Torill Elvira Mortensen, Dr. art

Keynote blogtalk 2.0 Vienna July 5th 2004.

Dialogue in slow motion: The pleasure of reading and writing across the web

Why do I blog?

At one point all bloggers are asked that crucial question: “Why do you blog?”  Make a google search on “why do I blog” and  “Why I blog” and you get 5140 hits.  Or at least I did, June 28th.  This indicates that a lot of bloggers at a certain point in their blogging career consider their reason for blogging.  Reading through a few of these posts indicates that google has not only found 5140 hits to a phrase, it has found as many reasons for blogging.  

Anders Jacobsens post march 6th 2003 is a typical “why I blog” post.  Its main message is: “Because it satisfies some of my needs” – in this case organising his thoughts, ideas and links, practicing his English writing skills and maintaining a web presence.  

Elmine Wijnia blogs because it helps her clear her mind – it gives her a kind of release.  This is the simplest case of blog conversation as reported by Aldo de Moor and Lilia Efimova in their working paper “An argumentational analyses of Weblogs”: “In a simplest case, a weblog post is embedded into a “conversation with self”, a personal narrative used to articulate and to organise his own thinking.”  

Phattboi blogs because three people needs his unique wisdom, according to his tongue-in-cheek post June 16th 2004.   The writer who calls him/her self “A simpleton in a complex world” answers the question like this on May 26th 2004:

Why do I BLOG? That's a question I cannot answer. I guess it's just fun looking at other peoples's blogs that it makes you want to have one too. But after 2 or 3 times, you just kinda forget about it until a few months later. But by then, you'll be thinking, I've left it for so long, I don't feel like blogging anymore. 

Anyway, I'll try my best to just keep blogging. Just to remind myself about what I did at this and this date.

See ya.

And that was the only post on the blog, at the time I checked.

All the answers I have found have one common denominator: communication.  Even in this post, which is mostly concerned with the individual’s experience of others, the main focus is communication.  The simpleton’s blogging desire springs from having read what others write, and wish to be part of that: “you want to have one too.”

All the bloggers whose “why do I blog” reason I have read assume some sort of communication.  They all assume an “other”.  So let us focus, for a minute, on “the other”.

The virtual and the factual other

Communication is one of the most basic and most important of human pleasures.  If you, like me, assume that society has developed by the “carrot and stick” method, you understand the importance of pleasure in human species survival.  And communication enhances and confirms even those pleasures that do not directly spring from communication.

Stein Bråten shows in the article “The Virtual Other” (Bråten 1992) how children from a very tender age engage in communication.  At six weeks baby Nasreen sings a duet with her father, soft tones in turn-taking mode, typical of conversations.  Bråten also describes how his two years old daughter understands the distress of the four year old sister and comforts her.  Both are examples of a very early and very clear understanding of “the other”

In order to communicate, Bråten claims, we need to accept the existence of “others” beyond the “self”.  And he introduces several postulates of the virtual other in newborns’ minds (Bråten 1992:80).  The main points of these postulates are that the virtual other is hardwired into human beings.  We are born with the capacity to understand the concept of “other”.  There is a space in the mind of children that lets them invite real others into communication, this space, or operating circuit, permits infants to feel the presence of actual others as they replace virtual others, and so permits dyads – mainly adult-infant dyads, to exhibit protodialogue.  We are hardwired to accept the existence of others, and to communicate with them.  

While we have all been babies at some point, I do not remember enough about that period to say if Bråten is right, but common sense very much agrees, so I am not arguing.  Instead, I find that the pure pleasure of communication makes this very likely, and that communicating is experienced as a need.  Abraham Maslow has developed a pyramid of needs, where he starts out with the physiological.  If you look at the different strategies humans use in order to secure these needs, communication is vital.  The human species must learn how to communicate in order to ensure basic survival.

