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De-Commercialize Commerce:

A Case for Abstraction

Synopsis: This paper seeks an effective, uncommercialized, politically and economically resistant engine of commerce to counterbalance the effect of commercialization on peer production in the World Wide Web. The paper establishes the centrality of engines to the increasing commercialization of the Web, informed by media theorist Anne Helmond's recent software study of blog-Search engine relations. Two emergent examples of non-commercialized engines of commerce are presented. The first, github, successfully integrates social networking, source code hosting, and Benkler's 'nonmarket production'  with a business model that generates increasing revenue streams while remaining uncommercialized. The second, a decentralized fanediting subculture, faces several limits to overall growth that are shown to also constrain the Web as a whole. The paper identifies these impediments and suggests a techno-social adaptation in response. In conclusion, a unique engine for generating this adaptation attempts expression.

If the World Wide Web has a body, there is a hole gaping through whatever serves as its heart. Over a decade after beginning in earnest, the wholesale commercialization of the Web is nearly complete. Whereas in the mid-90s mere participation in the network was a strong claim to an authenticity of intention, the actualization of capital incentives through ad revenue has resulted in a signal to noise ratio so low that it is increasingly becoming prohibitively time consuming to distinguish between the honest actors and the dishonest ones.  Not only has the ratio of authentic versus inauthentic voices dropped precipitously, the very nature of ranking statistical relevancy has been hopelessly commercialized. The once considerable diversity of search engines has imploded to the point where there is only one dominant general-purpose search engine (Google) with several second-tier alternatives clinging to brand names established during the initial period of search engine diversity (Yahoo, MSN). While undesirable at a theoretical or political level, this gravitation towards a singular repository of links and a singular approach to searching them is by itself benign. It is only with the obvious coagulation of the engine with self-hosted engines of ad revenue that serious moral concerns come to surface. Or, to continue the initial metaphor of the Web as a body with a hole: the combined commercialization of the Web in general, and the singularization of searching around one consciously self-interested, ad-obsessed engine, forced the transition from a theorized, invisible not-yet-a-hole into a festering wound that threatens to rot the Web from inside out.

A lack of commercial incentive presented the early Web with its own form of quality control. While fact finding and source checking remained important, the sheer dedication it took to hand code a respectable-looking web site in HTML 3.1 at least implied authentic intentions. Today a new blog with an attractive interface can be started in seconds. This ease of setup plays no small role in the expansive ubiquity of splogs (spam blogs). Researchers at the University of Maryland developed tools to detect splogs and report that in 2006 and 2007 splogs make up 56% of the total number of English speaking blogs.
 Before AdWords/PageRank and the integration of those things with the evolving blogosphere, ad fraud profitability lay in artificially increasing a click count through manual scripting of programs engineered specifically for that purpose. Now it is the manipulation of the search engine results themselves that is profitable and search engine results increasingly correlate with this 'will to profit'. Web pages that have no such motive must fight for ranking against those that do, implying that noncommercial or uncommercialized content may eventually need to adopt the methods and tools of commercialization in order to reach readers.

Forces of Commercialization

Media theorist Anne Helmond has provided a timely analysis of the relations between the blogosphere and search engines in her research paper “Blogging for Engines.”   Contributing to the emerging field of software studies, the paper establishes that these blog-engine relations increasingly shape expression on the blogosphere as blog software increasingly targets search engines and bloggers compete for PageRank by writing for engines. In her section “Bloggers Under the Influence of Search Engines,” Helmond writes of the explosion of spam bloggers (sploggers). An exploit  on the very connective tissues that have grown between engines and the blogosphere (trackbacks, pingbacks, PageRank, etc.), splogs themselves represent the cutting edge of commercialization on the Net precisely because they are nothing more than the ads they serve. They ambivalently extort visitors and advertising partners alike by plagiarizing content from across the web and artificially inflating their PageRank to become a top search result (Helmond, pg. 95-96). Encased inside these channels of pure commercial drive, plagiarized content can actually achieve a higher visibility than it enjoyed in its non-spam context. As ambivalent as the search giant itself is to anything beyond the serving and clicking of ads, splogging represents a surreal ultimate realization of the Google/AdWords angle of commerce.

The 'commercialization of the Web'
  includes much more than spam and the splogosphere. It is in the presence of AdWords, banners, Flash ads, and pop-up windows on nearly every site that is not actively political or organizational until the very medium of the web page is saturated by commercials. It is in the massive amounts of personal and statistical information held by the hosts of social networks, available to the highest bidder. These same social networks host thousands of applications designed for the purpose of gaining new vectors for the same data that the social networking hosts exist to collect. Beyond even that, the commercialization of the Web expresses and metabolizes itself in the increasing desire among large swathes of its populace to turn 'self' into capital, to become famous for the representation of self online. Last but not least it is in the enormous databases of statistical information gathered by the advertisers themselves, the extent of which is not clearly known but universally understood. Unless a user takes significant precaution every movement will be tracked.

