment that would accompany courses and that would let the Media community
explore the Internet as a media format that opens up posshilities to explore other
Media

Since its creation, MediaMOO's hybrid sygem diginguished it from dl the other
virtud communities in how it combines the playful qudity of MUDs and the
characterigtics of the computer mediated collaborative activity for professond uses.
MUD dands for “Multi-users Dungeon, Dimenson or Doman”; as MUDs began to
be used for socid, professond, and educationa purposes, the term “Dimension” was
then subdtitute for Dungeon. The firs MUDs in the late 1970s were multi-player
dungeons and dragons games that were performed over the Internet. In 1989, James
Aspnes, a graduate student at Carnegie Mdlon Universty, established a MUD that
enabled people to create text-based worlds. “Common types of MUDs include MOOQOs,
MUSES, MUSHES and MUCKs, and you'll hear various trandations of those
acronymns. Usng each type of MUD is somewhat different, but most MUDs share
certain characterigtics:
?? MUDs ae text-based environments. Communicetion takes place in
text, and people, rooms, and objects are dl described in text.
?? Regular usrs receive their own characters which they describe and
may customize in other ways, and which they use to move about the
MUD and communicate with other people.
?? MUDs ae made up of many different rooms, usudly interconnected,
sometimes haphazardly, often according to a planed geography. Users
can move from room to room, taking with those who are in the same

location at the sametime.

MediaMOO was built on the top of LambdaMOO, the piece of software and the ste
developed and run by Pavel Curtis a Xerox PARC. The original MOO server (“MUD
Object Oriented”’) was written by Stephen White and it conssts of a programming
philosophy that enables participants within the sysem not only “to talk” and exchange



messages but to collaboratively condruct the virtud world in which they interact.
Members of the Netoric Project, one of the mogt pralific activities in MediaMOO sum
up the virtues of the sysem by explaining that users can add to the MUD by building
rooms and objects. Smple commands adlow novice users to make a wide variety of
objects, and those who choose to learn the MUD’s programming language can creste
complex objects. In one of the logs of the Netoric Project’'s Archives, | found an
useful explanation to this idear “Again, dl of those objects gopear in text; if you
creste a washing machine, users will see it ‘work’ because you make it print out text
describing the operations of awashing machine’ (log 1).

In her essay The MediaMoo Project: Constructionism and Professional Community,
MediaMOQO'’s creator, Amy Bruckman, who currently works as a professor of the
College of Computing of Georgia Tech, stated that she had planned this sysem as a
place to explore the serious Sde of virtud communities by building a MOO whose
main requirement is that al members have to be actively involved in Media research
(5). Development of the system began on October 28", 1992, and MediaMOO was
opened to the public on January 201", 1993. Since that moment, participants started
going to MediaMOO to meet people who share ther intdlectud interest in Media
research, to brainstorm and to hold colloquia and conferences in order to contribute to
group and individud gods in this fidd. At the beginning, other online systems such as
the popular Internet Relay Chat (IRC) seemed to put in jeopardy the advantages of
MediaMOO. But later MediaMOO proved its potentidities, as Greg Sering explains
on a The Netoric Project’s session:

GregS explains IRC: “IRC (Internet Relay Chat) offers the red-time discussion that
MediaMOO provides, but without the virtua context of rooms and objects, IRC deds
only with speaking and some actions’ (Log 1).

As the suggestion of ‘professond in Medid was interpreted broadly by the
adminigrator, MediaMOO was a magnet for a wide range of practitioners from
journdigts to anthropologists and librarians. The community was kept in full swing
for about 8 years. In some periods, its population reached the number of
aoproximatdy 2000 participants from over 30 different countries. The synchronous



and asynchronous communication involved, the immediacy of the exchange the
congtant access to geographicaly distant colleagues, and the blending of work with
play made MediaMOO uniquely appeding as a place for members of a professond
community to come together. As Tai Fandercla, the other founder of the Netoric
Projects, asserts, “New collaborations arose, new projects were born; boundaries
between established authorities and newcomers to the field blurred somewhat and
previoudy disenfranchissd members of the academic community found audiences’

().

This sudy was inspired by two questions tha intrigued me as a graduate Media
sudent and professiond: Firdt, have any pedagogica and professond gods in Media
Studies yet been achieved in cyberspace? And second, c Media students, faculty and
adminigrators know of the exigence and achievements of educationd and
professonad MOOs and particularly of MediaMOO? In this sudy, | have imagined
Media Studies and MediaMOO as associated entities and have commented in detal
about how these entities could benefit from each other. Some smilaities can be
pointed out between both organizations even before starting a more serious andyss.

?? The acknowledgement of the presence of a communicator(s)
and arecipient(s).
Modes of achieving communicationa gods.
Design asameans and a result.

Intentiondity and meaning.

N TS S BN,

Performance that involves & condant changes of the
environment and of constructed objects that enable interactions
and b) the effects that these perpetudly changing environment

and objects have on the communicator and recipient.

