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CHAPTER I 
 

THE RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 
 

Introduction 

One of the major areas of concern to media ecologists is the relationship 

between communications media and the human communities of which they are a 

part. 

In the nineteenth century at the time of the Industrial Revolution, the 

founding fathers of sociology—Durkheim (1960), Simmel (1955), Tönnies 

(1996), and Weber (1947)—developed the first theories and definitions of 

community.  In particular, Tönnies described a change then taking place from 

gemeinschaft (closed community) to gesellschaft (open society) based, in part, on 

an analysis of changes taking place in human communication. 

Throughout the twentieth century, one of the major changes in the human-

built environment has been, and continues to be, the development and pervasive 

deployment of new electronic communications and networking technologies 

(Beamish, 1995; Castells, 1992, 200; de Sola Pool, 1984, 1990, Kelly, 1998) State 

et. al, 1996)—constituting an information and communications revolution similar 

to the Industrial Revolution.  In addition, an increasing number of people using 

these new electronic communications technologies assert that the groups formed 
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as a result of these new technologies are a new form of community (Ambrozek & 

Cothrel, 2004; Beamish, 1994; Cisler, 1994; Jones, 1995, 1997; Kim 2000; 

LatinoNet, n.d.; Rheingold, 1985, 1991 a and b, 1995). 

A growing body of scholarship has examined various aspects of the 

relationship between the use of electronic communications media and various 

groups or communities (Allen & Dillman, 1994; Barnes 2003; Carey, 1988; 

Dutton, Blumer, & Kraemer, 1987; Gergen, 1991; Gumpert, 1987; Katz & 

Aakhus, 2002)Luhmann, 1982; McLuhan, 1962, 1964; Meyrowitz, 1985; Munson 

& Warren, 1997; Rice, 1989, 1992; Rheingold, 2002; Strate et al. 1996). 

However, there is no formal model for examining the features of community 

which would facilitate the organization and assessment of existing sociological 

and communications literature on so-called “virtual communities” and thus permit 

the rigorous exploration of the hypothesis that a new type of community 

comparable to gemeinschaft and gesellschaft is emerging in part as a result of new 

communication technologies. 

My purpose, therefore, is to extend the model of community established 

by Tönnies (1996) and to construct, on the basis of sociological, media ecology, 

and complex systems theories, a theoretical model of community which will 

enable scholars to address effectively the questions: “Is there a new type of 

community emerging which is, in part, the result of the pervasive electronic 

communication technologies? If so, which of its characteristics are observable to 

date, and what characteristics may be anticipated from this model? What does the 
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model of community constructed in this work indicate about where to look for 

additional changes which might be anticipated?” 

Statement of General Research Objective 

The recent proliferation of new communications technologies, especially 

communications-related technologies, calls into question both traditional as well 

as common sense ideas of community, generating a need to return to the original 

studies and concepts of community. Although there has been considerable interest 

and writing on the topic in recent years, the current literature on community—

particularly as it relates to the dynamics between electronic communications 

technologies and the characteristics of primary human groups—is not 

systematically organized. 

I propose, therefore, to construct a new theoretical model structuring the 

features of community, to assess the current literature on virtual communities 

within that model, and then to suggest a continuing research agenda for the 

rigorous exploration of the hypothesis that a new type of community is emerging. 

From an academic perspective, such a framework is critical to distinguishing what 

we are learning about community and which questions still need to be addressed. 

Specific Research Questions 

 There are three major research questions addressed in this paper.  
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 The first question is:  what characteristics and dynamics of human 

communities may be abstracted from classical and contemporary sociological 

theory and theories of complex systems? 

 The information gathered in response to the first question provides the 

basis for a model of community from.  This leads to the second major question:   

Does the model of community constructed in response to the first question 

suggest that a new type of community is emerging, at least in part as a result of 

electronic communication technologies?  If this new type of community is found 

to be emerging, this suggests three subsidiary areas for investigation:  1) what 

characteristics of virtual communities may be projected from the model of 

community which has been constructed?  2) what are the observed characteristics 

and dynamics of groups using electronic communication technologies and for 

which a new type of community is claimed?  and; therefore, 3) is there a coherent 

model of virtual community that is supported by sufficient evidence to indicate 

the presence of emergent gecyberschaft? 

 There are two concluding questions:  What are the similarities and 

differences between the conceptions of traditional and virtual communities? and 

What directions for further research on virtual communities (gecyberschaft) are 

indicated by the model and the observations of community form? 
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Definition of Terms 

 In the context of these research questions, I define communication as the 

processes by which human beings transfer information and emotions and make 

meaning both in groups and as individuals. Different forms of communication 

media affect human perception, feeling, understanding, and value and affect the 

ways in which people form groups, including those labeled communities. 

 The word community has both colloquial and sociological meanings. In 

colloquial use, it often refers to a sense of connection or belonging to a group of 

people and/or a place. Bell and Newby (1974) cite the following elements as 

being present in most sociological definitions of community: social interaction 

based on geographic area: self-sufficiency; common life; and consciousness of a 

kind and possession of common ends, norms, and means. Following early work in 

community conducted by Ferdinand Tönnies (1996) most sociologists have 

developed a distinction between two types of communities: rural and urban. The 

purpose of my work is to investigate the extension of these distinctions to present 

and newly emerging communities.  

 Key to this paper is an understanding of electronic communication 

technologies.  Beginning with the telegraph, communications technologies 

enabled by electricity and characterized by speed and high volume can be roughly 

broken into two categories: 1) those which are primarily one-way communication, 

including radio; microphones and loud speakers; audio and audio-video 

recordings and playback units, such as record, compact disc, and DVD players; 
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television and film; and e-mail and fax as well as 2) those which enable two-way 

or multiple channel (one-few-many to one-few-many) communication, including 

telephone and ham radios; pagers and cell telephones; and computer network-

based conversations, such as Internet relay chat (IRC) and use-groups; and 

simultaneous multi-user environments (often known as MUDS: multi-user 

domains or dungeons) such as those used in gaming or multiple person 

simulations. There are many media, particularly those supported by computing 

power—Computer Mediated Communication (CMC)—which are sometimes one-

way and at other times two or multiple-way communications channels. 

 Gemeinschaft and gesellschaft are the names Tönnies (1996) gave to the 

social systems he observed at each end of a spectrum of social systems labeled 

communities. In gemeinschaft (closed community), Tönnies observed the 

comparatively homogeneous relationships among members as cooperative, 

informal, and bounded by moral obligations and peer pressure. In gesellschaft 

(open society), he described the relationships as heterogeneous, formal, and based 

on competition and self-interest. 

 Gecyberschaft—coined by Dr. Christine Nystrom—is the label that I am 

using to describe a type of community which may be emerging, in part as a result 

of the widespread use of electronic communications technologies. Various other 

names include virtual community, communities in cyberspace, cybersociety, and 

Web communities. I will be researching this concept throughout my study.   
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Delimitations 

 This study is limited to the societies located in the North American and 

European continents—the Western world.  While the conclusions may apply to 

other parts of human society, additional research will be necessary before 

extending the model described. 

 The model being constructed and tested will focus on the changing nature 

of community between 1800 CE and 2004 CE.   
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CHAPTER II 
 

METHODS 
 

 

My first objective in this work is to construct a model of the features of 

community form which can be used to ground the discussion of virtual 

community in sociological theories of community and to systematize the 

extensive literature surrounding the idea of virtual community, revealing areas 

where additional research is needed.   

I begin with the works of Ferdinand Tönnies (1996) and other early 

sociologists, specifically Durkheim (1960), Marx (1959a and b), and Weber 

(1947), who observed and contrasted societal characteristics before and after the 

Manufacturing Revolution.  Tönnies labeled the village-type community existing 

before the Manufacturing Revolution  (community as traditionally conceived) 

gemeinschaft and the more mobile social form characteristic of city life which 

developed with the Manufacturing Revolution as gesellschaft and I adopt this 

terminology.  The contrasting societal features observed by these sociologists 

form the foundation of the model.  

To this foundation, I add additional features of community suggested by 

contemporary sociology, complex systems theory, and media ecology.  Next, I 



9 

 
 

synthesize these features into 18 summary categories and 127 subcategories.  This 

constitutes the vertical dimension of the model. 

To complete the model framework, I extend the horizontal dimension by 

adding a projected societal period following gesellschaft and triggered by the 

Information Revolution.  Following Tonnies’s convention, this projected period 

of “virtual community” is named gecyberschaft.   

The study continues with an exploration of the changes in the environment 

that both enabled the concept of virtual community and triggered the 

gecyberschaft social period.      

My second objective is to develop and test the hypothesis that the changes 

in social form following the Information Revolution are not limited to those in 

online virtual communities but are, instead, systemic in nature and apply to 

society more broadly.  Further, I posit that the fields of sociology, complex 

systems, and media ecology can be used to project the features of community that 

may be expected during this change. 

The first step in achieving the second objective is to populate the model 

developed above with the characteristics of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft forms 

of community as observed by sociologists.  I then use the three disciplines—

sociology, complex systems, and media ecology—to project anticipated 

characteristics of virtual community and the gecyberschaft period.  Projections are 

inferred by starting with characteristics observed in gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft—two data points in each area to be addressed——and applying a 
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deductive reasoning process which employs the relevant principles from the 

theoretical literature. 

These predictions form a framework for examining the actual societal 

characteristics emerging at the turn of the twentieth century.  Examples of the 

characteristics of groups using electronic communications are presented to verify 

the projections made earlier.  The study concludes with a review of the 

similarities and differences in conceptions of traditional and virtual communities 

and suggestions for further research.    

Although this work focuses on the forms emerging in gecyberschaft, the 

approach is developed such that, with the identification of the key changes in 

environment, it is hoped that it will prove to be useful in providing a focal point 

for the examination of future evolutionary steps.  A more detailed review of 

methods and sources by chapter follows. 

Chapter III: Classical and Contemporary Sociological Theories of Community 

The first half of Chapter Three covers the characteristics and dynamics of 

community described by early sociologists.  This information is obtained by 

considering the relevant books of the founding fathers of sociological community 

theory: Tönnies (1996), Durkheim (1960), Marx (1969 a and b, 1998) and Weber 

(1947) as well as studies of these thinkers.  These works are analyzed to 

determine the features of community that early sociologists used to distinguish 

one form of community from another, the two types of community they identified, 
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and the causes they proposed for changes in forms of community over time.  A 

synthesis of these works provides the foundation for this study.  Tables are 

constructed to summarize the types and characteristics of the communities 

described and, for ease of use, these characteristics are condensed into a short list.  

In addition, biases on the part of classical sociologists and those interpreting their 

works are described.   

In the second half of this chapter, additional ideas, observations, and 

biases with respect to community from contemporary sociologists are analyzed 

and added, where appropriate, to the theory already described.  Sources include 

Bell and Newby (1974), Bender (1978), Coser (1991), Goffman (1959), Homans 

(1951/1992), Mead (1934/1962), Stacy (1974), and Vidich and Bensman (1968).   

The table summarizing types of characteristics of the two types of 

communities is then extended to include additional appropriate characteristics.  

This information provides the starting point for the model of community 

developed throughout this work.  For reference, it is schematicized in an initial 

table which describes the characteristics of community which were observed in 

gemeinschaft and gesellschaft. 

Chapter IV: The Idea of Virtual Community:  Reflecting Changes in the 
Communication Environment of Human Beings 

 Chapter Four explores the environmental conditions—relating primarily 

but not exclusively to electronic communications media—that gave rise to the 

idea of virtual community.  Major factors are classified in three areas:  
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communications media; travel and transportation; and computing, modeling, and 

networks. 

 In the area of communications media, I build on the work of media 

ecologists—including Berlo (1960), Carey (1988), de Sola Pool (1984), Fang 

(1997), Havelock (1986), Innis (1951), Langer (1942), McLuhan (1964), Munt 

(2001), Nystrom (1973), Ong (1967, 1982), Postman (1985, 1992), Rheingold 

(2002), Schiller (1989), and Shannon and Weaver (1999)—to establish the 

principal dimensions of the electronic communications technologies to be 

examined.  These are:  photography, audio recordings, and electronic 

communications.  I then explore each of the major areas of change contributing to 

the idea or virtual community primarily using scholarly theory and research but 

also drawing on some original source material.  In the area of photography, I draw 

heavily on the theory and research in works by Chang (2002), Hall (1991), Langer 

(1942), and Pultz (1995).  In the area of audio recordings, works from Baudrillard 

(1993), Bull ( 2001), Blau (1988), Gibson, (1984), Langer (1942), and McLuhan 

(1964) were included.  For the changes in electronic communications, I drew 

upon Bensman (n.d.), Brandt (2000), Chen and Starosta (2000); Demers (1999), 

Fang (1997), Hagel, (n.d.), Katz and Aakhus, (2002), Kleiner (n.d.);  Kurzweil 

(1999, 2001, 2002), Rheingold (1993), Rushkoff (n.d.); the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDC, 2001), and Winston (1998).    
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 To explore changes in travel and transportation, I drew on research 

reported by the U.S. Bureau of Transportation, (n.d.) Cairncross (2003), and the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDC, 2001).   

 Finally, Brooks (2002), Cooper (2000), Epstein and Axtell (1996), 

Kurzweil (2001), Marx and Tóth (1984), Munt (2001), Strogatz (2003), the Sante 

Fe Institute (n.d.), and Weiss (2000) provide the means of exploring computing, 

modeling and networks.   

 Having established a starting place and described the changes which gave 

rise to the idea of virtual community, I turn to the construction of a theoretical 

framework for understanding change in human communities, drawing on complex 

systems theory and media ecology. 

Chapter V: Complex Systems Theory as a Context for Understanding Community 

Chapter Five identifies and explicates the ideas originating from complex 

systems theory which are useful in developing a framework for crafting models of 

human community.  The primary sources used are Bak (1996, n.d. a and b),  

Bar-Yam (1997), Bateson (2002), Bednarz, 1987), Bertalanffy (1981), Capra 

(1996, 2002), Gharajedaghi (1999), Laszlo (1972 a), Korzbski (1995), Mainzer 

(1994), Maturana and Varela (1980),  Miller (1978), Odum (1983), Parsons 

(1964, 1970), Prigogine (1980, 1984, 1997), Searle (1984),Volk (1995), Von 

Bertanlanffy (1976), and Weiner (1954). 
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These sources are used to investigate the evolutionary nature of the 

universe and the characteristics of self-organizing systems.  Along with many of 

the cited researchers, I conclude that human communities can be defined as self-

organizing systems.  Insights from complex systems theory are used to describe 

the ways in which communities might be expected to organize and function.   

 In building a model, one must choose a point of view; this choice 

necessarily excludes other constructions which also have value.  As is to be 

expected from an approach based in part on complex systems theory, this model 

projects an evolution of increasingly complex forms of society.  Other common 

approaches to patterns of societal change over time—not strongly featured in this 

work—include dialectical, cyclical, and indeterminate.  Although not 

mathematical in nature, these predictions are similar to statistical projections and 

are indicative of changes which are likely though not certain to occur if the model 

is a reasonably accurate map of society. 

At the end of the chapter, I provide examples from the major works 

documenting evolutionary changes in the nature of community forms—especially 

those of Bar-Yam (n.d.a) and Laszlo (1996).  To these, in a synergistic process of 

theory making, I add the concepts arising from Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of 

individual human needs and the starting points of community forms observed by 

the early sociologists (Tönnies, 1996; Durkheim, 1960; Marx, 1969 a and b, 1998; 

and Weber, 1947).  The result of this synthesis is a framework for a theory of 
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human community which includes, as one of its forms, virtual community.  

Illustrating this framework are two key diagrams showing:   

 the hierarchical traits of self-organizing systems in the evolutionary 

path towards gecyberschaft, and 

 major historical societal organizational forms with gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft as punctuated evolution. 

Chapter VI:  Media Ecology as a Context for Understanding Community 

 One of the major areas of research in media ecology is the study of 

communication and culture where the focus is on the relationship between 

changes in communication and aspects of culture.  In this chapter I investigate the 

ways in which the concepts and research conducted in the field of media ecology 

can be used to expand the theoretical model of community and community 

evolution constructed in the preceding chapters.. Among the media ecologists 

cited are:  Bull (2000), Eisenstein (1983), Issacs (1999), Logan (1997), 

Myerowtiz, 1985) Nystrom (n.d.), Ong (1982), Postman (1970, 1992), Rushkoff 

(1999) and  Strate (1999). 

 As a context for the model of community, I then attend to two major 

media ecological studies featuring societies and community forms preceding that 

of virtual community:  Ong’s (1982) work on the differences between oral and 

literate cultures and Eisenstein’s (1983) work on the effects of the printing press 

and the book on community life in early modern Europe. 
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 The media environment of virtual community—or gecyberschaft—is then 

explored through the rich works of media ecologists studying the effects of 

electronic media on participants.  This investigation is divided into the three parts: 

early and maturing electronic communications and the new media.  Primary 

sources in each area are: 

 for early electronic communications:  Beniger (1986), Boorstin (1992), 

Bull (2001), Carsey and Werner (1998), Czitrom (1982), de Sola Pool 

(1990,) Demers (1999), Ellul (1967) Fang (1997), Kornhauser (1959), 

Langer (1942), Manovich (2002), Marvin, 1988), Munt (2002), Pierce 

(1984), Postman (1985), and Ryfe (1990); 

 for maturing communications:  Bolter (1984), Castells (2002), Katz 

and Aakhus (2002), Katz and Rice (2002), Meyrowitz (1985), Postman 

(1982, 1985), Rheingold (2002), and Turkle (1984); and, 

 for the new media:  Bolter and Grusin (2000), Galloway (2004 a) 

Manovich (2002), Miller (2004), and Waite (2003). 

 At the end of this chapter, I develop a list of the important characteristics 

of electronic media, which is then used to help characterize the projections of 

virtual community characteristics created in Chapter Seven. 
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Chapter VII: Gecyberschaft:  Characteristics Projected from Theory  

It is in this chapter that I predict the characteristics of gecyberschaft 

groups of purpose and the gecyberschaft period.  This chapter draws on the 

material covered thus far and there are very few new sources cited. 

I begin with the observations of community types made by Tönnies and 

other sociologists during the Manufacturing Revolution.  To these observations, I 

add gecyberschaft as the new form of community emerging during the 

Information Revolution.  I then use the characteristics of the media environment 

and the vectors of self-organizing systems as observed in the local universe to 

deduce the types of social characteristics which may be expected to emerge in 

gecyberschaft.   

I base the predictions on the structure of complex system evolution and the 

elements of the key environment for this period:  communications media.  These 

predictions are broad trends in which scale, frequency, and degree are important.  

The anticipated characteristics emerge from a complex co-evolutionary process 

(rather than a single linear process of cause and effect).  To facilitate analysis, the 

projected form for the characteristics of gecyberschaft communities are then 

summarized in tables which have the advantages of abstraction and clarity, but the 

disadvantage of seeming fixed and linear.  My projections do not identify all of 

the causes involved in the evolution of social systems.  Instead they are extensions 

of the shape of earlier evolutionary patterns and of some of the salient factors and 

processes.  
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The result is a model of community covering three periods:  gemeinschaft, 

gesellschaft, and gecyberschaft.  For reference this information is noted in an 

extension of the table begun in Chapter Three showing features of gemeinschaft 

and gesellschaft with characteristics projected for gecyberschaft in eighteen 

summary categories. 

Chapter VIII: Gecyberschaft:  Characteristics of Groups  
Using Electronic Communications   

This chapter presents selected evidence that documents the emergence of 

virtual community as projected at three levels:  the level of the individual, the 

level of community, and the level of the society.    

To structure this exploration, representative evidence has been reported in 

at least two categories from within each of the eighteen major (summary) 

categories represented in the table built in the preceding chapter.  The quantity of 

evidence is vast—far more than could be included in this work—and I have, 

therefore, used three data handling techniques:  representation, sampling, and 

patterning.  For example I have selected six examples of virtual communities or 

gecyberschafts to represent their class and have primarily used their self 

descriptions to exemplify the characteristics under discussion: 

 the Chaordic Commons (n.d.; Hock, 1995) 

 the Society for Organizational Learning (n.d.) 

 the Pioneers of Change (n.d.) 
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 Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (CPSR, n.d.; Evoy, 

2004) 

 The Natural Step (n.d.; Anderson, 1998) 

I make extensive use of the body of scholarly knowledge describing communities 

of practice (Hesselbein et al., 1988; Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2002; Synder & 

Wenger, 2003; Wenger et al, 1999; 2002), as well as the studies of terrorist 

networks (Krebs, 2002 b) and private military forces (Davis, 2002; Singer, 2003).                

Further, in the area of community functions, I draw on the research into the nature 

of wicked problems (Buckingham Shum, 1997; Madron & Jopling, 2003; Rittel & 

Webber, 1973; and Roberts, 2001). 

 In addition to sources already noted in this review of the methodology, a 

wide variety of other sources—some scholarly, others primary—are used 

throughout this chapter.  A selection of these sources includes:  Albert and Wager 

(n.d.), Bergen (n.d.),  Carson (1982), Columbia Encyclopedia (2000), De Soto 

(2002), Jacobs (1961), Giddens (2000), GNU (2004), Google (n.d.), Khare and 

Rifkin (1998), Lesig (2002),  National Park Service (n.d.), ROCA (n.d.), Postrel 

(2003), Schiesel, 2004), Simpson (2002), Templeton (1997), Transparency 

International (n.d.), and Vaidhyanathan, (2003).  

Chapter IX:   Concepts of Traditional and Virtual Community and  
Directions for Further Research 

In the bulk of the concluding chapter, I explore the similarities and 

differences between the conceptions of traditional and virtual communities.  In 
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addition to the characteristics observed by the early sociologists, the works of 

Loomis and Mckinney (1996), Marshall (1994), Mosse (1998), Sapir (in Worf, 

1991), and Vidich and Bensman (1968) support the idea of traditional community 

used for comparison with the ideas of virtual community cited throughout the 

work.  New sources for concepts included in the idea of virtual community 

especially those used in popular culture, include Figallo (1998), Grassroots 

Enterprise (n.d.), Kim (2002), Kintera (n.d.), Horn (1998), Powers (1997), Sluggy 

Zone (n.d.), the US Army (n.d.a). 

Additional scholarly works cited include those of Barabási (2000), Cohill 

and Kavanugh (1997 1997), Erard (2003), Felkins (2002), Singh et al. (1999), and 

Watts (2003). 

The final section explores suggested directions for additional research.
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CHAPTER III 
 

CLASSICAL AND CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGICAL  
THEORIES OF COMMUNITY 

 

Classical Theories of Community:  Founding Fathers and Lasting Models 

At the close of the nineteenth century, the founding fathers of sociological 

community theory, Tönnies (1996) and Durkheim (1960), developed early 

theories and definitions of community.  At the time of their observations, Europe 

was modernizing—fueled by industrialization, steam-powered transportation, and 

the robust use of the printing press and the first of the electronic communications 

systems (telegraph)—and, as a result “community life” was changing.  They 

compared the sociology of traditional, small, geographically-based groups of 

people with the group behavior evidenced in the increasingly modern, large and 

mobile urban population. 

Tönnies:  Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 

Ferdinand Tönnies (1855-1936) described the transition from 

gemeinschaft (community)—which he defined as simple, rural, and traditional—

to gesellschaft (society)—which he described as complex, urban, and large scale.  

Written at the beginning of his career (published in 1887), Gemeinschaft und 

Gesellschaft is a theoretical work “aimed at constructing the fundamental 



22 

 
 

theoretical concepts needed to understand society in abstraction”  [italics added] 

(Deflem, n.d. Tönnies section ¶ 1).   Tönnies’s framework included two other 

types of sociological analysis:  applied and empirical. 

To support his model of social groups, Tönnies hypothesized that the 

nature of human groups was configured by individual acts formulated with 

different types of human will.  Actions arising from Wesenwille resulted in 

gemeinschaft, while those based on Kürwille engendered gesellschaft.  Translated 

variously as natural, integral (Samples, 1996), living (Deflem, n.d.), and essential 

will (Truzzi, 1971), Wesenwille is an organic or instinctive driving force and can 

be understood as actions directed to meet ends (purposes) which are naturally 

intrinsic to human beings.  In contrast, when using Kürwille—rational or arbitrary 

will (Samples, 1996; Deflem, n.d.; Truzzi, 1971)—Tönnies suggested human 

beings have more freedom and conscious choice:  “the crucial characteristic of 

arbitrary-will is the capacity to distinguish means from ends and to choose the 

most efficient means for any given end” (Deflem, n.d. Tönnies section ¶ 4). 

Characteristics 

Gemeinschaft communities—appearing in family, rural village, and town 

life—are characterized by personal identification with a place, a homogeneous 

population, and relationships and status based on ties to family and guilds and 

land (Tönnies 1996).  Arising out of actions derived from Wesenwille, 

gemeinschaft communities are bound together and governed by concord (being 
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one of the people or volk), folkways, and religion.  Gesellschaft societies—

manifested in city, national, and cosmopolitan life—are characterized by personal 

mobility, heterogeneous populations, relationships based on rationality and 

calculation, and fluid status based on wealth.  The gesellschaft society emerging 

from Kürwille activities is governed by convention, legislation, and public 

opinion.  Tönnies’s brilliant observations of the transition between and the 

characteristics of two quite different forms of community provide the framework 

for this study.  These characteristics are summarized in Table 1.  

Table 1 
 
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Defined by Tönnies 

Characteristics of Gemeinschaft  Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

- attachment to place  - urbanism, mobility  

- natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille]  

- rational will using science [Kürwille]  

- homogeneous  - heterogeneous  

- close, emotional, face-to-face ties  - impersonal, based on formal roles  

- based on family and guild  - based on rationality and calculation  

- ascribed  - mobile  

- possessions, land  - wealth, money  

- family  - contract  

- self  - person 
 

 

Table 2 includes a new column providing categorizations of the 

characteristics listed, which will be used throughout this work to clarify the 

development of the new theoretical model of community.   



24 

 
 

 
 
Table 2 
 
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft  as defined by Tönnies 
with the Addition of Sociological Categories 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft  Characteristics of Gesellschaft  

Areas of definition - attachment to place  - urbanism, mobility  

Governing rationale - natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille]  

- rational will using science [Kürwille]  

Composition - homogeneous  - heterogeneous  

Role expectations - close, emotional, face-to-face ties  - impersonal, based on formal roles  

Relationship model - based on family and guild  - based on rationality and calculation  

Status, rank - ascribed  - mobile  

Status of elements - possessions, land  - wealth, money  

Governing structure - family  - contract  

Individual definition - self  - person 
 

Commentary 

Tönnies’s work is rich, complex, and difficult to digest, which may 

account for the two most common misconceptions about his theories:  first that he 

preferred gemeinschaft to gesellschaft and second that the structure underlying his 

theory was static rather than evolutionary.   

Tönnies’s works contain criticisms of the effects of both gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft, either of which—especially because of the complexity of his 

writing—may be easily extracted in isolation and abstracted to support a 

particular point of view.  Beginning in the early 1900’s, Tönnies’s writings were 

often “appropriated by a generation of young romantics that sought to 

intellectually ground an utopian return to gemeinschaft” (Deflem, n.d., Tönnies 

section ¶ 6), a practice which continued throughout Tönnies’s life, despite his 
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continual reminders that the “…process of change[,] through which the individual 

who was controlled by natural or integral will … was ‘freed’ and became the 

subject of rational will, was ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’” (Loomis & McKinsey,  1996, 

p. 2).    

Turning to the second misconception, when summarizing Tönnies’s work, 

sociologists and others generally focus on the contrasts between gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft as he himself did: 

To conclude our theory, two periods stand thus contrasted with each other 
in the history of the great systems of culture:  a period of Gesellschaft 
follows a period of Gemeinschaft. (Tönnies,1996, p. 231) 
 
 This is obviously not incorrect but it is incomplete and generates a sense 

of two static structures in opposition to each other (see Table 3) rather than a 

progression of continually evolving forms which have been placed in two of many 

possible societal periods, as Tönnies goes on to suggest.  He theorizes that  

Table 3 
 
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Static Forms in Opposition 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft   Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

Areas of definition  attachment to place        urbanism, mobility  

Governing rationale natural will using custom art 
[Wesenwille]                  

  rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

Composition  homogeneous     heterogeneous  

Role expectations close, emotional, face-to face  
ties 

 impersonal, based on formal roles  

Relationship models based on family and guild    based on rationality and 
calculation  

Status, rank ascribed     mobile  

Status elements possessions, land     wealth, money  

Governing structure family     contract  

Individual definition self     person 
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individual actions taken by a group over time—depending on the type of 

governance—are instantiated in different types of organization within distinct 

societal periods.  For example, according to Tönnies, within the larger category of 

gemeinschaft, the use of folkways and mores (which are a type of natural will) 

among other things will over time generate the social form we label a rural 

village.  Or, within the broad category of gesellschaft, the use of a legislative 

system (which is a type of rational will) will produce the social form we label a 

nation.  Thus evolution is central to Tönnies’s thinking, as  further evidenced by 

his last book, Progress and Evolution in Society published in 1926, in which he 

provided empirical evidence for the development of a universal world culture 

(Loomis & McKinsey, 1957). 

Durkheim:  Mechanical and Organic Solidarity 

At the same time and observing the same social changes, Emile Durkheim 

(1858-1917) focused his questions, observations, and theory on a different aspect 

of the changes in social organization.  Instead of beginning by distinguishing the 

characteristics and types of social groups arising from individual actions as 

Tönnies did, Durkheim (1982, 1960; 1997) studied the dynamics of group 

cohesion:  he wanted to know what had held people together in the past and what 

would hold communities together in the future as human population and areas of 

population density increased. 
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Environmental Drivers 

Durkheim asserted that the significant increase in dynamic density—

consisting of the overall increase in population and, as a result of the migrations 

to the cities, the simultaneous increase in the concentrations of people within 

specific areas—would force a change in the nature of primary human groups.  He 

further asserted that the most important factor in studying these dynamics is the 

manner in which human work is organized.  The increase in dynamic density first 

illuminated and then broke down the then-existing societal cohesion which was 

based on what Durkheim called mechanical solidarity.  The word “mechanical” as 

Durkheim used it refers to the similarity of work experience in rural communities.  

This “sameness” of work experience generated understanding and consensus—

and, thereby, cohesion because the important “pieces” of society, the work, are all 

constructed (or mechanized) in the same way.   Mechanical solidarity results from 

community members who have similar values and ways of life and is generally 

associated with small groups located in a specific and relatively closed geographic 

area.  