To further clarify, commercialization of the Web is not simply the same as the transfer of commerce to the Web. There is a definition of commerce that is a synonym for conversation—that is, a necessity of existence belonging to the same sociolingual class as communication and intercourse. Commercialization, however, is a dangerous frivolity of capitalism: the spending of capital for further capital gain and opportunity. It is the process of saturating of the very medium with advertisement and profit motive, in this case the web page. Its unifying force is even embodied fractally by a stark lack of English synonyms. Commerce can and does happen unbound to capitalism, while commercialization is simply a word for the elemental force by which capitalism spreads. The subtlety of this distinction identifies the impulse to 'de-commercialize commerce'—this paper seeks effective adaptations to remove the predication of monetary inputs to initiate commerce, to initiate conversation.

Helmond's most hopeful observation is that there exists not just one but many blogospheres, each existing in a co-creative, symbiotic relation with the engines that index them (Helmond, p. 90). This implies that the commercialization of the Web may be less a symptom of intentions and more a function of a growing reliance on Google to fulfill searching, indexing, and commerce (revenue) needs.

Free Software: Essential Engine of Commerce


Luckily the Net itself has proven more resistant to otherwise intractable processes of capitalism. The correlation of this capacity for resistance to the amount that the Net's infrastructure relies on free and open source software cannot be overstated. A Net without free or open software is proprietary by definition, with all imaginable effects of that state either real or possible. The crucial mode of resistance that has saved us from this fate formally began in the early 1980s with Richard Stallman and the founding of an activist nonprofit organization called the Free Software Foundation (FSF) to support a the creation of a completely free operating system built 'in, of, and on' source code generated by completely transparent collaboration. In contrast to other organizational attempts at resisting capitalism, the FSF's activism exists in computer code and a legal adaptation to neutralize the commercialization of that code through a “viral” license called the GNU Public License (GPL) that forces all future revisions to code to remain as free as the revision of code before it. The founding of the FSF was a rally call that assembled a distributed army of freedom fighters enabled by the Net and source code Version Control Software
 to oppose the rapid commercialization of software as the microcomputer became mainstream in the 1980s. Twenty five years later the fruits of the GPL and its ideology now run the majority of servers on the Net.


The fundamental premise of the FSF, that code should and would be universally shared, was a longstanding tradition in the computer world that quickly died out as business plans and hierarchical management invaded the once insular anarchy of hackers. Stallman realized that if computers came to distribute the bulk of knowledge, then control of computers effectively controls the types and availability of knowledge. Many good programmers immediately recognized this threat and over time millions of volunteers have developed and contributed to software licensed under the FSF's GNU Public License. The libraries and compilers developed by the FSF are available and used on virtually every hardware platform in existence today. It has become a cornerstone of business for such giants as IBM and Sun Microsystems. Apple uses it to compile their proprietary Mac OS X and provides it as a crucial element of their developer toolchain. Free and open source software has spread like wildfire and even if they are not aware of it, every computer owner enjoys an extremely low opportunity cost to liberate themselves from proprietary operating systems and software.


This type of shared construction, what seminal network economist Yochai Benkler calls “nonmarket production,” is increasingly becoming the driving factor of business plans. Indeed, this nonmarket production, Benkler says, is “as rational and efficient given the objectives and material conditions of information production at the turn of the twenty-first century as the assembly line was for the conditions at the turn of the twentieth.” (Benkler, p. 463) This assertion forms both a basic thrust and effect of his investigation into networked information economies that Benkler presents in his book The Wealth of Networks.

Github: High Potential Uncommercialized Engine of Commerce


A perfect example is github. Dubbed “social networking for geeks” (though they prefer their own marketing phrase “social code hosting,” or the recently pared down “social coding”), github has combined the git distributed version control system (VCS) with a well implemented and uncommercialized Web 2.0 interface. The GPL licensed git VCS shares with other members of its generation a crucial shift from the decentralized to the distributed networking. This shift essentially makes all copies, called repositories, of a project's source code equivalent in technical importance—any single repository can act in the capacity of an “official” branch. All contributions are carefully tracked as they represent not only who did what, but how to merge different repositories back together.
 


Unveiled to the public with the marketing tagline “Git hosting: no longer a pain in the ass,” github quickly became home to user submitted repositories of popular projects. This opened the codebases of existing projects to this new form of “social coding.” Many of these unofficial github repositories become so important to development of their respective projects that those projects switch the hosting of their official repositories to github as well. These high profile shifts serve to elevate the profile of github and include programming languages, web application frameworks such as the expanding Ruby on Rails, and even the source code of popular websites such as Digg and TechCrunch. For every large and pre-existing project that makes the move, hundreds of new projects are begun by github members. The fusion of a distributed VCS with a slick, ad-free social networking interface of which even heavyweight web programmers approve has propelled github to a leadership position in online source code hosting in less than a year and a half. By providing uncommercialized hosting to free and open source projects (all real or potential engines of commerce themselves) while generating revenue by hosting private repositories for a fee, github embodies the potential of a business model that elevates commerce above commercialization.