Back in 1968, computer science pioneer JC.R Licklider, who was deeply concerned
about the role of technology in education, compelled us to gppreciate the importance
of the new computer-aided communicaion by undersanding the dynamics of “critica
mass’, as it applies to cooperation in cregtive endeavor. He clamed that “Society



rightly distrusts the modding done by a sngle mind. Sociely demands consensus,
agreement, or a least mgority. Fundamentdly, this amounts to the requirement that
individud models be compared and brought into some degree of accord. Licklider
daes that “the man requirement is for communication, which we now define
concisdly as “cooperaive modding’—cooperation in the congruction, maintenance
and use of amodd” (22). Thinking of MediaMOO as a modd, the idea of practicein
French scholar Michd De Certeau’'s The Practice of Everyday Life's evocative
assumptions brings up a subgantid findity if use in the Media Studies academy. De
Certeau sugtains that when a space is practiced by its users, it becomes a “practiced
place’. It is to practice the reaion between enjoying and manipulaing, where the
production of goods for the community of interet crestes a posshility of an
expectation or better yet, as De Certeau says, “a belief”. And to believe in a setting for
communications is to relate to the other | am communicating with. Even being aware
that MediaMOO presented to me a defunct “practiced place’ in Michd De Certeau’'s
use of this term, | wanted to explore it as a observer of what it currently offers to
Media Studies: the intact legacy of a past cyber-community of new media researchers
The data gathered in this modest study of MediaMOO reveded some traces of
common and controversd issues and the dructure of the rdation individua-group in
the Media Studies fidd and the implications for socid behaviors in Red Life (RL)
academic and professiona settings.

Licklider dso clamed that the dynamics of media communication are so mode-
centered as to suggest that perhaps the reason present-day two-way
telecommunication fals so far short of face-to-face communication is smply because
it fals to provide fadlities for externdizing modds. In the same way, in my research |
have suggested that a model based on MediaMOO for use in Media Studies which
would integrate different types of organizations with differing cultures and needs such
as film, TV production or media management, could aso be developed. A project
such as MediaMOO, can dso give Media Studies Alumni the opportunity to keep
themsalves integrated to the Academia.



| have aso adhered to the idea of ‘The Virtua Organization’, explored by Terri Toles
Petkin, as integrd not to only on-line education but to Education a large as well,
incdluding Media Professonad Education. He clams that ‘The Virtua Organization' is
a dmulation of a collaborative environment built on the Internet that provides students
with a subgtantive example of organizationd communication. This means that as
dudents progress through the smulation—for ingance, a MOO environment--they
would be adle to build on their knowledge and test their ability to perform new and
interesting tasks and furthermore to concentrate on present purposes in  ther
communications projects that will forge therr active occupations as professonds. This
way, the advantages to dudents paticipaiing in a Virtud Organization go wdl

beyond smple participation in a classroom exercise.

By the end of 1999, operations in MediaMOO dstarted to decline considerably due to
internal and externd circumdances | take into condderation in this study to evauate
the viability of usng a sysem like this in the Media Studies Academia. At present, as
Bruckman sad, MediaMOO is a largely higtoricd atifact (“one of the living dead”,
she declared) worth investigating. The community’s administration was handed over
to Michad Day in 2001, a devoted old-timer and professor of Linguistics a the
Univergty of Northern [llinois who is being working to reinvigoraeit.

The reasons of the faillure of MediaMOO is not the object of the study. It is rather
what made it so functiona for people related to the Media field. However, the actud
datus of MediaMOO brings up some intriguing issues for academic research
regading the dability of virtua groupings in generd and professond virtud
groupings in paticular over time. Some causes of the fracture of MediaMOO had
dready been mentioned by its members in the 6" anniversary forum in 1999 caled
MediaMOO: Autopsy and Redesign: the falure to implement a more effective
recruitment of new members and to up the technologicad gears, the splintering of the
community into sub-communities, the divison among members over policy issues,
and the creation of other MOOs founded by MediaMOO aumni who wanted places
of ther own (1). In the same forum, member Van* Faussen, opined: “MediaMOO



thrived because it had early adopters/pioneers who by their very nature are going to

move on to something new, something dick, brave new trailsin new world ” (7).

In my endeavor, | take into condderation internd and externd criticiam that indsted
on aqguing how ineffective virtud communities ae for condgent collaborative
activity and that dates that MediaMOO has suffered from this syndrome. For
ingtance, researchers Alessandro Aurigi and Stephen Graham believe that most virtud
environments  (whether inadvertently or not) reflect a commercidized and non
interactive gpace more gppropriate for marketing purposes than civic engagement
(25). Even more radicd is Lawrence Lessng, a former Harvard Universty law
professor. In his book “The Future of ideass’, he conceives that nowadays the
aggressive regime of copyright protection has alowed the media and software giants
to monopolize our culturd, intelectuad, and political life. In particular the Internet,
which once promised to be a wondeful new mechanism for producing and
digributing culture verticdly and horizontally, has been reduced to a territory

occupied and interweaved with commercid hurdles.