With the increase in dynamic density came a division of labor:  in cities, 

people worked at different trades.  When everyone in a village did the same thing, 

sameness was a strong enough force to bind a society together.  But, when 

everyone does different things in a city, there is less “sameness” and society, 

therefore, requires a new cohesive force.  Durkheim described this force as 

organic solidarity, or mutual interdependence: 
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…social harmony comes essentially from the division of labor.  It is 
characterized by a cooperation which is automatically produced through 
the pursuit by each individual of his own interests. (1960, p. 200) 

 
He compares the relationship of various groups of workers within a city to the 

relationship of various groups of organs within an animal: 

In one case, as in the other, the structure derives from the division of labor 
and its solidarity.  Each part of the animal, having become an organ, has 
its proper sphere of action where it moves independently without imposing 
itself upon others.  But, from another point of view, they depend more on 
one another than in a colony [of cells grouped by sameness], since they 
cannot separate without perishing. (1960, p. 192)  

 
Organic solidarity arises from an interdependence of roles and a dependence on 

rational agreement and intermediary institutions to provide individual integration 

and group cohesion.     

Characteristics 

Mechanical solidarity is characterized by a collective conscience arising 

from similar values and ways of life.  According to Durkheim, mechanical group 

will is binding and much stronger than individual will:  the society is repressive 

and punishes violations of solidarity.  The increase in dynamic density brought 

about individualism, differentiation in societal roles, and a weakening of the 

collective conscience—the beliefs held in common by the average members of 

society.  Because the group will is comparatively less strong and diverse 

individual wills are comparatively more powerful, Durkheim posited that the 

weaker social system required support from the cohesion supplied by subgroups 
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(occupation and class, for example) as well as various forms of formal 

governance to reinforce mutual dependency and social intercourse.   

Durkheim also described the increase in population density as driving a 

concomitant increase in the intensity of communication at both the individual and 

group level.  And—a forerunner to both complex system theory and media 

ecology—he pictured rapid communication between subgroups as a natural 

extension of the increased complexity of organization: 

As the progress of the division of labor demands a very great 
concentration of the social mass, there is between the different parts of the 
same tissue, of the same organ, or the same system, a more intimate 
contact which makes happenings much more contagious.  A movement in 
one part rapidly communicates itself to others. (1960, p. 224) 

  
These characteristics are summarized in Table 4. 

Commentary  

As with gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, the common abstraction of 

mechanical and organic solidarity places them in static opposition to each other.  

And, as with Tönnies, Durkheim conceived the dynamics and characteristics of 

human social groups in a continually changing succession, commenting as he 

described organic solidarity that “…we advance in the evolutionary scale… “ 

(1893/1960, p. 400-401).   And, as with Tönnies, he saw both positives and 

negatives in the two major forms of cohesiveness that he identified.     
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Table 4 
 
Characteristics of Mechanical and Organic Solidarity as Defined by Durkheim 

Category Characteristics of Mechanical Solidarity Characteristics of Organic Solidarity 

Area of definition - native soil - autonomous existence 

Drivers of individual 
actions  

- collective conscience  - individualism, diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

Law - repressive:  punishment for violation of 
solidarity  

- restitutive:  maintain contact and 
social intercourse 

Cohesion - similar values and ways of life  
- strong:  primacy of society over individual  

- complementary, interdependent 
ways of life  

- weak:  requires support from 
subsystems [e.g., occupation, 
class]  

Communication - low intensity 
- [no subsystems] 

- increased intensity 
- fast communication among 

subsystems 
 

Summary View of Characteristics 

As discussed above, Tönnies and Durkheim were observing the same 

social phenomena from different standpoints, thereby illuminating different 

features.  Table 5 brings together the characteristics of gemeinschaft and 

mechanical solidarity and of gesellschaft and organic solidarity in a summary 

view.    
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Table 5 
 
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft/Mechanical Solidarity and Gesellschaft/Organic 
Solidarity as Defined by Tönnies and Durkheim 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft/ 
Mechanical Solidarity 

Characteristics of Gesellschaft/ 
Organic Solidarity 

Areas of definition - attachment to place (T) - urbanism, mobility (T) 

Governing rationale - natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille] (T) 

- rational will using science [Kürwille] 
(T) 

Composition - homogeneous (T) - heterogeneous (T) 

Communication - low intensity (D) 
- [no subsystems] 

- increased intensity (D) 
- fast communication among 

subsystems (D) 

Drivers of individual 
actions  

- collective conscience (D) - individualism, diffuse, abstract civil 
religion (D) 

Role expectations - close, emotional, face-to-face ties (T) - impersonal, based on formal roles 
(T) 

Relationship models - based on family and guild (T) - based on rationality and calculation 
(T) 

Status, rank - ascribed (T) - mobile (T) 

Status elements - possessions (T), land (T) - wealth (T), money (T) 

Governing structure - family (T) - contract (T) 

Violation response - repressive:  punishment for violation 
of solidarity (D) 

- restitutive:  maintain contact and 
social intercourse (D) 

Cohesion - similar values and ways of life (D) 
- strong:  primacy of society over 

individual (D) 

- complementary, interdependent 
ways of life (D) 

- weak:  requires support from 
subsystems [e.g., occupation, 
class] (D) 

Key:  Tönnies (T) and Durkheim (D) 
 

Additional Important Observations During the Birth of Sociology   

Among the founders of sociology, there are two additional keen observers 

whose accounts of the social changes during the nineteenth century can be used to 

illuminate the nature of the vast social changes taking place that precipitated 

concomitant changes in the nature of community.    
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Marx:  Conflict over the Means of Production 

Although Karl Marx (1818-1883) did not identify himself as a sociologist, 

his writing was an important part of the environment in which Tönnies, 

Durkheim, and particularly Weber worked.  The activist nature of his writing—

“The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to 

change it [italics added],” (Marx, 11th Thesis on Feuerbach, 1886/1969 p. 15)—

did indeed propel changes in the world.  And it is precisely because of the vast 

and varying results of the applications of his thinking as well as of social actions 

taken in his name but without his thinking, that it is difficult to summarize his 

thesis briefly.  What is important for this study is his introduction of evolutionary 

economics via an emphasis on the means and modes of production and the idea of 

primary drivers of societal change via an emphasis on class conflict.  These ideas 

enriched subsequent sociological theory and modeling. 

Fixed, Linear Evolution 

Reviewing prior Asiatic, ancient, and feudal societies, as well as the 

current (for him) bourgeois forms of class-driven society, Marx (1969; Coser, 

1977) described an inevitable evolution of societal structure configured by 

economics and driven by a fundamental scarcity in the means of production.   

This evolution is peculiar to human beings (as opposed to animals) who, by 

cooperating together, produce the tools that in turn enable them to perform the 

work that enables them to survive.  As humans create new tools, they transform 
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themselves and their social structures.  Inherent in this distinctly human situation 

and associated with each particular mode of production is the conflict which 

arises between classes of people who are divided by the economics driven by the 

interests of those who control and own the means of production and/or the results, 

and the interests of those who provide the labor which produces the goods.  

According to Marx, modes of production and therefore economic stages succeed 

each other in violent, revolutionary shifts that take place when the contradictions 

inherent in an old economic order cannot maintain the society. 

Because Marx’s inquiries were framed by the conflict inherent in changing 

economics over the course of global history, his ideas span both a broader 

geography and a greater range of time than those of Tönnies and Durkheim, 

including a description of Asiatic and ancient as well as feudal and bourgeois 

societies.  Nevertheless, as in the cases of Tönnies and Durkheim, it was the 

Industrial Revolution and the transition from a feudal to bourgeois society which 

prompted his observations and towards which he directed his activist 

prescriptions.   During the Industrial Revolution, capitalists who oppressed 

workers replaced feudal overlords who oppressed serfs.  See Table 6 for a 

summary of the economic and class changes that Marx observed during the 

Industrial Revolution.  
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Table 6 
 
Characteristics of the Transition in Class Society During 
 the Industrial Revolution as Defined by Marx 

Category Characteristics of Feudal Society Characteristics of Bourgeois Society 

Cohesion - class - class 

Primary production 
modes 

- agriculture - industrial, sophisticated technology 

Primary means of 
production, with 
ownership and energy 
considerations 

- manual labor with rudimentary tools 
owned by serfs 

- land and animal stock (owned by 
feudal overlords 

- minimal energy required 

-  factories (owned by capitalists) 
- capital (wealth to invest, owned by 

bourgeoisie) 
- massive energy required [from fossil 

fuels owned by capitalists) 

Power struggles - feudal overlords [owned rights to 
what was produced on the land 
and/or the technology to take] 

- serfs 

- bourgeoisie 
- [emerging] managerial class [on 

behalf of owners] 
- proletariat [workers]  

 

Commentary 

But, as noted earlier, Marx wanted to do more than observe.  Marx was 

intent on assisting the working class to change the nature of social evolution as he 

had observed it thus far.  Although Marx (1969; Coser, 1977) believed that 

humans create their own history, he conceived of human evolution as following a 

single direction, towards a classless society.  This classless society would only 

emerge through the conscious efforts of the workers to create a utopian society.  

While he acknowledged periods of stagnation or equilibrium in history, for Marx 

the only alternative to the emergence of a classless society, if the working class 

was not equal to its historical task, was a new kind of barbarism.  In this thinking, 

Marx exemplifies an important idea that is often associated with community 

activists or theorists:  the utopian approach.  
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Weber:  Rational Interaction 

At the other end of the nineteenth century from Marx, Max Weber’s 

theory concerning the effects of bureaucracy has similarities to that of Marx.  

Marx and Weber agree that the Industrial Revolution brought not incremental 

change but a whole new level of increased effectiveness and efficiency of 

production.  Both were also concerned that the consequences of this revolution 

might overtake and destroy its human creators.  But they disagreed on the 

underlying causes. 

Max Weber (1864-1920) proposed that the most effective way to 

understand social systems was to understand the reasons people use to decide 

upon their actions (Weber, 1930).  His observations led him to decide that a major 

distinguishing feature of the new society he saw emerging—what Tönnies labeled 

gesellschaft—was the use of rational choice to determine the most effective 

means to be used to reach both personal and societal ends.  This goal-oriented 

rationality (zweckrational) was displacing decisions made on the basis of 

tradition, values, or emotions—and the result was bureaucracy (Coser, 1977).         

Emergent Group Structure 

Although he focused on individual motivation, Weber was not simplistic 

in his thinking:  “He believed that this shift in human motivation is one of both 

cause and effect occurring in interaction with changes in the structural 

organization of society” (Elwell, 1996).  Throughout his work, Weber looked for 
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the multiple causes and the micro and macro interactions that shaped the 

rationalization of the Western world.  Among those factors, he included: 

 a robust capitalistic marketplace to bring together buyers and sellers, a 

method of accounting for value, and the general use of commercial 

instruments to represent value; 

 mechanization and energy sources that enable dependable and rapid 

production; 

 free (not slave or serf) labor:  people legally in the position to—and 

economically compelled to—sell their labor on the market; and  

 calculable law, rational adjudication and administration (Weber, 

1930). 

Weber recognized the strengths generated by the robust use of this rational 

marketplace: 

From a purely technical point of view, a bureaucracy is capable of 
attaining the highest degree of efficiency, and is in this sense formally the 
most rational known means of exercising authority over human beings. 
(1968, p. 223) 

 
In addition to producing an efficient and rational organization of labor with the 

entrepreneur as the focal point, Weber argued, the emergent characteristics of 

capitalism and bureaucracy eliminated the distinction between what applies inside 

the local community and to the outside world.  In order to enable bureaucracy to 

function, the rules of ethics and economics are extended far beyond the village to 

gesellschaft, or society as a whole.  See Table 7 for a summary of the major 
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distinctions Weber made between Western bureaucracy and the forms of social 

organization that preceded it.   

Table 7 
 
Characteristics of Traditional and Rational Societies as Defined by Weber 

Category Characteristics of Traditional Societies Characteristics of Rational Societies 

Governing rationale  - tradition, values, or emotional 
decision-making 

- rational decision-making 

Role expectations  - written rules of conduct 

Law  - calculable law, rational adjudication 
and administration 

Relationships  - hierarchical and impersonal  

Status, rank  - based on achievement  

Status elements  - efficiency  

Governing structure  - calculable law, rational adjudication 
and administration  

Authority  
 

- traditional, status of the person, 
personal obligation within the 
tradition (passed down; extends in 
time) 

- rational, legal, impersonal, resident 
in the position or office held 
[extends in space to the largest 
possible effective boundary] 

Cohesion  -specialized division of labor  

Labor type - slave or serf - free (population able and compelled 
to sell labor on the market) 

Primary energy sources - organic (less concentrated) 
- wind (undependable) 
- water (not transportable 

- dependable, transportable, and  
concentrated (coal to generate 
steam) 

Marketplace  - capitalistic, with supporting tools 
such as accounting and 
commercial instruments 

 

Commentary  

Although he saw strengths in bureaucracy’s efficiency and increased 

rationality, unlike Tönnies, who was optimistic, in the end Weber was worried 

that the dangers from the effects of an all-encompassing formal structure which 
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optimizes decision-making for results at multiple, small, and fixed points within a 

system without regard to the overall goals of the community would generate 

dystopia.  

It is horrible to think that the world could one day be filled with nothing 
but those little cogs, little men clinging to little jobs and striving toward 
bigger ones….  This passion for bureaucracy....is enough to drive one to 
despair.  That the world should know no men but these: it is in such an 
evolution that we are already caught up, and the great question is, 
therefore, not how we can promote and hasten it, but what can we oppose 
to this machinery in order to keep a portion of mankind free from this 
parceling-out of the soul, from this supreme mastery of the bureaucratic 
way of life. (Weber, 1958, p. 212) 

Summary of the Classical Theories of Community 

By observing some of the social ramifications of the Industrial Revolution, 

although they focused on different areas and approaches and used different 

names, Tönnies, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber provided a rich model of the 

essential elements of two forms of community:  one into which they were born, 

before the Industrial Revolution, and one which emerged as a result of the 

changes inherent in that revolution.  Table 8 shows the names they gave to these 

forms of community.    

Table 8 
 
Names for Community Types Preceding and Following the Industrial Revolution  
as Defined by Tönnies, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber 

Sociologist Preceding the Industrial Revolution Following the Industrial Revolution 

Tönnies - gemeinschaft - gesellschaft 

Durkheim - mechanical solidarity - organic solidarity 

Marx - feudal society - bourgeois society 

Weber - traditional society - rational society 
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For ease of reference throughout the rest of this work, I will use gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft to label these types of communities while continuing to include the 

characteristics identified by all four thinkers.  The characteristics described by 

these classical sociologists are summarized in Table 9. 

Table 9 
 
Summary of the Features and Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft  
as Defined by Tönnies, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics  of Gesellschaft 

Area of definition - attachment to place (T) - urbanism, mobility (T) 

Governing rationale - natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille] (T) 

- rational will using science [Kürwille] 
(T) 

Composition - homogeneous (T) - heterogeneous (T) 

Communication - low intensity (D) 
- [no subsystems] 

- increased intensity (D) 
- fast communication among 

subsystems (D) 

Ethics and religion - collective conscience (D) 
 

- individualism, diffuse, abstract civil 
religion (D) 

Governing rationale - tradition, values, or emotional 
decision-making (W) 

- rational decision-making (W) 

Role expectations - close, emotional, face-to-face ties (T) - impersonal, based on formal roles 
(T) 

- written rules of conduct (W) 

Relationship models - based on family and guild (T) - based on rationality and calculation - 
(T) 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, and 
impersonal (W) 

Status, rank - ascribed (T) - mobile (T) 
- based on achievement (W) 

Status elements - possessions (T), land (T) - wealth (T), money (T) 
- efficiency (W) 

Governance structure - family (T) 
 

- contract (T) 
- calculable law, rational adjudication 

and administration (W) 
 
           

         continued
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Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics  of Gesellschaft 

Violation response - repressive:  punishment for violation 
of solidarity (D)  

- restitutive:  maintain contact and 
social intercourse (D) 

Authority - traditional, personal status, personal 
obligation in tradition (W)   

- rational, legal, impersonal, resident 
in position or office held (W) 

Governance domain - extends over time (W) - extends in space to largest effective 
boundary (W) 

Cohesion - similar values and ways of life (D) 
- strong:  primacy of society over 

individual (D) 
 
- class (M) 

- complementary, interdependent 
ways of life (D) 

- weak:  requires support from 
subsystems [e.g., occupation, 
class] (D) 

- class (M) 
- specialized division of labor (W) 

 Individual definition - self (T) - person (T) 

Primary production 
modes 

- agriculture (M) - industry (M) 

Labor type - slave or serf (M) (W) - free population able and compelled 
to sell labor on the market (M) (W) 

Primary energy sources - organic [less concentrated]  (W) 
- wind [undependable] (W) 
- water [not transportable] (W) 

- coal to steam [dependable, 
transportable, and concentrated] 
(M) (W) 

Marketplace - barter - capitalistic with tools such as 
accounting and commercial 
instruments (M) (W) 

 

Primary means of 
production 

- land claimed/guarded by overlords 
(M) 

- limited energy sources (M) 
- serf owned tools (M)  

- capital invested by bourgeoisie (M) 
- massive energy sources from fossil 

sources (M) 
- factories owned by bourgeoisie (M) 

Power struggles - feudal overlords with rights to what 
was produced on the land and/or 
the technology to take production 
versus serfs who provided the 
labor (M) 

- bourgeoisie versus proletariat 
workers (M) 

Key:  Tönnies (T), Durkheim (D), Marx (M), and Weber (W)     
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While each of these categories of community features is important, this list 

is long and unwieldy.  To make this information easier to work with, I have 

abstracted below a smaller set of eight summary categories to be used as the 

foundation of a model of community form: 

 areas of definition 

 composition  

 relationships, roles, and identity 

 status, rank, and individual rights 

 cohesion 

 thought processes, expectations, and models 

 economic processes and energy use  

 governance, power, and authority  

As with many other complex theories, as these ideas entered mainstream 

thinking, they were abstracted and simplified.  Rather than residing in the original 

context of a changing evolutionary social structure, responding to specific 

environmental factors, with features which had functional and dysfunctional 

characteristics and consequences, they came to be seen as two fixed and 

oppositional forms of organization:  gemeinschaft versus gesellschaft. 

In part as a result of a 1920s romantic movement which idealized the past, 

gemeinschaft became the “good” form of community in much popular thinking 

(Deflem, n.d.).  Over time certain elements of the gemeinschaft—regularly 

including “natural” cooperation, family ties, and face-to-face interaction, and a 
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small, defined place (limited geographic area)—came to stand for the very idea of 

community (Bell & Newby, 1974).  Implicit in these elements was the idea that 

the gemeinschaft community was primarily—and, in some cases, entirely—

independent and self-sufficient, and that through this close and closed social 

group, all the needs of its members could be (and were) met.   

The idea of social evolution also faced two significant challenges in the 

subsequent century.  First, as sociology struggled for standing in the scientific 

community, the application of evolutionary theory to society appeared to require a 

teleological approach which violated scientific principles and implied a 

culminating deus ex machina—that is to say, that a society which was evolving 

was evolving towards some specific, pre-ordained end.  Second, during the 

twentieth century, social engineering via fascism and communism created horrific 

results.  Thus, sociological study moved away from evolutionary ideas until they 

were given additional legitimacy in the context of systems theory. 

Contributions from Contemporary Sociology 

Although mainstream sociological theories of community have not 

changed significantly from the classical models, in the last century there have 

been a number of scholars and researchers who have presented important ideas 

and research which contribute to an understanding of the characteristics and 

dynamics of community.  While well known to individual scholars, many of these 
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more recent contributions have not been synthesized and incorporated in the 

general literature and thinking about community. 

In this section, I will summarize major contributions which facilitate the 

modeling of community.  In each case, the research and thinking either helps to 

extend classical inquiry into the fundamental nature of community or, in some 

cases, challenges the classical definitions or the interpretations of theory which 

arose over time.   

Cooley:  Primary and Secondary Groups 

Rather than communities, Charles Horton Cooley (1909) proposed that a 

study of primary groups would be useful: 

By primary groups I mean those characterized by intimate face-to-face 
association and cooperation.  They are primary in several senses, but 
chiefly in that they are fundamental in forming the social nature and ideals 
of the individual….  Perhaps the simplest way of describing this 
wholeness is by saying that it is a “we;” it involves the sort of sympathy 
and mutual identification for which “we” is the natural expression.  (p. 23) 

 
Cooley contrasted primary groups with secondary groups—such as trade 

unions and professional organizations—which are larger than primary groups and 

in which not every member interacts with every other member.  Although not as 

tightly knit as a primary group, a secondary group exhibits a normative system 

and some shared sense of purpose.  
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Commentary 

There are several facets of Cooley’s work which are valuable in creating a 

robust theory of community.  First, the words primary groups and secondary 

groups are less likely to convey hidden, emotionally-biased values than words 

such as community and urban society.  For those who do not speak German, 

gemeinschaft, gesellschaft, and gecyberschaft may serve the same purpose.   

Second, Cooley adds the ideas that primary groups continue to exist 

simultaneously with secondary groups and that individuals in the early twentieth 

century participate in both types of groups, deriving different benefits from each.  

Finally, anticipating both communication theory and systems theory, he suggests 

that amount of interaction between individuals relates directly to the intensity of 

the individual’s identification with the group.   

Cooley’s (1902) idea of the looking glass self—that our self image is 

based on how we think others evaluate us—leads us to Mead and Goffman. 

Cooley, Mead, and Goffman:   Forming Meaning and  
the Individual within Society   

Cooley (1902), Mead (1934), and Goffman (1959) explored the ways in 

which individuals form mental constructs of themselves and construct meaning 

about themselves and the events which occur in society from their interaction 

with other human beings:   

We attempt, that is, to explain the conduct of the individual in terms of the 
organized conduct of the social group, rather than to account for the 
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organized conduct of the social group in terms of the conduct of the 
separate individuals belonging to it.  (Mead, 1934, p. 7)  

 
Based on their relationships to society as a whole and on relationship to 

particular others, people develop internal symbolic models of themselves and how 

they fit in society which they then reflect on and change with experience.  These 

ideas of the self are created in an iterative process based on interpretations of 

memories of others’ reactions in actual interactions as well as in projected 

scenarios of interaction.   

For example, Mead (1934/1962) described a process of self-conditioning 

as the result of using memories of others’ actions to assist individuals in meeting 

situations successfully.  Mead also described the process of learning to play 

games as enabling children to practice interacting within the constraints of rules 

and roles.   

Goffman (1959) used the analogy of theater to study how people create 

images of themselves—or roles—which they use to interact with others.   

Particularly important to the study of gecyberschaft is Goffman’s distinction 

between planned activities which individuals intend to present publicly (in a front 

region—i.e., before an audience of observers) and those which take place in a less 

planned manner (in a back region—i.e., a place presumed to be inaccessible to 

observers).     
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Commentary 

Cooley, Mead, and Goffman greatly enhance theories of community by 

addressing the ways in which the individual human beings who comprise 

communities develop, understand, and portray themselves as individuals and as 

members of society.   It is at this point that the importance of language and 

abstract thought—to the form and life of the individual as well as the 

community—begins to be recognized.  This recognition enabled many important 

developments in the observation and modeling not only of individuals and 

communities but also the interaction between the two.     

In addition, through a wide variety of studies this body of work 

contributes to the understanding of the evolution of different types of biological 

communities:  for example although communities of insects and communities of 

human beings show many similarities of form and function the development of 

individuals and social activity is, in many ways, quite different, a point sometimes 

overlooked in general systems theory. 

The work of Colley, Mead, and Goffman, however, also widened the 

division between those who contended that individuals create society and those 

who argued that society creates the individual—which brings us to George 

Homans. 
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Homans:  Methodological Individualism 

Homans (1961, 1964) argued that all social phenomena are explained in 

terms of the characteristics of individuals rather than social structures.   “Let us 

get men back in, and let’s put some blood in them” (1964, p. 816).   He proposed 

that individuals act—or transact—rationally, making individual decisions based 

on needs and wants, prior success, and both the anticipated and actual the value of 

the results of an action.  Generally known as exchange theory, this approach led to 

games theory and the well-known prisoner’s dilemma (Poundstone, 1993), which 

examine the ways in which people might—or do—act in various situations by 

considering the benefit to the individual of an action or strategy.    

Commentary 

In this study of the nature and types of community, Homans’s work serves 

as a reminder that any theory which denies individual human decision making is 

absurd.  Clearly any theory of community must take into account the individual 

decisions made by human beings.  However, analysis which remains at the level 

of the individual precludes by its design the opportunity to observe and assesses 

the emergent characteristics of a system composed of human beings.  

In addition, subsequent studies of human decision-making, especially in 

the area of economics (Thaler, 1994; Elster, 200), indicates that a straightforward 

cause-and-effect rational thinking model does not predict observed behavior.  
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Parsons, Foucault, and Merton:  Functional Analysis 

 As in many other disciplines, during the second half of the twentieth 

century, sociologists began to apply systems theory to their studies.  A prominent 

example, Talcott Parsons (1951, 1954, 1960, 1971) commented that:  “The 

concept of system in the action field as in others, has been central to my thinking 

from a very early stage,” (1970, p. 849).  Parsons’s social system was one in 

which mutually-dependent parts contributed to the functioning of a system which 

is in a state of dynamic equilibrium.  Parsons was among the first sociologists to 

define multiple levels of social systems—including not only the personality 

system of Homan’s individual man but also the biological behavioral system 

underlying the personality as well as the social and cultural systems emerging 

from human interaction.  Parsons formulated four interdependent, levels of social 

system—each of which was increasingly large and complex.  And he suggested 

different units of analysis at each system level (please see Table 10).   

Table 10 
 
Summary of Social Systems Levels with Corresponding  
Units of Analysis as Defined by Parsons 

System Level Unit of Analysis 

The cultural system - meaning or symbolic systems (for example:  religious beliefs, 
languages, national values) 

The social system - role interaction among actors(actors may be individual human beings 
or collectives) 

The personality 
system 

- role interaction among actors 
(actors may be individual human beings or collectives) 

The behavioral 
system 

- physical behavioral organisms (human beings, including their internal 
environment [such as central nervous system] and their external 
environments [such as housing and office buildings]) 
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Building on Tönnies’s typology by identifying more levels and working at 

the level which he defined as the social system and where he focused most of his 

attention, Parsons (1951, 1954) defined some distinctions which he called pattern 

variables.  At the society level, actors (which may be individuals or collectives) 

choose their actions in order to be well suited for the type of society in which they 

operate.  As a result of multiple, on-going individual decisions, different types of 

societies exhibit different patterns.    

Parsons identified a series of expressive pattern variables which he 

categorized as being predominant in traditional (gemeinschaft) communities 

versus the Instrumental Variables predominant in modern (gesellschaft) societies 

(see Table 11).  In making this distinction, he recognized that although 

instrumental variables are the major precipitators of the pattern for modern 

societies, residual expressive variables remain as part of modern life.  
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Table 11 
 
Pattern Variables in Traditional and Modern Societies as Defined by Parsons 

Decisions Actors Make before  
Action Takes Place 

Expressive Variables 
(gemeinschaft) 

Instrumental Variables 
(gesellschaft) 

Orientation of the actor towards others 
based on 

- ascription 
(based on sex, age, race, 

ethnicity) 

- achievement 
(what actors can do or have 

done) 

Expected range of demands in the 
relationship 

- diffuseness 
(wide range in number and 

types of responsibility) 

- specificity 
(scope specific, defined, and 

narrow) 

Whether or not to expect emotional 
gratification 

- affectivity 
(emotional gratification 

expected) 

- neutrality 
(emotional gratification not 

expected) 

What type of thinking to apply in acting and 
reacting  

- particularism 
(use history and 

understanding of an 
individual relationship) 

- universalism 
(use rules associated with 

norms and roles) 

 
 
 

Parsons originally defined a fifth pattern variable:  collectivity in the 

expressive (gemeinschaft) category versus self in the instrumental (gesellschaft) 

category (see Table 12).  Later (1960) he reclassified this distinction, moving it 

from the level of social system to that of cultural system. 

Table 12 
 
A Primary Pattern Variable in Traditional and Modern Society Later Reclassified by Parsons  

Decisions Actors Make before 
 Action takes Place 

Expressive Variables 
(gemeinschaft) 

Instrumental Variables 
(gesellschaft) 

Whether the action may serve private 
interests or must provide collective 
benefits  

- collectivity - self 

  
 
 
 Working in the same tradition as Parsons, Merton (1968) contributes 

additional research and theory with a focus on the dysfunctions arising from 
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societal institutions and on the distinction between manifest and latent 

functionality.  Similar in some ways to Foucault (1965), who points out the biases 

inherent in the observations of those inside any system, Merton suggests that, in 

order to be accurate, sociological analysis must go beyond the reasons individuals 

attribute to their actions to examine both the intended and the unintended 

consequences.  He also suggests that in any society there are functional 

alternatives, that is, more than one type of institution which can fulfill needed 

functions.  

Commentary 

Parsons and Merton represent a modern approach to sociology, reflecting 

their own participation in modern society.  Unlike the founding fathers of 

sociology, Parsons and Merton lived only in gesellschaft and their work—

especially that incorporating and applying systems theory—makes extensive use 

of the abstraction and codification that is an Instrumental Variable choice.  

In being very clear that a modern actor may use both Expressive and 

Instrumental Variables simultaneously in a single transaction, Parsons opens the 

way for the concept that a prior stage of social behavior is incorporated in the next 

stage.  He was among the first to understand that, in order to observe and describe 

processes in a clear and useful way, sociologists must take care to specify the 

level of the system hierarchy they are addressing, using, as Parsons described 

them, structural reference points.   
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Similarly Merton’s functional alternatives reflect the transition in 

mainstream sociological theorizing from a linear, single cause-and-effect model to 

a more complex, multiple-causes-and-multiple effects model. 

Stacey and Coser:  Bias of the Sociological Observer 

Margaret Stacey, in her essay, Myth of Community Studies (Bell & 

Newby, 1974), was a pioneer in stating outright that the idea of community as it 

had most often been used academically is not a defensible concept.  She posited 

that most sociological work in the area of community studies has been biased by 

an unrecognized value judgment, by a sense of alienation, by a yearning on the 

part of the sociologists to return to the perceived warmth of gemeinschaft and 

mechanical solidarity.   

Stacey suggested that the study of local social systems would lead to more 

accurate and, therefore, useful analyses.  Using general systems theory, she 

defined a social system as a set of inter-related social institutions, or subsystems, 

covering most aspects of social life and their respective, associated belief systems.   

In her work (1960, 1974; Hughes, n.d.), the characteristics of an open system 

include:  

 a set of entities 

 attributes of the entities 

 relationships among the entities and among their attributes 

 relationships with other systems 
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Fifteen years later this less-biased perspective on social systems enabled Coser 

(1991) to report a balanced view of the effects of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft .  

As her title In Defense of Modernity:  Role Complexity and Individual Autonomy 

suggests, Coser argued that the role conflict which can arise only in gesellschaft, 

where each person has multiple roles, places a burden on individual personalities 

to resolve competing demands—a negative effect; at the same time, this conflict, 

however, this conflict gives rise to reflection, divergent thinking, and the 

opportunity to make choices between the conflicting role demands—a positive 

effect, leading to increased freedom and autonomy for the individual.  

