Communities Assignment for ll/15/05

In traditional societies, communities are geographically focused.  With the rise of modern transportation and communications technologies, “community” changes, so that the resid​ent​ial neighborhood is supplemented by “communities without propinquity” – that is, sets of people who interact and share some identity even though they do not live in the same lo​cale.  Often these are “communities of limited liability” – that is, communities that en​gage less of their members’ selves and require less from their members than the tradit​ion​al geographically organized com​munity. 

The Internet has contributed to this trend by erasing distance as a barrier to the formation of such communities.   In particular, the Internet is useful in permitting interaction among people who are spatially isolated from others with whom they share significant identities.   (The Internet is especially useful if those identities are stigmatized, so that people are re​luctant to reveal them to those in their immediate vicinity.)  

For this assignment, we would like your group (members assigned below) to study types of communities available to Internet users with particular interests. Each group will investigate an on-line “community” organized on the basis of one of the following:

1.  Food (e.g. communities organized around cooking or “foodiness”)

2.  Health (e.g. communities organized particular kinds of illness or health practices)

3.  Politics (communities organized around particular political interests, causes, or preferences)

4.  Leisure or lifestyle preferences (communities organized around shared preferences for certain athletic pursuits, hobbies, sexual practices, artistic tastes, etc.).

We use the term “on-line community” to refer to the network of interactive sites available to people with a particular shared identity or interest  --- not a single site and the people who participate in it. Choose one such on-line community from the general category assigned.  By “interactive site” we refer to a site that offers resources to participants and provides at least some opportunity for interaction among participants: list-serv, newsgroup or usenet groups, chat rooms, Yahoo groups,  or similar spaces (monitored or unmonitored), or software-driven distributed problem-solving/information-compiling.   

Each team should make a presentation of 15 minutes on its on-line community.  How many web sites did you find? What kind? What are the patterns of interlinkages among them (and how up to date are they)?  Do these linking patterns add up to a single integ​rated community of sites, or a set of disparate subcommunities? What is the division of labor between commercial, nonprofit, and informally organized sites?  What kinds of opportunities for interaction are provided, and how do people use them?  If you place a question on the list-serve do you get responses? What’s going on in the chatrooms or Yahoo groups or other venues?   Are there other interactive spaces?  To what extent is communication on the sites dominated by messages from knowledgeable professionals or experts; to what extent does it comprise “regular people” communicating with one another?   What else did you find that is interesting?

Team assignments (anti-alphabetical for a change):

Food:  Liz, Sherry, Jonathan
        


Health: Karl, William, Amy Leisure/Lifestyle   Peter, Aishwarya, Tavi

Politics:.Maggie, Eric, Jess 