However, when it comes to the specific case of MediaMOO, a more obvious
explanation for the fal of MediaMOO can be based on K.J, Wards's notions on
cyber-ethnography and virtud communities. He thinks that when it comes to the life
gpan of virtud groupings, the hybrid space that emerged in most of these systems is
neither absolutey physicd nor virtud. “Firg of dl, through its convergence with the
physcad the virtud community’s exigence is gpparent, though not unconditionaly
virtud. Secondly, the paticipants are depicted as having trangtory, unconditiond
relationships with the virtua. That is, they will only participate for short periods when
they require use of the resources that the virtua community has to offer” (1). Then, it
srikes me as proper tha the people who are preparing themsdves in academy to
become a professona, are the ided candidates for such system as they basicaly make
use of academic tools for short periods, that is, ayear or asemester.

Despite dl the pitfdls that affected the functioning of MediaMOO and tha eventudly

took the community to an end, what this virtud community entails as a case dudy is



the ided joining of professond, socid and civil activity. One way or ancther, the
community got to meet some of its inhabitants complex expectations in usng this
virtuad place, as Bruckman once expressed: “(In MediaMOO) | darted to see the
media trandformed back into a two-way process where people are not just consumers
but producers’ (Roush, Wade 2). Just as De Certeau thoroughly explained in The
Practice of everyday Life the way individuds occupy a place is what cregtes the
complex dructure of practices. “These practices bring into play a “popular” ratio, a
way of thinking invested in a way of acting, an at of combination which cannot be
dissociated from at of usng” (XV). From a survey | goplied to some MediaMOOQO's
members, | selected some processes that highlight the characterigtics of “practice” in
the system and by which MediaMOO developed and persevered throughout over nine

years.

During the 1990's several accounts began to note that debates about new
communications technologies were leading to a (re)viewing of pedagogy such as
Atkins, 1991 and Spender, 1995. My thesis is intended to add to this growing body of
(re) vison from the perspective of Media Studies as an academic discipline by
pondering whether the MUD-like systems as an congtruct could be incorporated in our
Media Studies curriculum. Since | darted researching this project, | anticipated that
the dynamic regidration process of academia defined by regular enrollment of new
members would diminate one crucid problem that led to the decline of MediaM OO;
as it was the lack of new blood on the part of participants that tended to create
redundancy in its system interactions. At the moment | performed this short research
project, future efforts within MediaMOO were pointing towards better techniques to
help its members to develop more profoundly rooted expectations about the nature of

the community, and to convey those expectations to potential new members.

In many respects, MediaMOO confirmed the assumption that community- provided
support is crucid for learning how to interpret and produce Media through design and
condruction in the digitd environment. Media Sudies fundamentaly entals
collective projects that integrate the creation of products, channels, conditions to

deliver these products to an audience and the anticipation of the complex process of



reception. In pursuing this research, | have looked a the ways in which the intense
process of designing, of developing a plot and characters and of understanding the
process of audience development in MediaMOO could contribute to the preparation
of people who are just garting out in this fidd of study. Particularly, MOOs hbrilliantly
highlight, what De Certeau points out as “the ‘exorbitant’ focus of contemporary
culture and its consumption: reading. From TV to newspaper, from advertisng to al
sorts of mercantile epiphanies, our society is characterized by a cancerous growth of
vison, measuring everything by its ability to show or to be shown and transmuting
communication into a visud journey. It is a sort of epic of the eye and of the impulse
to read” (xxi).

As the use of a sysem based on MediaMOO could take the media educationa
environment into a higher leve, a closer look into it on the pat of program
adminigtrators becomes both desirable and appropriate. As John Newhagen dates,
“the Net engages users in cognitively effortful tasks and chalenges them to be active’
(6). This way, we ought to take the time to understand what those chdlenges and
barriers to use are for media makers. A more profound implication that goes beyond
the scope of this sudy would be Wha effects would variddle cognitive skills
implemented in pedagogy, such as the ability to solve problems, have on the ability of
users immersed in a Media Studies environment to fully exploit the Internet potentia
in order to improve themsaves as future media makers?

Before | go on explaining the four asections that took most of this research | would
like to present some comments on the information gathering gpplied. According to
Herbert Blummer, a body of images determines the direction of on€'s research —ideas
one darts out with, the questions one asks to check out, the answers one finds
plausble.  Blummer condders these images to be theories or explanations of
something — “gtories about how events and people of a certain kind come to be the
way they are’ (30). Based on this satement, the stories of my study were constructed
on primary sources that explore the evolution, pitfalls and achievement of MOOs and
MediaMOO in particular and on secondary sources, that is, the evidence that was
discovered through empirical exploration. My god has been to study the culture of
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MediaMOO by exploring its remnants and by interviewing a group of people who
built it and inhabited t and therefore who could help me to understand things from the
ingde. From a Media Studies perspective, | am to contribute to the large and far-
reaching project described by Cheryl Lynn in her book Conversation and Community
that involves a better understanding of cyberspace and online interactions. She has
sad that “Before a generd theory of éectronic community evolution is possble, an
enormous number of cases are necessary, as wel as some sophisticated comparison
between studies’ (16).