Characterizing gemeinschaft as greedy, Coser explained: 

In groups that offer complete security, in which role partners hardly 
change, and in which mutual expectations remain stable, there is relatively 
little opportunity to innovate or weigh alternatives of thought and 
behavior.  A gemeinschaft is such a group.  (p.71) 

 
…To be sure, in simple societies that approach Tönnies’s type, people also 
play several roles, but these are all part of the person and are 
undifferentiated by time and place.  (p.72) 

 
…I believe that a gemeinschaft has something in common with a type of 
social organization that Lewis Coser (1974) has called “greedy 
institutions,” referring to institutions that demand total commitment from 
their members.  (p. 73) 

 
 On the other hand, the role conflicts inherent in gesellschaft require human 

beings to reflect—to sort through the various relationships and obligations—and 

to decide which to obligations to fulfill.  Rather than the conforming behavior 

elicited by gemeinschaft, conformity in gesellschaft is what Robert Merton (1959) 

called attitudinal.  Attitudinal conformity takes place when individuals have 
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strongly internalized norms and have made a decision to act after considering 

alternatives.  Coser concluded: 

Individualism thrives under conditions of role-set complexity because 
such conditions make it possible for individuals to decide whether or not 
to involve their internal dispositions when they try to conform to the 
demands of some role partners….  In a society in which institutions are so 
differentiated that people can even differentiate their internal dispositions, 
they can develop to its utmost that unique human ability of reflecting 
about themselves, about their own behavior, and about their own thoughts. 
(1991, p. 93) 

Commentary 

Some 25 years after Parson’s initial theories of social systems as 

hierarchical systems and Foucault’s discussions of the exclusionary tendency of 

those inside societies to discount those with differing value systems, Stacey and 

Coser pointed out both the perhaps-unconscious biases of sociologists as 

observers and theorists and the theoretical disagreements over the appropriate 

definition of community.  That gemeinschaft might be confining is not a new 

idea.  An astute observer during the nineteenth century, von Goethe, commented: 

 I have observed, that in a great city even the poorest, the lowest can be 
himself, whereas in a small community even the richest does not feel he 
really lives, that he can breathe.  (cited in Clapp, 1987, p 95) 

 
For the model of community under development, this prompts the addition of a 

new summary category of features which attend to the potential dysfunctions 

likely to arise from any particular organizational form.  Table 13 includes Coser’s 

observations on the limitations of gemeinschaft and matches them with concerns 

about the consequences of the emerging gesellschaft structures noted earlier by 
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Marx and Weber.  The idea of dysfunction also raises the question of function or 

purpose, which will be addressed in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

Table 13 
 
Dysfunctions Likely to Emerge from the Organization of Gemeinschaft 
and Gesellschaft as Defined by Coser, Marx, and Weber 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

Personal alienations - lack of personal choice (C) 
- minimal individuation (C) 

- individual as small unit with no 
connection to whole (cog in 
machine) (W) 

Single-level decision-
making 

- community decisions “greedy” at 
individual’s expense (C) 

- isolated individual decision-making 
(at the cost of the larger 
community) (W) 

Oppressed groups - serfs (M) - proletariat workers (M) 

Key:  Coser (C), Marx (M), and Weber (W)     
 
 
 

Sociological theories of community—whether unconsciously and 

implicitly or, more often towards the end of the twentieth century, consciously 

and explicitly—have increasingly, although unevenly, drawn on systems theory.  

In doing so, researchers have been able to more clearly observe and delineate the 

characteristics of community activities and the resulting pattern variables.  For 

example, in 1998, in describing methods of organizing communities, Gittell and 

Vidal draw an important distinction between bridging (actions between 

individuals and groups in order create new relationships) and bonding (internal 

actions which produce exclusivity).              

Unlike Homans, in defining a local social system, Stacey and many others 

retained the concept of community as a geographically-defined space in defining 

a local social system (Bell & Newby, 1974).  And many scholars, while 
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recognizing the predominance of gesellschaft groups, still held the idea that 

independent gemeinschaft rural communities—often valued by the researcher—

continued to form a part of the social fabric, relatively unchanged by the larger 

gesellschaft environment.  In the 1960s, however, both these ideas came under 

attack.   

Vidich, Bensman, and Timmins:  The Myth of Independent  
Rural Communities in Gesellschaft  

 In the 1960s, Vidich and Bensman (1968) showed, in a case study of a 

small New England town, that the isolated, small community (in the sense of 

gemeinschaft:  rural, sacred, and mechanical), as dichotomously different from 

the city (in the sense of gesellschaft:  urban, secular, and organic), and 

“untouched” by modern life did not exist in the way that residents thought that it 

did.  With transportation and mass communication as pervading influences, small 

communities were subject to centralization, bureaucracy, and dominance by large-

scale organizations and the effects of mass society.      

Because it challenged the beliefs of both scholars and citizens of the 

community, the case study created considerable debate—further exposing, in the 

opinion of the researchers, the emotional attachment to the concept of 

gemeinschaft community.  Table 14 is a summary of the contradictions between 

the community’s belief in its independence and the observations of the 

researchers (Vidich & Bensman, 1968, p. 320). 
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Table 14 
 
Summary of Contradictions between Springdale Community Beliefs and Researcher Observations  

Category Small Towns  Residents Beliefs Observations of Researchers 

Location of governance - local self-determination - almost all aspects of town controlled 
by external forces  

Type of governance - democratic self-determination - even local politics controlled by small 
clique of party professionals (not 
democratic) 

Status and  
means of 

accomplishment 

- Horatio Alger:  hard work brings 
success 

- opportunity and growth severely 
limited; personal growth generally 
only by leaving; those who stayed 
mostly defined by inheritance of 
wealth, status, and position 

Modes of interaction  - warm, friendly, cooperative - observed social inequities (inherited 
and economic) and sharp 
competitiveness  

 
 
 

In the 1990s, Timmins’s study (1998) of Lyon County, Minnesota, she 

recorded similar findings which she summarized by writing: 

…small towns can best be understood in relationship to the networks 
which connect their inhabitants to markets, to government, and to cultural 
trends.  When networks become the organizing principle of small-town 
life…. the public and civic spheres take on a broader definition, 
transcending space and the definitions of modern discourse. (Timmins, 
1998, Ch I, p. 1) 

 

Commentary 

These studies demonstrate that pure gemeinschaft does not exist in an 

environment that is connected to gesellschaft, which is characterized by constant 

electronic communications and frequent and rapid transportation.  Although those 

living in village-type communities as determined and labeled by geography often 

think of themselves as living in gemeinschaft, because they are connected to and 
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dependent on a gesellschaft society, the characteristics and dynamics of their 

community interactions are inevitably shaped by the gesellschaft environment.   

Perhaps because geographic boundaries appeared to be the key factor, those who 

didn’t physically move to the big cities assumed themselves “safe” from the 

changes arising there.  Further, because those changes are intangible and reside in 

human interactions and processes rather than in physical objects, the existence 

and nature of the changes may have been more difficult to perceive.  As Timmins 

commented:  

A town considered itself established when it could erect an impressive 
brick building on a green to serve as city hall, but the grain elevator on the 
railroad tracks made the greatest impact on small-town inhabitants.  (1998, 
Ch III, p. 4) 

 
  The nature of many of the primary changes that took place during the 

industrial revolution had to do with faster transportation and communications.  

Both of these dramatically changed the environment in which community formed 

and the nature of those communities themselves—not just for those in cities but 

also for those in villages—for whom these changes may have been invisible.  

Although people continued to live in what appeared to be village-type 

communities (for example, towns that are small and rural, with white picket 

fences) and to retain many of the characteristics of gemeinschaft, their 

communities also reflected many of the characteristics of gesellschaft. 

Putnam:  Contemporary Sociological Observations and Theory 

 In papers (1995, 1996) and his book, Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and  
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Revival of American Community (2000), Harvard Professor Robert Putnam 

describes the large scale sociological changes he observed taking place in the 

United States at the end of the twentieth century.  In his words,  

For the first two-thirds of the twentieth century a powerful tide bore 
Americans into ever deeper engagement in the life of their communities, 
but a few decades ago—silently, without warning—that tide reversed and 
we were overtaken by a treacherous rip current.  Without at first noticing 
it, we have been pulled apart from one another and from our communities 
over the last third of the century.  (2000, p. 27) 

 
  Putnam shared with many sociologists a value-based approach and is 

concerned about what he calls a “social-capital deficit” (p. 368). Unlike some 

others worried about changes in our community structures and in the nature of 

the entities and relationships which generate social capital, Putnam recalls a time 

of turbulence in American history but it is not the same period as that described 

by Tönnies, Durkheim, and Weber in European History, the Industrial 

Revolution.  The change he focuses on began in the early decades of the 

twentieth century, and he recalls that this period of social turbulence was 

followed by waves of social innovation, generating new forms of community and 

social capital: 

Within a few decades around the turn of the century, a quickening sense of 
crises, coupled with inspired grassroots and national leadership, produced 
an extraordinary burst of social inventiveness and political reform.  In fact, 
most of the major community institutions in American life today were 
invented or refurbished in that most fecund period of civic innovation in 
American history. (Putnam, 2000, p. 368) 

 
Putnam goes on to argue that civic engagement and social capital have 

decreased in the United States over the last half century, as shown in decreasing 
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participation in political, civic, and religious activities as well as in informal 

activities such as clubs, sports, and volunteer work.  He further describes an 

increase in relying on police, private security forces, courts, and lawyers to 

maintain order and settle disputes. 

Putnam then goes on to identify some of the major factors precipitating 

this turbulence.  He identified four major sets of factors accounting, according to 

his best estimate, for 80% of the change, leaving approximately 20% to factors as 

yet not accounted for.  His intuitive weighting of the four factors based on his 

work with many disparate surveys and interviews is:  

 a change in generations—“the replacement of the long civic 

generation by their less involved children and grandchildren” (p. 

283)—approximately 50% 

 the rise in electronic entertainment—primarily but not exclusively 

television—approximately 10% without generational effects (or 

approximately 25% including the overlay of 15% also related to 

generational changes) 

 suburbanization, commuting, and sprawl—approximately 10% 

 the dual pressures of time and money, especially seen in two-

career families but experienced by others as well—approximately 

10% 

In an extraordinary section of his book, Putnam, with the assistance of 

Kristin Goss, continue by examining the consequences of the social turbulence he 
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has just elucidated.  Unlike Tönnies and many fellow sociologists, Putnam and 

Goss question their own value system in assessing the consequences of the social 

changes they have documented.  In coming to the conclusion that social capital 

has salutary effects on individual, communities, and nations, Putnam and Goss 

argue that, at the group level, that social capital facilitates collective problem 

solving, fosters business and social progress (generally defined as high levels of 

education, public safety, economic prosperity, and some form of democratic 

governance) and generates a wider ecological awareness.  On an individual level, 

they note that there is evidence that social capital increases individual mental and 

physical health as well as education, productivity, and economic prosperity. 

Commentary 

While some present and past sociologists reject the idea of societal 

evolution—often because they mistakenly believe that evolution necessarily 

implies social progress or teleology—Putnam (2000) assumes an evolutionary 

model of social organization and hopes for ways to measure forms and stages of 

evolutionary changes (p. 23).  In addition to providing a masterful synthesis of 

social research and identifying the possibility of a social pattern which is repeated 

in time, Putnam bring to light two additional important considerations.  First, 

while Putnam clearly presents a value-based approach—more social capital is 

better—unlike many sociologists, he and Goss lay out a specific hypothesis and 

present both data and arguments to support of their value judgment.  Second, 
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although he appears to come to the conclusion that this is not the case, he asks an 

important question:  whether “perhaps the young generation today is no less 

engaged than their predecessors, but engaged in new ways” (p. 26). 

Summary of the Contributions from Contemporary Sociology 

 In the century since the analyses of the founding fathers, sociologists have 

built extensively on the foundations they laid for the sociological study of 

community, adding both theory and considerable primary research.  Of particular 

importance to this study are 1) the contemporary recognition of the possibility of 

biases in the construction of sociological theory;  2) the use of systems theory to 

counter these biases; and 3) the research which shows the simultaneous existence 

of multiple types of communities—with gesellschaft overlaying and transforming 

gemeinschaft even when residents may not notice it.   

 The research done by Putnam and his associates (2000) introduces the idea 

that the amount of social interaction among individuals is central to the strength 

of the individual’s identification with any group.  Their work also begins to make 

the case for group boundaries which are not tied to geography.  Further, although 

Putnam does not label it in this way, in his description of the changes occurring in 

the United States during the last third of the twentieth century he has carefully 

recorded an example of punctuated equilibrium in the evolution of social 

organizations to which I will return in Chapter Five. 
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 Finally, dysfunctions can be added to the list of types of characteristics to 

be observed in different types of communities.   

Summary of the Salient Features of Community from 
Classical and Contemporary Sociology 

Combining the observations of classical and contemporary sociologists 

yields this list of key features of community: 

 areas of definition 

 composition 

 relationships, roles, and identity 

 status, rank, and individual rights 

 cohesion 

 thought processes, expectations, and models 

 economic processes and energy use 

 governance, power, and authority 

 dysfunctions 

 Appendix A provides a table that presents these nine summary categories 

of the features of community and their respective 27 subcategories, and compares 

the characteristics of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, as observed by classical and 

contemporary sociologists with respect to each subcategory.  The media 

environment, noted by Durkheim, implied by others, and directly addressed by 

Putnam as a major feature of community forms, is not incorporated in the list 
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above or in the table in Appendix A.  It is discussed in detail in Chapter Five, and 

added to the emerging model in Chapter Six.   
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CHAPTER IV 
 

 
THE IDEA OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY:  REFLECTIONS OF CHANGES  

IN THE COMMUNICATIONS ENVIRONMENT OF HUMAN BEINGS 

Introduction:  Moving From Physical to Virtual Proximity 

 The physical proximity of people—their co-presence in a geographic 

area—is a key characteristic in classical and many contemporary sociological 

definitions of community.  This chapter explores the changes in the environment 

of human beings—primarily but not exclusively in communications media—that 

made possible the potential emergence of the new type of community envisioned 

by cyber theorists:  the type of community for which I use the term gecyberschaft. 

In Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s The Railway Journey (1986), a study of the 

impact of the railroad on perceptions in the nineteenth century, he observed that 

people in the early-nineteenth century characterized the effect of railroad travel as 

the “annihilation of space and time.”  He quoted the Quarterly Review, which, as 

early as 1839, commented: 

‘Supposing that railroads…were to be suddenly established all over 
England, the whole population of the country would, speaking 
metaphorically, at once advance en masse, and place their chairs nearer to 
the fireside of their metropolis by two-thirds of the time which now 
separates them from it; they would also sit nearer to one another by two-
thirds of the time which now respectively alienates them [italics added].  If 
the rate were to be sufficiently accelerated, this process would be repeated; 
our harbours, our dock-yards, our towns, the whole of our rural 
population, would again not only draw nearer to each other by two-thirds, 
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but all would proportionally approach the national hearth.  As distances 
were thus annihilated, the surface of our country would, as it were, shrivel 
in size until it became not much bigger than one immense city [italics 
added],’  (In Schivelbusch, 1986, p. 34) 

 
Today we do not think of the railroad as a communications medium, but in 

the nineteenth century, coming as it did in a time when news traveled at the speed 

a person could carry it, the coming of the railroads was a major advance in 

communications.  Until superseded by the telegraph and then the telephone, 

railroads were the fastest way in human history to convey messages over long 

distances.   

The Victorians’ perception of this change was that it brought things 

effectively closer together than they had been before.  This reasonable 

interpretation has lasted to the present day—even as the speed of travel and the 

distances covered have increased exponentially.  But rail travel had other, more 

subtle consequences as well.  As Alan Trachtenberg said in his forward to The 

Railway Journey:  “In little over a generation it had introduced a new system of 

behavior:  not only of travel and communication but of thought, of feeling, of 

expectation” (Schivelbusch, 1986, p. xiii).   

Technologies—particularly in the areas of communication, computing, 

travel, and transportation—play a strong although not exclusive role in shaping 

the ideas and models of reality that human beings develop.  The Victorian railroad 

effectively contracted distance, and the attendant perceptions of both mental and 

physical closeness helped to create the idea of a close national community.       
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This idea of closeness and community among people who were not living 

in close physical proximity was extended and reinforced by many technologies 

emerging in the nineteenth century and accelerating in the twentieth century.  

Foremost among these are: 

 photography (image recording) 

 audio recordings 

 electronically-supported communication media 

 faster and less expensive means of travel and transportation 

(including transportation of messages such as letters, still and 

moving pictures, and audio recordings) 

 electronically-supported computing and graphical modeling 

For the purposes of this inquiry, all of these technologies may be considered to 

support communication between human beings as well as sensing, memory, and 

internal reflection within an individual.  Most travel, for example, not only 

requires communication but is often explicitly for the purpose of enabling a richer 

communication among people, one which permits more senses to be engaged. 

 Among the many sensing capabilities of human beings, there are five 

classically recognized as being the predominant senses:  sight, hearing, touch, 

smell, and taste.  By the 1850s many human cultures were well accustomed to 

using writing and printing to extend their ability to communicate with others both 

across geographic space and over time.  McLuhan (1964, 1967) and Munt (2001) 

argue that communications media can be usefully explored as a extensions of the 
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human senses that, by bringing about a larger and more varied world within our 

“reach,” change human experience and perceptions: 

…[T]hink, for example, of the way information technologies such as the 
telephone have reduced our former perception of the world as 
inaccessible, unknowable, and exotic to a sensibility of nearness, 
friendliness, fellowship and instantaneity (the so-called ‘global village’).  
(Munt, 2001, p. 6) 

Principal Dimensions for Reviewing Communications Technologies 

 There is a growing body of scholarship which focuses not only on the 

content of human communications but on the medium used when communicating 

(e.g., Carey, 1988, Innis, 1991, McLuhan, 1964, Nystrom, 1973, Ong, 1967, 

1982).  Building on this work, when reviewing the changes in the human 

communication environment—consisting primarily of the invention and diffusion 

of use of new types of communications media—it is important to attend to 

multiple dimensions: 

 senses engaged:  What human sense or senses—and how many of 

these senses—does the medium engage? (McLuhan, 1964; Munt, 

2001);   

 the degree of fidelity:  How accurate is the recording and playback or 

transmission? (Berlo, 1960; Shannon & Weaver, 1999); 

 the distinction between discursive (digital) or nondiscursive 

(analogic):  Is the message content primarily discursive, i.e., symbolic 

such as written language, or nondiscursive, i.e. presentational such a 

music or photographs? (Langer, 1942; Watzlawick, 1967); 
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 typical speed for this medium:  How long does it take for message 

transmission? (Havelock, 1986; Innis, 1951, 1995); 

 education required:  How much education is required in order to use 

this medium effectively?  (level of education required affects access to 

a medium and its content, and therefore the level of participation) 

(Postman, 1985, 1992; Digital Divide Network, n.d.); 

 synchronous or asynchronous:  Does the medium require or permit 

simultaneity of attention by sender and receiver, or can messages be 

sent and/or received at different times?  (Duffner et al., 2002; Shannon 

and Weaver, 1999); 

 one-way or interactive:  Are messages sent only one way or do they 

flow in both (or multiple) directions among participants (Shannon and 

Weaver, 1999; Winston, 1998)?  Are message is pre-recorded and 

therefore likely to be carefully prepared or are they transmitted in real-

time. (Fang, 1997; Postman, 1992); 

 cost of the medium:  How expensive is it to send or receive a message 

in this medium?  (Fang, 1997; Schiller, 1989)  Expense affects the 

frequency with which a communication medium is likely to be used. 

 distribution of technology and access to the medium:  How easy is it to 

gain access to this medium? Access also affects frequency of use. (de 

Sola Pool, 1984, 1990; Schiller, 1989; Demmers, 1999);   
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 size and portability of requisite receiver (if applicable):  What type of 

technological receiver, if any, is required?  How large and portable is 

the receiver? (Katz & Aakhus, 2002; Rheingold, 2002); and 

 connectivity required (if applicable):  What type of connecting 

infrastructure is required?  How accessible and expensive is this 

infrastructure?  (Digital Divide Network, n.d.; Fang, 1997) 

Dimensions of Communication Media and Their Implications for 
the Idea and Experience of Virtual Community 

 As noted in the preceding chapter, academically researched and recorded 

ideas of community originated during the Industrial Revolution, when the 

founding fathers of sociology compared their personal experiences of 

gemeinschaft with their experience in the newly-arising cities—the emerging 

gesellschaft.  As discussed in chapter Three, in many cases this was an 

unconscious context—and carried with it a longing for village community as it 

was remembered—until sociologists such as Coser (1991) and Stacey (1994) 

observed and highlighted it.  

The popular conception of community was, and remains, similar.    

In general people—mistakenly—believe that the society of those living in small 

geographic communities (villages) retains its gemeinschaft characteristics; while 

Timmins (1998) and Vidich & Bensman (1968) have shown that societal 

characteristics changed with the coming of early electronic communications. 

Nonetheless the characteristics of village life still inform the idea of community.  
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 In the village, the primary communication medium was continuous face-

to-face oral communication.  The intimacy felt in face-to-face oral 

communication is a key component of the idea of community. 

The idea of a new type of community which is characterized by 

continuous virtual rather than face-to-face communication and whose boundaries 

are not constrained by a small geographic area arose when changes in the 

communications environment enabled groups with traits similar to those in 

village-based gemeinschaft to emerge.  Although connected in different ways and 

not situated in a village, these groups are be likely to have characteristics which 

feel similar to those face-to-face interactions prompted by residence in a small 

geographic area.   

The more closely that electronic communication media are able to 

simulate all aspects of continuous face-to-face interactions, the greater will be the 

experience of community.   Feelings arising in mediated conversations are, 

perhaps unconsciously, compared with those arising from the imagined memory 

of gemeinschaft village life.  If the mediated experience “feels” like the 

remembered experience, people are likely to equate the two as they did in small 

town America (Timmins, 1998; Vidich & Bensman, 1968).  As electronic 

communications media increase in fidelity and engage more human senses, the 

experience of community increases.  Table 15 is a summary of the 

communications dimensions experienced most frequently by human beings in 
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traditional gemeinschaft communities along with the implications for the idea and 

experience of virtual community.   

 
Table 15 
 
Dimensions of Communication Media and Their Implications for 
the Idea and Experience of Virtual Community 

Communication 
Media Dimension 

Dimension Experienced Most 
Often in Gemeinschaft 

Implications for the Idea and Experience of 
Virtual Community 

Senses engaged - all primary human senses 
(sight, hearing, touch, smell, 
and taste—with taste being 
engaged least often) 

 

- The more senses engaged, especially the 
primary senses, the greater the sense of 
community. 

Quality of sense data - high for the primary means of 
transmission (face-to-face) 

 

- The higher the fidelity, the greater the 
experience of virtual community. 

Discursive (digital) or 
nondiscursive 
(analogical) 

 

- nondiscursive (analogical) - The higher preponderance of nondiscursive 
(analogical) messages, the greater the 
sense of community. 

Speed - almost instantaneous (sound 
waves) 

- The faster the transmission speed, the greater 
the sense of community. 

 

Education required - oral language almost universal  - The more nearly approaching universal the 
education covering the skills required by the 
medium, the greater the sense of 
community.   

- In addition, the more communications media 
which require little education, the larger the 
inclusion of less educated human beings. 

 

Synchronous or 
asynchronous 

- both synchronous and 
asynchronous 

- The higher the preponderance of synchronous 
communications, the greater the sense of 
community. 

 
 
 
 

continued 
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Dimensions of Communication Media and Their Implications for 
the Idea and Experience of Virtual Community (continued) 
One-way or 

interactive 
- interactive - The higher the preponderance of interactive 

media, the greater the sense of community. 
 

Cost  - inexpensive  - The lower the cost of the medium, often the 
greater its use and, therefore, the greater the 
sense of community.   

 

Distribution and 
access 

- close to universal - The closer to universal access, the greater the 
sense of community. 

 

Size and portability of 
requisite receiver 

- no technological receiver 
required (all receivers 
included in biological body) 

- The smaller and more portable the receiver, 
the more frequently carried and the less 
noticed, hence the greater the sense of 
community. 

 

Connectivity - no connectivity required (air 
and space the medium 
through which messages 
transmitted)   

- The more ubiquitous the means of 
connectivity, the greater the sense of 
community. 

 
Topology  

- both broadcast and all nodes 
to all nodes 

 - The more intra-nodal communication, the 
greater the sense of community. 

  
 

As the ease of use and fidelity of transmission increase, conversations in 

“virtual” communities feel more like face-to-face conversations.  In 1964, 

Marshall McLuhan famously helped to generate a public awareness of the idea of 

the virtual community by predicting the emergence of a global village as a result 

of widespread electronic communications (both analogical and digital), saying: 

“as electrically contracted, the globe is no more than a village” (p 5).   
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Changes in Communications Media and Transportation  
Fostering the Idea of Virtual Community 

 Before the advent of photography, widespread electronic communications, 

and comparatively low-cost travel, when a member of a family and village moved 

to distant city, with the very rare exception of a letter from those who could write 

(transmitted by slow and unreliable mail systems), the only trace of that person 

lay in the memories of those who stayed behind.   

 In this regard, someone who left the family and community was quite 

similar to someone who had died.  While he or she might be remembered fondly, 

he or she played no active role in the life of the community.  Because human 

beings have memory and can reflect internally (Mead, 1962), the most that those 

left behind might do is to imagine how the departed person might react to a new 

situation.   

Photography:  Enabling Those Physically Distant to See Each Other 

Widespread use of photography supports the idea of a close relationship 

between people who do not live in close proximity in two ways:  first, it enables 

people who already have relationships established in physical propinquity to more 

clearly remember each other when they are separated, and, second, it brings 

substantially greater information then does writing about other people whom 

individuals have never seen in person.   

From the 1830s through the 1850s, a series of inventions and new 

techniques in photography made daguerreotype, tintype, and cartes-de-visite 
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pictures less expensive and affordable by middle-class families (Pultz, 1995).  

Previous images—paintings or very early photographs—were expensive and often 

bulky and so not suited for carrying or mailing.  For the first time, people other 

than royalty could afford to have their pictures taken. 

The widespread affordability of tintypes and cartes-de-visite also made 
photography a means of holding families together [italics added] amidst 
the rapid transformation of European and American society in the 
nineteenth century, as individual and families moved from countryside to 
city and from Europe to America.  Tintypes and cartes were lightweight, 
thin, and especially well-suited to be posted through the mail.  They 
substituted for expensive or impossible visits.  (Pultz, 1995, p. 18)  

 
The frequent looking at pictures of loved ones and friends, bringing them 

more clearly to mind, supported the idea that one did not need to be physically 

with people in order to think of them and to reflect with them.  Using the human 

capacities for internal conversation, imagination, and reflection (Mead, 1962), 

people could hold mental conversations with others far away, sharing the events 

of their daily lives and projecting a response from the person in the picture.  

Pictures supported an idea previously considered in many cases an oxymoron:  the 

idea of separate togetherness.   

 Not only did photographs help to maintain already-existing relationships, 

but they also—particularly those included in pamphlets, goods, magazines and 

later in other mass media such as film and TV—helped to bring more information 

about individuals people had never met, thereby developing a stronger—although 

often one-way—relationship.  In the mid eighteenth century, “owning cheap 
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carte-de-visite photographs was one way to ‘see’ the bodies of public notables 

otherwise only read or heard about.” (Pultz, 1995, p. 18).   

 Since photography is an analogic form of communication (Watzlawick, 

1967), unlike digital or discursive communication, photographs are particularly 

strong in maintaining or developing relationships.  Seeing pictures of these 

dignitaries made people feel as though they knew the people in the pictures better: 

it made them emotionally closer to those pictured.  Further, Langer (1942) 

described presentational communications media as re-contexting and wholistic.  

Especially because pictures are non-discursive messages, those people whose 

pictures individuals often revisited became more a part of the individuals’ lives, 

and, therefore, a part of their community—now a combination of physical and 

virtual community.   

 As they came to be supported by electronics in a variety of ways, 

photographic messages came to record “slices of life” more accurately, including 

color and motion.  In addition, as a communications medium it became less 

expensive, more accessible, and easier to transmit (digitally as well as 

analogically).  These changes increased the feelings of intimacy and closeness as 

well as those of shared experience on all of the salient dimensions relating to the 

forming and sustaining of community groups. 

 As both photography and electronic communications technology 

developed and became more pervasive, not only pictures of dignitaries but also 

pictures of ordinary and marginalized people became widely distributed.  I will 
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argue in Chapter Six that pictures (including video, TV, and motion pictures) 

widely-distributed to human beings living everywhere on the planet Earth were a 

key factor in the development of McLuhan’s (2001, 1964) predicted global village 

or community.  Hall (1991) and Chang (2002) describe the synchronizing of 

widely distanced groups which is made possible by TV, film, and advertising 

images “crossing and recrossing” old geographical boundaries. 

 Finally, the pictures of Earth from space as noted by McLuhan ( McLuhan 

& Fiore,  2001; McLuhan & Powers, 1992  among others)—providing an 

exquisite image of human geography as a single location in the universe (See 

Figure 1)—helped to shape the idea of a single community of human beings 

located on a single planet:  a return in a very different way to the idea of 

geographically-bound community. 

 
Figure 1  The Earth From Space.  Note.  From the NASA 
Goddard Flight Center.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Audio Recordings:  Intimate Hearing Across Time and Space 

 In the last quarter of the nineteenth century (Rubinstein, n.d., Schoenherr, 

n.d.), Thomas Alva Edison’s phonograph and its close technological relatives and 

corporate rivals, the Bell-Tainter graphophone and the Berliner gramophone, were 

the dominant modern innovations in sound reproduction.  Because the receivers 

and media were more costly and less easily transported than photographs, 

recorded sound did not affect ideas of human community as quickly as 

photographs.   

 Nevertheless, because, like pictures, much recorded sound is 

nondiscursive and not mediated by symbols requiring interpretation, over the next 

100 years recorded sound became a strong contributor to the idea of virtual 

community.  As Langer (1942) suggests: "Music is a tonal analogue of emotive 

life" (p. 27).  Moreover, the diffusion of electrical power enabled the rapid growth 

of “live” or real-time sound transmission at the same time as the increased use of 

sound recording and play-back mechanisms. 

 When the recorded or transmitted sound includes language, whether 

spoken or sung, it becomes discursive as well.  Nevertheless, generations of opera 

and rock music fans validate Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Jackson’s assertion (1967, 

pp. 60-65) that analogic communications generate strong feelings and enhance 

relationships.  It is not necessary to understand the words to enjoy the music.  The 

synchronous but separated enjoyment singers (Guinness, n.d.; Rubenstein, n.d.) 

such as Bing Crosby (41 million recordings sold), Elvis Presley (500 million 



79 

 
 

recordings sold), and the Beatles (over 1 billion recordings sold) helped to 

generate among different generations in widely disparate geographies a common 

ground—a context for relationships that might otherwise not exist.    