The original slime

This puts us right up there together with the slime mold and the ants.  Steve Johnson’s book Emergence makes the communication pattern of slime mold and ants available to us poor humanists, who haven’t dissected a frog since highscool.  The slime mold baffled the researchers, as it acted in what appeared to be a rational manner, but with nothing sophisticated enough to be understood as a “brain”, a pacemaker steering the clusters of cells.  When the researchers stopped looking for a centralised unit that controlled the motion and started assuming that communication, not direction was what ensured the regeneration of the mold, they came much closer to a functioning model (Johnson 2001:15).  There was, in each single cell, an ability to recognize outside stimuli and to respond to it, and also to send similar signals.  This is communication.

Another example from Steven Johnson, just because I really love his analogues of slime, ants and humans.  The ant queen is supposed to run the anthill.  But in reality she is just the fertile slave of the colony: the breeder who ensures new lives and a functioning colony.  She is kept prisoner within the hill, and hidden at times of attack (Johnson 2001:31).  The ants communicate through scents, and organise their colony according to a tested pattern, the organisation decided through statistics rather than conscious decisions.

Both of these examples put emphasis on how recognising and interacting with others is not learned, it is hard-wired as a condition for species survival.  This points back to the virtual other Stein Bråten presumes present in the human mind, and while Maslow’s pyramid does not list communication as a need, at all levels of the pyramid it is a major tool in order to ensure those needs.  We are, not really, that far from the slime mold as we may perhaps think.  What makes us different is the sophistication of communication and the extreme amount of different channels and modes we have created for it.

Time, space and blogs

One of the things that tend to confuse people in their desire to lock blogs into a category of writing is their informal, immediate and almost oral quality.  But when they are treated like the transitory oral media, they tend to twist back and bite with their well-preserved archived teeth.  In the article “Blogging Thoughts” Jill Walker and I demonstrate one such example: the “cockroach comment” by Henry Jenkins.  A quick resumé:  Henry Jenkins, professor at MIT, called bloggers “cockroaches” in the introductory lines of an article called “blog this”.  Obediently the bloggers blogged their opinions.  Shortly after that Henry Jenkins not only had the introduction altered, he also addressed the blog community through the medium of one of his students’ blogs, the blog of Elin Sjursen.  In this address he claimed that he had never used the c-word, it was the editor’s fault.  Be that as it may, since 2003 Technology Review has had a blog, and Henry Jenkins is one of the writers.

Blogs exist somewhere between the modalities of written and aural communication.  Astri Heen Wold (1992) summarises the debate on oral and written communication as a debate on differences, and looks at the issue from another angle in her article “Oral and Written Language: Arguments against a simple Dichotomy”.  I will use this article as a background for a brief outline of a modality of blogging, and address  the assumptions and confusion that I find frequently lead to frustration and even aggression and unhappiness in the blog community.  

Oral language is auditory and primarily temporally structured.  Written language is visual and spatially organised.  Oral language is evanescent, the written mode is enduring.  Speech is modulated by prosody, intonation and pauses, while graphic characteristics modify the written message. (Wold 1992:176)

She also introduces two “prototypical” communication situations:

“Dialogue, a shared here-and-now, informal, and communication partners knowing each other.”

“Monologue, no shared here-and-now, formal, and communications partners unknown to each other.” (Wold, 1992:179)

She also focuses on two processes of differences:

“1) Speaking is faster than writing.

2) The speaker is in direct interaction with the listener, while this is not the case for the writer.” (Wold 1992:180)

Wold’s examples of the blurring of this dichotomy are all pre-www. The existence of the world wide web and particularly blogs blurs this dichotomy further.

Today writing is only marginally slower than speaking.  Often it is quicker, particularly when you need to involve a number of people in dialogue at the same time.  The speed with which large amounts of text can be found, edited and shared among a number of people far exceeds the rather tedious process of reading the same text out loud from, for instance, a lectern.  The production of the text may have been slower than the reading, but the sharing is very fast.