Fanediting and Constraints to Commerce


In contrast, the emergence of “fanediting” provides an example of uncommercialized, nonmarket production that faces serious constraints to expansion. The act of personally editing commercially released film material in order to overcome perceived shortcomings of the original film, fanediting involves the inclusion of deleted scenes found on DVD releases, the removal of scenes deemed cinematically detrimental, and even complicated procedures of restoration and digital editing. The canonical history of the fanediting community begins with an edit of George Lucas' controversial Star Wars: The Phantom Menace called The Phantom Edit. Credited simply to the Phantom Editor,
 The Phantom Edit begins with the text crawl iconic of the Star Wars films, only the text from the original film has been replaced with an explanation from the Phantom Editor to the viewing audience: 

Anticipating the arrival of the newest Star Wars film, some fans, like myself, were extremely disappointed by the finished product. 

So being someone of the “George Lucas Generation”, I have re-edited a DVD, of “The Phantom Menace”, into what I believe is a much stronger film by relieving the viewer of as much story redundancy, pointless Anakin actions and dialogue, and Jar Jar Binks, as possible. 

I created this version to bring new hope to a large group of Star Wars fans that felt unsatisfied by the seemingly misguided theatrical release of, “The Phantom Menace”. 

To Mr. Lucas and those that I may offend with this re-edit, I am sorry :(

This simple text succinctly introduces key expectations of the community towards fanedits: that they exist to create a better cinematic experience than official versions; that they are often done by and for those who feel very close to the source material or the fictional universe the source material inhabits; and that the editing is all performed on video extracted from commercially released DVDs. The last of these, the existential connection of edit to source represents a legal adaptation by which edits thrive to the extent they have so far: faneditors themselves insert a legal warning at the beginning of each edit that explicitly tells viewers that only ownership of the source material represents a legal means of owning the edit. Furthermore it implores anyone who bought an edit to report the seller and explicitly requests that its distribution be free. This last request tellingly mirrors the structure of the GPL when it offers legal ramifications for commercialization. Though not yet tested in any court, this method of indemnification provides a perceived level of legal protection that allows the community to feel comfortable engaging in the distribution of copyrighted materials. 


The fanediting community enjoys a running joke that George Lucas single handedly created a new art form through an interesting case of circular interplay. When George Lucas created the Special Editions in the 1990s and declared that they would be the only versions of the original Star Wars commercially available he set off a chain reaction. Concerned fans quickly created an online forum called OriginalTrilogy.com in order to collectively organize the transfer of LaserDisc Star Wars films (the only released digital version of the original theatrical versions) to DVD. This process, known as a “preservation effort,” continues to this day but was quickly eclipsed in the forum by the excitement generated through fanedit projects, starting with The Phantom Edit. Questions of material authenticity and artistic rights sparked debate. George Lucas had released extremely commercialized edits of embedded cultural icons which had inspired a preservation effort that created a forum which later ended up hosting edits of George Lucas' new films, which had failed as miserably with fans as the preservation-inspiring Special Editions before them. This circuitous causality seemed to beg a battle between the impulses of preservation and change.


Eventually this tension, as well as a desire to create a separate space to foster the emerging fanedit community, caused a popular faneditor to create the sites at Fanedit.org and FaneditForum.com. Known collectively as FE, these sites quickly became central to the fanediting community through strict levels of quality control, direct download links to approved fanedits, and an active forum. Rather than list every fanedit ever made, Fanedit.org endorses only those edits that adhere to community generated rules of coherence, quality, and originality. The site maintains a leadership position in the community despite several attempts by others to create a similar entry point to the community, as well as the removal of download links after a DMCA takedown notice was issued by the MPAA in November 2008. Following the laws of publicity, this takedown notice only served to increase the level of interest in fanediting and even benefited the community by re-aligning the FE sites along the content of edits rather than their distribution.


While Fanedit.org remains the gateway to the phenomenon, FaneditForum.com provides the infrastructure for community collaboration. New projects are announced, releases reviewed, and current projects discussed down to every detail. While an edit is often released with only one name attached, faneditors often engage in lengthy discussions of their ongoing projects where they ask for feedback from the community on problems or decisions they encounter. Experienced editors share techniques with newcomers, or “firslings.” Fans create new DVD cover and disc art for their favorite edits. Members review new edits and decide if they achieve the quality control standards, at which point the edit is endorsed and placed in the directory at Fanedit.org.
 Many faneditors go out of their way to thank the community when they release a new edit, citing the very existence of an active and participatory community for the edit's completion. The Forum also acts as a place to report attempted sales of fanedits, reports which are taken quite seriously by the community and by the editor most of all. Non-commercial distribution is cherished in the community not only for any perceived legal protection—the nature of the work as “by fans, for fans” means that monetary incentive would degrade the acceptability of the edit, whose true valuation is ideally based only on the relative appreciation of the intended audience.


While still in its relative infancy, fanediting is continuously gaining profile and increasing in size engine of commerce not only by driving the sales of blank DVD media, bandwidth and accounts at file hosting sites such as Rapidshare that represent the most reliable distribution channels—the purchasing of commercial DVDs for editing and indemnification purposes can not be ignored.  The number of people following the legal requirements of owning fanedits versus those who do not is unknown, but the expectations of the community are serious and well advertised. The general tone and familiarity with which members of the forum speak of the source material recommends the assumption that the core fans, at least, follow this communal rule. However, the gray area into which the industrial model of information economy has forced fanediting remains a source of tension for fans and editors alike and highlights several barriers to nonmarket production incidental to the industrial model.