Baudelaire, in accounting for the universal appeal of music and its 
effectiveness in integrating large numbers of strangers, argued that 'music 
arouses similar ideas in different brains'. (Lévi-Strauss, 1975, p. 26) 

 
 Just as with photographs, audio recordings of dignitaries and significant 

events helped people to feel more present at and therefore more a part of events 

taking place at some distance.  And over time, as in the development of  

photography, audio recording became a medium for recording the common 

person and the traditions and stories of local communities.  As these histories 

circulated the globe, those hearing them came, in some cases, to better know and 

understand those geographically distant and to hear traits common to the species 

homo sapiens, again extending the idea of group and community membership 

beyond the boundaries of local space. 

Music is the expression of shared community experiences and social 
cohesion for, as Huizinga ([1938] 1950) explains, musical events involve 
many people, integrate them into groups, and promote cooperation 
through rules and convention..  (Blau, 1988, p. 884) 

 
 As with other media (Bordieu, P. & Wacaunt, L., 1992, Witham, 1996), 

this social phenomenon became apparent, consciously manipulated and self-

reflexive.  In one example, artists and producers joined to write, perform, record, 

and sell the popular song We Are the World using the funds raised to provide aid 

to people in Africa.  This song describes human being as “the world” and 

exemplifies this coming together in a global community. 
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 From the beginning of recorded and transmitted sound, human beings 

formed practices of attending to the recorded and transmitted sound in preference 

to or over ambient sound.  When sound recordings were newly introduced, the 

recording was often the primary focus of attention and people sat still, or at most, 

danced in a single, comparatively controlled space.  Little change in the 

perception of place took place. 

 Later, with the dramatic increase of individually-owned motor vehicles, 

especially the automobile, groups emerged whose lives were in large measure 

focused around the use of the car (Bull, 2001).  For these groups, Baudrillard 

(1993) describes automobiles as surrounding and isolating individuals:  “To each 

his own bubble, that is the law today” (p. 39).  This individual bubble of space 

could be made more pleasing esthetically as well as differentiated from other 

spaces by selecting the sounds which filled it.  (Historically, in automobiles, these 

sounds were first transmitted via radio and later were either radio-transmitted or 

played from recording media such as audio tapes and CDs.)   While people were 

spatially separated by automobiles (“each in his or her own bubble”), they were 

also joined by the sharing of auditory experience, particularly via radio 

broadcasts. 

 At the same time as the car-oriented cultures were developing, the portable 

record player and the transistor radio enabled individuals to transport and 

broadcast sound recordings and transmissions more easily.   
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 Finally, inexpensive, private and personal audio reception and playback 

equipment so small and intimate that it almost became a part of the individual’s 

body—first introduced as the Walkman by Sony in 1979 (Bellis, n.d.)—helped to 

substantively re-define how many people interpreted physical geography.  As 

William Gibson, the fiction writer and social theorist who first coined the word 

cyberspace, describes it: 

The Sony Walkman has done more to change human perception than any 
virtual reality gadget.  I can’t remember any technological experience 
since that was quite so wonderful as being able to take music and move it 
through landscape and architecture.  (Gibson, 1993, p. 49) 

 
 There are several key differences between sound which is played in an 

automobile (where a person is obviously surrounded by glass and metal) or on a 

transistor radio or small record or tape player and sound from a Walkman.  In the 

latter case, the sound is individual and personal.  It is not shared by others in the 

same space.  Second, the equipment is much smaller and more intimate.  The unit 

rides easily in a pocket or on an armband.  The earphones rest directly on the head 

and ears, becoming more like a part of the human body—or as McLuhan (1964) 

would label it, an extension of the individual human being.    

 By enabling a human being to easily play a recording or receive a sound 

broadcast (in both cases, usually music) that monopolizes one of the primary 

senses which contributes to the human understanding of place—the sense of 

hearing—with sounds not related to the place in which the person is physically 

located, and, further,  by making it easy to continue that same recording while at 

the same time moving physically through different geographic places, the Sony 
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Walkman dramatically changed the idea and boundaries of geographic place.  As 

a person moved through space, the eyes and kinesthetic senses were presented 

with information from a series of changing physical locations, while, 

simultaneously the ears were presented with sounds recorded at or transmitted 

from a completely different time(s) or a completely different place(s) or both.  

These emotionally-linked sounds could be selected from a wide set of recordings 

and would help to shape a new sense of place—a sense of place(s) that could be 

shaped by different music selected by each person each time he or she visits the 

geography.   

 In addition, each person in the same geographic space could select and 

attend to different recordings.  In the brains of people with the Walkmans, even 

though they shared a space, these inputs created entirely new and more flexible 

places.  The idea of place and, therefore, the idea of community began to change 

in subtle way.  If geographies were flexible, surely communities were flexible as 

well. 

 In conjunction with his observations of society, Gibson’s strong reaction 

to the Walkman experience led him locate a good part of his first book (1984) in 

cyberspace:  

Cyberspace.  A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of 
legitimate operators, in every nation, by children being taught 
mathematical concepts...A graphical representation of data abstracted from 
the banks of every computer in the human system.  Unthinkable 
complexity.  Lines of light ranged in the non-space of the mind, clusters 
and constellations of data.  Like city lights, receding.... (Gibson, 1984, p. 
51) 
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With the publication of Neuromancer, Gibson was among the first to consciously 

describe a non-geographic location—a virtual place where a virtual community 

might live. 

Electronic Communications:  More, Faster, Cheaper, with Greater Fidelity 

 With the development of increasingly reliable methods of generating, 

transmitting and storing electrical power, a large number of new electronically-

supported communications media have been and continue to be developed.  The 

burst of technological development which precipitated the industrial revolution 

and, not incidentally the development of gesellschaft, has continued and 

accelerated (Winston, 1998).  Focusing primarily on the human senses of sight 

and hearing, these communications media include but are not limited to: 

 mass media transmissions such as radio, movies, and TV 

 widely-distributed recordings such as records, audio and video tapes, 

CD’s, DVD’s 

 interactive communications media such as the telegraph, telephone, 

and e-mail 

Some media, such as World Wide Web sites and some versions of interactive 

television—originally mass media transmissions but increasingly interactive over 

time (Fast Company, 2004; Jeffay & Zhang, 2001; Peyser & Chang, 2000)—

resist stable classifications and are used in multiple ways.   
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 Although diffusion and use has not been and continues not to be uniform 

(Winston, 1998; UNDP, 2001), in general, given the opportunity to do so, most 

human beings choose to communicate more rather than less.  And technological 

developments made this increasingly possible.  In general, electronically-

mediated communications have become faster, less expensive, easier to access, 

and of increasingly high fidelity during the past hundred and fifty years (see 

Figure 2; further information on this figure and the following three figures in this 

chapter which are taken from Kurzweil 2002b may be found in Kurzweil, 1999).     

 
Figure 2  Fastest Possible Data Transmission Speed.  Note. From Technology in 
the 21st Century:  An Imminent Intimate Merger (slide 12) by R. Kurzweil.  
Reprinted with Permission. 
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 In addition—supporting the idea of virtual togetherness—developments in 

communications technology continue to separate the ability to communicate from 

the geographic and the physical.  The telegraph first separated communications 

from transportation:  when the telegraph was deployed, messages could for the 

first time move faster than the fastest transportation of the time (trains and steam 

ships).  The telegraph, however, required physical connecting infrastructure 

(wires) to be installed to permit communication.  This need for physical 

connection literally melted into air, as radio, TV, and cell phone transmitters 

shaped the air waves to carry messages. 

 Below I review in brief the development of three electronically-supported 

communications media—radios, telephones, and the Internet—to illustrate the 

rapid diffusion and increase in the us of such media during the twentieth century. 

Radios 

 Radios provide an excellent example of the human appetite for 

communication.  The design for a radio (Winston, 1998) was first published by 

Sir William Crookes in 1892.  As with many such inventions, it took some time 

for the diffusion of the idea, the development of the technology, and the now 

familiar chicken-and-egg challenge posed by any mass media system:  generating 

a sufficient programming or content to interest listeners (so listeners will buy the 

receiver) and sufficient audience of listeners (so that organizations and individuals 

will create programming).  The first radio program of voice and music (Fang, 
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1997) was broadcast in the United States in 1906.  By the time the results of the 

US elections were first broadcast (Bensman, n.d.), there were radios in about 1 

million United States homes.  By 1923, this number had doubled, with broadcasts 

reaching about eight percent of all US homes.  Recognizing the growing audience, 

the first permanent radio network—NBC—was established in 1926.  The 

following year, not far behind in recognizing radio’s importance and the potential 

effects on US citizens, the US Congress passed the US Radio Act, pronouncing 

public ownership of the airwaves through which radio signals are transmitted.  

 By the 1930s, the United States had entered what Fang (1997) calls the 

golden age of radio.  Foreshadowing television, the radio replaced the fireplace as 

the hearth around which the family gathered—brilliantly pictured  in photographs 

from the time and by Norman Rockwell (Maraniss, n.d.) as he illustrated the focal 

points and daily actions of Americans over decades for The Saturday Evening 

Post.   

 By 1932, contemporary media observers and sociologists (Fang, 1997) 

were able to observe and document the pervasive effects radio had on society and 

the idea of community, including: 

 Homogeneity of people increased because of like stimuli. 

 Regional differences in culture became less pronounced. 

 The penetration of musical and artistic city culture into villages and 

country increased. 
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 Distinctions between social classes and economic groups lessened.  

(p. 152) 

 
 Despite the introduction, rapid acceptance, and use of television at roughly 

mid-century, (Bensman, n.d.)—there were TV sets in more than half of American 

households by 1952—and the predictions that TV would replace radio (Fang, 

1997)— Americans have continued to make extensive use of radios.  Radio 

receiver technology became increasingly less expensive and smaller and, with 

these changes, radios became pervasive.  Since the late 1950s nearly 98 percent of 

all homes in the United States have been radio-equipped.  Moving out of the 

home, radios also began to travel with human beings.  In 1954, the first mass 

market transistor radio small enough to be carried easily was introduced, priced at 

$49.95. Widespread adoption followed.  Moreover, radios could be included in 

cars, and by 1965, there were 42 million cars on the road with radios in them.  In 

1992 (Fang, 1997), there were 11, 338 radio stations and 576 million radios in use 

in the United States.  This was 5.6 radios for every household. 

Telephones  

Turning to the telephone as a second example of the ubiquitous spread of 

electronic communications technologies and their integration in human life, 

studies conducted by the United Nations (UNDP, 2001) indicate that, throughout 

the world, as access to electricity increases the number of telephone lines 

increases as well (see Figure 3).   
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The telephone is the first electronically-mediated communication 

technology which supports easy and immediate two-way interactive 

communication.  By connecting individuals easily over both short and long 

distances, by being comparatively inexpensive and, therefore, pervasive, and by 

requiring little training for use, telephones substantively changed the 

communications environment in which human beings lived and worked.  Earlier 

electronic communication shortened the perception of geographic distance, but 

the information carried was, in the main, impersonal and distributed in a one-way 

flow; hence its characterization as “mass” communication.  With the telephone, 

the shortening of distance became personal:  human beings could hold an 
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interactive conversation with family, friends, and co-workers who were not 

physically present.  For the first time, intimacy—a key component of the idea of 

community—could be sustained over distance.   

As the telephone network spread, communication via telephones became a 

major feature in the structure of society.  This is so much the case that some 

people have concluded that being phoneless is more important than being 

homeless (Community Voicemail, n.d.; Sanders, 2002)—i.e., that having a virtual 

address is more important to survival and participation in society than having a 

physical address.  An organization named Community Voicemail provides a 

virtual telephone address for those on the margins of society.  As they describe it:   

Each client receives his or her own voicemail box, into which a 
personalized greeting is recorded in the client’s own voice.  A CVM 
(Community Voice Mail box) number looks like any other local telephone 
number and therefore does not signal the client’s status as a homeless or 
phoneless person.   (Community Voicemail, n.d., About section) 

 
And the organization has gone on to prove its point.  Having the virtual 

address provided by a telephone produces results in the physical world: 

In 2001, Community Voice Mail sites connected more than 24,000 people 
across 40 cities.  More than 7,400 found housing and 8,500 found 
employment. (Community Voicemail, n.d.,  Results section) 

 
The voice mailbox program also makes clear to both community officials and 

individual community members the idea that the virtual components of a 

community are critically important to the wellbeing of its members.  Dr. Jon-Eden 

Stern, of the San Diego Board of Health, reports that: 

This program has helped at least a hundred of my sick and homeless 
clients gain what most of us take for granted…basic communication. 
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Without access to a message center, my clients would not be capable of 
receiving medical treatment (if the Doctor's office cannot confirm an 
appointment they will cancel), certain public and private benefits, job 
placement, and much more.  I find the Community Voice Mail program to 
be a vital link in my clients' ability to be productive and stable members of 
our community [italics added].  (Community Voicemail, n.d., Stories 
section)  

 
And a community member describing herself as a formerly homeless woman in 

Boston reports: 

The image of homeless people is so negative that the last thing you want is 
for a prospective employer to call you at a shelter.  You are almost 
immediately empowered with voice mail [italics added].  This is mine.  My 
family can call me.  It's a simple thing.  But it really makes a difference.  
(Community Voicemail, n.d., Stories section)  

 
Until the mid 1990s, diffusion of the telephone required significant 

infrastructure in the form of connecting transmission wires.  The distribution and 

use of public and private telephones was limited to “wired” areas.  

 The development of cellular telephone technology enabled yet another 

disconnection from place and the physical.  Instead of being tied to a place,  as is 

a wired telephone, a cell phone can move with the person using it.  As the cost of 

cell phone (and other data communication) services has decreased (see Figure 4), 

because they do not require physical infrastructure, cellular telephone use has 

increased exponentially both in less developed and already-wired areas of the 

world (see Table 16).  The human appetite for interactive communication is very 

strong; as of 2000, there were more telephone (wired and cellular) subscriptions 

(Katz & Aakhus, 2002, p. 4) than TV sets in the world.   
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Table 16 
 
Cellular Telephone Subscribers by Geography in 2001 

Country Cellular Telephone Subscribers  
Per 100 Inhabitants 

Taiwan 97 
Hong Kong 86 
Italy 86 
Israel 81 
United States 45 
Chile 34 
Quatar 29 
Botswana 17 
Note.   Adapted from Statistics, 2002, International 

Telecommunication Union.  Geneva, Switzerland.  
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The Internet 

 As shown in Figure 5, Internet use is growing even more rapidly than 

telephone use did,  although again growth is uneven and dependent on the level of 

infrastructure and wealth of the region.  During the early days of the Internet, it 

was used mostly for e-mail.  In this respect it functioned somewhat like the 

telephone—i.e., primarily to host an exchange between two people.  But email 

differs from a telephone conversation in many ways.  Of particular importance to 

the idea of virtual community is the capability of email messages to be exchanged 
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asynchronously.  With the introduction of email, it became possible for people to 

be in frequent contact without the need to coordinate their schedules or 

availability.  Not only is it less necessary to be in the same geographic place in 

order to have a sense of community; the matching of rhythms and time also 

becomes less important.  In an iterative fashion, this fosters frequent 

communication among people who are not in the same or even proximate time 

zones—again, stretching the potential geography for community.  

 
In late 1993, with the development and release of Mosaic (Brandt, 2000), 

designed to make possible the displaying or playing of multimedia information 

(images and sounds rather than simply text), the World Wide Web emerged—

transforming the Internet from a text-based e-mail network used primarily by 

academics and researchers (which in itself continued and expanded) to a multi-

media network which supports richly-colored pictures and images as well as 

sound and is widely used by people from all walks of life.  As Langer (1942) 

would have predicted, these presentational communications media enrich the 

context of messages and encourage a holistic interpretation—one which may 

facilitate a sense of community.  In addition to engaging more of the human 

senses, the World Wide Web enabled “ordinary” people who held no official 

positions in governments or large corporations to become publishers of 

information which can be accessed on a global basis.  People quickly began to 

post personal information for their families, friends, and communities—wedding 

pictures, resumés, artwork, rants—on personal websites.  New discussion leaders 
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arose hosting extended thoughtful conversations on sites called webblogs or blogs 

(Hagel, n.d.; Kleiner, n.d.; Ruskoff, n.d.).  Figure 6 shows the number of Internet  

hosts doubling at least every year since 1999. 

 

 

 In addition to the accelerating volume of mediated messages focusing on 

sight and sound, electricity and technological developments are extending 

mediated communication to other senses.  For example, in the fall of 2002, The 

Daily Telegraph reported that two scientists “shook hands” via the Internet, thus  

extending the kinesthetic sense electronically (Foster & Highfield, 2002). 
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Figure 6 Internet Hosts Double Every 12 months.  Note.  From Technology in 
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Implications for the idea of and support for a new type of community  

 With electricity came the first real-time interactive communications 

systems—best exemplified first by the stationary telephone.  For the first time, 

human beings who were physically distant could converse in real time with those 

back home in their community of origin.  Although it had been possible to 

correspond by letter or telegraph, the time required to transport letters or 

messages rendered conversations stilted and limited their day-to-day applicability.  

They were—literally—not immediate and, therefore, felt less intimate.  

Immediacy and improvements in transmission fidelity increased the (virtual) 

reality of the communication.  Clear, frequent, real-time conversations by 

telephone felt like being with the person at the distant telephone receiver.  And 

with this feeling of intimacy came the new idea that one might not need to be 

physically present to be included in the daily activities of a family or community.  

As Fang (1997) describes it: 

Plainly, the telephone allowed you to talk to Aunt Ethel, whom you cannot 
visit just now, but if you talk to Aunt Ethel over the phone, you do not 
have to visit.  

 
The telephone slogan, “Reach out and touch someone,” has not lost its 
appeal, although it involves no touching at all.  “Keep in touch” means 
“write or telephone.”  As the new millennium nears, mediated 
communication remains more popular than ever.  It is not touching.  (p. 
148) 

 
 Pervasive electronic communications, however, did much more than 

extend ties to the “old” community and thereby stretch the original idea of 

community; the space created by extensive use of electronic communications 
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became a new  type of location in which new types of communities could emerge.  

These new types of communities did not begin with frequent interaction of people 

living in the same geographic place but, instead, with frequent interaction among 

human beings connected by various electronic communications media.   

E-commerce 

 In addition to information, conversation, and entertainment, electronic 

communication made possible a new form of commercial exchange.  With 

sufficiently secure means of tracking and accounting for value and commercial 

transactions, e-commerce was born—creating marketplaces and bazaars available 

to anyone who has access to the Internet.  As powerful a change as the 

development of the first symbolic and transportable measures of value—tablets 

and coins—which enabled marketplaces and trade to expand beyond the physical 

limitations imposed by barter systems, the development of electronic commerce 

made possible the development of new marketplaces which were even less tied to 

a particular place and which spanned the globe.  Although e-commerce was not as 

quickly adopted as electronic communications, people now are electing to 

participate in electronic markets at a rapid rate—such that almost 5% of the US 

Gross Domestic Product was transacted electronically in 2002 (see Figure 7). 
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 Neither the new symbolic “location” of community nor the groups 

interacting within it were reified until well after the diffusion of interactive mass 

media and commerce.  Nevertheless, these changes support the idea of a virtual 

community in several ways:  

 the increased speed and fidelity of communications decreased the 

importance of distance and increased both memory of people and events 

outside the local sphere and the feeling of intimacy with them 

 lower costs, combined with ease of use and access to computers, the 

Internet, and the World Wide Web, increased the feeling of community by 

including more people 

 because communication and commerce could take place electronically, 

there was a decrease in the importance of geographic distance, and the 
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idea of electronically-supported, symbolic “spaces” for human interaction 

emerged 

 the time spent in and attention directed to these electronic places 

supported their presence and reification 

In 1984 William Gibson consciously created the word cyberspace as an 

aid to visualizing the new symbolic spaces in which human groups found 

themselves: 

….in a very real sense cyberspace is the place where a long distance 
telephone call takes place.  Actually it's the place where any telephone call 
takes place and we take that very much for granted ....[W]hen people use 
the Internet, that's when they're most obviously navigating in cyberspace. 
When you use the Internet you enter a realm in which geography no 
longer exist[s]. 

 
Cyberspace is a metaphor that allows us to grasp this place where since 
about the time of the second world war we've increasingly done so many 
of the things that we think of as civilization.  Cyberspace is where we do 
our banking, it's actually where the bank keeps your money these days 
because it's all direct electronic transfer. It's where the stock market 
actually takes place, it doesn't occur so much any more on the floor of the 
exchange but in the electronic communication between the world’s stock-
exchanges. 

 
So I think that since so much of what we do is happening digitally and 
electronically, it's useful to have an expression that allows that all to be 
part of the territory.  I think it makes it easier for us to visualize what we're 
doing with this stuff.  (Gibson, in Josefsson, 1995, Interview section) 

 
The word cyberspace, itself, helped to create the idea of a location for virtual 

community and, within ten years, Howard Rheingold (1993) had published his 

popular book, The Virtual Community:  Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier 

which described a variety of self-proclaimed virtual communities (and originally 

prompted this research). 
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 The idea of virtual community as a place became even stronger as people 

spend real money to purchase oxymoronic-sounding virtual real estate. 

Not long ago, a 43-year-old Wonder Bread deliveryman named John 
Dugger logged on to eBay and, as people sometimes do these days, bought 
himself a house.  Not a shabby one either.  Nine rooms, three stories, 
rooftop patio…..  Excellent location, too; nestled at the food of a quiet 
coastal hillside, the house was… a quick commute from two bustling 
cosmopolitan cities.  It was perfect, in short, except for one detail:  the 
house was imaginary.  (Dibbell, 2003, p. 108) 

 
Although this virtual house was located in the networked role-playing game 

Ultima Online, Drugger, who lives in Oklahoma, spent more than a week’s salary 

to buy it.   

 By 1996, Hoover’s Business Press (Demers, 1999; Hoover’s, 1996) 

estimated that the average adult in the United States spent ten hours a day 

consuming media content—more time than devoted to any other single activity.  

As time spent with electronically-represented others-at-a-distance increased so did 

the feeling of realness associated with mediated communications.  Frequent 

human interaction in symbolic or cyberspace generated four new types of groups 

of people.   

First, groups whose members who did not come from the same location or 

meet often in the physical world but who communicated frequently and more 

often among themselves than with others—for example, long-distance truckers in 

the United States communicating via CB radios (American Truck Historical 

Society, n.d.; Tharp, n.d.; Woman Trucker, n.d.).   
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 Second, groups of widely-dispersed people who pursued common goals 

via frequent communication with little or no face-to-face interaction—for 

example ranch families in the Australian outback who communicate via short- 

wave radios in the School of the Air, now updating itself to include 

teleconferencing, e-mail, and the Internet (Farnsworth, 1997; Grope, n.d.; Todd, 

2002), and—more recently—scholars who conduct research and jointly author 

papers with scholars from other countries (see Figure 8), as well as communities 

of practice emerging within and among multi national businesses and 

governmental organizations (Felkins, 2002; Figallo, 1998).    

 Third, groups who, through mass distribution of recording such as music 

and movies as well as mass media transmissions such as radio and TV, came 

separately to have common experiences and a shared vocabulary.  Such common 

experiences provided a background against which to develop faster interpersonal 

bonding when individuals met.   
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 And, fourth, a large number more loosely-knit collections of individuals who, 

while they do not share a specific set of common experiences, have come to 

perceive—through pictures, recordings, electronic transmissions, etc.—common 

traits among human beings and acknowledge kinship with vast numbers of people 

they have not and are not likely to meet in person, reifying the  global human 

community.  As examples, Chen and Starosta (2000) write of a globalizing 

society, and Rosen, et al. (2000) describe global literacies. 
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Figure 8  Number of Other Nationalities Among Co-authors.  Note. From 
Human Development Report 2001:   Making New Technologies Work for 
Human Development (p. 97), 2001, New York:  Oxford University Press.  
Copyright 2001 by United Nations Development Programme.  Reprinted 
with Permission. 
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Travel and Transportation:  More, Faster, Cheaper, with Greater Comfort 

 At the same time that new modes of communications were rapidly being 

developed and implemented, faster and less expensive modes of travel and 

transportation were also increasing (see Figure 9).  As the costs became lower and 

speeds faster, access to travel and transportation increased.  A larger percentage of 

the human population could—and did—travel, as well as shipping goods and 

messages more frequently.  For example, in the United States during the period 

from 1970 to 1995, passenger travel grew by 95% (Bureau of Transportation 

Statistics, n.d.) while the population grew by only 28%.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 9  The Falling Costs of Transportation.  Note.  From The Company 
of the Future:  How the Communications Revolution is Changing 
Management (slide 7), by Frances Cairncross.  Presentation to the TEC 
Organization.  March 15, 2003. 
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 More frequent travel enabled people to return to communities they had left 

behind, thereby strengthening the bonds and inclusion in community activities 

and definition.  Lower cost and faster transportation also made possible the 

quicker delivery of letters as well as the sending of such items as clothes, food, 

and pictures, which extended the senses in a very physical way, including the 

distant member in the life of the community.  This engaging of the senses of 

touch, taste, and smell reinforced the continuity of belonging to a distant 

community very powerfully, reinforcing less fully-sensory digital 

communications such as letters and newspapers. 

 In addition to traveling back to a home community, people traveled more 

often for business and pleasure to new-to-them areas of the world.  With this 

experience often came new ideas of human similarities and differences, as well as 

personal connections to new places.  Moreover, the number of long-term 

international migrants—defined by Martin (2001) as those residing in foreign 

countries for more than one year—has been growing steadily for at least 40 years.  

As of the year 2000, Martin estimated that there are 150 million international 

migrants.  Many of these migrants used the new communications and 

transportation technologies to maintain very close connections and involvement 

with their place of birth and original communities—living actively and 

simultaneously in two places (Allison & Allison, 1996; UNDP, 2001). 
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 With lower-cost, faster transportation, the volume of exchanges in goods 

dramatically increased (see Figure 10).  And again with these exchanges of 

diverse physical products came a more developed appreciation of other cultures  

and customs—bringing them “closer” while retaining a geographic distance.  

Computing, Modeling and Networks:  More, Faster, Cheaper—Living in SimCity  

Man is a model-making animal….  His outstanding predictive power gives 
him selective advantages over his physically strong rivals.  (Marx & Tóth, 
1984, pp. 265-66) 

 
 With the development of, first, electronically-supported calculating 

machines and then computers supported by increasingly-fast processors, both the 

speed at which human beings could make models and the complexity of the 

 
Figure 10 World Merchandise Trade by Major Product Groups, 1950-
2002.  Note.  From WTO 2003 International Trade Statistics (chart 11.2, 
p. 30), 2003.  Geneva, SW:  World Trade Organization (WTO).  
Copyright 2003 by WTO.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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subject being modeled grew very quickly.  In 1963 Enrico Fermi and two 

colleagues at Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory created the first computer 

experiments with models: 

Suddenly the computer became a telescope for the mind, a way of 
exploring inaccessible processes like the collision of black holes or the 
frenzied dance of subatomic particles—phenomena that are too large or 
too fast to be visualized by traditional experiments and too complex to be 
handled by pencil-and-paper mathematics.  (Strogatz, 2003, p. A25) 

 
 Coupled with the rise of high-speed computing, techniques for graphical 

modeling in multiple dimensions extended powerful modeling techniques to those 

without advanced mathematical skills.  Ordinary human beings could look at, 

think about, and manipulate increasingly real appearing models of complex 

situations and systems—including weather patterns and eco-systems; engineering 

projects such as cars or rockets; and, importantly for the idea of virtual 

community, themselves as human beings, in games and simulations (Kelly & 

Allison, 1999).   

 With the advent of high speed computing and modeling, an entire 

academic discipline arose around the design of computer programs which used 

simple rules and independent modules of software to “grow” or evolve multi-

agent models (Weiss, 2000) or cellular automata (Hegselmann, et al. 1966) into 

simulated societies and communities (Gilbert, 1997).  Epstein and Axtell (1996) 

provide a history of this multi-disciplinary effort, beginning with von Neumann’s 

work on self-reproducing automata, and describe the processes used to create 

artificial societies from the bottom-up: 
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In this approach fundamental social structures and group behaviors 
emerge from the interaction of individuals operating in artificial 
environments under rules that place only bounded demands on each 
agent’s information and computational activity.  We view artificial 
societies as laboratories, where we attempt to “grow” certain social 
structures in the computer—or in silico—the aim being to discover 
fundamental local or micro mechanisms that are sufficient to generate the 
macroscopic social structures and collective behaviors of interest.  ( p. 4) 

  
Such models often foster the idea of virtual communities.  This branch of science 

continues to be active today and its work is reported in books and papers such as 

those published by the Sante Fe Institute (Sante Fe Insitute, n.d.) and in peer 

reviewed journals such as the Journal of Artificial Societies and Social Simulation 

(n.d.). 

 Powerful in itself, computer modeling’s effect on human ideas of 

community was increased again with the advent of networked computers.  Just as 

the links by telegraph, telephone, and email supported the idea of remote family 

and community, the experience of seeing and participating in model or virtual 

communities via linked (networked) computers made a symbolic experience more 

like the original physical experience of a small geographic community.    

 All of the dimensions for communications media are also important for 

computing and graphical modeling.  The dimension of fidelity, however, changes 

from clarity of recording and transmission to depth of representation.  Networked 

computers and lines of communications promoted the idea of virtual community 

both in “real life” and in simulations and games. 

 The simultaneity of activities is especially important in that high-speed 

synchronous computing and graphical modeling—when combined with Internet 
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connectivity—enable humans beings to play games interactively in virtual reality, 

giving rise to the emergence of virtual communities in which the results of 

individual actions are combined and re-broadcast back to participants.  These 

broad- and multi-casts are able to engage multiple senses, including enriched sight 

with representations taking on three dimensions, sound, and the experience of 

activity over time.  Moreover, they engage participants in a continually changing 

“gamescope” that often endures over very long periods of time, thus adding 

another significant dimension to the community of game players:  namely, an 

awareness of the community’s history. 

 As technology permits, scientists, artists, and others are experimenting 

with recreating themselves online—sometimes individually and other times as 

part of groups or communities.  For example, physicist and social theorist Ray 

Kurzweil has created an virtual alter ego named Ramona, whom Ray introduces 

as follows: 

I transformed myself into Ramona [italics added], my female alter ego. 
She is the first live virtual recording and performing artist. She is a 
demonstration that "you can be who you want to be" in virtual reality 
[italics added]. We all have personalities within us that are difficult if not 
impossible to express with our real-world bodies and in real-world 
environments. Yet in virtual reality, we can express ourselves in new ways 
[italics added]. We can go where we want to go. We can even "have been" 
who we want to have been, and be with whom we want to be with. 
Ultimately, virtual reality will be fully competitive with real reality in 
terms of the level of realism, while offering profound news ways to explore 
the world and to interact with each another [italics added].  (Kurzweil, 
2001, Meet Ramona section) 

 
 As the number and variety of interactive simulations in which to 

participate has increased, led by military exercises and simulations (Frost, n.d.; 
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US Department of Defense, n.d.), role playing games such as Dungeon and 

Dragons which became MUDs and MOOs (Cooper, 2000; Jacobson, D, n.d.; 

McIntyre, n.d.; Munt, 2001), and to a lesser extent business simulations 

(Cognitus, n.d.; Gartner, n.d.; Goldsim, n.d.; Jacobson, et al.  2000)—all of which 

were first paper based, next computer based, and then networked—more people 

began to spend considerable time participating in simulations, playing games and 

learning, in increasingly complex and richly furnished networked environments.  