Today the writer can be in direct contact with the reader.  Chats, MUDs, MOOs, instant messengers and a wide range of other means of real-time textual communication have been out there for a long time.  The distance does not significantly delay the text.  If you are using an ICQ chat you can even see the other person type each letter, it is immediately transmitted.  Still slower than some people speak, but it has the advantage over listening to somebody really slow – like, from Hedmark if you are Norwegian – that you can look away and then look back, and the message is still there.

And this is the confusing point.  You have the speed, the immediacy, the two-way turntaking dialogue, you look away… and the message is still there.

Like the passing of notes in a classroom, online communication breaks down the modality of the spoken word, as we share a now, and in many way we also share a “here”, if the here we share is the online space.  There is immediacy, interaction and informality, and the parties “know” each other as well as they wish to share – as we do with everybody.  Knowing what the flesh self looks like does not reveal the inner core of the other human being.

On the other hand is the monologue.  Is this not a monologue?  I would never dare post a long post like this on my blog, but here I can expect you all to listen to me and my voice, pleasant as it is, for 30 minutes straight.  We share a here and we share a now, but we are still in two very different spaces: I am in the space that works as a stage, you are in the space that serves the audience, and these spaces, geographically close as they are, still carry enough power that we do not cross the boundaries randomly.  It may be done as a protest, a demonstration, and some of you may be provoked by my statement to cross the boundaries to my “here” from your “here”, but that does not change the fact that we are in different spaces even if we are in the same place.

The tyranny of here and now

If we focus only on blogs, we will see that they are oral in their modality, but do not lose the benefit of the written word.  A blog lets us have quick communication, offering the “now”, but at the same time it frees us of the “now”.  If the blog has comments and trackbacks, it invites to a both “now” and “here” conversation, while at the same time liberating both parties from both here and now.  It is possible to make quick comments and receive quick responses.  In this exchange there is a turn-taking which can be confusing, as all participants are cast into a new situation with the new media, where they can be both reader and writer – at least if they have a blog.

This makes the blog a confusing medium.  It appears to invite and promise oral immediacy, but it allows for written distance and delay.  It invites informal, emotional communication, personal and close, but it allows for formality and officiousness.  Personally I have encountered this confusion.  As some of you may know, I have at the time no comments, no trackbacks and no rss feed or other tools to make life easier for those who want to follow up what I write.  This really annoyed another blogger, at the time recently converted to the gospel of comments and trackbacks.  In an email discussion about this topic the Norwegian blogger, Håkon Styri pointed out that this might be a throwback from the oral nature of blogging.  

In an oral dialogue, people expect turn-taking to be the norm.  We wait politely, and when the other has talked for a certain amount of time and need to breathe, it’s our turn.  If the blog does not offer a channel for response, the turn-taking will have to happen very differently.  The only way to take your turn in the dialogue, will be by thinking for a minute or two before you send an email (not really all that slow), or by replying in your own blog and risk never to be noticed.

An other example of what I will term a confusion of modalities is Dave Winer’s many editions on Scripting news.  And I know I am putting my hand into a wasps nest right now, please bear with me until I have finished the argument.  I find that the behaviour of Dave Winer which at one point inspired the Winer Watcher written by Mark Pilgrim – described by Thomas Jogin in jogin.com – is an example less of stupidity or stubbornness, and more of a difference in understanding of the modality of blogs.

Winer appears to insist that his blog is an oral medium.  He treats it as if he is in a constant flow of conversation, where he can at any given time say: “but that’s not what I meant, what I really meant to say was…”  His many corrections, what Jonathon Delacour calls “Doing a Dave”, are like those little clarifications that we feel are needed in conversations when we get pushed on a topic where we perhaps said things a little before engaging the brain.  

I find that the recent upheaval around weblog.com is an example of this: People expected communication and notifications from Winer with the long-term vision and the formality of the written language.  Winer delivered it with the expediency and the informality of the spoken language.  He even underlined this by giving his reasons in spoken form: rather than writing, he speaks his lines explaining why and post an audio file.  When time passes and the context changes and Winer’s mind with it, he still treats his statements as oral, and claims people have misunderstood.  The anger and frustration he is then met with, as people dig into archives and confront him with his written words is another clash of modalities.  If he had spoken the words there would have been a thousand conflicting records.  At one point Winer himself created those many conflicting records.  In this case he just treats them as if they do conflict.  