The first barrier is the legal legitimacy of a faneditors output. Even editors who feel comfortable enough to share their work often disconnect themselves from distribution by shipping only one copy, to a friend in the community who uploads it for them. The architecture of the Net means that a faneditor can never have full control over the distribution of their work, which leaves the opportunity costs extremely low for those wishing to violate the explicit conditions under which the edit was released (ownership of the source DVD, no commercialization). Though there is still the threat of the community (and thus authorities) getting wind of such commercialization, this relatively low opportunity cost for piracy constitutes the largest threat to the fanediting community. From the November news announcement explaining the DMCA takedown notice:

Bootleggers are most responsible for the MPAA stepping in. It was brought to our attention that in Asia, Adywan’s STAR WARS REVISITED is pressed in high numbers and sold on black markets around the world as an official version. THIS is what endangers our art-form; Greed! Piracy! Thievery!
The Fanedit.org community has always reported every fanedit we found for sale to the authorities and we ask you to do the same. Selling and buying FanEdits is an absolute No-No and endangers everyone involved: the seller, the buyer and the faneditor.

This commercialization that occurs from the disconnection of the faneditor from the distribution of their edit mirrors the commercially perfect appropriation of legitimate content by the splogosphere on the Web. The susceptibility of noncommercial works to commercialization represents a fault line in the Net, a fracture caused by the intractable tension between the flow of explicitly noncommercial information and the appropriation and commercialization of that information by distant parties.


The second barrier to growth of fanediting is Digital Rights Management (DRM). The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) maintains a hardline stance in regards to DRM, fully expecting a legal right to dictate to the audience the exact terms and conditions under which a film can be viewed. The entire stance of DRM actively opposes fanediting, which by definition redistributes the terms and conditions of movie viewing to the audience. If DRM ever realizes its goal, fanediting will cease to exist. Here DRM and the stated purpose of DRM, to enable revenue streams associated with digital copies of a work, are at odds—“perfect” DRM would sever any potential for revenue streams through the purchasing of source material by the fanediting community. The content industries represented by the MPAA and RIAA believe that DRM is the only way to generate revenue from digital copies, despite significant evidence that DRM actually has the opposite effect.
 Their goal is a completely commercialized object, an un-modifiable, un-distributable, un-commerce-able piece of data that can serve as input to nothing. Even if considered reasonable, this solution does not solve the problem of the noncommercial remaining noncommercial when it relinquishes the mechanics of distribution. DRM resembles the War on Drugs in its application of a rights-limiting solution to resolve an essentially social problem. Perhaps the tools to resolve the commercialization of noncommercial information lie in a more social solution.

A Social Solution


Since my first login to Napster in 1999 I have contemplated the best means of transforming peer distribution into an engine of commerce that can satisfy the revenue requirements of artists without sacrificing the legal or technological rights of their audience.
 Additionally, such an engine must protect the desires of an artist when it comes to such things as keeping a noncommercial work noncommercial, or limiting a commercial release to noncommercial distribution. As the failure of DRM in both its imperfect and perfect form demonstrates, there are no acceptable ways to protect such desires that are of a purely technological nature. Rather than considering every potential customer a potential threat vector, a solution must instead see every potential customer as a potential advocate. The only threat an audience should pose is their traditional threat—the threat of disliking a piece of work.


Since it will rely more heavily on social methods of maintaining the integrity of an artist's wishes for distribution, I will begin by describing the technological adaptation. Essentially the proposition involves implementing a ‘wrapper’ for digital objects that provides descriptions of that object  a public encryption key
 of the original ‘creator’, the licensing terms of the object, the URL of the server that tracks the object, and the encryption key of the user that provided you with the object. When User A downloads the object, they are socially expected to “sign” the object with a unique public encryption key. This encryption key identifies an individual and is associated with a universal identity along the lines of OpenID, but isn't.
  The actual signing process involves contacting the tracking server and uploading the public key of User A, the public key that was embedded in the object by the previous user, and an identifier that is unique for each object. The tracker adds the User A’s key to a list of such keys associated with that data object and takes note of the key of the user that provided User A with the object. The object itself is also signed with User A’s public encryption key, which replaces the key embedded by the previous user. This three party interaction—user, tracking server, and data object—constitutes the essence of the technological side of this solution.


The social side of the solution begins with creating the incentive for User A to sign the object in the first place. Even without material reward, pervasive noncommercial production on the Web suggests that even the simple chase for the statistical triumph of 'top distributor' might provide sufficient energy to power an engine.  Imagine that a band that releases an album using this method of encapsulation. After a few weeks when the band checks their tracking server, they see that User A is responsible for a larger percentage of distribution than any other user. They contact User A and extend backstage passes when the band tours through User A’s city. Perhaps the next three highest distributors are awarded T-shirts. The potential of reward (material or social) will create a social impulse to sign the data object. After all, if User A does not sign the object then she is only increasing the someone else's distribution statistics  when she shares it. 