The Sims, one of the most popular games with over 20 million copies sold 

(Brooks, 2002), is a multi-user online game that enables people to simulate living 

in a suburb—a literal virtual community:  

…[T]he object of the game?  Suburban conquest in its rawest form.  
You’ve got to get the kids scrubbed and fed by the time the school bus 
comes around in the morning.  You have to select the right coffee table to 
go with your love seat….  There’s no winning and no losing in the Sims.  
No points, no end.  In the game, as in life, you just keep doing the dishes 
until you die….You want to throw a dinner party for your friends and 
you’d also like to do some gardening, but you’ve got to take out the 
garbage and pick up the paper from the front yard…the most mundane 
tasks—the ones that actually bore the hell out of you in reality—come at 
you in the computer game with relentless insistence….  You have to 
impose order on chaos.  You have to stay cool and go with the flow.  In 
this way you can achieve split-level greatness.  (p. 56) 

 
Thus, using symbols and technology, many people are experiencing and 

experimenting directly with forms of virtual groups.  As one writer notes,   

Computer games are significantly different from imagined narratives, 
television, or narratives of fiction, because the computer game has 
physical presence;  it provides a prosthesis for embodying the imagination 
and is an extension of the body, offering a consolidation or embodiment, 
putting ‘you’ or ‘I’ into the game.  (O’Riordan, 2001, p. 236) 
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Online simulations and games are the current culmination of the 

technological advance and the changes in the communications environment which 

have fostered the idea, and the experience, of virtual community.   

Changes in the Environment—Primarily Communications— 
Enable the Idea of Virtual Community 

 Often characterized as social animals human beings, throughout history, 

have shown a propensity to adopt and use communications technologies as soon 

as they are developed.  In some cases, little time or attention is given to what the 

social ramifications of these new ways of behaving might be.  The rapid 

development and diffusion of the technologies highlighted in this chapter support 

the idea of virtual community in four distinct and mutually reinforcing ways. 

 To begin, new communications technologies extended and reinforced the 

ties to communities left behind.  First, the recording technologies—especially 

photographs—were an aid to memories of the places and people left behind.  

Then, shipping (particularly the shipping of messages) and communications 

technologies enabled more, faster, and richer interaction—more closely modeling 

the interactions between people in a village.  And finally, faster and lower-cost 

travel enabled in-person visits.  Those who left were no longer effectively dead to 

the original community.  Thus the idea of a community extended in space held 

more effectively in memory. 

 As the Victorians noted with the coming of the railroads, the idea of place 

began to “stretch.”  After several generations, this stretch not only went backward 
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to the home community but—when grandparents wrote, called, and then came to 

visit multiple generations in the new worlds—also forward to new communities.   

 Second, new communications technologies—particularly electronic 

communication—fostered new individual and group experiences of community 

based in frequent communication and shared context, but which were not 

geographically based.   In the  category of mass communication, as the cost of 

communications decreased and their speed increased, mass distribution of 

information in multiple communications channels (including by not limited to 

radio, TV, films, books, music) meant that people who had never met each other 

and were unlikely ever to do so shared specific information and developed shared 

contexts.  Through simultaneous or near-simultaneous hearing and/or seeing of 

events, people began to experience themselves as a widely-dispersed community 

even if they did not interact as individuals.  For individually-initiated 

communications, as the cost and speed of electronic communications decreased, 

an increasing number of people initiated contact—often frequent contact—with 

others who were not located in geographical proximity.  In many cases, these 

relationships were supplemented by travel to meet “face to face.”  In some cases 

(usually dependent on the frequency, fidelity, and degree of interactivity 

associated with electronic communications), this contact created shared 

experiences and context and led to bonds of affection.  New rules of interaction 

emerged.  And, indeed, prompted by ideas developed in science and art, some 

groups began to label themselves as virtual communities. 



111 

 
 

 Third, the new technologies, themselves increasingly independent of 

connections to physical space (via wiring, for example) facilitated the 

development of groups of people who had never met and did not expect to meet in 

person.  In some but not all circumstances, virtually-connected groups developed 

an identity and were able to accomplish communal goals.  Whether or not they 

became communities, these groups contributed to the idea of human organizations 

originating in virtual communication rather than geographically-based interaction. 

 And, fourth, the new technologies permitted time-compressed, multi-

sensory modeling of human interactions and the dynamics of social systems, 

affording a direct experience of virtual community.  Watching, listening to, and in 

some cases participating in simulations of human social systems provided 

ordinary people with models of communities existing only in graphic space (i.e., 

symbols), as opposed to geographic space, and thus intensified the idea and 

experience of virtual community. 

 In addition, as groups—both those arising from local geographic 

communities and those composed of people not residing in contiguous 

geography—began to represent themselves to others on the World Wide Web, 

they intentionally created (or recreated) themselves in symbols.  This consciously-

directed activity, in and of itself, reinforces the idea of virtual community. 
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The Idea—and the Words—in Common Use 

 By the 1990s various segments of society had begun to think and take 

actions around the idea of virtual community.  The words virtual community, 

cyberspace, and cybersociety—variously defined by different writers and 

groups—became widely used, appearing increasingly in popular, business, non-

profit, and academic writing.  Howard Reingold helped to fire the popular 

imagination around the idea of virtual community with his book of that title—The 

Virtual Community—which was published in 1993. 

In the second half of the 1990s, businesses began using a commercial 

definition of virtual community as a group of customers who might be induced to 

greater corporate or product loyalty through interaction via a commercial website.  

Examples include How to Program a Virtual Community:  Attract New Web 

Visitors and Get Them to Stay!  (Powers, 1997), Hosting Web Communities:  

Building Relationships, Increasing Customer Loyalty, and Maintaining a 

Competitive Edge (Figallo, 1998), and Net Worth:  Shaping Markets When 

Customers Make the Rules (Hagel & Singer, 1999).  

Social activists and community organizers also published handbooks and 

studies with instructions and lessons from communities based on or using 

computer networks as a fundamental connective tissue.  Two examples are The 

Community Networking Handbook (Bajjaly, 1999) and Community Networks:  

Lessons from Blacksburg, Virginia (Cohill & Kavanaugh, 1997). 



113 

 
 

 Recognizing this set of phenomena and its significance early in its life, the 

academic community began to research, document, and theorize about virtual 

community and cybersociety in the 1990s as well.  Early examples of scholarship 

include Benedikt’s Cyberspace:  First Steps (1991); Rushkoff’s Cyberia:  Life in 

the Trenches of Hyperspace (1994); Jones’s edited volume of studies, 

CyberSociety:  Computer-Mediated Communication and Community (1995); and 

Turkle’s  Life on the Screen:  Identity in the Age of the Internet (1995).  By the 

outset of the twenty-first century, the idea of virtual community had become 

firmly entrenched in both the popular and scholarly imagination.  But,these 

questions remain:  What exactly is a virtual community?  And how is it different 

from previous forms of community?  One rich source of theory that is useful in 

helping to address these questions is the body of research and scholarship called 

complex systems theory.  It is to this set of ideas that I now turn. 
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CHAPTER V 

 
COMPLEX SYSTEMS THEORY AS A CONTEXT FOR  

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY 
 
 
  
 The development of systems theory and then complex systems theory in 

the last half of the twentieth century provides a powerful context for the 

investigation of the nature of human social organization.  In addition to 

techniques for describing and analyzing the forms, dynamics, and evolution of 

complex behavior, complex systems theory poses four important questions 

concerning the nature of community:   

 How is the universe—the environment in which human communities 

exist—changing over time and what does this imply for the study of 

community? 

 What types of characteristics are useful observations for the effective 

analysis of self-organizing systems, including human social organizations 

and various forms of community? 

 What are the salient characteristics of self-organizing systems and what 

features distinguish various types of systems within this category?  

 What recent major evolutionary steps have been observed in community 

organization by sociologists and complexity scientists? 
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The Evolutionary Nature of the Universe 

 In a masterful synthesis of systems theory and evolutionary theory, Ervin 

Laszlo (2000) has put forward a general theory of evolution characterizing the 

changes observable in the universe as it has been observed to date.  As shown in 

Figure 11, he argues that the over-all direction of change is toward increasing 

complexity of organizational form.  Further, as Gould and Eldredge (1991) have 

found in the fossil records of biological species, the levels of organization 

increase in rapid bursts of change followed by periods of relative stability—a 

pattern Gould termed punctuated equilibrium.  Laszlo extends Gould’s limited 

theory, which Gould applied only to the evolution of biological entities, to 
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Figure 11 The emergence of successive levels of organization in the universe.  Note.  Adapted from 
Evolution:  The General Theory (p. 52) by Ervin Laszlo, 1996, Cresskill, NJ:  Hampton Press.  Copyright 1996 
by Hampton Press.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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organized systems in general, identifying a pattern which, he argues, applies to 

the organization displayed by physical (inanimate) matter/energy, through 

biological entities, and on to the social organizations of biological entities.   

 Sociology has long struggled with, for periods of time rejecting, the idea 

of social evolution.  This negative response stems primarily from three problems.  

The first is a confusion surrounding the concept of evolution which incorrectly 

included teleology—movement towards a predefined or determined objective—as 

a necessary part of evolution.  The question of teleology is critical to this 

investigation and is addressed below following the lead of key systems theory 

thinkers (Bar-Yam, 1997; Capra, 1996; Laszlo, 1996).  The second source of 

rejection arises from horrible and tragic experiments in eugenics—human-

directed social evolution—typified by but hardly exclusive to the Nazi program of 

racial cleansing during the 1930s and 40s and the Chinese Cultural Revolution of 

the 1960s.  The third difficulty lies in the conflict between the scientific 

worldview and the religious worldview, which has generated various accounts of 

history and predictions for the social order which, because of their a priori and 

teleological assumptions, obscure the accuracy of observation.  It is my hope that 

neither historical tragedies nor religious beliefs will hinder a thoughtful review of 

the information presented here. 

While rejecting the idea of teleology, Laszlo (1996) identifies five salient 

attributes characterizing the organizational forms that have emerged in the 

universe over time.  Although not directed towards a specific end, at each new 
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plateau, the physical and physicochemical units, biological organisms, or social 

organizations which have emerged over time: 

 are more complex, using higher levels of organization to 

incorporate and systematize the earlier levels; 

 exhibit greater structural complexity in which the structural 

components are more weakly bonded; 

 display greater flexibility and innovative self organization; 

 make more effective use of information; and 

 exist at a system level which is far from equilibrium and where 

there is greater free energy density. 

Specifically relating to social organizations, Laszlo adds that they: 

 exhibit increasing dynamism and autonomy over time. 

 With the diffusion of complex systems theory (Jacobson, 2001)—

variously also labeled complexity theory or complexity science—as an effective 

paradigm for examining and understanding the universe, scholars including Bar-

Yam (1997), Bateson (2002), Capra (1996, 2002), and Mainzer (1994) joined 

Laszlo in applying this framework to the understanding of social organizations as 

an intrinsic part of that universe.  Thus far, their observations have been applied to 

the broad sweep of social change but not to the more specific changes in 

community form. 
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 Although the universe as a whole is an entropic closed system, from a 

human perspective (taking into account comparatively small geography and the 

short time span not only of individual lives but also of the existence of our 

species), both our social groups and our local environments display—as an overall 

trend—ever more ordered patterns and relationships.  This is not to say that there 

are not instances of evolutionary regression, dissolution, or extinction, as shown 

in Figure 12 (which is a magnification of two evolutionary leaps from Figure 11), 

nor that increased complexity is the only possible form of change.  As discussed 

in Chapter Two, the prediction of increased complexity is probabilistic rather than 

linear.  It is possible, although unlikely in my view, that community forms will 

regress to a point of reduced complexity.  Figure 12 illustrates this ever-present 

possibility.  Indeed, individual biological entities and societal forms demonstrate 

periods of growth, maturity, and death.  Further, zoologists have observed many 

instances of the waning of biological structures (e.g., vestigial legs and feet in 

whales) and sensory organs (e.g., vestigial eyes in cave fish) as they are not 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Figure 12 Two evolutionary Leaps with Regression as well 
as Increasing Complexity.  Note.  Adapted from Evolution:  
The General Theory (p.52) by Ervin Laszlo, 1996, Cresskill, 
NJ:  Hampton Press.  Copyright 1996 by Hampton Press.  
Reprinted with permission. 
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required in changing environments.  Nevertheless, the overall trend as noted in 

Figure 12 is towards increasing complexity.  Moreover, the evolutionary history is 

retained:  levels of complexity attained in the past are incorporated in still more 

complex systems in the present and future.  Thus Prigogine (1984) described time 

as an arrow pointed always in the direction of increasing complexity; 

“Irreversibility is,” he noted, “the mechanism that brings order out of chaos” (p. 

292).   

If evolution, including social evolution, is not teleological, it is essential to 

understand as much as is known about the processes that lead to increasing  

complexity, as well as about the characteristics of complex systems.  There 

processes and characteristics are abstracted from the general systems theory 

literature in the following pages. 

System Types 

 Laszlo (1996) identities three system states:  systems in the first state are 

in equilibrium; those in the second state will move toward equilibrium as soon as 

constraining factors are removed; and systems in the third state exist far from 

thermal and chemical equilibrium.  Systems in the third state are non-linear and: 

occasionally indeterminate… they do not tend towards minimum free 
energy and maximum entropy but may amplify certain fluctuations and 
evolve toward a new dynamic regime that is radically different from 
stationary states at or near equilibrium.   (Laszlo, 1996, p. 24) 

 
 Self-organizing systems are in Laszlo’s third category.  Existing far from 

equilibrium, these systems make use of energy and, in some cases, information 
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from the surrounding environment to generate their organization.  During times of 

high environmental change, such systems—as the result of iterative changes—

may become unstable and enter a phase transition.  Once having reached a state 

that is far from equilibrium, systems will either lose order and become chaotic or 

spontaneously reorganize themselves at a new and more complex level.  

Generating Increasing Complexity:  Dissipative Self Organization 

  Open systems use inflows of matter/energy as well as information from 

both internal and external environments to organize themselves.  Because energy 

is consumed—or dissipated—during this process, self-organizing systems are also 

described as dissipative systems.  Catalytic conversion, photosynthesis, and 

digestion are examples of dissipative processes which fuel self organization.  

In the l970’s and 80’s, Ilya Prigogene (1980, 1984) provided a ground-

breaking description and reconciliation explaining how smaller negentropic 

systems can exist within a larger entropic universe.  Building on the work of 

systems theorists (Von Bertalanffy, 1976; Laszlo, 1972), Prigogene demonstrated 

the differences between the evolution over time of closed, physical systems which 

are entropic (as described in the second law of thermodynamics) and which, 

therefore, eventually run down, and the evolution of open biological systems 

which are negentropic and use—or dissipate—energy and in the process of 

becoming increasing complex.   

Other complex systems scholars such as Bar-Yam (1997), Bateson (2002), 
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Laszlo (1996), and Mainzer (1994)  extended Prigogene’s classification of open 

and evolving negentropic systems to include physical as well as biological 

systems.  The literature provides a hierarchical classification of systems:  

physical, biological, and social—each incorporating the prior levels.   

The self organization process is not directed or controlled by a conscious 

entity but rather emerges through the interrelationship of the components within 

the system.  As Mainzer (1994) describes it: 

The complex systems approach provides the essential insight that neither 
genetic evolution not the evolution of behavior needs a global program 
like a supervising divine will, a vital force, or a global strategy of 
evolutionary optimization.  The survival of genes or the emergence of 
global patterns of behavior are explained by local interactions of 
individuals composing the system. (p. 274) 

 
The energy dissipated in self-organizing systems is used in two ways:  to 

maintain an existing system as presently ordered or to generate a new system.  

When the environment changes, existing systems require additional energy to 

adjust to the changes and maintain an identity.  When the change is substantive, 

systems evolve new structures in a co-evolutionary process.  New system types 

emerge only under conditions of bounded instability, often described by 

complexity theorists as being at the edge of chaos.  If there is no instability, no 

change is possible.  On the other hand, conditions of complete chaos prevent 

organization.   

 In complexity science literature, self-organizing systems are also labeled 

complex adaptive systems, emphasizing the affect of the environment on the 
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nature of the newly-emerging patterns.  Figure 13 illustrates the emergence of a 

new system type during a single step of punctuated evolution.  

System volatility increases as a result of the increasing complexity of the 

environment and at some point—defined as critical instability—the original 

combination of structure, process, and relationships comes apart and a re-

organized system which is better adapted to the current environment emerges.   

This reorganization draws on the free energy available in the environment.  

The new system uses increased structural complexity and levels of organization to  

 
 
Figure 13 A Single Step in Punctuated Solution.  Note.  From Evolution:  The General Theory 
(p. 51) by Ervin Laszlo, 1996, Cresskill, NJ:  Hampton Press.  Copyright 1996 by Hampton 
Press.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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generate greater flexibility and creativity and, is, thereby, able to make more 

effective use of information.  The point at which a new organization begins to 

emerge is called a bifurcation point. 

 Laszlo (1996) summarizes a societal bifurcation as follows: 

Stability in a society means…that the system can ensure the reproductions 
and replenishment of its subsystems and its flows, including natural  
resources, raw materials, foodstuffs, energies, money, information—and 
people.  ….Bifurcations occur when the [comparatively] steady state can 
no longer be maintained….  In this condition, some or all of the flows 
threaten to be depleted or cut off, and all or some of the subsystems are 
doomed to atrophy.  An unstable society cannot ensure the replenishment 
of its natural resources…. (p. 111) 

Types of Characteristics Useful in Studying Human Social Organization 

 This section is divided into a review of the levels of self-organizing 

systems, followed by an overview of the types of characteristics useful for 

studying the elements with systems, and concluding with the key features to be 

examined in the interactions of self-organizing systems and their environments. 

System Levels within the Hierarchy of Self-organizing systems 

 When examining self-organizing systems, a critical first step is to 

determine the level of the system—within the nested hierarchy of systems—to be 

studied.  For example, one can study a red blood cell which is nested in the 

circulatory system, or the circulatory system as a whole, or, indeed, the human 

being in which the circulatory system resides.  It will be helpful to note that, even 

taking punctuated equilibrium into account, the evolutionary process results in a 
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continuum so that the delineations between sets of characteristics may be blurred 

across the lines in the model.  For example, some pre-biological molecular 

systems exhibit traits in the biological category.  

In addition, the evolutionary process proceeds on multiple tracks or 

branches.  This work will address only the track through which human beings 

evolved.  In this vector, it is helpful to divide the social system hierarchical 

classification into two levels:  first, the development of conscious, language-and 

tool-using human beings, and second, followed by the emergence of consciously-

mediated human groups (the examination of which is the purpose of this work).  

Thus the hierarchical sequence becomes:   

1. physical 

2. biological,  

3. human (conscious, language- and tool-using) 

4. consciously mediated human groups (purposed and organized groups) 

 Finally, the process of convergence—the development of superficially 

similar structures in unrelated organisms, usually where the organisms live in a 

similar environment—engenders several types of biological communities.  

Although there are social animals—both those such as insects whose social 

organization is entirely instinctual and those such as the great apes whose social 

organization is closer in nature to human social organizations—in the area of 

social systems, again this dissertation will focus only on social organizations of 

human beings.   
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System Boundaries 

 Next, it is important to determine the boundaries of the system involved.  

In some systems, such as red blood cells, boundaries are quite clear; in others, 

such as human communities of purpose, the boundaries may be less clear and the 

researcher must determine a method for establishing the boundaries of the 

systems to be studied.  

Inside the System:  Organization, Structure, Processes, and Control Mechanisms 

 Physical systems—those at level one—obey the laws of thermodynamics.  

Biological and social systems, of course, must also conform to these laws but it is 

the characteristics of living systems that will be most useful to this thesis.  To 

examine a living system—either biological or social—one must attend to four 

major system features (Bar-Yam, n.d. a, n.d. b; Bednarz, 1987; Laszlo,1996):  1) 

the system’s organization, 2) its structure, 3) its processes, and 4) the control 

mechanisms which specify all or part the first three features. 

 A system’s organization is that “configuration of relationships that 

determines the system’s essential characteristics” (Laszlo, 1996, p. 161).  These 

relationships are among various entities, such as structured physical matter (for 

example, a bone) or social structures (such as a board of directors), energy (both 

the capacity to do work in the physical world and the emotional energy fueling 

human and group actions), and the system’s processes (such as digestion or due 

process under the law). 
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 In developing the field of cybernetics, Norbert Weiner (1954) was among 

the first to point out the importance of structure in understanding and predicting 

the performance of a system, writing that: 

 Cybernetics takes the view that the structure of the machine or of the 
organism is an index of the performance that may be expected from it. 
(p.57) 

 
The structure of a living system’s means of sensing change is especially 

important.  If an entity does not perceive something in its environment, it cannot 

react or respond to it.  For example, although a dog that wanted to fly might copy 

the wing flapping motions from birds, it will not succeed in part because it has no 

sense organs to find updrafts.  Similarly, large human groups that wish to function 

as democracies must have a way of sensing or registering changes in social will. 

A living system’s processes are those activities which engender and 

maintain the pattern and thereby the life of the organism or group.  In a human 

being, such processes include digestion and respiration.  In societies, economic, 

social and political systems play key roles in the nature of each individual society.   

 These societal subsystems are operated by human beings, but they are not 
under the full and conscious control of any individual. Rather, the 
production, consumption, and governance systems function according to 
the rules of procedure created by members of society across many 
generations. (italics added, Laszlo, 1996,  p.111) 

 
 Beniger defines control as “...purposive influence toward a predetermined 

goal” (1986, p. 7).   A living system’s control mechanisms specify all or part of 

the system’s organization, structure, processes, and actions.  For biological 

systems, genetic material and processes function as the controllers.  Beniger 
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(1986) identifies four levels of control in human history (each nesting in the 

subsequent development):  1) life via molecular programming, 2) culture using 

learning by imitation, 3) bureaucracy using hierarchy, and 4) technology.  For 

social structures, a centralized control mechanism—often referred to as “top-

down” decision making—is one example.  The nature of the control mechanism 

has important consequences, as Bar-Yam (n.d.b) notes: 

 
 When (if) a single component controls the collective behavior (not the 
individual behaviors of all the components) of a system, then the 
collective behavior cannot be more complex than the individual behavior. 
i.e. there is no emergent complexity.  Examples: muscle (since the muscle 
is controlled by a single neuron, its collective behavior is no more 
complex than the neuron behavior), society/economy: corporate 
hierarchies/dictatorships/etc. (to the extent that central control is exercised 
complexity of collective behavior is bounded by the complexity of the 
controlling individual).   (¶ 12) 

Outside the System:  Interaction with the Environment 

 Human communities—indeed all self-organizing systems—exist within an 

environment.  In addition to drawing on this environment for the matter/energy 

used to generate self-organization and to continue existence as an entity, human 

communities interact with their environments—changing and being changed by 

them.   

 Cyberneticists, information theorists, and systems thinkers (Bateson, 2000; 

Bednarz, 1988; Shannon & Weaver, 1999, Von Bertalanffy, 1976; Weiner, 1954) 

have illuminated the importance of information and the ways in which self-
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organizing systems receive, structure, and use their perceptions of the 

environment.  As Wiener (1954) notes, 

Information is a name for the content of what is exchanged with the outer 
world as we adjust to it, and make our adjustments felt upon it.  (p. 17) 

 
Therefore, when examining the interaction of systems and their environments, it 

is important to attend to a system’s ability to: 

 sense and model information from the environment (Bednarz, 

1988; Shannon & Weaver, 1999; Richardson, 1984); 

 react, respond, and act (in ascending order of autonomy) to 

information about the system’s environment (Benniger, 1986; 

Humphrey, 1992; Searle, 1984);  

 get feedback on the results of its actions (Von Bertalanffy, 1976; 

Weiner, 1954); and 

 evaluate alternative actions, learn, and generate meaning and 

purpose (Bednarz, 1988, 1990; Luhmann, 1987; Searle, 1984; 

Senge, 1990).   

 For human communities, there is increasing concern that human actions 

are outstripping our abilities to forecast and or sense the results of these actions 

(Luhmann, 1987; Postman, 1992).  In most environments, there are multiple 

systems acting, generating multiple causes and multiple effects—some of which 

are not felt for long periods of time. 

Continually evolving in step with transformations in their external and 

internal environments, each level of system nested in a series of larger and smaller 
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systems forms a part of the environment for other similar and different systems.  

As an example, the development and wide-spread use of automobiles not only 

precipitated the US national highway system but also contributed to the 

development of suburbs, generated significant air pollution, and increased 

dependence on oil supplies.     

Key Characteristics of Self-organizing systems Useful in  
Examining the Nature of Community 

Attending to these views of self-organizing systems, complex systems 

research (Allison, 1997, 1999; Bak, 1996; Bar-Yam, 1996; Bateson, 2002; Capra, 

2002; Laszlo, 1996; and Mainzer, 1996) has identified a number of traits that 

distinguish and define self-organizing systems.  In this section, those most useful 

for understanding the nature of human communities will be reviewed in ascending 

order of system level.  Note that the characteristics which pertain to the lower 

levels of systems also characterize the higher levels, so that traits described under 

level one also apply to levels two, three, and four.  But the reverse is not the case; 

i.e., the characteristics described for level two do not apply at level one, etc. 

Level One:  Physical Systems 

The first characteristic of self-organizing systems is that they are 

structurally open (Lazslo, 1996).  Open system boundaries are permeable:  that is,  

they permit the exchange of matter/energy and information with the environment.   

Second, self-organizing systems are dynamic (changing) and non-linear 
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(Bak, 1996).  As opposed to steady-state systems, dynamic system properties 

change over time.  Nonlinear dynamics are described by statistical probabilities, 

rather than a deterministic linear equation.  A single starting point may yield a 

variety of results.   

Third, self-organizing systems are nested:  smaller systems are themselves 

parts of larger systems (Bak, 1996).  Systems can be observed and described at 

both a micro level, which concerns the elemental components or “parts,” and at 

the macro level, which focuses on the state or characteristics of the system at a 

higher whole level.  Self-organizing systems are situated—or nested—

hierarchically.  At each level of nesting, there will be unique patterns, properties, 

and behaviors.  A simple example of nested human groups begins with human 

beings (each individually a self organizing system) in family units, which are 

nested in towns and cities, which are, in turn, nested in nation states.  If viewed 

from an appropriate level, self-organizing systems exhibit patterns which can be 

described in a simple and elegant manner.  Finding the appropriate level for useful 

examination is sometimes quite difficult and is highly dependent on the context 

and objectives involved.   

Fourth, self-organizing systems are dissipative and emergent (Bak, 1996; 

Bar-Yam, n.d., Prigogine, 1980, 1984).  Given the appropriate ingredients of 

matter/energy, and information, patterns organize spontaneously—sometimes 

with the assistance of a catalyst; sometimes not—but, in any case, without the 

conscious direction of a manager or controller.  An example of spontaneous self 
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organization at the chemical level is the Belousov-Zahabotinsky Reaction in 

which beautiful and increasingly-complex spiral structures emerge spontaneously 

when environmental conditions are changed.  Self-organizing systems are 

dissipative because the emerging patterns require an input of matter, energy, 

and/or information from either the larger environment or the interaction of 

components.  In creating order, the system feeds on the environment—dissipating 

surrounding resources.  

Level Two:  Biological Systems 

Biological systems incorporate the characteristics of physical systems but, 

unlike them, change irreversibly over time (Capra, 1996).  Unlike water ,which 

can be frozen, melted, turned into steam, condensed back into the liquid state, and 

frozen again, biological systems cannot return to previous states. An organism’s 

or group’s past is an essential component of its present and future organization. 

Second, biological and higher self-organizing systems are “cognitive” 

(Bateson, 2000; Capra, 1996; Maturana and Varela, 1980), in the sense that  they 

respond to the environment based on their own interpretations of what that 

environment is which interpretations depend, in turn, on their internal 

organization and processes.  These interpretations—created by what the system 

can or does sense—become that system’s reality and the system acts on it (a 

circularity).  For example, a human being, because of the way human ears have 

developed, cannot hear a dog whistle in the upper registers, or because of the 
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evolutionary history of human eyes, see infrared light, in the course of day-to-day 

living, therefore, those dimensions of the environment do not “exist” for humans 

and human activities do not take them into account.  The manner in which any 

living self organizing system is structured determines what it can perceive in the 

environment.  Further, based on their research on frogs, in the Santiago Theory, 

biologists Maturana and Varela (1980; Capra, 1996) redefine cognition, 

demonstrating that a brain is not necessary for this process.   

…[T]he nervous system is not only self-organizing but also continually 
self-referring so that perception cannot be viewed as the representation of 
an external reality but must be understood as the continual creation of new 
relationships within the neural network:  ‘The activities of nerve cells do 
not reflect an environment independent of the living organism and hence 
do not allow for the construction of an absolutely existing external world 
(Maturana in Paslack, 1991).’ 

 
… ‘Living systems are cognitive systems, and living is a process of 
cognition.  This statement is valid for all organisms, with and without a 
nervous system (Maturana, 1970).’  (Capra, 1996, pp. 96-97)   

 
By perceiving certain changes in the environment and adjusting structurally, a 

“cognitive” plant grows toward sunlight.  Moreover, in a process termed 

structural coupling, an organism’s structure results in part from what it has 

perceived in the environment.  For example, a plant grows towards sunlight 

without making a conscious decision to do so.  Its structure is coupled to—but not 

determined by—the environment.  The nature of the structural change precipitated 

by a change in the environment is autonomous and not pre-determined.  

Building on the work of Maturana and Varela (Capra, 1996; Maturana & 

Varela, 1980), Bednarz (1987) argues that a the third characteristic of level two 



133 

 
 

self-organizing systems is that they are autopoietic, or self-referential.  An 

autopoietic or self-referential system has boundaries with a beginning and an end 

(in time).  It is a unique system which is: 

 self-bounded 

 self-generated 

 self perpetuating—the whole maintains parts whose interactions 

perpetuate the nature and identity of the whole 

Homeostasis is the self regulatory mechanism which allows changes within 

appropriate tolerance levels.  If the rate of change becomes too high, homeostasis 

may fail and the system either changes radically—in effect reorganizing as a new 

system—or disintegrates in a more perceptible death.   