Sidewalks and gaps

To be able to use not just blogs, but all the different new communication tools the computer and the networks linking them offers us, we have to learn to live with a different modality.  This demands a certain flexibility and willingness to focus on the nature of the channel and its benefits.  The computer networks offers, more than anything else, storage space for information, a way to organise and recall information, and tools to recall the information in a wide range of different combinations.  This is what makes computer-games so special, but we are not here to talk about that other love of mine.  Just let it rest there in your mind, because what we will be talking about is not the frustration of online communication, but the playfulness and the joy.

Writing a blog is a practice in patience and in exhibitionism.  You write a post, and leave it for the world to see, and it sits out there quietly, observed, not looking back.  A little piece of your mind, your thoughts and ideas open to be observed, sitting all alone on the world wide web.  Then you write another to keep it company, and an other… and suddenly you have thousands of posts and five readers, and barely know what happened in between.

There are several ways to look at the process of writing a blog.  Wolfgang Iser writes of the play of the text (Iser 1987:327): “Authors play games with readers, and the text is the playground.”  While we can say much about Iser’s concept of the text itself as a game, in relation to weblogs, the text does play according to certain rules, and it plays both with its readers and with other texts.  In the interactions, perhaps in the conflicts between weblog writers, we see the outline of competition and play, or as Iser describes it:

The multiplicity of differences that give rise to play and also result from it can never be totally removed but may in fact increase with attempts at eradication.  Consequently, the “supplement” arises not only out of the winning of the game (i.e., establishing meaning) but also, at the same time, out of freeplay – not least because freeplay itself would remain ungraspable if it did not have some form of manifestation. (Iser 1987:329)

In between the blog-posts, what we do is engage in play.  The tension of a blog is rarely in the eloquent prose, although some writers do manage to pull that off, but mostly in the space crated by the link.  Through following the links in a post you find yourself caught between a wide set of different opinions, expressions and views of a topic.  The post you really read is not just the one on that one blog, but the ones the writer links to, and the interplay between these references.  Let us take an example from Anne Galloway’s Purse Lips Square Jaw, a post from June 29th, First count, about the recent election in Canada.

“First count” refers to several different articles, all connected to the theme of Galloway’s post.  But each of them also tells something else.  They speak of her political interest expressed not just in words but also in her choice in online reading, her meticulous research before writing a relatively short post, and of the political topics discussed in Canada currently.  They also let me read and expand my knowledge on Canadian politics uncontrolled by Anne, as the links give me new sources of information and different information from what Anne directly links to.  I can make up an opinion, and not just about the topic she has posted on, but also on the quality of her sources, the way they are skewed and perhaps even something about the general trend in Canadian politics.

All of this happens in the spaces between the texts.  Another typical blogpost is this, by zephoria, or Danah Boyd, at misbehaving net: The privilege to not fight.  This is the last in a discussion, where zephoria returns to her own former post on misbehaving and links to the post of pete on Power of many: Again with the “Women and Blogging meme”, where pete responds to posts on Mamamusings and Misbehaving.  The tension of the posts is in what happens between them, their relationships to other posts, and the activity that results from this in the reader as well as in the writer.

This space between the texts can be compared to the sidewalk.  Johnson writes about the sidewalks, and how they are the primary conduit for the flow of information between the residents of cities (Johnson 2001:94).  “Sidewalks provide both the right kind and the right number of local interactions.  They are the gap junctions of city life.”

Challenge, mastery and pleasure

If the space we live in online is a city – and I think it is, I think the Global Village of Marshall McLuhan as we perhaps see it online is really not a village but a city, with neighbourhoods and ghettos, avenues, shops, dives and, yes, sidewalks.  