The artist also has significant rewards in engaging with this engine. Not only will they know how many copies of their album are in circulation, the statistics that sharing generates can help plan tours or gauge new songs or stylistic directions. Since the album is released as data objects with the artist's licensing terms embedded within, the fans who share the album will know what kind of distribution is endorsed and what is not. These licensing terms must also rely on social mechanisms, as DRM so aptly proves through the effects of pursuing the opposite. Just as those who enjoy fanedits will report anyone selling fanedits at a convention, users will report those violating the licensing terms. Additionally the tracking server can utilize statistical tools that look for established patterns that imply license violations. The change in the nature of the licenses may seem subtle, but in this system a license exists to explain what you may do, rather than telling you what you cannot do. No one will ever be able to stop someone from violating the license beforehand, but fans can easily spot violations of a license they already know. Since they are treated as advocates instead of threats, they are highly likely to a) not accept a data object in a way that violates a cherished artist's license, and b) report any violations to the artist or the tracking server. Files stripped of their wrapping would be considered less valuable, especially since the wrapping itself implements no technological barrier. If one does not wish to sign the object, that does not mean the object will refuse to execute. It only means that one has removed themselves from the possibilities of social or material rewards. What is the point of stripping a wrapper that is both technologically and philosophically unobtrusive?

Impediments and Opportunities


Of course like all such systems it will be prone to attack from users trying to game the stats to capture rewards. By utilizing trust metrics and reputation systems the effects can be partially minimized. Like the issue of distribution itself, trust is a social problem that can only be solved with a social solution. Technological adaptations can and should enable the social solution, but with recognition that these adaptations can never “solve” the problem. For example, a further technological adaptation to this system extends the signature process into the physical world through Quick Response (QR) codes.
 These codes are a means of encoding information into a “barcode” that can be translated using a dedicated scanner or, on some platforms, the camera on a mobile phone. The adaptation in this instance involves the translation of the digital object wrapper and of user encryption keys into QR codes. The purpose of the adaptation is to enable an artist's audience to sell physical copies of a digital object. To use the easy example of music, a band decides to license their latest album with a pro-commerce clause that enables anyone to sell home-burned copies of the album. The catch is in the QR codes. In order to legally abide by the license, User A must print the QR code for the object's wrapper and a QR code for their own encryption key on the packaging for every copy she sells. She does this happily because a) she likes the band, and b) the band rewards her with 50% of the revenue she makes from sales. (They are a generous band. This percentage is established in the license and can be any percent the band desires. The band may also stipulate pricing.). When User B buys a copy, he uses his Android phone to scan the QR codes. This results in the phone contacting the tracking server over the Net to notify it of a new physical sale. User B transmits his encryption key along with the QR encoded data in order to verify that the sale is a unique transaction. At an interval defined by the band in its license, User A transfers the sales revenue minus her percentage to the band or the tracking server the band uses, where the revenue is compared with the sales data for that user. If there is a discrepancy then the band can utilize methods of either legal or social means, a lawsuit for the former or any number of interesting possibilities for the former. One option would be for the band to publicly call out anyone who is ripping them off during a performance when they come through town. Other options would involve fans in the area finding User A and confronting her for violating the license. Again, this technological adaptation will naturally be subject to attempts by amoral actors to gain a profit, which will in turn be resolved through further technological or social adaptation.


The strength of this proposed method of de-commercializing commerce lies in its morality. This techno-social adaptation seeks revenue generation alternative to commercialized forms such as advertising while at the same time attempting to resolve the disconnect of the artist from the digital distribution of their work. If the social view of unauthorized digital copies changes from the work of borderline “freedom fighters” (saving the data from the DRM that constrains its possibility) to the result an antisocial practice serves no practical purpose, whole new fields of revenue become available. The tracking server would make donating to bands as simple a process as the signing of the digital object. By rejecting technological responses to license violations, the object can easily serve as input to any process, the output of which would retain a citation of that input inside its own object wrapper. Rather than purchasing a source DVD to watch a fanedit, for instance, the indemnification process could be made  as easy as clicking an 'Indemnify' button in a media player. The price stipulated by the movie studio in its license would be presented to the user, who would either pay it or violate the license. The act of raising the social opportunity cost of violating a license is one of the crucial processes that this proposed alternative depends on.


The most crippling impediment, however, is the classic Chicken and the Egg problem. Trust, in short supply on the Net, cannot just be expected—it must be earned. Everything from the wrapper to the tracking server to the encryption scheme must be trustworthy, in the sense that its users must trust the intentions of its designers. Attempting to implement this system in a commercializing, for-profit fashion will never achieve the desired outcome. Profit motive results in deception—Facebook may state in their corporate marketing that they exist to give people the joy of connecting, but in truth the only concern is appropriating the valuable data that the users generate through their interactions. The proposed system, then, relies on a nonprofit, noncommercial organization for existence. It must be asymmetric to commercialization in every tangible way. Where the commercialized seek technological solutions to license violations, this system seeks social ones. Where the commercialized exist to profit only themselves, this system exists only for the profit of others. And where the commercialized may build systems and simply impose them on their users, this system must prove its intentions are trustworthy in order to develop a user base. It is hoped that this system may fulfill the promise held by the mode of asymmetric resistance advocated by Galloway and Thacker in their text The Exploit.
 In order to exist, however, the proposed system must achieve more than theoretical description or even academic discourse—it must prove itself with a precedent. The following section is a serious attempt to explain an engine that is at once political, moral, and economic in scope yet esoteric in intent.