Through Michad Day’s support and assistance (who | was referred to by Amy
Bruckman herself) | obtaned a character —camnb- through which | explored the
community as if | were a gdte evduaor and identified important traces of its
arangement of players, rooms, objects and diverse tools and mediums for
communicatiion within the community. | practiced note-taking techniques and tracked

down my queries making copies of MOO text in word files.

Padld to these observations, | applied a survey that conssted of one semi-structured
questionnaire. | prepared a two-pat questionnaire for MediaMOO members. the firs
pat was desgned to extract information about influentid events, Stuations and
conversations that involved desgn, role-playing, an audience development and a
second pat that was meant to explore their opinions on how the MediaMOO
experience could be trandated into the Media Studies academic terrain. This
questionnaire was completed totdly and partidly for eeven former members of
MediaM OO, some of them, key subjets in the development of the community.

Based on Cheryl Lynn's views in her book “Conversation and Community, Chat in
the Virtud World’, | have pursued this research as a vauable contribution to the
Media Studies arena, furthermore if we bear in mind that this academic discipline has
just started to condder in its curricula more courses related to technology, Internet,
sociology and media-making. In this sense, my sudy is intended as a contribution to a
wider use of the Socid Network approach for understanding the interplay between

computer networks, CMC, and socid processes. | dso follow Lynn when she uses
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Skeggs notions to remember that in a research of an online community, sengtivity
to, and responshility for, power relations, representation, and dissemination are, far
more important than issues of which method to use. “And attention to the processes
by which we produce our research and theories is far more important than the concern
with getting it right” (203).

Now, let me go over the four conceptud foundations this research is structured about
that anadyze MediaMOO as a modd from which Media Studies can absorb some
important lessons. They back up my assumption that a medium or sysem based on
MediaMOO and Media Studies, as an academic discipline, can work as
complementary entities.

?7? The MOO, MediaMOO and Media Sudies related to each other.

| have evduated the dgnificance of MediaMOO within the MUD and the MOO
hisory and in turn, within the development of Computer Mediated Communication
(CMC) and the Internet. As Elizabeth Reid in her essay Electropolis explans
“Computer-Mediated Communications Sysems (CMCSs) use computers and
telecommunications networks to compose, store, deliver and process communication”
(3). For ingtance, MOOs and chat rooms (IRC) have been among the most popular
types of synchronous CMCS over time. My moativations for this sudy are based on
Dewey’'s notions on the relation of socid medium and education, which from the field
of socid psychology, contribute to the hybrid background of disciplines that form
Media Studies. Specificdly related to the contemporary idea of “networks’ is
Dewey’s assrtion about the influence of the socid environment in cdling out certain
regponses from every individud. In his masterwork Democracy And Education,
Dewey dates that the particular medium in which an individud exists leads him to see
and fed one thing rather than ancther; it leads him to have certain plans in order that
he may act successfully with others; it strengthens some beliefs and weskens others as
acondition of winning the gpprovd of others.



For Dewey, the socid environment gradudly produces in the individua a certan
sydem of behavior, a certan digpogtion of action. Obvioudy, the words
“environment” and “medium” denote for Media students more than surroundings thet
encompass individuas and groups. Following Dewey's points, | underline that these
concepts denote the specific continuity of the surroundings with the individuas own
active tendencies. My poaint is tha if an environment consss of those conditions that
promote or hinder, simulate or inhibit, the characteristic activities of a living being,
then we should pay more atention to the environment in which Media Students
“grow” because it can help define ther present and future activities as media scholars
and producers, and it can make these activities what they are meant didtinctively for. |
believe tha in an ided environment for interactions among Media Students the
apparently obvious reationship between people and communication must be made
deliberate to induce an open diadogue that focuses on it. As JC.R Licklider, pioneer of
Computer Engineering, States that now, more than ever, there is a man concern to
prioritize the mutudly reinforcing aspect of communicetion, that is the credtive
agpect of communication when dudying the Media “Credtive, interactive
communication requires a plagsic or moldable medium that can be modded, a
dynamic medium in which premisss will flow into consequences, and above dl a
common medium that can be contributed to experiment with by al” (21). This is
where, in my view, the MOO congtruct fits into the whole idea of Media Studies.

Alternatively, Dewey dso empheszes how educaiond the environment for
communication among members can get:

“Our net result thus far is that socid environment forms the mentd and emotiond
digpodtion of behavior in individuds by engaging them in activities that arouse and
drengthen certan impulses, that have cetan purposes and ental cetan
conssgquences. A child growing up in a family of muddans will inevitably have
whatever capacities he has in musc simulated, and, rdaively, simulated more than
other impulses which might have been awakened in another environment (...) Some
kinds of participation in the life of those with whom the individud is connected are
inevitable, with respect to them, the socid environment exercises and educative or

formative influence unconscioudy and gpart from any set purpose” (3).



Based on the above comments, | would like to propose an andogy between Dewey’'s
notions and the assumption that Media professonds and students “grew up” together
in MediaMOOQ like a family, which simulated their specid media-related capacities. |
believe that MOOs provide humans with dternatives in Dewey’s use of the term and
that these gpecific dternaives turned MediaMOO into an ided collaborative
environment for its members. In his CMC bible The Virtual Community, Howard
Rheinghold, back in 1993, recognized the sgnificance of socid opportunities for
people that share the same professond interest. “Although it (MediaMOO) opened
with a party, and the aimosphere is informa, MediaMOO conssts of people who are
gudying virtud communities. In that context, megting someone socidly a an event
like an inaugurd bal has implications for everyones intelectud and professond
life’ (174).