 Maturana and Varela (Bednarz, 1987) disagree about whether autopoiesis 

can be applied to social systems, with Varela suggesting that, because human 

beings enter and leave social systems, social systems do not display the closure 

and self-reflection that the definition requires.  I will return to this debate in 

Chapter Eight, where I will propose that there is a new form of social organization 

which is autopoeitic but which also does not require the same types of closure and 

self-reflection necessary for biological life and earlier forms of human 

community.  

 Sociologist Talcott Parsons suggests one way of resolving this difficulty 

by taking the first steps away from defining a social system as “a plurality of 

individual actors interacting with each other in a situation” (1964, p. 5) to a 
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definition of social organization as “a mode of organization of action elements 

(italics added, 1964 p. 24).  According to Bednarz (1987), Niklas Luhmann, who 

studied with Parsons and specifically worked with the concept of autopoiesis, 

further advanced the resolution of the problem of its application to social systems 

by suggesting that organizational closure can be achieved only when both the 

components of a system and its processes are of the same type and in the same 

domain—the domain of social systems.  By identifying the components of social 

systems not as “persons, individuals, actors or subjects but the communicative 

actions themselves [italics added]” (Bednarz, 1987, p. 57), Luhmann suggests a 

possible resolution for  this issue—although it has not yet found general 

understanding or acceptance in the field.  More significant for the present study, 

in taking this step Luhmann emphasized the importance of rigor in identifying the 

level of nested system under study.  This will become important in Chapter Seven 

when projections of evolving community form are made. 

Level Three:  The Human System 

 The first characteristic of humans as self-organizing systems is that human 

beings make extensive use of symbols and language.  Korzybski (1995) defined 

the capacity for language as the characteristic which differentiates human beings 

from other animals.  Many scholars (Bateson, 2002; Carey, 1988; McLuhan, 

1964, 1967; Meyerowitz, 1985; Nystrom, 1973; Ong, 1982)  and entire fields of 

study such as media ecology, semiotics, linguistics, general semantics, and social 
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biology are attending to this use of symbols and language, building on the 

recognition that communication (including all use of symbols) is the primary 

environment for human beings, neatly summarized by the Sapir/Whorf hypothesis 

(Johnston, n.d.):  “We [human beings] live in language as fish live in water.”   

In addition to using language as we typically think of it, that is to say, to 

communicate with others, human beings use internalized language to perform the 

internal activity we label thinking.  Thinking is the process of using language or 

images internally to analyze feedback from past action and predict likely 

consequences of potential future actions.  Thinking—or conscious self 

reflection—is a more complex form of the self-referential characteristic of 

biological systems.  This capability allows a human being to choose from a 

variety of potential responses to a perturbation or change in the environment.  In 

turn, the ability to build alternative models and think about them, both 

individually and collectively, provides human beings with a new level of freedom, 

decision-making, and learning—not completely constrained by inheritance or 

physical forces. 

Thus human thinking, communications, and communities are, at the social 

level, formed in the use of symbols and language.  As the primary environment in 

which human groups and communities form and exist, the continual use of 

symbols and language has many ramifications for the nature of community, 

including the provision of the basis for a concept of virtual community. 
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 The second characteristic of individual human beings as self-organizing 

systems is technology:  human beings make extensive use of their ability to make 

tools, typically (although not exclusively) assembled physical matter, which 

extend their bodies, senses, communication, and thinking (McLuhan, 1967).   

Technology has to be broadly conceived—as is customary today—as the 
instrumentality that imbues all human activities and extends human 
powers to act on nature and interact with others. (Laszlo, 1996, p.100) 

 
While some scholars and thinkers argue that technology brings progress (De Sola 

Pool, 1984, 1990; Moore, 1991; Templeton, 1997) and others warn against its 

seen and unseen consequences (Ellul, 1967; Heidger, 1982; Mumford, 

1963;Postman, 1992) and the privileging, intentionally or unintentionally, of 

various social groups (Haraway, 1991; Hayles, 1999; Mackenzie & Wajcman, 

1999), no one disputes its prevalence and increasingly complexity.  Over time, in 

an evolutionary manner, human technology typically is increasingly complex:  

building on prior techniques, requiring more energy, and continually extending 

human senses and immediate control of the original and increasingly the 

technological environment.  

 The third characteristic of self-organizing systems at the human level is 

that people generate meanings and purposes internally and—on the basis of these 

constructions—make decisions with greater individual autonomy than lower-level 

systems (Bar-Yam, n.d. a; Laszlo, 1996).  As autonomous members of a group, 

people function quite differently from physical and biological parts.  Human 

beings can choose how and when to obey a social rule; molecules cannot choose 
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whether or how to interact.  Although there is disagreement and on-going research 

into the relative weights of these interacting factors (Nature, n.d.; Ridely, 2003; 

Young, 2000), human decisions are founded in genetic control (nature), learning 

(nurture), and the meanings—and therefore purposes—that individuals create 

within themselves.  At the level of social systems, Luhman (1989; Bednarz, 1987, 

1988, 1990) describes meaning as the integrative force for these systems: 

The particular way in which this [meaning] is accomplished in the case of 
social systems is called communication by Luhmann.  ...It 
[communication] is the common actualisation of meaning which informs 
at least one of the participants. (Bednarz, 1987 p. 19) 

 
 Of particular interest to this study, psychologists, particularly Abraham 

Maslow (1954), have described a hierarchical summary of classes of goals or 

needs (see Figure 14) and further suggested that in general people attend first to 

those goals at the bottom of the pyramid, working their way up to the next level as 

goals in each level are met.  This hierarchy moves from the physical to the virtual 

and from the needs and controls of the group to individual autonomy.  Each level 

rests on the prior level and, as humans move up the levels, the energy required 

increases.  As goals relating to the physical are achieved (level one) and then 

insured for the future (level two), social goals (levels three and four) become 

more important.  After achieving and maintaining social goals, individual 

achievement or fulfillment—regardless of group recognition—becomes 

important.   
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 An important characteristic of self-organizing systems at levels two 

(biological systems) and three (human systems) is that they are open to 

information (sensing and feedback from the environment) energy, and matter but 

closed to other than predetermined genetic changes in organization (Capra, 1996).  

Level Four:  Consciously-Mediated Human Groups 

 Extending the theory and documented characteristics in the evolutionary 

path that has generated human beings—systems of ever increasing complexity 

and flexibility with weaker bonding and more autonomy, capable of dealing with 

more information—it is my hypothesis that three traits will emerge that at this 

level of system hierarchy are particularly useful in examining the question of 

virtual community. 

 
Figure 14  Ascending Categories of Human Goals:  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  Note:  Adapted 
from Motivation and Personality by A. Maslow, 1954, New York:  Harper & Row and Religious 
Values and Peak Experiences by A. Maslow, 1994, New York:  Penguin Books. 
 

 

Level 1:  Biology and physiology 
(air, food, shelter, sleep) 

Level 5:  Self-actualization 
(individual fulfillment, accomplishment) 

Level 4:  Status 
(esteem, reputation, responsibility) 

Level 3:  Belonging and love 
(relationships, family, work group inclusion) 

Level 2:  Safety and security 
(protection, stored food and water, stability) 

Level 6:  Peak experience 
(enlightenment, service) 
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 Unlike the characteristics described thus far in this section, which have 

been previously documented in the systems literature, these traits are a part of the 

model under development in this work.  I will delineate them briefly here and 

then return to them and the evidence supporting them, in Chapters Six and Eight. 

 The first trait is that consciously-mediated human groups should be 

expected to emerge “far from the physical” world.  Their environment, structure, 

and processes reside in symbols, communications, and a social rather than 

material space. 

 The second characteristic is that conscious autonomy, meaning-making, 

and alignment of purposes—key attributes of consciously-mediated human 

groups—may reside at multiple levels of nested systems, for example in a non-

profit organization, differing-but-related purposes might be selected by 

individuals, groups of staff members, various committees of the board of 

directors, and the organization as a whole.  The critical difference between this 

and prior levels is the conscious freedom to make individual, internal group, and 

whole group choices with a comparative lack of constraints either in genetic 

programming (for example, DNA related) or in potentially life threatening top-

down power (for example, military or police forces). 

 The third trait is the ability to consciously change the fundamental 

organization—the nature of the structure and the processes of the self organizing 

system—within the life of that system.  This is a conscious evolution—far from 

the physical although not fully independent of it—that enables a self organizing 
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system to adapt its fundamental characteristics to rapidly-changing environments 

in light of self-created purpose.   

 Figure 15 is a summary of these traits. 

Documented Major Evolutionary Steps in Community Forms 

 There are three sets of scholars who have observed evolutionary 

punctuation points in human communities in the Western world:  complexity 

scientists, long-range philosophers and historians—with Immanuel Kant  

(Watkins, 2003; Schönfeld, 2003) and Georg Hegel (Redding, 2002) as primary 

representatives—and sociologists (discussed in Chapter Three).   

Although Kant and Hegel did not have the benefit of complex systems 

theory, their observations of history led them to systematize history much as do 

complex systems thinkers, albeit with teleological ends.  Kant’s ethical, political, 

and economic model of utilitarianism (Mainzer, 1996), for example, corresponds 

to a self organizing system with a single point of system equilibrium organized 

around simple rules including “a just distribution of goods to the majority of 

people” (p. 313).  Hegel (Mainzer, 1996) described the differences between the 

nested systems of the individual and the society to which that individual belongs 

and theorized an 

evolution of society which is not determined by the intentions and 
subjective reason of single individuals, but by the self-organizing process 
of collective reason (p. 313). 
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                                           Conscious mediated reorganization 
                                       Conscious alignment/multiple autonomy 

 
Gecyberschaft* 
(consciously-

mediated 
groups)                                   Far from the physical 

Human*                               Autonomous meaning/purpose 

                         Technological 

                     Symbolic and languaged 

Biological*                  Autopoietic (self referential) 

              Cognitive 

           Irreversible 

Physical**       Dissipating and self organizing 

    Nested 

  Dynamical and nonlinear 

   

*    All biological, human, and gecyberschaft systems are self organizing. 

**  Not all physical systems are self organizing. 

 

Figure 15 Hierarchical Traits of Self-organizing Systems in the Evolutionary Path Towards 
Gecyberschaft 

Open 

 increasingly complex, using higher  
    levels of organization to incorporate  
    and systematize earlier levels 
 
 exhibit higher structural  

    complexity in which the  
    structural components are 
    more weakly bonded 
 
 display greater flexibility 

     and innovative self  
     organization 
 
 more effective use  

    of information 
 
 far from  
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 greater 

    free  
    energy  
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For the purposes of this work, I am grouping the observations of these systemic 

philosophers with the findings of complex systems theorists. 

 Observing the sweep of human history with a focus on organizational 

forms of community, Bar-Yam (n.d.a) notes the increase of specialization and 

diversity of functions generated by the growth in information and technology, 

along with the rise in the number of lateral connections, generated by electronic 

communications, each person maintains.  As shown in Figure 16, he also notes a 

rise in hierarchical levels, followed by a decline in hierarchy—driven in both  

 
 
cases by ever increasing communications and information.   

 Bar-Yam combines observation of emerging organizational types with 

theoretical projections concerning societies’ control structures to forecast an 

increasingly networked civilization (see Figure 17). 

  

 
Figure 16 Hierarchical Traits of Self-organizing systems.  Note.  From Complexity Rising: From 
Human Beings to Human Civilization, A Complexity Profile by Yaneer Bar-Yam.  Copyright 
2002-2004 by New England Complex Systems Institute.  Reprinted With Permission. 
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Lazslo (1996) focuses on major changes in the environment—

technological revolutions—as the points at which self organizing society becomes 

unstable and reforms with higher levels of organization, structural complexity, 

and dynamism and autonomy (see Figure 18).   

 
 
Figure 17 Bar-Yam’s Key Steps in the Evolution Of Civilization.  From Complexity Rising: From 
Human Beings to Human Civilization, A Complexity Profile by Yaneer Bar-Yam.  Copyright 2002-
2004 by New England Complex Systems Institute. Reprinted with Permission. 
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These observations are of the same data and can be aligned easily as shown in the 

following table (Table 17): 

Table 17 
 
Major Historical Societal Organizational Forms from Complex Systems Theory 

Theorist Evolutionary Organizational Forms 

Bar-Yam 
 

- hunter-
gatherer 

- early civilizations - industrial 
revolution 

- hybrid - networked 
civilization 

Laszlo  - hunting-
gathering 

- agrarian-pastoral 
- agricultural 
- feudal-

preindustrial 

- industrial - postindustrial 

 
 

It is a simple matter to add Tönnies’s classifications to this chart, as 

follows (Table 18): 

   

Figure 18  Laszlo’s Key Steps in The Evolution of Society.  Note.  From Evolution:  The General 
Theory (p. 109) by Ervin Laszlo, Cresskill,1996, NJ:  Hampton Press.  Copyright 1996 By Hampton 
Press.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Table 18 
 
Major Historical Societal Organizational Forms from Tönnies 

Theorist Evolutionary Organizational Forms 

Tönnies  - gemeinschaft - gesellschaft  
 
 
 

If one includes the remaining early sociologists—Durkheim, Marx, and 

Weber—in these tables, a pattern becomes clear (see Table 19).  The founding 

fathers of sociology were looking at one evolutionary step.   

 
 
Table 19 
 
Major Historical Societal Organizational Forms from Complex Systems Theory and Early Sociologists 

Theorist Evolutionary Organizational Forms 

Bar-Yam 
 

- hunter-
gatherer 

- early civilizations industrial 
revolution 

hybrid networked 
civilization 

Laszlo  - hunting-
gathering 

- agrarian-pastoral 
 - agricultural 
- feudal-

preindustrial 

- industrial - postindustrial 

Tönnies  - gemeinschaft - gesellschaft  

Durkheim  - mechanical 
solidarity 

- organic 
solidarity 

 

Marx  - feudal society - bourgeois 
society 

 

Weber  - traditional society - rational society  
 

 

Because the founding fathers of sociology did not have the benefit of 

complex systems theory or the general theory of evolution to be applied to social 

organizations, they concentrated on the immediately observable perturbation—the 

Industrial Revolution—and developed theoretical structures which categorized the 
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gemeinschaft 

Industrial Revolution 

 
gesellschaft 

features of community as being in opposition rather than as evolutionary (see 

Figure 19). 

 

 

It is my hypotheses that, given the recent and extensive changes in the 

human environment, in line with the evolutionary and self organizing nature of 

the universe a new form of community should be expected and, in fact, can be 

seen to be emerging.  As suggested by Dr. Christine Nystrom, I propose to name 

this new form of virtual community gecyberschaft in honor of Ferdinand Tönnies, 

who so clearly delineated two earlier forms of community (see Table 20).   

 
Table 20 
 
Major Historical Societal Organizational Forms from Tönnies and Allison 

Theorist Evolutionary Organizational Forms 

Tönnies/Allison  - gemeinschaft - gesellschaft - gecyberschaft 
 

 

 
Figure 19  Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Oppositional 
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Ge-cyber-schaft—or virtual community—is one step in the punctuated evolution 

of human communities as shown in Figure 20.   

 Societal evolutionary steps—while clearly a significant leap in  

organizational structure and process—and not tidy.  This step is composed of  

 
 
 
many smaller steps that are both concomitant and mutually reinforcing, including 

but not limited to electronic communications (Demers, 1991; Fang, 1997; 

Winston, 1998); high-speed computing and imaging (Chandler, Kelly & Allison, 

1997; Kurzweil, 2002 b); dramatic increases in development of technology and 

bio-technology (Fukuyama, 2003, Kurzweil, 2002b; Zuboff, 1984); human and 

data networks (Harasim, 1993; Kurzweil, 1999;  Shapiro & Varian, 1999; Watts, 

Figure 20 Major Historical Societal Organizational forms with Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Punctuated 
Evolution. 

hunter-gatherer 
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gecyberschaft 
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2003); increases in information in a power-law progression (Gitlin, 2001; Heim, 

2003; Kurzweil, 2002b); as well as increased collaboration and group learning 

(Harasunm, 1993; Ishida & Isbister, 2000; Senge, 1991).  Gecyberschaft fits into 

Bar-Yam’s (n.d. a) prediction of the evolution of a hybrid society and Lazslo’s 

(1996, among others) prediction of a step in punctuated evolution after industrial 

society (post industrial society) and is roughly analogous to Deleuze’s (1990; 

Hartdt, 1995) control society, Hardt and Negri’s (2001) empire, and Haraway’s 

(1991) informatics of domination. 

The gecyberschaft bifurcation has been precipitated in large measure I 

argue here by several major changes in the human environment:  a revolution in 

the nature of communications which became electronically mediated and which, 

in turn, generated vast increase in the amount of information available as well as a 

dramatic increase in the rate of technological development.  It is to these changes 

that I turn my attention in Chapter Four.   
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CHAPTER VI 
 

MEDIA ECOLOGY AS A CONTEXT FOR  
UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY 

 
 
  
 Transmitted representations and symbols—more colloquially known as 

communications—form a major part of the environment in which human beings 

live and form communities.  Most human beings in the Western world today 

spend most of their waking lives attending primarily to mediated communications 

designed to convey information, psychological feelings, and meaning.  Further, 

the amount of time humans spend communicating is increasing over time.  

Studies conducted in 1950s and 60s (Demers, 1999, p. xxi; Hoover’s, 1996, pp. 6-

7; Hyslop & Tone, 1988) indicated that even before the widespread use of 

television, networked computers, and cell phones, most adults in the United States 

spent at least 65 to 70% of their waking hours communicating each day—

interacting with information mediated by symbols and presented through a wide 

variety of media.  These studies do not include the internalized use of language 

for thinking and reflecting—communicating internally—which increases the time 

spent attending to media and symbols to create an almost ever-present 

communications environment.  Thus communications media constitute one of the 

most important environments to consider when examining the evolution of human 

communities.  
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Communications Media as a Critical Environment for Community Formation 

 The discipline of media ecology studies the effects of various forms of 

communications on human beings and, is, therefore a powerful resource for 

examining the emergence of new forms of human community.  The distinction 

that media ecology scholars draw is that in addition to the content of  messages 

the media through which the messages are transmitted have significant—often 

unobserved—ramifications for human beings and the nature of human culture.   

 As with the birth of sociology, media ecology emerged from the 

observations of people living in a time of rapid change.  In books such as The 

Medium is the Message (1967) and The Global Village (1992), Marshall 

McLuhan called attention to the emerging effects of electronic communications 

technologies.  One of the founders of media ecology, Neil Postman (1970), in an 

article on secondary education, described this emerging area of study: 

Media ecology looks into the matter of how media of communication 
affect human perception, understanding, feeling, and value; and how our 
interaction with media facilitates or impedes our chances of survival. … 
An environment is, after all, a complex message system which imposes on 
human beings certain ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving. (1970)  

 
With the first volume of Explorations in Media Ecology {EME}, Strate builds on 

earlier descriptions to offer this definition:   

[Media ecology] is the study of media environments, the idea that 
technology and techniques, modes of information and codes of 
communication play a leading role in human affairs. (1999, p.1) 

 
 The basic premise of media ecology, when combined with complex 

systems theory and the general theory of evolution, provides a theoretical 
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structure for studying past changes and predicting the vector of potential changes 

in the nature of community triggered by changes in communication media.  

Concurrently, it provides a framework for examining the consequences of and 

responses to changes in communication media which may not have been 

predicted but are observable. 

 If one of the primary environments for human beings is constituted of 

symbols and communications technologies and the universe is continually 

becoming more complex, then these media environments will continually become 

more complex as well.  Human beings and their societies will continue to need 

ways to adapt to this increasing complexity, and we should be able to observe 

prior adaptations after bifurcation points—as well as to project new ones.  Indeed, 

as shown in Chapter Three, Tönnies, Durkheim, Marx, and Weber documented 

the change from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft prompted by the printing press 

coupled with broad literacy and the Industrial Revolution.  And as shown in 

Chapter Four, Bar-Yam, Laszlo, and Mainzer not only described the bifurcation 

which led to gemeinschaft, impelled by and simultaneously in response to scribal 

writing and agriculture, but also forecast new bifurcations.    

 Paralleling the evolutionary paradigm developed by complex systems 

thinkers discussed in Chapter Four, Nystrom’s Laws of Media Change (n.d.) 

suggest that changes in communications processes take place in response to 

inadequacies in the existing media and that continuing change is to be expected. 

Since humans are fallible, limited, and imperfect, and since the world 
keeps changing, every attempt to solve problems of information is itself 
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inadequate in some ways, and these inadequacies are sources of further 
problems that generate additional communication change.  (p.1)  

Media Environment as a Framework for Studying Human Social Organization   

 The New York School of Media Ecology (Postman, Nystrom et al., n.d.) 

has developed a structural framework for the study of media environments, listing 

important categories of characteristics of various media to be identified and 

analyzed and suggesting the types of biases which might be generated by various 

instantiations of these characteristics.  The categories of characteristics identified 

are: 

 the symbolic form 

 the physical form  

 the availability or accessibility of the medium 

 the speed at which information is disseminated 

 the quantity or volume of information which can be disseminated  

 the directions in which information easily flows 

Table 21 presents the areas of potential consequences suggested by the New York 

School along with an example for each selected from the works of various studies.  
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Table 21 
 
Projected Areas of Consequence Arising from Medium Characteristics  
Potential Areas of 

Consequence 
Example 

Intellect - The use of software influences how human beings conceptualize their thinking.  For 
example, using cut and paste to refer to their own thinking processes and actions 
in the physical world as well as to a word processing function. (Logan, 1997) 

Emotion - In an oral society, stories include exaggerated heroics to help listeners to remember 
them. (Ong, 1982) 

Time - In an oral society, time is envisioned as natural rhythm [karios]; whereas in a print-
based society, time is described as measured, sequential, and linear [kronos]. 
(Isaacs, 1999) 

Space - The rise of nation states as a form of human organization after the development of 
the printing press. (Eisenstein, 1983) 

Sensory activity  - When listening to music on a walkman, a human being might pay more attention to 
sound than sight. (Bull, 2000; Gibson, 1993) 

Political - In scribal society, where only an educated few can read or write, educated priests 
have enormous power originating in the ability to read and interpret God’s word. 
(Eisenstein, 1983) 

Social - In a society in which television provides formerly private information such as how 
adults act in private to audiences of all ages, the concept of childhood recedes. 
(Meyrowitz, 1985) 

Metaphysical - The broad knowledge of multiple religious traditions engenders a lessening of 
absolute faith in a single story. (Rushkoff, 1999) 

Content - When information is delivered via television, entertainment value may be deemed 
more important than comprehensive analysis. (Postman, 1985, 1992) 

Epistemological - When the information and skills needed to address daily life change rapidly, the idea 
of fixed knowledge recedes and is replaced by learning how to learn. (Logan, 2002) 

 

These areas of potential consequences will be used to ensure a rich review of the 

effects of electronic communications.  The remainder of this chapter will be 

devoted to synthesizing the observations of major media environments to date. 
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Classical Studies in Media Ecology:  Evolutionary Steps in Media History 

 In considering the effects of current changes in the media environment, it 

is important to build on studies of earlier major changes.  For the move from 

hunter-gatherer to gemeinschaft societies, Walter Ong’s (1982) classic work 

yields a clear summary of key differences between oral and literate cultures.  

Similarly, Elizabeth Eisenstein’s (1983) comprehensive study of the 

consequences of the printing press for Western Europe shows how this change in 

media was one of the major precipitators of gesellschaft society. 

Ong:  Differences between Oral and Literate Cultures 

 Walter Ong’s (1982) pioneering and elegant description of the differences 

between oral and literate cultures provides as a powerful example of the 

ramifications of the predominant communications media as a precipitating 

environment for human societies.  In his analysis, Ong featured three major 

psychodynamics of oral—or sound-based—cultures in which people lived without 

the ability to record their thoughts or communications in writing or electronic 

media:   

 first, that sounds (including speech sounds) are evanescent events 

in time:  they can be remembered but cannot be stopped or frozen 

in time, indexed or located without the use of writing or electronic 

devices; 
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 second, that words “have great power” (Ong, 1982, p. 32 ), 

originating only from the dynamic speaking of a “living organism” 

(p. 32); and  

 third, that people know only what they can remember—which 

leads to cultures rich in mnemonics, formulas, rhythm, and patterns 

to aid memory. 

Characteristics 

 Over time, billions of iterations of social actions in an oral environment 

gave rise to societies which shared similar communication and thought 

characteristics despite major differences in cultural content such as religion, home 

geography, or group affiliation.  Ong compared and contrasted the salient 

characteristics of oral (non-writing) and literate (writing) societies, and noted 

major differences in thought and social patterns arising from the differences in 

communications media, as summarized in Table 22. 

 Drawing on Innis (1951), Ong (1982) characterizes groups who use face-

to-face oral communication as having a strong temporal basis, that is they are 

focused on conserving their history as it relates to the present and their ideas of 

space are limited to small geographic areas.  In contrast, those using writing and 

not dependent on face-to-face communications are spatially biased, which is to 

describe them as using writing to travel across multiple and wide-spread 
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geographies.  They further described these societies as paying less attention to 

time.  

Table 22 
 
Characteristics of Oral and Literate Cultures as Differentiated by Ong 

Feature Oral Cultural Characteristics 
(before gemeinschaft) 

Literate Cultural Characteristics 
(gemeinschaft/gesellschaft) 

Spatial/temporal bias - time-biased - space-biased 

Sensory bias - auditory - visual 

Rhetorical style - additive - subordinative 

 - aggregative - analytic 

 - redundant or copious - parsimonious 

Source of authority - the past; traditions - argument, reasons, evidence 

Interaction style - agonistically toned - neutral and objective 

 - empathetic and participatory - objectively distanced 

Orientation to change - conservative, traditionalist, 
homeostatic 

- progressive 

Thinking - situational - formal categories, logic 

 - knowledge based in memory  - knowledge based in writing 

 - close to the human lifeworld - abstract, world of ideas 

Commentary 

 A student of Marshall McLuhan, Ong  (1982) was among the first to 

provide a comprehensive study of the similar characteristics which emerged in 

various cultures with different content (e. g., different religions, languages, 

histories, economics, etc.) when there was an evolutionary step (the advent of 

writing systems) in the media environment.  Embedded in their respective 

environments and cultures, communities and individuals changed as well.  While 

similar changes in the media environment did not determine the concomitant 
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changes in culture and community, they helped to limit the structures and 

processes that would be effective.   

 Observing the changes introduced into contemporary societies by 

electronic communications media—many of which are sound and image based, 

Ong (1982) also introduced the idea of secondary orality.  He used secondary 

orality to label the conditions which arise when electronic media enable much of 

a society’s communication to be conducted orally while not only co-existing with 

but also requiring print media.   

This new orality has striking resemblances to the old in its participatory 
mystique, its fostering of a communal sense, its concentration on the 
present moment, and even its use of formulas….  But it is essentially a 
more deliberate and self-conscious orality, based permanently on the use 
of writing and print, which are essential for the manufacture and operation 
of the equipment and for its uses as well.  (p. 136) 

 
Although he used the opposition of features of oral and literate cultures to explore 

the differences between them, Ong’s theoretical structure was based in an 

evolutionary model, beginning with orality, then moving through literacy to 

“post-typography:  electronics” (Ong, 1982, p.135), generating secondary orality. 

Eisenstein:  The Role of the Printing Press 

 In another landmark study, Elizabeth Eisenstein (1983) examined the role 

of the printing press as a major factor in the development of five significant 

cultural trends in the Western world.  Making the distinction between literate 

cultural forms supported by a limited number of specialized scribes who could 

read and write (scribal cultures) and those where rapid printing gave rise to a 
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more universal literacy (typographical cultures), Eisenstein documented a large 

evolutionary change relating to the production and distribution of the written 

word within the larger evolutionary step prompted by literacy.  Among the many 

consequences arising from the ability to print books accurately and quickly, she 

paid particular attention to typographical fixity, the availability of multiple copies 

of texts, the social organization of printing shops, the social and intellectual 

conditions of reading, the implications of reading for learning, and the formats 

arising to make printed books easier to use. 

Characteristics 

 Eisenstein’s work demonstrated that the printing press was a major factor 

in the development in the Western world of, 

1) the systematization and objectification of science 
 
2) the emergence of capitalism 
 
3) the rise of individualism 
 
4) the development of nationalism 
 
5) the Protestant Reformation and the increasing secularization of world 

views 

  Commentary 

 Eisenstein’s work clearly delineated the media environment which played 

a key role in the Industrial Revolution.  Her focus on the means of producing the 
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written word illuminates the development of many obvious—in retrospect—

trends.  In addition, her work shows the continuing trend of human beings to 

make frequent use of any reasonably accessible means of communication. 

The Media Environment of Gecyberschaft 

 The shift to gecyberschaft, which started in the twentieth century and 

continues today, is a large evolutionary step, equivalent in scale to the earlier 

steps just reviewed.  Studying this bifurcation is both easier and more challenging 

than looking at those in history.  Because the changes are recent and 

contemporaneous, evidence is often readily at hand.  On the other hand, our 

immersion in the contemporary environment denies us the perspective gained by 

standing outside the system being examined.  Too, while we have the benefit of 

historical analysis of prior shifts and the use of new theoretical structures, we are 

also challenged by a vastly more complex social and media ecology.  The 

technologies and cultures of each age do not replace but incorporate and build on 

the prior developments.  Scribal cultures continued to communicate orally; print 

cultures continue to both speak and to use handwritten script.  In the transition to 

gecyberschaft, humans are retaining all of the prior media—although the use to 

which they are put may change—and adding not just one but many new media.   

 Chapter Four of this document discussed the introduction of these new 

media and summarized their rapid diffusion and wide-spread use, feeding a 

voracious human appetite for communication.  Supported by the continuing 
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electrification of composition, production, storage, and transmission, the 

convergence of analogic (such as musical and pictorial) and digital (such as 

alphabetic and numeric) media enabled a proliferation of communication 

development and diffusion during the last half of the twentieth century and 

continuing today.  Including such innovations as radios, telephones, video tapes, 

compact disks (CDs and DVD’s), email, the World Wide Web, interactive data 

bases, lap-top computers, and cell phones, this profusion of media instantiations 

has collectively come to be known at the new media (Bolter and Grusin, 2000; 

Manovich 2002).     

 As are all major steps in punctuated evolution, the shift from gesellschaft 

to gecyberschaft is composed of many smaller steps.  Because these developments 

are not linear but overlap and reinforce as well as displace one another, and 

because there are many other factors involved, arguments can be made concerning 

the relative importance of individual media (or facets of media) and the pattern of 

the overall sequence.  For the purpose of studying the emerging nature of 

community, however, five categories of electronic communications capabilities 

are particularly important.  Several of these capabilities were developed and 

implemented well before the gecyberschaft period and were key factors in 

precipitating emergence of the new period: 

1. the ability to record and duplicate in analog form (presentational 

media); 
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2. the ability to transmit messages almost instantaneously to large 

numbers of people; 

3. the capacity to host real-time, peer-to-peer communications 

networks for popular use; 

4. the reduction in size and cost of playback, transmission, reception, 

and production equipment; and  

5. the capacity to store digitally, locate and access, and manipulate 

large quantities of information. 