Introducing the Abstraction


The Abstraction could not just express, it had to intimate. The nature of its proposal leaves it impossible without introduction. This same nature leaves any simple explanation impossible. A dynamo for the center of a singularity. This section invokes descriptions of the Abstraction from many stages of its six years of development. It has not always looked the same, but the intention has always centered in ego-less collaboration aimed at pushing the development of language into the digital realm. The simple technological system described in the previous section will be created and utilized by the Abstraction to connect 'writers' with their contributions while at the same time removing names from that transaction. As a noncommercial artistic expression, the Abstraction sidesteps several barriers to trustworthiness and by remaining limited in population it provides an ideal testing ground for the proposed techno-social adaptation. 


Informed by the precedence of such media theory works as Ronald Suckenick's “In My Own Recognizance,” the following arranges a list of exploratory statements about the Abstraction that do not necessarily follow a linear argument.


In the words of The Exploit, “formal incommensurability breeds revolution” (Galloway and Thacker, pg. 153). The following attempts to convey that the Abstraction is both asymmetric and incommensurable with all forms of collaboration existing today on the Web. 

The Abstraction

It may help to think of the Abstraction as an allergic reaction to the blogosphere. Recognizing that the core interesting element of the blogosphere is the information it contains within itself, the Abstraction aims to remove all but information itself. User names are not used. Attribution and citation is to information itself, not the writer of that information. Recognizing that there is no such thing as an "author," the Abstraction aims to actively avoid or even abolish egotistical motivations for information gathering, generating, and distribution. While contributions are meticulously tracked for the sake of mapping relations between contributions, the actual sources of those contributions are known only to the computer. Informations can be anything but tends to include expository prose, painting, poetry, activist manifesto, nanofiction, 'net art', anti-propaganda, and other tools of liberation.

Already in the Abstraction we pluralize information with an s when we refer to more than one. This is a stopgap measure to ‘translate’ the fact that even copies of informations are individual elements. The lack of a separate pluralized form for information exposes a dangerous bias in the language.

It is hoped that the construction of a space explicitly and consciously different from nondigital reality will provide the best platform for exploring new digital forms. The Abstraction presupposes the interest and attention of software studies and media theory research. In many ways it might be considered a laboratory for developing and testing new interface objects, relationships, and techniques. A github for media theorists, if you will. In fact it had already proposed developing new punctuation and linguistic flow/control devices when it discovered an appeal to virtually the same in an appendix to The Exploit. Using Galloway and Thacker's term, a core concern of the Abstraction is the development and execution of a liberated language, designed specifically to cope with the very surreality of the space the language is composed in, of, and on.

Never before have humans had the chance to interact with each other without names or identities. In some sense the Abstraction can be thought of as a transhumanist experiment, representing the impulse to explore the new frontiers of form technology enables. By stripping individuals of everything except their contributions, the Abstraction aims to throw into sharp relief the differences between the digital and non-digital realms. Part of the project is to attempt to codify the experience of 'disappearing' while discussing the implications and reactions of the individual ego to this new form of representation composed entirely from contribution.

The Abstraction aims to dissect the filament of the medium (light) through 'prismatic' processes. It is an attempt to express the intangibility of this medium's substrate. What is information? For written history, at least, it seems to be viewed as an 'object' “created” by an 'author'.
 When being an author is not allowed, what does information become?

Within the Abstraction, any information is mutable. In fact, that mutability is the Abstraction's mission. By engaging language at the level of substrate, the Abstraction aims to quantify the surface tension of various informations. What can be added? Subtracted? Extracted? Melded? Where and how does the information relate to other informations? While the blogosphere limits conversation by constraining it (for the most part) to criticism of previous informations, generating further critique, the Abstraction aims to anchor the dialog to the informations themselves. In many cases the information is the dialog. The act of contributing a statement offers it up to enhancement, contextualization, and legitimization (fact checking). Amplification. Streamlining and grounding. Extrapolation, retrofitting, and (re)assessment. If the desire is to write an impeccable invective against neocapitalist imperialism, the dialog will be focused on enhancing the existing text rather than congesting the discussion with comments, pingbacks, trackbacks, and other methods of self-aggrandizement.

The Abstraction is not a walled garden. It is a singularity with steep sides.

The Abstraction has no intentions of limiting its presentation to any single linear narrative, least of all chronology. Discussion sections of blog posts often end without climax, abruptly superseded by the next post and the discussion generated thereof. By allowing multiple rubrics (most-active, highest-"rated", most-related, least-related, most-antithetical, etc.) that can be used to frame the informations, the Abstraction aims to de-chron-ize discussion. By making all informations mutable, anonymous, and timeless, discussion becomes collaboration rather than debate. Divergence of opinion results in forking: generating anti-thesis or alternative syntheses in response. The Abstraction aims to eschew linear dialog in favor of syncretic collaboration and synchronistic discovery.