The vdidity of this case dudy that Stuates MediaMOO and the “Mediamaking’
learning as reciprocd systems to function in the academy, relies on the need to
examine the glorious past of the community in order to dft through its current
trangtiond phase in which, according to its administrator, efforts are being conducted
to get it under way agan. In this matter, dl evidence seems to point to the academy as
a viable dternative for putting in practice a modd based on MediaMOO. Some
omnipresent aspects in Media Studies that have been essentid to MediaMOO's
operations must be documented:
?? The implementation of a writing laboratory built on the premise of
functiondity of the sender-receiver reation;
?? The rdations between conversation and dStuation in networked
activities,
?? Audience awareness that involves sudy of impact, feed-back
conditions and action-taking, and
?? Design and congruction of:
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MOO elements such as: that interlace the Media Studies notions of:

Rooms Space, location, atmosphere, ambiance, and circumstances.
Objects VCR, TV, videos, movies, recorders, books, publications.
Players/actors Identity, role, group and collective, representation, context.

Taken as a whole, as member Lee-Ellen Marvin points out, MediaMOO was a Media
research project that itsdf highlights the notion of Community in the media making
process. In MediaMOO, the Media has been the motor for empowerment of
community cregtivity and productivity. “One might question whether these benefits
can be obtaned with less time commitment through other media—but this andyss
ignores other benefits of the MediaMOO. For media researchers, coming to
undergand this medium (the Internet) may be intereting in itsdf” (Bruckman &
Restnick 5).

-A cyber “ practiced place” called MediaMOO.

For Resnick and Bruckman, the philosophy of Congructionism argues that people
learn with particular effectiveness when they are engaged in condructing personaly
meaningful projects “learning by doing is better than learning by being told” (2).
Based on these statements, MediaMOO was planned to be a place for sdlf-directed
learning that due to its MOO nature often seemed chaotic but that was uniquey
effective and enlightening to Media researchers. To create the project of MediaM OO,
Bruckman darted ressarching for her PhD dissertation in the Epistemology and
Leaning Group a the MIT Media Lab. It was entited MOOSE Crossing:
Construction, Community and Learning in a Networked Virtual World for Kids, and
was desgned to get children excited abou reading, writing and programming. In
addition to her dissartation, she and Restnick dso based some of ther ingghts on
Seymour Papert’'s anadlogy between educationd technologies and Brazilian samba
schools.  In samba schools, a community of participants gather daily to have fun and
teach each other steps and costume-making skills in preparation for Carnivd. “The

samba schools are socid centers, where people go to socidize, and they are




environments in which novices and professonds mingle. Learning is spontaneous,
sf-motivated, and richly connected to popular culture’ (2). From my view, the
popular culture of MediaMOO can be regarded as a professona Media culture and its
participant, as Sandy Stone describes in her essay Will the Real Body Please Stand
Up, can be seen as “the technosocia subject”, who “is condtituted as part of the
evolution of communications technology and of the human organiam, in a time in
which technology and organism are collgpsing, imploding into each other” (18).

MediaMOO has been one type of communication system that contributes to the
properties of network communities—therefore, this study is concerned with those
properties that are linked to sociad characteristics and their relaionship to underlying
technology, with an eye towards the desgn of communities themsdves and of
systems to support them. In particular, my gpproach outlines the relaionship between
re and virtua worlds, the role of socid rhythms and the development of community

as meatters for examination and consideration.

-Presence: MediaMooers as agents; role-playing and organization.

In Virtua Redity, the conditution of identity and the presentation of sdf are done
through text-discourse and naratives of sdf. These representations of sdf are
declarations of identity condituted as both text and context in a textual world such as
MUDs. Mac Giee explans that one of the mgor differences between virtud
communities cooperative narrative and more traditiond narratives is the expectation
of interaction with the other members of the community. “This makes the narative
more fluid. Once written, the text does not assume the ability of a traditiond
fictiond narative. It is subject to additions, modifications and negotiations’ (12). It's
worth pointing out what it takes to become a skilled MOO player. Anna Cicognani
sees the MOO player as a kind of agent, a person who acts in the MOO via commands
(or words). The word “command” in the MOO has an acting/action function more
than a Imple communication one. “The effect of commanding is not a promise or a
wish, but an effective action: commands perform actions on and through object
properties of the virtua environment” (4). In Will the Real Body Please Sand Up?
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Stone notes that the agents in cyberspace are the sculptors of the binary relaion
technology/culture. The agents make technology and culture conditute eech other,
“dudying the actors and actants that make up our lively, troubling, and productive
technologies tells me about the actors and actants that make up our culture’ (1).