In this case the blogs and the spaces between them inhabit the sidewalks.  Of course, there are others here with us, but in the global city of the net, the sidewalk is where we stroll along.  The blog permits for quick exchange or for slow, leisurely contemplation.  We are not driving the information highway, zooming past on the way to the supermarket of Amazon or to the large national libraries.  The bloggers stroll slowly, leisurely trough their blogrolls.  Johnson compares the sidewalk with the highway, and points out that you do not understand a neighbourhood in the city by driving through it.  The same goes for a blog.  It exists within a certain context, living in dialogue with a certain group of writers and readers, and to understand it reading one post is not enough.  To understand and appreciate you need to pause and spend time in this universe of linkage.  As Johnson phrases it:

Encountering diversity does nothing for the global system of the city unless that encounter has a chance of altering your behaviour.  There has to be feedback between agents, cells that change in response to the changes in other cells.  At sixty-five miles an hour, the information transmitted between agents is too limited for such subtle interactions, just as it would be in the ant world if a worker ant suddenly began to hurtle across the desert floor at ten times the speed of her neighbors. (Johnson 2001:96)

The need to slow down and follow the trail laid by the blogger is also a challenge.  The blogger’s intent and ideas are not always obvious conclusions, the material is not always straight-forwards, and sometimes things are interpreted from a very different angle than the expected one.  Cultural diversity and a global audience and writership ensures this.  Understanding the blog community means participating in it, investing something, perhaps just your time as a lurker.  This investment makes you vulnerable, and the vulnerability reveals that you have something to lose.  It has become a game.

It is not a game that needs to be hard to play.  You can choose the level and the mode, play it slow and safe, talk about topics you know, keep out of the shallow waters where opinions break on opinions in dramatic waves – post when ever you like and regulate the feed-back by forcing people to search for your email or post in their own cherished space.  I consider myself to be that kind of blogger, timid and slow, a thinker, not a fighter.  Or you can play hard and fast – open op for feedback, track down every trackback and search for references, keeping the challenge high, the game fast, using all the tools and proving your mastery to the world.  I consider Jill Walker of Jill/txt to be one of the fast players, the hardcore bloggers of the blog community I consider my neighbourhood.  She displays, flaunts, almost, her mastery of the blog medium, and integrates it deeply into her professional life.

In my studies of pleasure in games, you know, that other love-affair of mine, the main focus is that of the tension between flow and control.  The many layers of complexity allows for the same kind of tension in blogging.  A naïve simple player like me can set certain rules for herself, and then make them more complicated as time and skills grow, keeping the challenge high enough to avoid boredom, but low enough that it does not totally go beyond my skills and energy.  A sophisticated player can do the same, but at a very different level, by adding design, scripts that perform interesting things when triggered, features to search, track and also deny.  Mihaly Csikzentmihalyi writes about the experience of control: 

As this example illustrates, what people enjoy is not the sense of being in control, but the sense of exercising control in difficult situations.  It is not possible to experience a feeling of control unless one is willing to give up the safety of protective routines.  Only when a doubtful outcome is at stake, and one is able to influence that outcome, can a person really know whether she is in control. (1992:61)

Back to the beginning

The title of this speech was “Dialogue in slow motion - the pleasure of writing and reading across the web”.  I have, through all of this, aimed at this title, and I think I have managed to touch on it occasionally.  Let me recoup the main points.

· Communication and the concept that there are others out there to communicate with is hardwired into the human mind.  Dialogue is the main interaction pattern for this communication.

· Dialogue is not only an oral genre.  There can be written dialogues, and they can happen at a varying speed.  .

· Blogs are dialogic in their form and nature, but they are written. The problem with written dialogue is the confusion of different modalities, we have different expectations to written communication and oral communication.

· Blogging is fun and games, and it gives us a feeling of mastery, of control, it gives us a neighbourhood to be important within.

That is what I have tried to say today, thank you all for your patience while I meandered my way towards it.
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