The Abstraction aims to be the first implemented home of a participatory economics constructed exclusively of and on the Net.
 Planning groups, naturally emerging around various data streams, will have authority relative to things which affect them most. This will be based on data, as that is all that exists inside the Abstraction. Again from The Exploit: “what matters more and more is the very distribution and dispersal of action throughout the network” (Galloway and Thacker, pg. 157). Participatory economics represents the ideal system for modulating this distribution and dispersal, and the Abstraction represents the ideal space to implement an economic system designed to support an anarchy.

The Abstraction will allocate its creative, facilitative, and compute resources according to the aggregate desires reflected by the votes of these planning groups. That is, the community self-directs its energy and resources into those efforts deemed most necessary (first) and desirable (second). And does so in a fractal pattern. Starting with the group and then through the group outward across the network, these questions: What issues need to be addressed? What informations need to be (re)written, (re)drawn, (re)composed, (re)performed, or perhaps even simply (re)envisioned? What structural adjustments need to be made?

Despite the amount of time that human beings have been mediating their information through computers, the expansive possibilities for new textual sigils and punctuation have been left largely undeveloped. For instance there is yet to exist an example of interactive punctuation, though the computer medium is quite capable of providing this.
 Nor have we explored the ability to develop and easily disseminate entire new symbolic characters without the complications of learning how to legibly hand craft them line by line, combined with the potential of inline or embedded 'translations'. This new symbolic language could be global in scope and intent, a univeral 'sign language' capable of bridging barriers of spoken language. The Abstraction aims to enable, and in some instances force, the construction of both. By approaching the medium with a fresh eye the Abstraction aims to engage in not only a dialog about but also the construction of new, medium specific devices for representing concepts and altering/augmenting/accessorizing the flow of text.

Some informations will benefit more from mutability than others. Advocacy will generally become stronger through collaborative editing (assuming no saboteurs). Individual packets of Criticism may not. This is another angle from which we will assess the surface tensions of various informations. By structuring itself upon the predicate of Representational Impossibility
 the Abstraction aims to push as close as it can. Where lies the Event Horizon of an information? What mediums bring smaller black holes with them to the representation? An information is almost always a representation, so what does an information that is not a representation look like?

The Abstraction seeks to facilitate new ways of visualizing data streams, brand new info only presentations uncluttered by advertisements. Because in the Abstraction information is presence, you will find yourself automatically connected to data streams. 'Users' modulate
 the parameters of the data they see at all times; they can also choose to relinquish that modulation according to a separate metric that they define. Indeed it is not so far out to imagine the Abstraction stretching out into hardware through vectors such as the open source Arduino control board and the Wii-mote. Knobs, switches, sliders. Gloves. Interfaces for 'turning' in directions that only exist in cyberspace, navigating customized streams of informations that can be further modulated at any time.

The Abstraction presents the impossibility of its representation by utilizing multiple linguistic or symbolic objects, all of which refer to the Abstraction but are used in different mediums. 'The Abstraction' is used in conversation or expository writing to a general audience. '5ab5traction5' is the URL for the Abstraction. ':555:' is used within text fields inside the Abstraction. Upon posting, each :555: is replaced with an ideographic symbol. In the medium of handwriting or visual art, the ideographic symbol is used as a root though elaboration and individuation are encouraged. Lastly, is the 'name' that is not a signifier, that exists outside of the realm of language yet still refers to the Abstraction.

One modulation that I hope the Abstraction evolves
 is a particular data visualizer that we will express here by setting you on a hilltop in a pasture. Surrounding you are natively related plants of all kinds, but what strikes you most is the daffodils. Some are open and some are not. You modulate a 'gravitas' sensor that expresses as light and the contrasts change. Now the space is dusk. Stars are beginning to shine on the eastern horizon just as the final violet ebbs on the west. The daffodil flowers glow at your feet. Inside each are messages to dead people. Poems, articulations of grief, tortured secrets, letters of anticipation.  You know where your dedications are and consider moving towards one for a visit when a cyclonic visual distortion catches your eye. It flows into the opening bud of a daffodil a few meters away and disappears as the flower fully opens. It opens according to a calendar its planter assigned. Unless it was assigned to open randomly its timing has meaning. And if it is assigned to open randomly, then its opening in your presence has potential meaning. The synchronicity of the moment inspires you to investigate. 

The Abstraction is a simple line in the sands of time. Beyond it belong no 'authors', only contributions.

(Postscript: I feel it is necessary to explain that I wrote this specifically for submission as my written sample. It has taken many forms on its way to get here, rewritten many times and adopting different strategies for expressing the Abstraction. The last and most suitable was settled on during my last week of opportunity to finish this application. While I consider the tone and scope of this paper to be academic, I am acutely aware of how my relative lack of media theory to cite for reference may have impacted the work. Writing this only in my spare time outside of work also influenced its final form. Though I have read and enjoyed texts at sites such as the Electronic Book Review and CTheory for years (working on the Abstraction always put me in the mood for EBR), it was only with my discovery of software studies that I cognitively connected them with an existing academic discipline. My desire to learn the background necessary to engage with media theory at that level means that I really hope to work with you in the New Media studies program. Even if this is not to be the case, however, the exercise of finally expressing any avenue for explaining the Abstraction has been a worthwhile exercise. While acknowledging that is still incomplete as an introduction, I hope that I managed to convey some of the potential that has kept me working on such a project in my spare time for six years.