Table 23 provides examples of these capabilities. 
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Table 23 
 
Increasing Media Capabilities in Gecyberschaft:  Selected Elements with Examples 

Increased Media Capability Examples 

The ability to record and duplicate analog form  - This is as opposed to a single reproduction.  Examples 
include the ability to record music as opposed to 
reproducing it with live musicians or to take 
photographs rather than drawing an object. 

The ability to transmit messages quickly to 
large numbers of people (mass media) 

- Examples include radio, films, TV, daily newspapers 
connected with reporting via telegraph and telephone.  
Mass media transmissions are typically one-way. 

The capacity to host real-time, peer-to-peer 
communications networks for popular use 

 - Examples include various forms of synchronous 
communication technology (telephones and instant 
messaging) as well as asynchronous-but-rapidly-
transmitted interactive communication (e-mail, Internet 
message boards). 

The reduction in size and cost of playback, 
transmission, reception, and 
communication production equipment  

 - Playback examples include record and audio tape 
players, slide projectors, VCR’s and DVD players.  
Radios, telephones—especially cell phones and 
personal communication devices—and networked 
computers are examples of transmitter/receivers.  
Finally, communication production equipment includes 
a combination of computers, software, and mixers, CD 
writers, printers, servers for web pages, and similar 
technologies. 

The capacity to store digitally, locate and 
access, and manipulate large quantities of 
information  

- CDs and DVDs, software data bases, and computer hard 
drives are instances of storage media.  Along with data 
mining techniques, software and Internet search 
capabilities make it easy to search vast quantities of 
information quickly.  Computer software, when 
combined with digital storage (including sound and 
images), enables deconstruction and reconstruction, as 
well as original composition, of media content in vast 
quantities.   

 

Over time these capabilities converged and accelerated and continue to do so— 

providing a media rich environment in which new forms of community are 

arising.  These elements may be seen as smaller bifurcation points within a large 

evolutionary step, as shown in Figure 21. 
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Contemporary Studies in Media Ecology:  Observing the Effects  
of Electronic Media on Participants 

 Media ecologists and other scholars (Bolter, 1984; Bull, 2000; Castells, 

2002; Chen & Starosta, 2002; Fang, 1997; Kaha Waite, 2003; Levinson, 1999; 

Manovich, 2002; Meyrowitz, 1985; Postman, 1982, 1985, 1992; Strate, et al., 

1996; Turkle 1995, n.d. a, n.d. c), continue to document the consequences of the 

ongoing changes in the media environment for both individual human behavior 

and social structure.    

 Studies of media ecology typically originate in the selection of a 

communication medium and then examine the effects arising from the use of that 

medium.  Another major group of scholars studies the social landscape to identify 

changes that are occurring either as the result of other major changes in the 

recording and 
duplication 

digital storage, 
manipulation, 
and 
access/search 

real-time,  
peer-to-peer 
networksmass media 

transmission 
(one way) 

electronic and digital convergence and acceleration 

small and 
inexpensive 
media equipment 

Figure 21  Smaller Bifurcations in the Ecology of Electronic Communications:  Selected Elements of 
Punctuated Evolution 
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environment (such as changes in technology [Mumford, 1963], biotechnology 

[Fukyama, 2000], or the speed of change, [Rushkoff, 1999]) or simply document 

social changes without focusing on the causes (Giddens, 2000; Toffler, 1981).  

These observations will be included in Chapter Eight, as part of an examination of 

the observed changes in community, whether or not the observer considers 

changes in communication media as a cause of the observed change. 

 In the following sections, I have used three overarching and imprecise 

time periods to organize the information and studies presented: 

 the first half of the twentieth century, when the media environment 

was shaped by early recorded and electrically-produced 

communications; 

 the second half of the twentieth century, when electronic media 

were created and matured and when computer networks emerged; 

and 

 the early years of the twenty-first century, when the acceleration, 

proliferation, and convergence of communications media have 

generated a saturated ecology and are collectively known as new 

media.  

Early Recorded and Electrically-Produced Communications:   
Some Consequences 

 The early recorded and electrically-produced communications referred to 

in this section are those which became available in the West between 1920 and 



165 

 
 

1950 as a result of  the telegraph, film-based cameras, vinyl sound recordings, 

stationary telephones and radios, and cinema distributed in theaters. 

Time and Space 

 Sally Munt (2002) provides an overview of the generally established and 

understood consequence of early electronic communications as diminishing time 

and space: 

…think, for example, of the way information technologies such as the 
telephone have reduced our former perception of the world as 
inaccessible, unknowable and exotic to a sensibility of nearness, 
friendliness, fellowship and instantaneity (the so-called ‘global village’). 
(p. 6) 
 

In Chapter Four, I discussed how the introduction of recording media and early 

electronic communications facilitated the idea of virtual community, by: 

1.  extending and reinforcing ties to communities left behind; 

2. giving rise to new individual and group experiences of community 

based in frequent communication and shared exposure to/participation  

in events as a distance; 

3. facilitating the development of groups of people who had never met 

and do not expect to meet in person; and, more recently, 

4. making possible, time-compressed, multi-sensory modeling of human 

interactions and the dynamics of social systems, presenting a literal 

view of virtual community. 
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 At the same time that these trends of inclusion and expansion were taking 

place, early electrically-produced communication media suggested other 

consequences for conceptions of space and time.  Franklin Roosevelt’s fireside 

chats, transmitted to radios mostly in homes around the United States, for 

example, extended a sense of “togetherness” to large masses of people (Ryfe, 

1990) while at the same time isolating them physically in houses and rooms 

(Fang, 1997).  Such experiences, repeated thousands of times in the “golden days” 

of radio, and intensified in the late 1940s with the advent of television, intensified 

the trend (observable earlier in the automobile) toward what Martin Pawley 

(1973) has called the “privatization of ‘the public.’” 

Knowledge 

 The use of radio and telephones requires significantly less education and 

mental discipline than that are required to read and write—thus extending rapid 

communication across time and space to those without formal schooling in the 

alphabet.  The rise of professional program content development (Demers, 1999; 

Fang, 1997) for recorded sound and images, cinema, and radio also gave rise to 

expectations of perfection in performance and entertainment, and to comparisons 

between the imperfections of live performance and the “perfection” of a produced 

performance.  In addition, significant increases in information (Marvin, 1988) 

reinforced the continuing specialization of knowledge and skills, 

compartmentalizing bodies of knowledge and paralleling and interacting with the 
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compartmentalizing of social and work-related roles.  Finally, new abilities to 

understand compressed expressions of time and space began to emerge, as 

described here by playwright Somerset Maugham: 

The invention of the telephone, for instance, has made many scenes 
redundant, has quickened the pace of plays and has made it possible to 
avoid certain improbabilities. (as quoted in de Sola Pool, 1981, p. 175) 

Affective Response 

 Among the many changes in human emotion associated with early 

electrically-produced communication was the new feeling of mediated intimacy 

arising from recorded sound and images communication (Langer, 1942).  In 

listening to recorded and transmitted voices (Bull, 2001) and in seeing first still 

and then moving pictures (Pultz, 1995), people responded in ways similar to the 

manner in which they responded in face-to-face communication.  Another major 

change was the rise of large groups of physically separated people reacting 

quickly and emotionally to distant events (Athans, 1987; Ellul, 1967).  Events 

communicated via newsreel, radio, and newspaper accelerated and sustained mob-

like emotions in large numbers of geographically-dispersed people.  The capacity 

for producing this response generated changes in political structures (discussed 

below).    

Sensory Bias 

 Early in the twentieth century, widely distributed sound-based media 

leavened the typographic emphasis on sight with an increased emphasis on 
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hearing.  Radio, the phonograph, and the telephone all called for auditory 

attention.  Photography and cinema, on the other hand, and especially in 

combination with journalism, gave seeing a renewed position of privilege among 

the senses as an instrument for discerning “the truth.”  With early electrically-

produced and recorded media also came an increased capability to see and hear 

from another person’s—or set of people’s—point of view (de Sola Pool, 1990; 

Manovich, 2002).  

Politics 

 Politics was one of the first areas in which the effects of electrically-

produced and recorded media were studied in depth, largely because of the 

frighteningly successful uses of radio and cinema for propaganda in Europe prior 

to and during World War II.  Mass communication makes possible the creation of 

a uniform public opinion based on deliberately constructed and communicated 

information which may support an objective that individuals less saturated with 

mass media might not independently support (Barker, 2002; Kornhauser, 1959; 

Postman, 1985).  On the other hand, top-down control and manipulation of 

information is countered by what de Sola Pool terms Technologies of Freedom in 

his book of that name (1984).  Competing broadcasting networks—particularly 

those that are wireless—and peer to peer networks such as telephones 

simultaneously make it more difficult to present a single undisputed point of 

view.  Thus issues of ownership and control, as well as struggles over definitions 
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of public and private interest, intensified as media outlets proliferated Demers, 

1999). 

Social Life 

 Particularly important to the discussion of community, there were many 

social consequences of the introduction of electrically-produced and recorded 

media.  Early electrically-produced media (Demers, 1999; de Sola Pool, 1981; 

Fang, 1997) opened and closed dozens of new job and career choices to 

workers—e.g.,  silent film star, telephone operator, telegraph delivery boy, etc. 

Both concentrated urban development (particularly in high rise buildings) and 

suburban spread were facilitated by the telephone (de Sola Pool, 1981).  

Individual and social spheres enlarged and thinned as information from distant 

times and places became commonplace.  Artificial intimacy arose as people came 

to feel they knew broadcasters such as Edward R. Murrow who, with his famous 

“This…is London” introduction spoke to them daily in their kitchens and living 

rooms (State Library of North Carolina, n.d.).  With mass communication and 

mass production came standardization of everything from politics (Kornhauser, 

1959), to pronunciation (Fang, 1997), styles of dress (Jacobs & McCaffrey, 1999), 

agricultural methods (Fang, 1997), organizational forms in business (Beniger, 

1986), and goods in department stores (Beniger, 1986).  With such 

standardization also came a reduction in social differences:  the distance between 

town and country ways, between lower and middle class mores, and between one 
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nation and another in the Western world diminished (Marvin, 2002).  And with 

the extension of inclusion and the diminishing of differences came the beginnings 

of the concepts of universal access, the idea that to be a part of society, one must 

be a part of the electrically supported communications networks (Demers, 1999; 

de Sola Pool, 1981). 

Metaphysics 

 In the area of metaphysics, increased communications technology 

supported ideas of the potential for human control of time and space and by 

extension of larger realms in the universe (Marvin, 1988).  Messages need no 

longer be delivered by the gods but could instead be delivered by telegraph or 

telephone (Czitrom, 1982).  The electricity animating motion pictures, for 

example, might also be used to animate machines or to re-animate people, giving 

people even further godlike powers.  At the same time, as electronically-produced 

communications  began to saturate the symbolic environment, communications 

systems seemed to become a part of nature.  As John Pierce comments, about the 

telephone, 

We encounter telephones so early in our lives that we seldom think of 
them, any more than we meditate on speech, hearing, vision, or the 
functioning of our internal organs—unless any of these give us trouble.  
Then we are annoyed. (1981, p. 194) 
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Content 

 There are many consequences for the content of communications arising 

with electric and recorded media.  One is a tremendous increase in the amount of 

information available to people—including information about technology and 

goods. available.  As James Beniger documents in his 1986 work, The Control 

Revolution, this necessitates the development of new ways of organizing and 

controlling information.  Another is that, with increasing numbers of people able 

to generate transmitted or stored information, the information that is recorded or 

transmitted is often undifferentiated with respect to quality, reliability, truth, etc.  

A new exaggeration of style also begins to emerge in advertising and political and 

religious propaganda as politicians, religious leaders, and merchants compete for 

attention (Ellul, 1967; Norris, 1990).   

  All of these consequences stimulate significant changes in ways of 

thinking about and knowing the world.  With an influx of information and 

opinions, the notion of a single truth begins to bend to manipulated and multiple 

ways of looking at things and wars of competing ideologies (Ellul, 1967; de Sola 

Pool 1981).  Conversely, the ability to record and transmit sound and pictures 

leads to the epistemological notion of exact reproduction, fidelity, and a single 

truth or representation of external reality (Couch, 1996).   

 Here is a summary of key individual and social consequences arising 

from, or intensified by, the development and spread of early recorded and 

electrically-produced and recorded media: 
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 compression of space 

 compression of time 

 stronger emotional, social, and economic ties to people in other 

geographies 

 virtual groups 

 blending of private and public locations 

 reduced need to travel physically 

 conscious development of media networks 

 aspirations to (produced) perfection 

 mediated and extended intimacy 

 centrally-produced mass influence, particularly political and 

economic 

 standardization 

 image as reality  

 universal access to media as a good or a right 

 increase in ordinary content 

 tension between single and multiple perspectives and truths 

Maturing Electronic Communications:  Some Consequences 

 The maturing electronic communications considered here are those 

continuing, newly-emerging, and converging technologies which were prominent 

in the last half of the twentieth century.  The individual and social features from 
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the first half of the century continued and intensified.  In some cases, they were 

also countered or modified by new trends. 

 As described in Chapter Four, it was during the era of maturing electronic 

communication media that both utopian and dystopian ideas of virtual community 

arose (Rheingold, 1993).  In addition to media development, again as described in 

IV, it is important to keep in mind several other developmental trends 

significantly affecting the environment for human community, especially the 

increase in speed and types of travel and transportation and the development of 

first stand-alone and then networked computers.  These technologies interacted in 

mutually accelerating feedback loops, generating a continually shifting ecology.   

 Fortunately, concomitant with the profusion of media, the research and 

literature examining the effects of maturing electronic communication has grown 

significantly.  Of critical importance to the understanding of the nature of 

community are those studies illuminating wide-ranging changes in thought, 

communication, and behavior, and the works discussed below are selected 

accordingly.  Studies of the effects of television, personal computers, personal 

communications technologies (cell phones and other similar technologies), and 

the Internet are presented here. 

Meyrowitz on TV:  No Sense of Place 

 In his study of the impact of electronic media on social behavior, No Sense 

of Place, Joshua Meyrowitz (1985) contrasts the effects of the book as a key 
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medium of literate, print-based societies with the effects of television, a key 

media in societies emerging in an electronic age.  Building on the idea that group 

identity is based on “’shared but special’ information systems” (p. 131), 

Meyrowitz argues that by bringing information of all kinds into the home and, 

therefore, making it available to most people in the Western world, TV blurs 

group boundaries and changes the nature of socialization and authority that 

characterize in literate cultures. 

Characteristics 

 Grounded in the work of sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) and Marshall 

McLuhan (1964, 1967), Meyrowitz focuses on the situations (interactions and 

audiences) that people live in and learn from.  Applying the media ecology 

approach to this framework, he observed that people increasingly live in an 

environment created by electronic media, especially (in the 1960s to 1980s)—but 

not exclusively—TV.  The group and role boundaries created by differentiated 

access to information during the typographic era, he argues, begin to dissolve with 

the advent of rapid, immersive, electronic communication, as summarized below 

(Table 24). 
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Table 24 
 
Characteristics of Print and Electronic Cultures As Differentiated by Meyrowitz 

Characteristics of Print Culture 
(gesellschaft) 

Characteristics of Electronic Culture  
(gecyberschaft) 

- access to information place and authority based - access to information from anywhere by anyone 

- distinctions in geographic and physical places 
important in creating social structure, especially 
clearly-defined groups and roles 

- decreased delineation in separateness of 
geographic and physical places (kitchens and 
playgrounds) leading to the merging of backstage 
(private) and front stage (public) areas  

- hierarchy and authority key to social organization - blurring of social boundaries between authorities 
and constituents; authority figures “humanized” 

- distinct gender-related roles  - merging of  masculine and feminine roles 

- distinctions of age in roles and access to 
information 

- blurring of childhood and adulthood 

- communication of content primary - expression of presenter primary 

Commentary 

 Meyrowitz (1985) argues for a continuum—or evolution—rather than a 

dichotomy of social traits.  Like Ong, he sees echoes of earlier social formations 

in the electronic era, referring, for example, to the similar but different “hunters 

and gatherers in an Information Age” (p. 315) who “have no loyal relationship to 

territory” (p. 315).  In his conclusion, Myerowtiz provides an excellent 

description of societal evolution in which the features of earlier forms are not lost 

but included and reshaped in the emergent structure. 

The notion that we are “returning” to a primitive era or even to the pre-
print period in Western Europe is, of course, much too simple for 
numerous reasons.  Unlike pre-modern civilizations, we remain heavily 
dependent on literacy in both the way we store information and the way 
we think.  The electronic age has grown out of and retains many features 
of a “print culture.”  Differences in literary skills, therefore, continue to 
distinguish between children and adults and to divide people into separate 
social categories.  Our less exclusive dependence on print and literacy, 
however, has muted the social distinctions among people of different 
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stages of literacy.  Thus, we are spiraling forward rather than circling 
backward (Meyrowitz, 1985, p. 317). 

Postman on TV:  Leaving the Discipline of the Book 

 In a series of works addressed variously to education and its relationship 

to the larger cultural and media environment in which it is conducted (1969, 1970, 

1996), to technology and its cultural consequences (1992), and to the impact of 

television in particular on childhood (1982), political life, and social values (1985, 

2000; Postman & Powers, 1992), Neil Postman, founder of the academic study of 

media ecology and leading representative of the New York School, provides a 

wide-ranging analysis and critique of the electronic communications environment 

and its consequences for American life and values in the twentieth century.   

Characteristics 

 Key differences between typographic and electronic cultures, according to 

Postman’s work, are shown  in Table 25. 
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Table 25 
 
Characteristics of Print and Electronic Cultures as Differentiated by Postman 

Characteristics of Print Cultures 
(gesellschaft) 

Characteristics of Electronic Cultures 
(gecyberschaft) 

- disciplined and rational thinking valued - entertainment valued 

- reasoning and judgment  valued - efficiency and calculation valued 

- truth valued - precision valued (for example, mathematical 
measurement) 

- wisdom is essential to good human lives  - mathematical equations, instantaneous 
communication, and vast quantities of 
information essential to good human lives 

- clear social distinctions related to age, learning, 
and maturity 

- few age-related social distinctions 

 
 
 
 Postman also argues (1992, 1999) that while all human cultures have been 

“technological societies,” in the sense that all have invented and used tools and 

technologies, there has been a two-step change in the relationship between 

technology and society over the course of human civilization to date.  These 

changes are generally correlated in time with the shifts from traditional to literate 

to electronic cultures as shown in Table 26. 

 
Table 26 
 
The Role of Technology in Various Types of Cultures as Differentiated by Postman 
Characteristics of Traditional Cultures 

(gemeinschaft) 
Characteristics of Print Cultures 

(gesellschaft) 
Characteristics of Electronic Cultures 

(gecyberschaft) 

- tool using (tools and techniques are 
used for specific, immediate, and 
practical ends, but do not 
constitute either an industry or a 
thought-world themselves 

- technocracy (tools play a central 
role in the thought-world of the 
culture but are subordinated within 
the contexts of humanistic ends 
and institutions) 

- technopoly (totalitarian technocracy:  
technological development 
subordinates all other ends) 
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Commentary 

 Postman stood firmly in gesellschaft values and, with for the 

gecyberschaft future emerging as he watched, brought the question of values to 

the discussion of changes in culture.  In addition, his three-part classification of 

technological societies suggests an evolutionary perspective on the relationships 

among technology, attitudes towards and value related to technology, and the 

structures and conduct of social life. 

Turkle on Computers:  The Second Self and Friends 

 With an academic background in both sociology and personality 

psychology (she is a licensed clinical psychologist), Sherry Turkle (1984, 1995, 

n.d. d) combines sociology, psychoanalysis, and ethnographic observation in her 

studies of people as they use computers and more recently other computational 

objects to think about and create their personal identity.   

Characteristics 

 Turkle (1984) observes and documents the ways in which people were 

using computers as an object to think about themselves, their own identity, and 

the nature of computational machines.  The concept of machines as being alive in 

ways similar to biological entities leads computer users, in turn, to the idea of a 

person as being constructed and functioning in machine-like ways.   
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 In the 1990s, with the increasing ubiquity of computers in use both at 

home and at work and the acceleration of  computing speed, power, and 

networking capabilities, Turkle (1995) recorded and illuminated a number of 

social consequences of the frequent use of simulations, including: 

 simulation as a way of thinking about personal identity and the 

world 

 common acceptance of opaque technology (using an interface 

without considering the underlying mechanisms) 

 an understanding of the investigation of self as a “navigation 

through virtual space” (Turkle, 1995, p. 49) 

 increased ability to think about complex phenomena as dynamic 

evolving systems (arising from frequent use of simulations) 

 increased acceptance of living and working in and on systems 

“whose core assumptions [people] do not see and which may or 

may not be ‘true’ (1995, p. 70) 

 commonly-held ideas of multiple personal identities which are 

decentered and emergent 

 multiple viewpoints and subjectivities within a single individual 

 a blurring of simulation and reality 

 a blurring of what is identified as machine and what is biological  

 disagreements over appropriate personal responsibility 
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 In her first studies, Turkle described several different types of groups 

within the larger society, for example, programmers, hackers, and early pc users.  

Later, with huge increases in the distribution of computers, including those 

embedded in appliances as well as those specifically identified as computers, she 

extended her descriptions to Western society as a whole:  “If we take the 

computer as a carrier of a way of knowing, a way of seeing the world and our 

place in it, we are all computer people now” (Turkle, n.d.d).  From this 

perspective, Turkle summarized more broadly some of the differences she has 

observed more between characteristics of thinking in print and computer-based 

cultures, as shown in Table 27.  

 
Table 27 
 
Characteristics of Thinking in Print and Computer Cultures as Differentiated by Turkle 

Characteristics of Thought in Print Cultures 
(gesellschaft) 

Characteristics of Thought in Computer Cultures 
(gecyberschaft) 

- major distinction between people and machines - blurring of  people and machines 

- privacy in communications and economic 
transaction a right and key to democracy  

- electronic surveillance and data gathering from 
communications and economic transactions part 
of the environment 

- narrative, with a thorough exposition of content  - short (bullet point) ideas  
- graphic images 

- thinking ahead—slowly and carefully—to structure 
and compose messages 

- the content is more important than the look of the 
message 

- difficult to change content 

- quickly compose in outline form 
- the look of the message matters 
- easy to change content 

-understand how a technology works - be able to use a technology (take things at 
interface value) 

 - computer simulations 

 - epistemic opacity (interface)  

 - assumptions of mastery arising from simulations 
and video games 
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Commentary 

 While cautioning about some of the dangers inherent in computational 

technology, Turkle assumes that human beings must live with computers and 

“rebuild our culture around information technology” (Turkle, n.d.).  In concert 

with others studying the effects of media and technology, she argues for media 

education, including what she terms literacy in simulations.  This idea of 

literacy—understanding how a technology or medium works—is increasingly 

common in the fields of education and media ecology (e.g., Alermann et al., 1999; 

Kenny, 2001; Kress, 2003).  

Bolter on Computers:  Humans as Computers 

 Exploring the question whether computers can be labeled “intelligent” 

(and, in this way at least, similar to human beings), in 1950 Alan Turing created a 

subsequently-famous game in which a human being and a computer are 

questioned by a person who has no clues other than the content of the answers to 

the questions as to which was which.  If the questioner could not tell the 

difference, Turing argued for attributing intelligence to the computer.   

 Observing that some people were in effect asking not “How is a computer 

like a person?” but rather “How is a person like a computer?” in his book 

Turing’s Man, J. David Bolter (1984) brought his dual training in the classics and 

computer science to an examination of the effects of the computer on Western 

culture.  
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Characteristics  

 Bolter noted the emergence among computer scientists and ordinary 

computer users alike of many of the same patterns of thought that Turkle 

identified and added new ones, including the assumption that human beings are 

information processors or computers.  Bolter pointed out many of the ideas 

flowing from this assumption.  If human beings are information processors, then: 

 human beings can be analyzed, programmed, and de-bugged 

(fixed); 

 simulation (rather than analysis) is an appropriate way to study and 

solve problems; 

 ideas are plastic and can be reprogrammed or reshaped; 

 action and results are more important than motives (the output of a 

program is more important than the lines of programming code); 

 gaming and gamesmanship may be more effective and appropriate 

way of “operating” than religion and beliefs; and 

 efficiency is more valued than rich understanding. 

These, in turn, have metaphysical and epistemological consequences.  Among 

those Bolter documented are: 

 as opposed to discovering nature, invention and design of 

technology and processes are essential human activities; 

 iteration, impermanence, obsolescence are primary patterns of 

existence; and 
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 both the universe—and the resources available to human beings—

are finite (versus ideas of an infinite God and universe). 

Comments 

 Like Ong and Meyrowitz, Bolter found similarities between the societal 

characteristics of ancient Greece and Rome and those of the computer age—

especially when compared with intervening times.  This serves as an important 

reminder that social evolutionary processes have multiple environments and 

perturbations and that the same perturbations may have different effects, while 

different perturbations may yield similar adaptations. 

Strate et. al. on Communication and Cyberspace 

 In 1996, Lance Strate, Ron Jacobson, and Stephanie Gibson assembled a 

book of scholarly papers devoted to the analysis of human communication in the 

electronic environment.  The volume provides a theoretical grounding for a wide 

range of potential and observed consequences of social changes arising from 

“social interaction in an electronic environment.”  Of particular importance to this 

present work is the projection of systemic shifts in societal arenas as such as 

public space, privacy, politics, law, codes of behavior, education, and economics 

at the same time that changes in perceptions of time, travel, and space and ideas 

of personal identity and sexuality are emerging. 
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 Strate et. al. use a framework of four categories—context, functionality, 

form, and meaning—to organize the papers presented.  This classification of 

characteristics according to their relationship to societal system characteristics  

informs the development of the model of community developed in Chapter Seven. 

Characteristics  

  Table 28 presents examples of  characteristics arising from 

communication which takes place in cyberspace as observed and projected by 

Strate et. al.    

Commentary 

 Communication and Cyberspace calls attention to two areas not often 

reflected in the literature concerning electronic communication:  the first is an 

emphasis on the changes in conception of time triggered by heavy use of 

electronic communications (as opposed to the more common consideration of 

changes in idea of place) and the second is the question of what human problems 

cyberspace technology may be expected to resolve.  Both of these concerns are 

considered again in Chapter Eight in which the observations of characteristics of 

groups using electronic communications are presented. 
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Table 28 
 
Selected Characteristics of Communication and Cyberspace as Differentiated by Strate et. al. 

Author Characteristics Implications 

Gumpert 
and 
Drucker 

- cyberspace functions as a substitute for 
public places 

- devaluation of public space 
- decreased privacy 
- less face-to-face interaction with a 

concomitant reduction in the overall 
quality of life 

Beniger - cyberspace is an open system, easily 
manipulated by those with power 

- increased potential for commercial and 
political exploitation 

Kleinman - the fluidity of digital information in 
cyberspace is substantially different from 
the comparative fixity of printed texts 

- preexisting concepts of ownership, property 
rights, and copyright ineffectual 

- alternate schemes, for example, based on 
access rather than ownership, promising 

Bolter - the sensory characteristics of virtual reality 
destabilizes the construction of self from 
text and reasoning  

- new definition of self based in sense 
perception 

Cassidy - cyberspace enables experience of 
reproduced and pseudo events 

- need for understanding of positive and 
negative consequences of distancing from 
the physical, especially the uncomfortable, 
distasteful, and difficult 

Lipton - attention give to the digital characteristics of 
cyberspace may disconnect human 
beings from their bodies 

-  increased emphasis on tactility and 
hedonism 

-  increased potential for social and individual 
fragmentation  

Strate - cybertime, or networked time—in contrast to 
and enhancing cyberspace— is generated 
through networked computers  

-   increased need for balance between 
senses of time as stable and fluid  

 

Castells on the Internet:  Topology and Early Communities 

 In his book The Internet Age (2002), sociologist and urban planner Manuel 

Castells suggests that the Internet “is the technological basis for the organizational 

form of the Information Age:  the network” (p. 2).  Castells identifies four key 

groups of Internet users whose characteristics have shaped the larger Internet 

community: 
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1. techno-meritocratic culture:  the techno elites in science and academia 

who not only developed the Internet (and many other technologies) but 

were also among the first to use it; 

2. hacker culture:  “networks of computer programmers interacting on-

line around their collaboration in self-defined projects of creative 

programming” (2002, p. 42); 

3. communitarian culture:  members of many of the early self-conscious 

virtual communities who were also members of countercultural 

movements (examples include Echo, the WELL, and the early 

FIDONET); and 

4. entrepreneurial culture:  those who, wishing to make money either 

from or via the Internet, extended its reach more broadly. 

Characteristics 

 Castells argues that many of the values and characteristics of these early 

Internet users influenced the development of the Internet environment and are 

now reflected in the broad base of Internet users.  These values and characteristics 

are summarized in Table 29. 
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Table 29 
 
Characteristics of Internet Culture By Group of Origin as Differentiated by Castells 

Internet Based Group of Origin 
 

Characteristics of Internet Culture 
(gecyberschaft) 

Techno-meritocratic culture - new technologies highly valued 

 - status based on contribution to communal effort 

 - peer review determines validity  

 - use of resources for common benefit 

 - power based in knowledge 

Hacker culture - self-defined and autonomous projects 

 - open source, transparent construction of machines, software, 
and social processes 

 - self-aware, self-defined groups based on cooperation 
(communities of practice) 

 - individual creation a primary human goal 

 - gifting with expected reciprocity (gift economy) 

 - informality 

Communitarian culture - horizontal, peer-to-peer communication (as opposed to 
authority-based or top-down) 

 - group formation, and group structure (no central authority 

 - freedom of communication content— “speech”— 
    a primary value 

 - self-directed networking 

Entrepreneurial culture - profit as an external motivation 

 - individualism 

 - materialism 

 - diffusion of technology as a good 

Commentary 

 Castells sees the physical and software structure of the Internet—the 

network as a medium—not only as informing our ideas of society in a 

metaphorical sense but also literally describing the topological configuration of 

societal relationships.  Networks are, he argues, based in the ideology and 
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technology of individual freedom and their horizontal structures are well suited to 

the increasingly complex and rapidly changing environment. 

Networks are very old forms of human practice, but they have taken on a 
new life in our time by becoming information networks powered by the 
Internet.  Networks have extraordinary advantages as organizing tools 
because of their inherent flexibility and adaptability, critical features in 
order to survive and prosper in a fast-changing environment.  (Castells, 
2002, p. 1) 

Katz and Rice on the Internet:  Individual Freedom and Social Capital 

 Katz and Rice (2002) have been collecting information on Internet use in 

the United States via random telephone surveys for ten years.  Supplementing this 

information with additional primary research conducted by Pew Internet and the 

American Life Project and focusing on the time period 1995 to 2000, they report 

their findings in three areas: 

1. access 

2. civic and community involvement 

3. social interaction and expression 

Reporting results in the area of access to the Internet in the context of a 

good or a public utility—often termed the digital divide between those who have 

access to the Internet and other electronic communication media and those who 

do not—Katz and Rise identify three key barriers to Internet use:  cost, difficult or 

limited access to computers or networks, and complexity—plus a fourth applying 

to just under 10% of the population:  a lack of awareness that the Internet exists.  