In MOOs, commanding is peformaive by isuing a command an agent can
exchange communication, retrieve information or temporaily or permanently change
the environment. In Cultural Formations in Text-Based Virtual Realities, Red
explains thaa MOO’'s commands steer players toward the creation of socid contexts
and the formation of socid networks. “The actions which players may teke, and the
emotions they may express, are ddimited by the commands available to them; yet at
the same time these commands suggest to players the emotiond and socid
possibilities open to them” (35). In consequence, the player in a MOO is seen as a
doer or better yet, as a performer. Cicognani comments that in a MOO, an individua

issuing commands can be considered to be giving a performance.

Regarding the view of the player as agent, Thierry Bardini in essay Bridging the
Gulfs: From Hypertext to Cyberspace brings up Brenda Laure’s notions in her book
Computers as Theater to point out that the two qudities of responsveness and
capacity to perform actions present in MOOs comprise the metgphor of agency that in
turn, entalls that of the agent. Bardini emphasizes that Laurd doesn't argue for the
persondization of the computer but for its invighility. He aso points out that this
invighility must be the result of a negotiaion between usr and desgner on the
competence of the interface agents. “The firs step in this direction is to redize that
human agents in the interface, like characters in a play, cannot be separated from the
plot itsdf. The thess supported here will be that the identity of the character is
comprehengble through the transfer to the character of the operation of emplotment,
firsd gpplied to the action recounted; characters, we will say are themsdves plots’
(24). The MUD system provides players with a stage but it does not provide them
with a script. As | have dated before, in a sysem like MediaMOO, players are
entitled to congtruct a great dedl of the space they settle in. This way, MOO players
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ae “plots’ in the sense that their characters are first written and then enacted by
interacting with their space.

With the discusson of “emplotment” in mind, Red in Cultural Formations in Text-
based Virtual Realities, indicates that drawing a pardld between MUDs and novels
or plays is tempting. “The results of the ‘posg, ‘say’ and ‘feding commands cause
interaction between players to resemble these literary forms supeficidly, and the
socid dimenson of MUDs can be viewed as multi-authored interactive text” (17-18).
Yet, depite this posshility, Red emphaszes thaa MUD sessons do not truly
resemble scripts or books. The language is Smply not the same. “It is more dynamic
and less carefully condructed. Interaction on a MUD s, after dl, interactive,
gynchronous and ephemerd. Although sessons may be recorded using computer
programs designed for the purpose, MUD interaction is not designed for an audience
uninvolved in its production. This interaction is not enacted to be read as an artifact,
but to be experienced subjectively” (18). In this sense, | reiterate that community and
identity in MUDs are both, text and context. This way, the audience of a MUD is a
times integrated by the players into the action. Audience and actor roles are
exchanged frequently. This point is very dgnificant for my sudy because it involves
two key subjectsin Media Studies: audience and synchronicity.

Concerning to this point, incidentaly | came across some thoughts of the English
theater director Peter Brook in his book The Empty Space, that happen to be useful to
make an andogy between Media (in which theater is included) and MOO systems. |
follow Brook’'s emphasis about the interactivity of theater as an interactive medium
that demands synchronous actions. In this sense, theater is oppodte to film and TV
and dike to the Internet. Also, Brooks uses Wunderer and Monica's research on
theater and audience to explain about the absolute necessty of the presence of the
audience in thester but dso about the “responghility” of the audience. “This
respongbility means that the actud performance is established only by having both
parts—spectators and actors—coming together” (qgtd. in Brook 2). In a smulated
environment like the theater stage or a MOO room, the dynamics of space creation
and of internd manipulation of characters are reciprocd to the space in which they are



embedded which in theater includes the area reserved for the audience and in the
MOOQO, dl the other rooms and public areas occupied by the rest of players logged on.
This means that every dement in action (aither a character, a piece of furniture or an
audience) isinherent to each other.

In his book “The Virtud Community”, Rheingold cites Laurd to point out that the
drong identification players fed with atificid characters in a computer database “is
an example of the same human capacity for mimess to which Arigtotle attributed the
soul changing (and thus, society-changing) power of dramd (155). Following
Laurd’s ingpiration from Greek philosophica figures, the andyss of Pao's
didogues in the light of character logic made by Ruby Blonddl Elinor, JM West and
Joanne Vaugh, offers me an €ucidding interpretation of character and identity
cregtion in the context of a community like MediaMOO. In Plao's Didogues, as
Vaugh explains, only characters speak, while Plato remains slent, absent and distance
from the words spoken by his characters. West emphasizes that “When Plato leaves
his readers-ligeners in aporia, he or she must rediscover the unique structure of a
particular didogue, as well as how it is unresolved and where it is incomplete’ (West
111).