 Thank you for your time and consideration.

 Sincerely, John Curtis Haltiwanger )


Works Cited

Benkler, Yochai. The Wealth of Networks. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006.

Galloway, Alexander R. and Eugene Thacker. The Exploit: a theory of networks. Minneapolis: University of 


Minnesota Press, 2007.

Helmond, Anne. “Blogging for Engines.” Masters thesis, February 2008. 
http://www.annehelmond.nl/wordpress/wp-content/uploads//2008/09/helmond_mathesis.pdf
�	2006: “Characterizing the Splogosphere” - � HYPERLINK "http://ebiquity.umbc.edu/paper/html/id/299/Characterizing-the-Splogosphere"��http://ebiquity.umbc.edu/paper/html/id/299/Characterizing-the-Splogosphere� (Accessed 26/3/2009). 2007: “Pings, Spings, Splogs and the Splogosphere: 2007 Updates” - � HYPERLINK "http://ebiquity.umbc.edu/blogger/2007/02/01/pings-spings-splogs-and-the-splogosphere-2007-updates/"��http://ebiquity.umbc.edu/blogger/2007/02/01/pings-spings-splogs-and-the-splogosphere-2007-updates/� (Accessed 26/3/2009). More recent quantification of the splogosphere was not easily accessible, though at least one real splog (� HYPERLINK "http://rawwell.site50.net/"��http://rawwell.site50.net/� Accessed 26/03/2009) was returned in the top 20 search results for “+size +splogosphere” (� HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=size+splogosphere"��http://www.google.com/search?hl=en&q=size+splogosphere� Accessed 26/03/2009). Verified 30/03/2009.


�	 This paper will use single quotes to denote phrases or word that (the writer feels) would benefit discourse through acquiring new, more suitable and precise linguistic objects. For the sake of taste, the quotes will only be used once per example.


�	Version Control Software, or VCS, allows decentralized programmers to share contributions and organize a single, coherent code base.


�	The git software can interesting feature along these lines built in called “blame”, a program command that returns the name of the contributer responsible for a particular change.


�	The Phantom Edit is now known to be the work of Mark J. Nichols. ( � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phantom_edit"��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phantom_edit�, Accessed 28 March 2009).


�	Fanedit.org currently lists 492 fanedits composed of “296 True Edits, 91 Extended Editions, and 95 Special Editions” (� HYPERLINK "http://fanedit.org/"��http://fanedit.org�, Accessed 29 March  2009). The distinctions between these types of edits are available here: � HYPERLINK "http://fanedit.org/about/frequently-asked-questions-and-siterules/"��http://fanedit.org/about/frequently-asked-questions-and-siterules/� 


�� HYPERLINK "http://fanedit.org/3762/"��	http://fanedit.org/3762/� , Accessed 25 March 2009.  


�	Any comment thread that responds to the question of DRM provide many individual examples of users who would prefer to pay for something but DRM schemes make that avenue impossible. See � HYPERLINK "http://blog.wired.com/27bstroke6/2009/03/mpaa-asking-isp.html"��http://blog.wired.com/27bstroke6/2009/03/mpaa-asking-isp.html� for a recent example. Also see the public input to a recent Federal Trade Commission town hall meeting, � HYPERLINK "http://www.ftc.gov/os/comments/drmtechnologies/index.shtm"��http://www.ftc.gov/os/comments/drmtechnologies/index.shtm�.


�	  Please forgive my transition to first person, but the rest of this proposal is the result of personal thought and design and I found that the third person voice was severely limiting my capacity to present this idea clearly.


�	Exchangeable to trustworthy parties for contact information.


�	OpenID is a commercial venture, while the ideal 'universal identity' service would carry no such profit motive. This ideal service would also incorporate mechanisms for gauging trustworthiness that OpenID lacks.


�	QR codes are frequently used by shipping companies to track packages, so you have probably already seen one. For more visual examples see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/QR_Code"��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/QR_Code�


�	Though developed in isolation from this text, the system proposed and the Abstraction proposed in the next section found considerable validation in The Exploit.


�	This writer considers the word 'author' an atavism and believes discourse needs new synonyms other than 'creator' that do not have the same implicit ties to a particular medium (text) that the synonym 'writer' has. Discourse remains incomplete when works are still considered to be “created” or “authored” by anyone.


�	Participatory economics (� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participatory_economics"��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participatory_economics�) is an attempt to reconcile anarchist political theory with political economy.


�	Hyperlinks are an interesting proto-example, with their dual nature as both text and 'conduit', but fall short of being punctuation.


�	No thing can stand in the place of another thing. Words are not their meanings, nor even themselves.


�	Modulation being the means of 'control' on a network. (Galloway and Thacker, pg. 35)


�	Please keep in mind that this evolution is far away. The Abstraction would first need to integrate with a 3D engine such as those used by “Grid” applications such as Second Life. While the potential for such a development is high, the initial medium for the Abstraction remains the web browser.