For her pat, Vaugh emphaszes on the subversve nature of the Plao character. She
argues that text presented by the character created by Plato stands in for the speaker.
“Determining the text meaning (S) thus depends on knowing not just the language in
which the text was written, but also the context in which it was produced and is reed,
the literary higtory of which it forms a pat and the interpretative community (ies) to
which it is addressed” (39).

| have dso found correation between the way Plato congtructed his didogues and the
philosophy of MOOs regarding of players and character cregtion. Like any literary
atis, Blonddl bdieves Plao spesks to his audience in a vaiety of ways. “Since his
preferred form is that of the dramdic didogue, some of these ways of spesking
reseemble those of a dramatis who ars a range of views through a variety of

characters, without being committed to any of them while remaning free to suggest
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aoprova or disgpprova of various points of view by means of such “literacy” fegtures
as characterization and dramatic dructure. Thus Plato ‘spesks to us through the
choices he makesin his use of dramatic form and characterization” (West 9).

| believe it is important to bear in mind as Media Sudents what Lenny Fonner
sugtains about the MUD qudity of “enabling” performance. Performance creates a
MUD momentum as it organizes the space, sours the hyperpersonnal and increases
chances of rich human interactions. The hyperpersona is a state, accoined by Andrea
Chester and Gillian Gwynne detached from “red lifé’ that involves a more intimate
and socially dedrable exchange than face-to-face interactions. Chester and Gwynne,
as some other researchers of virtual worlds, have observed that the benefits of online
anonymity and pseudonimity for learning incdlude a rich range of findings from
increased equity to higher participation on the part of dl involved. Also, based on his
own ressach on MUD communities as educetiona environments, Colin Mook
emphasizes tha when people engaged in a MOO learning experience they dart
learning to interpret themsdves as textud metaphors, and once they have become
comfortable with moving that textud sdf through the MOO environment (which
includes communicating with others), they can experience the virtud world in very
red ways. He describe this as “pure immersion”. He concelves that getting knowledge
in a MOO community is deeply intertwined with feding a full range of emations, this
way, engaging in group work and recregting are activities that help to form legitimate
human relaionships (4).

In this sense, according to Fonner, the MOO performance is quite an example of an
advanced assmilation of the possbilities of the Media He bdieves that areas such as
“literacy or film criticdsm” in the future are going to have to be much more trans-
modd and multimedia to effectivdly encompass the range of performances beng
cregted, especidly when online, interactive media such as MUDs can turn smple
conversation into a ‘peformance of its own, complete with an audience that may

themsdvesjoinin thefray.



-Place: Composite MediaMOO, the role of design and construction

The permanent change and condruction of the MUD environment is based on design
principles. In the essay Defining a Design Language in a text-based Virtual
Community, Cicognani explains thet, to a certain extent, citizens of a MUD have the
unique posshility of defining ther own space. Regarding to this point, Stone explains
that when she started to write her higory of virtud communities, she looked into
MUDs to search for an gpparaius for the production of community and for the
production of the body. She observed that members of eectronic communities act as
if the community met in a physca public space “The number of times tha on-line
conferencees refer to the conference as an architecturad place and to the mode of
interaction in that place as being socid is overwhemingly high in proportion to those
who do not. They say things like ‘this is a nice place to get together’ or ‘this is a

convenient place to meet'” (14).

On one hand, in MUDs, “objects’ are conversation pieces constructed to interact with
the space and other participants. Objects in MUDs are text-based, written in MOO
code. On the other hand, MOO environments are divided into rooms. The whole
environment—a complex structure of a chain of “rooms’, composed of descriptions,
reponse, messages, tasks, verbs and properties, relies exclusvely on the MOO
database and the interpreter. In the essay Communication in the Virtual Classroom,
Colin Moock explains that these rooms should be understood as “aress’ that are
divided into specific components. Three types of environmental components make up
the area description: 1) Static Setting, the unchanging portrait of the area; 2) Tangible
Sating, the manipulable, interactive portions of the area and 3) Dynamic Setting, the
changing dements of the area. “Following the area description comes a ligt of the
contents of the area. The lig of contents is automaticaly generated by the MOO
according to what is currently defined as “being in the are’ (Moock 2). The find
section of each area (“Avallable Exits’) provides, for quick reference, the methods by
which the user may leave tha area. By reading descriptions such as the setting of a
room, and by writing actions such as ‘go north’, the user interacts with his or her

environment.
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In order to conditute community, it is necessacy for MUD members to contrive
gpecific verbdizations of physcad conditions, that is, to condruct metgphors. Bjorn
Sorenssen notes that the space metaphor in connection with the present date of
electronic on-line communication is characterized by a double determination —‘the
container metaphor: space as a room and the orientational metaphor: space as outward
movement” (8). By using orientational metaphors, MOO members expand the MOO
territory. In paticular, Beaubien dates that to understand MUDs, one has to
underg¢and the crucid role that computer programming plays in the desgn and
everyday functioning of MUDs. Beaubien remembers tha snce most MUDs dlow
some form of computer programming within the game, players can actudly change
the game itsdlf asthey play.

The necessty of desgn —of form and content—Ilinked to the idea of the metgphor is
an promisng issue for sudents in the fidd of Media as it is reated to the need of
cregting condructivist learning environments than then could be trandated into media
experiences directed to the audience. In my opinion, it should be of specid interest of
Media Studies program to design and develop modes that dlow us to observe how
the globd computer networks will further develop and how they will affect
individuds and society in dl leves In MediaMOO, the desgn process implies
settings and object creation in community. Certainly the design of space belongs to a
different nature and discipling different from supporting tasks related to
communication. However, in cyberspace, the design of space comes together with the
redization of communication processes among actud and future users of that space.
When it comes to specific systems based on human-computer interaction, as Bardini
dates, the role of designer blends with that of the communicator, to create an endless
didog with the user of the system. In a MOQ, digging and congtructing spaces follow
a logic or argument more than one of architecture. Space building in MOOs creates
“dtuations’ in the way participates engage in the on-going process of piecing together
pats. Cicognani explains that “As in any other programming language, verbs can be
“chained’, which means that a verb can cdl a series of other verbs and change a

matrix properties, plus output messages in response to the action” (6). In MOOs,



there is an implementation of reflexive desgn, as Badini explans, “When usng a
system, the user should be able to change it, to re-design it. To cal for an extended
virtudity isto cdl for an dternate redity where roles can be exchanged” (18).

All things congdered, MediaMOOQO, as a case study, highlights the importance of the
formation of an interpretative community in the process of learning to understand
Media In this sudy | have careful observed how in MediaMOO the means of
conversationd role mixing of creators and spectators widened the possbilities and
promises of the cregtions involved, an aspect that motivated me dong the lines as
potentia for Media Studies.

My questions from now on are rather directed towards whether or not Media students
percelve themsdves as beonging to a community, and if so, how do they characterize
that community? And furthermore: How can program planners promote community in
our academic context and gain the benefits of an effective ‘membership’ for everyone
involved? The presence of a community, whether online or ondgte incdudes
commitment to a common purpose, recognition of members and guests and
contributors. Community should be incorporated in the future of media readability
especidly when it comes to Media Graduate Studies because we must make use of the
unredized potentid of the Internet as not only as a media format but as a learning
environment. But for that to happen as member Peter Wasilko points out in essay
Online Communities. Supporting Sociability, designing usability, is necessary a
mutua combination of human reationsips and technology, “Communities with good
sociability have socid policies that support the community’s purpose and ae
understandable, socidly acceptable and practicable. Successful  online  communities
dso need software with good usability that is intuitive to learn, consstent and
predictable.” (1)

To a condderable degree, | see the example of MediaMOO as a comprehenson of
crucid parameters that fud the computer software and network culture. Contrary to
many experiments with this category of MOOs, creators of MediaMOO took care of
not only to stretch the ways the technology can creste a “conference’, but stretching
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the metaphor of “conference’ to creste a whole new form of socid and intellectud
event for the Internet.  Over time, for each MediaMOOer, hisher own collection of
data (objects, rooms, sessons, conversations) came to be interesting and important for
evoking their Internet experiences. MediaMOO participants were strongly  influenced
by ingght, subjective fedings, and educated guesses. Thus each individud’'s
repertoire was reflected in his’her space and presence on the MOO. Each colleague
gave thelr data to incorporate into other colleagues modds, which came to be the
essence of the communication task performed on this system.

When | asked about the red use of a sysem like MediaMOO in Media Studies,
member Sering was both expectant and doubtful. He told me that the interactions
with among people in related fidlds would certainly be vauable, as would the notion
of active socid/professond relationships with colleagues around the globe. However,
he pointed out that nowadays an improved leved of interaction exists more commonly
among students and new professionds; therefore, projects like MediaMOO are not as
vitd in laying out such opportunities and concepts for them. Neverthdess, Sering
pointed out that interaction of media and communication—of spesking, acting,
building, and cregting—that was at the core of MediaMOO and related projects would
help sudents find those connections between media and human interaction that are
vitd to the continua growth of new media | support Sering when he says that
despite the fact that “connections’ of technology and human are becoming more
common now, MOOs will be good for reinforcing those interconnections. He adso
agrees that more diverse media incorporated into such spaces would help even more.
Thus, for Sering the emergence of aMultiMediaM OO is an imminent fact.

As a find point, | would like to recdl that the roots of the word Cyberspace well
describe any space that is a fidd for human effects through environmenta interaction.
In her essay Will the Real Body Please Stand Up, Sandy Stone explains that in the
environment in question, tha is in the socid world of virtud culture that she cdls
technosociality, technics is nature. “When exploration, rationdization, remaking, and
control mean the same thing, then nature, technics and the Structure of meaning have
become indigtinguishable. The technosocid subject is able successfully to navigate
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through this treacherous new world. She is condituted as part of the evolution of
communications technology and of the human organism, in a time in which
technology and organism ae collgpang, imploding into each othe” (18). From the
sources | consulted, | can extract that many believe that MOO has been the forerunner
of technology that will in the future provide the sort of Structure needed for the
“common place’ of civilized society.

With this study | believe | contribute to the trend of the network culture with a view to
effectively incorporating the notion and the practice of technology into Media Studies.
Technology properly refers to any human organization of tool use. Technology,
Media and Cyberspace evoke a shared space of common gods that has been made
habitable by credible and memorable things (cregtions) in De Certeau’s notions. This
comprehengve sense of “habitability” should be conddered in the design of new
pedagogies in Media Studies. MediaMOO is a remarkable exploration of this idea to
be taken into further directions.
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