While early differences in Internet-user demographics relating to gender and race 
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disappeared by 2000, according to Katz and Rice, Internet use continued to be 

differentiated by age and income.  Finally, Katz and Rice identify a category 

rarely discussed in the media literature—dropouts, those who used the Internet for 

time but have stopped doing so. 

Characteristics  

 Of greatest importance to this study is the Katz and Rice (2002) finding 

that the Internet fosters individual identity projects.  

People are using the Internet to seek their roots, reinforce their cultural 
identity, find sustenance from and propagate their beliefs, and give 
themselves and their loved ones a form of enduring meaning and presence.  
(p. 341) 

 
These individual identity projects are important to an understanding of 

community not only because they reflect increased individual personal freedom 

and meaning making but also because they generate social capital in the form of 

increased knowledge at the group and societal level.  In addition, arising with the 

practice of identity projects is the concept of individual freedom and self 

development or self-actualization as a right.   

 Building on Merton’s (1968) idea of an opportunity structure, Rice and 

Katz characterize the Internet as a combination physical and social opportunity 

structure which, by facilitating personal freedom and low-cost social interaction, 

enables self organizing groups—or virtual communities—to generate social 

capital and knowledge in a continuous manner.  Among the emerging societal 

characteristics they highlight are: 
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 groups which form around areas of mutual interest with low entry 

and exit costs (virtual communities:  virtually facilitated groups) 

 continuous knowledge creation 

 continuous generation of positive social capital which arises from 

two motivations, self interest and collective benefit 

 the idea of individual self actualization as a right 

 expansion of the categories of human beings who are entitled to 

rights 

 In addition, unlike most Internet observers, Katz and Rice (2002) report 

one characteristic of Internet use which relates directly to a specific geographic 

space:  high Internet use among the residents of a geographic area correlates with 

public order and safety, represented by low rates of murder (pp. 339-340).  This is 

not a simple cause and effect relationship: 

We do not think household penetration of Internet use cuts murder rates.  
Rather, social capital and Internet penetration are co-correlates of a 
positive social environment that brings many social benefits into being….  
Internet awareness and use depend on cognitive skills, general knowledge, 
economic and educational resources, and stages in users’ lifecycles and 
social settings. (Katz & Rice, 2002, p. 340)   

 
Finally, in response to some commonly postulated dystopian or utopian 

effects of Internet use, Rice and Katz report some null findings.  Use of the 

Internet has not created an increase in the number of socially isolated, distrusting, 

and depressed people in larger numbers than were already present.  On the other 

hand, thus far, neither have Internet users transformed traditional political 
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activity:  Internet use has supplemented rather than replaced traditional 

campaigning and interaction between officials and constituents.   

Commentary 

 It is important to remain aware that societal characteristics arising in new 

communications media environments continue to change.  Since the time covered 

by Katz and Rice (1995-2000), the Internet has significantly changed political 

campaigning (Wilkie, 2004), less in the area of changing voter preferences (as had 

been predicted by utopians) but in campaign economics.  Failed presidential 

candidate Howard Dean raised a surprising $40 million, mostly via the Internet in 

small amounts.  Presidential candidate John Kerry raised $10 million on-line in a 

two day period. 

Although they did not emphasize the complex systems theory framework 

described in Chapter Four of this document, in their comments on the results of 

their research, Katz and Rice (2002) attended to key characteristics which resulted 

in their describing both the Internet as a communications medium and Internet 

users as self-organizing systems: 

 The structure of the Internet network supports not simply one-to-one 

communication or mass communication from a single source but 

”one-few-many to one-few-many” communications (p. 347), giving 

rise to more different forms and scales of organization  
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 The structure of electronic media allows them to escape traditional 

physical and cost constraints.  This gives rise to a range of changes in 

social and economic processes 

 Two processes arising from these structure are increased sharing of 

individual efforts and low-cost formation of groups sharing common 

interests.  In both cases supported by network connections throughout 

the world, these processes take place not in a bounded geographic area 

but in a virtual space created by mutual interest. 

 Control of communication is weaker in Internet communication than 

in traditional forms because users have more choices, not only of  

interests and associations, but also in deciding whether to participate 

at all (“Political liberation frees people to participate or not to 

participate [italics added] in politics.” [Katz & Rice, 2002, p. 341]).   

 In reporting the results of their work, Katz and Rice remark on the 

increasing difficulty for both researchers and those surveyed to attribute 

consequences solely to the use of any single communications medium such as 

the Internet.  Indeed, they have named their research project Syntopia, in part 

to draw attention to the idea that “the Internet is part of a much larger fabric 

of communication and social interaction” (2002, p. xxi).  This enveloping 

environment of multiple and blended electronic communications media has 

come to be labeled the new media and will be reviewed in the new media 

section of this chapter. 
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Katz and Aakhus on PCTs (Personal Communication Technologies):   
Perpetual Contact 

 In an edited volume of scholarly papers, Katz and Aakhus (2002) study 

the consequences emerging from the introduction and rapid adoption of small, 

light mobile cellular telephones and other small, wireless communications devices 

(for example, pagers, personal digital assistants, instant messengers, etc.).  They 

focus their investigation on the “intersection of the social person and the mobile 

machine” (Katz & Aakhus, 2002, p. 11).   The authors build on a rich 

combination of theoretical perspectives, including Giddens (1987) and Goffman 

(1959) for a framework of the ways in which social actors structure and 

understand the places and social organizations within which they function, Hegel 

and Heidegger for a sense of social and historical movement, Gergen (1991) and 

others for attention to the construction of individual and social identities, as well 

as the business approach to product design and market penetration of PCTs.  

Characteristics 

 As of the year 2002, ownership of mobile telephones has grown faster, and 

the percent of the population owning and using mobile phones is larger, than in 

the case of previous communications technology including television, the prior 

dominant communications medium (Katz & Aakhus, 2002, pp. 4-5).  The 

ubiquity of the mobile telephone, according to Katz and Aakhus, generates new 

forms of social interaction.  In breaking free from the necessities which come with 

wired connections, expensive equipment, and the education required to read, 
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write, and type, the organization of people connected through PCT networks can 

be—and often is—quite different from prior social organizations.  Mobile 

technology creates a new and more complex interaction, which Katz and Aakhus 

characterize as 

…face-to-face-to-mobile-phone-face [italics added], since people are ever 
more likely to  include the mobile phone as a participant in what would 
otherwise be a face-to-face dyad or small group, and even parties.  (p. 2) 

 
In their research, scholars note that some groups have an almost perpetual 

contact through PCTs and learn to use them to control social interaction within 

both single environments (such as the home) and among distributed environments 

(such as business offices and home offices).  Selected documented characteristics 

of selected groups of PCT users are shown in Table 30. 

Commentary 

In their introduction to Perpetual Contact, Katz and Aakhus (2002) 

illustrate one of the characteristics projected for gecyberschaft:  the lessening of 

top-down authority.  Themselves traditional and acknowledged authority figures 

in academia (full and assistant professors at Rutgers University, published in both 

books and peer-reviewed articles, Katz the head of a university department), they 

explicitly bring into their work the perspectives and ideas of folks, 

“encompass[ing] both the folk and the expert frameworks” (2002, p. 11).  They do 

this because: 

It appears that the experts have difficulty discovering and interpreting the 
communication taking place right in their own ears.  ….[F]olk framing 
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and empirical evidence show the importance in daily life and human 
meaning of the mobile and other personal communication technologies 
(PCTs).  (2002, p. 10) 

 
Table 30 
 
Characteristics of Selected Groups Using PCTs as Reported by Katz and Aakhus 

Characteristics of Selected Groups Using PCTs 
(gecyberschaft) 

Explanations and Citations 
(references to individual papers noted) 

Perpetual availability for communication - Requirement for group membership is constant 
electronic contact; availability both as a value 
and as a constraint 

Always available  - Both as a value and as a constraint 

Micro- and  hyper-coordination  - In addition to instrumental and expressive 
communications, pct users generate agreement 
on the appropriate presentation of self via PCTs 
(Ling and Yuri, 2002, p. 140) 

Interactive movement in meaning  - Meaning changes as continually renegotiated in 
on-going communications (Gergen, 2002) 

Place conflict  - Similar to role conflict, this is the result of the need 
to attend to and, thereby, exist in several 
“places” at once. 

Absent presence  - (Gergen, 2002) 

Coordinated mobility - The ability of pairs and group to form and reform 
in real-time while changing times and locations 
of physical meeting places. (Mante, 2002, p. 
113) 

Use of communications machines as intimate 
partners 

- Communications machines as beings 

 

Rheingold on Mobile Communication:  Smart Mobs 

 Working specifically from the point of view that PCTs and other wireless 

and linked communication media are making possible new forms of collective 

action, Howard Rheingold (2002) documents some of the emerging processes and 

organizational forms.   
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 In addition to these media, he attends to the possibilities arising in several 

technological developments, including location sensing devices (global 

positioning devices) and methods of embedding symbolic information in physical 

places (resident computers) or associating a geographic place with a cache of 

information located at a url or wireless web server.  With these technologies, “the 

physical world becomes browsable and clickable” (2002, p. 95).   

 Finally, Rheingold provides a focus on technology-enabled pooling of 

resources and the kinds of changes arising from the associated pooling of mental 

and social resources.  He illustrates both the benefits of resource pooling and the 

primarily social problems it engenders, such as free riding and problems of 

individual commitment. 

Characteristics 

 Rheingold (2002) points to dramatic new forms of political participation—

cell and text phone users, notably the formation of coordinated crowds (“smart 

mobs”) which mobilize outside the processes of traditional government.  The 

most famous incident occurred in the Philippines when then president Joseph 

Estrada resigned in large part due to smart mob demonstrations: 

Tens of thousands of Filipinos converged on Epifanio de los Santas 
Avenue, known as “EDSA,” within an hour of the first text message 
volleys:  “Go 2EDSA. Wear blck.”  Over four days, more than a million 
citizens showed up, mostly dressed in black.  Estrada fell.  (Rheingold, 
2002, pp. 157-158) 
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“Smart mobs” are made possible when individuals with cell phones become 

independent, unmonitored, and uncontrolled broadcasters who forward messages 

widely.  This emergent group behavior is a particularly dramatic and visible 

example of the new forms of social behavior supported by mobile 

communications technology.  Less visible processes and activities of mobile 

phone users are also marked by Rheingold.  These include 

 collaborative filtering of information 

 the development of reputation systems (responding to the need to 

establish quickly the trustworthiness of strangers) 

 the formation of swarms or smart mobs to affect governance 

 the frequent use of connection- or intimacy-maintaining 

communications which have minimal content 

 the emergence of polite behavior which includes pauses mid-

conversation while attending to other communications or information 

 the development of concepts of time and space as fluid rather than 

fixed 

 the natural and build environment embedded with information, 

communication and computing capabilities 

 the emergence of ideas of and mechanisms for remote control, 

extended broadly beyond devices in the home 

Comments 
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 Well-known as the person who brought the term virtual community into 

public consciousness, Rheingold argues in this work that the fundamental features 

of cultures and communities are transformed in large measure by an environment 

of instant communications and information access.  His thinking fits well into the 

frameworks of systems evolution and media ecology. 

The New Media:  Observing and Predicting Emerging Consequences 

 New media is the term commonly used to describe the electronic and 

digital convergence and acceleration of communications and computing media 

shown earlier in Figure 22.  In his definition, Manovich (2002) includes: 

…all areas of new media:  Web sites, virtual worlds, virtual reality (VR), 
multimedia, computer games, interactive installations, computer 
animation, digital video, cinema, and human-computer interfaces.  (2002, 
p. 9) 

 
To this, Bolter and Grusin (2000) add mature television.   

 For the purposes of understanding the ecology in which human 

community forms, I include in the category of new media all communications 

media discussed above, including the telephone/cell phone/PCT and 

electronically-delivered music.  Although the telephone and recorded music are 

certainly not new, I include them because all communications media are being 

influenced by the rapid changes in technology.  The cell phone/PCT is the new 

media version of the telephone.  Digital music, sampling, file sharing, and iPods 

are among the new media versions of recorded and broadcast music.   
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 The studies presented in this section cover the characteristics of the new 

media as a new type of medium as a whole, the screen as a pervasive media 

interface, the nature of control embodied in the new media, and the use of rhythm 

and sampling as a new media method of making meaning. 

 Because the new media are a recent and continuing development, the 

study of new media is a real-time phenomenon.  While in some cases, scholars 

have observed emerging characteristics of new media users, in other cases, it is 

either too early to see consequences or research has not yet been directed to the 

new features of human-media interaction.   

 For the most part, the new media scholars whose work is considered 

below—particularly Bolter and Grusin (and Manovich to a lesser extent)— 

consciously refrain from predicting consequences arising from new media use.  

Any consequences projected from their work, therefore, reflect my own 

interpretations rather than their assertions. 

 Building on McLuhan’s (1964) recommendation that we look to art to 

help us think about and understand the future, Galloway and Miller, the final two 

media ecologists presented in this section, are artist scholars who examine their 

own—as well as society’s—response to the new media. 

Bolter and Grusin on the New Media:  Remediation 

 Bolter and Grusin (2000) use three primary characteristics of media 

design—especially the design of new media in the visual arts—in examining the 
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nature and genealogy of new media:  remediation, hypermediacy, and immediacy 

(or transparent immediacy).  Hypermediacy and immediacy are the two strategies 

of remediation—which Bolter and Grusin define as the ways in which newly-

developing media presentations refer to and re-present conventions from already-

existing media.  Older media may also be reinvented or remediated using newer 

media fashions.    

 Immediacy (or transparent immediacy) is a design strategy where  the goal 

is to make the medium and any interface tools disappear as much as is possible, so 

that the content or message then becomes immediately accessible.  From the 

perspective of community, medium transparency feels more “natural,” more like 

one is physically at the point of message origin rather than at some distanced 

place.  Speaking by telephone, for example, is more immediate than reading a 

letter.  There is an epistemological sense of “knowing” the communication 

content immediately and a psychological feel of authenticity.  The not-yet-fully- 

developed medium of virtual reality—where from a sensory perspective a person 

in immersed in the represented experience and, if done well, there is no evidence 

of interface—is the strongest example of medium immediacy to date.  Based on 

past uses of media, it is likely that, as virtual reality develops, new versions of 

groups labeling themselves as communities will also develop. 

 In hypermediacy, by contract, the design of the medium interface or 

interfaces call attention to the medium.  Hypermediacy often involves the 

presentation of multiple mediums simultaneously.  Hypermediacy is 
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epistemologically opaque, in the sense that the “message” is not easily accessible 

(if, indeed, there can be said to be a “message” at all); rather, it is the experience 

of negotiating the medium that commands the participant’s attention and 

engagement.  Thus hypermediacy intensifies the psychological experience of 

media as real and authentic environment.  Hypermediacy is evident in theme 

parks, collages, video arcades, rock and roll, and the World Wide Web.  The 

effects of using extensive hypermedia are significant for individuals and the 

nature of social groups. 

Characteristics 

 For the most part Bolter and Grusin (2000) focus their work on the 

characteristics of various new media and the ways in which they are remediated.  

Through the exploration of eleven media, they highlight a set of characteristics 

frequently embodied in new media, as shown in Table 31. 

 Although Bolter and Grusin’s book may be read in the traditional linear 

manner, they have explicitly provided mechanisms to assist readers who “choose 

not to read the book in linear order” (2000, p. 14), thus exemplifying new 

relationships among the information elements within a message.  Lévy (2001) 

describes four types of content relationships in new media:   

1. linear (conventional books, films) 

2. networked (dictionaries, html linked documents) 

3. virtual realities 
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4. information streams 

 
Table 31 
 
Some Characteristics of New Media as Identified by Bolter and Grusin 

Some Characteristics of New Media New Media Instantiations 

Frequent changes between transparent 
immediacy and hypermedia  

- Multi-icon and windowed PC screen 
- Most TV news (CNN) 
- Some films (Who Framed Roger Rabbit?) 

Roving points of view - MUDS 
- Virtual reality 
- Telepresence 

Use of telepresence - Mars rover 
- Microsurgical robot 

Digit art; recordings are fluid - Photography that is manipulated (rotations, shearing, 
morphing, filtering) 

- Sampling and manipulation of recorded sound 

Multiplicity (combinations) of media  - Rock concerts 
- World  wide web 

Media immersion (not content)   - Virtual reality 
- Rock concerts 

Mediated space or non-places - Disney World 
- Shopping malls 
- Cyberspace 

Nearing total surveillance - Embedded web cams 
- Wireless and website sampling 
- Wearable computing 

Convergence (fully remediated 
environment) 

- Pervasive combination of media and augmented reality 
saturating a person and place (wireless phone and 
Internet, embedded computers, global positioning system, 
etc.) 

  
 

 In their concluding chapters, Bolter and Grusin observe some emergent 

societal characteristics in the definitions of self by the users of new media:  

 the remediated self:  a changing definition of self, negotiated anew in 

the context of varying media and media objects.  This also includes a 
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remediation of the body—a breaking down of the boundaries between 

the body and technology 

 the virtual self:  the self constituted by varying viewpoints both in 

transparent media such as virtual reality and in hypermedia such as 

MUDs and on the Internet and in telepresence   

 the networked self:  the hypermediated self—or multiple presentatiosn 

of personas enabled by the digitization of self within a social network 

(recalling Gergen’s saturated [1991] self) 

Commentary 

 While Bolter and Grusin specifically refrain from forecasting social 

trends, in their discussions of the individual as a virtual being, they do highlight a 

mediated method of developing increased empathy:   

In three dimensional computer graphics, the subject is defined by the 
perspectives that she occupies in the virtual space....  She seeks out the 
positions of other participants and objects in that space.  She understands 
herself as a potentially rapid succession of points of view, as a series of 
immediate experiences derived from those points of view.  In the same 
way in hypermedia, she is defined as a succession of relationships with 
various applications or media. (2000, pp. 235-236) 
 
….this same freedom can service a more radical cultural purpose, to 
enable us to occupy the position, and therefore the point of view, of people 
or creatures different from ourselves.  To occupy multiple points of view 
(serially if not simultaneously) becomes a positive good and perhaps the 
major freedom that our culture can now offer [italics added].” (2000, p. 
245) 
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 Finally, by noting that cities are the principal locations for the 

development of new media, Bolter and Grusin offer an interesting grounding of 

the digital in the physical world.   

Gecyberschaft Projections 

 While I do not believe that communications media fully determine the 

specifics of social evolution, I do contend that they are a key part of the 

environment in which this evolution takes place.  Along with communications 

media and other technologies, human agency, the principles of complex systems 

and self organization, and many other elements interact in highly complex ways 

to generate social structure.   

 One of the major changes that the nature of new media would encourage 

us to look for stems from the ability of individuals and groups to use hypermedia 

and to switch between transparent immediacy and hypermediacy with ease, 

without losing touch with “reality,” losing track of meaning in a maze of 

representations, or abandoning moral judgment and a sense of commitment to 

their humanly-selected purposes.  In gesellschaft, hypermedia often represented 

insanity or evil.   

In Vertigo, as in other Hollywood films such as Spellbound (1954), 
hypermedia is equated with dreams, mental disorder, or insanity.  When 
characters are in mental balance, the camera is a transparent lens on the 
world; when something is wrong (when they are drunk or physically or 
mentally ill), the subjective camera offers a distorted view that makes us 
aware of the film as medium and often incorporates or refers to other 
media…. (Bolter & Grusin, 2000, p. 152) 
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However, now, as Bolter and Grusin note: 

Hypermedia is certainly no longer the stylistic equivalent of insanity 
(2000, p. 154). 

 
Part of the reason for this interpretation lies in the fact that “reading” hypermedia 

both requires and generates new skills and cognitive abilities (Waite, 2003).  

Residents of gecyberschaft will be able to interpret from and live in multiple 

realities.  They will use multiple identities which are not deceptions or illnesses to 

successfully negotiate biological, technical, symbolic, and mixed-media 

environments—generating new forms of community.  Table 32 summarizes 

several key characteristics which may be expected to emerge in gecyberschaft. 

 
Table 32 
 
Projected Characteristics of New Media Cultures Arising from New Media as Defined by Bolter and Grusin 
Characteristics of Print and Early Recording Cultures 

(gesellschaft) 
Projected Characteristics of New Media Cultures 

(gecyberschaft) 

Media “distortions” (move to hypermedia within 
transparent media) indicative of illness or 
“wrongness” 

Media “changes” between transparent immediacy and 
hypermedia are constant and appropriate 

Transparent media thought to be unaltered (and might 
have been thought unalterable) and represent a 
single truth–an accurate representation of an event 

All media may be altered 
Some altered views provide more insight or “truth” than 

unaltered views 
To think of any event as being able to be  captured from a 

single perspective is inaccurate 

Appropriate human environment is the natural (un-
mediated or manipulated) world  

Appropriate human environment includes both the 
unmediated and the mediated environment (augmented 
reality, ubiquitous computing and telepresence)  

A single definition of self and point of view is 
appropriate, legal, and sane 

Definitions of self and point-of-view change with context 

The “natural”—un-mediated or manipulated world—is 
more “authentic” than the mediated world 

Technology is part of the “natural” environment and no 
longer contradictory to authenticity 

Technology is appropriately incorporated in the human 
body 
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Manovich on the New Media:  New Media Language 

 Manovich (2002) draws on the language of cinema and the functions of 

computers to explore the aesthetics emerging in the new media.  Like Bolter and 

Grusin, he turns to the history and language of cinema as a context for developing 

a language that describes the concepts in software productions used by both 

authors and readers.  Manovich uses the mental model presented by the structure 

of a computer to generate a new media world view: 

Because the new media is created on computers, distributed via 
computers, and stored and archived on computers, the logic of a computer 
can be expected to significantly influence the traditional cultural logic of 
media; that is, we may expect the computer layer will affect the cultural 
layer.  The ways in which the computer models the world, represents data, 
and allows us to operate on it; the key operations behind all computer 
programs (such as search, match, sort, and filter); the conventions of HCI 
[human-computer interface]—in short, what can be called the computer’s 
ontology, epistemology, and pragmatics—influence the cultural layer of 
new media, its organization, its emerging genres, its contents.  (2002, p. 
46) 

 
The new media language is concerned with the spatial navigation of 

overwhelming data which are not organized in traditional hierarchical formats.  

These information objects (pieces of data) have new characteristics that emerge as 

a result of their computerization, as shown in Table 33. 
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Table 33 
 
Characteristics of New Media with Consequences as Defined by Manovich 

Some Characteristics of New Media Selected Consequences 

Numerical representation.  New media objects are 
composed of digital computer code.   

- Media are programmable.   
- It is possible to remove the “noise” from a 

photograph or to mix several recorded sounds.   
- Entirely new images can be composed or 

programmed.  

Modularity.  Modules of data and automation are 
isolated and can be reused. 

- Modules are easily reused (several web pages 
may link to the image).   

- Disparate elements are easily inserted in a single 
presentation (a Word file may include an Excel 
spreadsheet and a QuickTime movie). 

Automation.  Processes such as creation, 
manipulation, and access can be stored and 
reused.   

- Use of automated processes enables multiple 
scenario building (without Excel, creating multiple 
budgets took too long) and more richly presented 
documents (selecting a pre-configured style as 
opposed to creating it). 

- Understanding society as a network similar to the 
Internet and, for example, understanding group 
processing of information as “filtering.” 

Variability.  Media objects and processes are not 
fixed. 

- Recordings can be edited.   
- Worldwide web links and databases change.   
- The scale or point-of-view is easily changed.   

Transcoding.  A computer has several layers of 
communication processes which are conducted 
in various languages including, for example, 
machine language, assembly language, 
programming language, and user interface.  
Transcoding is “translating it into another format.” 

- Loss of information may occur as it is transferred 
between different protocols. 

- The meaning changes as ideas are translated from 
symbolic to presentational media. 

  
 

 

Characteristics  

 Although Manovich’s (2002) primary focus is aesthetics and media 

techniques, he does report on concomitant changes in individuals and societies 

engaged in producing and using new media—most often as a widening trajectory 

from earlier forms, as shown in Table 34. 
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Table 34 
 
Characteristics of New Media Cultures Arising from New Media as Defined by Manovich 
Characteristics of Print and Early Recording Cultures 

(gesellschaft) 
Characteristics of New Media Cultures 

(gecyberschaft) 

- presentation of a single, complete story - presentation includes simultaneous multiple 
versions and critique  

- narrative - shifting perspectives and media objects from 
changeable data bases 

- receptive audience, reader - reader makes meaning; user chooses  POV and 
path 

- recording reflects the past - synthetic imagery points to the future (presents 
a new reality) 

- learning universal facts  and rules - in context of multiple ontologies, discovering the 
algorithm or mental model in context  

- personal challenge to navigate society - personal challenge to navigate data 

- single focus social and cognitive norm - multi-tasking social and cognitive norm 

- focus on histories (emphasis on time) - simultaneous events (emphasis on space) 

- cinema specifies fashion - software specifies methods of thinking 
 

 In addition, just as those who moved to the cities (gesellschaft) developed 

new conceptual skills to deal with role conflicts, Manovich observes that those 

who have moved to the space of new media (gecyberschaft) have developed new 

abilities—for example, to quickly and easily distinguish between two quite 

different types of images within a single screen:  those images used to represent 

information (where the screen is transparent and the user is immersed in the 

information, such as a word file) and those used to control information (an opaque 

indicator such as button enabling the user to open a new program or link to a 

different web site).   
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Commentary 

 In addition—and in contrast—to the benefits of increased freedom and 

variability often noted, Manovich calls attention to the moral anxiety engendered 

by variability in all aspects of media and the concomitant move in many areas of 

social interaction from traditions to choices.  For example, in the context of 

commercialism, he labels the passing of choice from a producer to the consumer 

as a transfer of work and responsibility.   

 Finally, rather than conceptualizing changes in society as breaks in a linear 

history, Manovich (an inhabitant of gecyberschaft) envisions a morphing of 

societal form in a trajectory, emphasizing continuities and warning that “a radical 

break with the past has a price” (2002, p. 285).   

Additional Gecyberschaft Predictions 

 Here I will extend Manovich’s observations to make several predictions 

about likely characteristics of gecyberschaft.  Manovich calls attention to the 

moral anxiety likely to be engendered by the shifting perspectives and changeable 

nature of new media objects.  Such moral anxiety may well lead to a retreat into 

and defense of older versions of certainty, truth, and ontology.  As will be 

discussed in Chapter Eight, these retreats might be instantiated in fundamentalist 

movements, terrorism, and network fighting. 

 A second prediction extends from the nature of transcoding.  Using the 

mental model of computer transcoding, which Manovich extends to levels of 
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language and specialization within human social groups, one may predict that 

specialized social groups will find it difficult to communicate well with each 

other.  Their language and mental models may quite literally prevent them from 

seeing a single environment in a congruent way.  (Niklas Luhmann [1982] spent 

most of his academic life documenting the consequences of differing layers of 

language and expertise arising in the self organizing social systems which 

comprise the specialized areas of bureaucracy, such as economics and law.  His 

1989 work Ecological Communication is devoted to addressing how those 

concerned with a sustaining natural ecology on the planet Earth might be able to 

communicate to other specialized groups the importance and urgency of their 

concerns in language that would enable those groups to share perceptions of the 

state of the environment.)   

 Manovich (among many others) describes a shift from manual to cognitive 

labor as the dominant form of employment and observes that, with this shift, 

workers learn (when using software) to think in someone else’s mental structure 

rather than following detailed instructions.  One might predict from this that new 

media users will find it difficult to empathize with people who perceive the world 

from the standpoint of a single mental model or who cannot use multiple 

processes to approach a situation. 
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Waite on the New Media:  Screens of Mediation  

 Just as the book—while not the only form of print medium—is a useful 

form in the study of the major characteristics of print cultures, the now-ubiquitous 

screen (film theater screen, TV screen, computer screen, cell phone screen, etc.) 

provides a powerful focal point for studying the characteristics emerging in 

societies using many forms of electronic communication where screens mediate 

much of daily life.  C.  Kaha Waite’s (2003) study of the screen makes apparent 

many of the features of information delivered via screens.  She argues that the 

mediation of screens places continuous motion and change in the foreground of 

human activity and shifts our ideas of ontology.  For example, rather than 

conceiving of events in time as evenly-paced, linear and sequential, screen users 

may structure their thinking about events in fast forward, slow motion, “stuck in 

iteration,” or in reverse. 

Characteristics 

 In her approach, Waite (2003) combines media ecology (medium theory) 

and phenomenology.  In addition to Ong, McLuhan, and Meyrowitz, she draws on 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty for a method of study that “tries to give a direct 

description of our experience as it is” (Merleau-Ponty as quoted Waite, 2003, p. 

3) without further interpretation.  Observing the characteristics of screens enables 

her to highlight—among other characteristics—the altered timeframes, changing 

locations, and multiple viewpoints presented via screens.  She then goes on to 
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explore the ways in which these characteristics relate to changes in the concepts 

of the individual and community in America.  Table 35 is a summary of both the 

phenomenological and sociological changes Waite identifies. 

 
Table 35 
 
Characteristics of Book- and Screen-Mediated Culture as Differentiated by Waite 

Category Characteristics of Book Cultures 
(gesellschaft) 

Characteristics of Screen-Mediated Cultures 
(gecyberschaft) 

Sense accentuated - eye - simultaneous sensory mix 

Space  - static, contained  - dynamic, immersive, kinesthetic, variable 

Time - linear and sequential  - altered duration (often compressed), continual 
motion 

Self - bounded and individual, 
autonomous 

- over time, embedded in a system, grounded 
in the body 

- interdependent 

Truth - fixed and verifiable  - varied by focus, relative to vantage point 

Intelligence - logic and the ability to reproduce 
content  

- multiple types including visual and technical  

Communication 
agency 

- single author, ownership of 
material 

- multiple and changing perspectives, reflective 
awareness 

Commentary 

 Like others reviewed in this chapter, Waite places her work in the 

framework of social evolution and she is careful to point out apparently 

contradictory trends such as increasing physical isolation concurrent with a 

heightened awareness of connection.   

 Waite remarks on the evidence that the consistent use of multimedia yields 

increased intelligence—or at the very least increased scores on instruments 

designed to measure intelligence.  While scores in many highly-mediated 

countries are going up in general, the largest increases are in the “ability to 
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analyze visual forms while keeping track of related hierarchies and goals” (Waite, 

2003, p. 155).  As she notes, although there could be many reasons for such gains, 

the prevalence of multi-media—especially the high volume of transmitted 

images—appears to be a likely contributor.  

Galloway on the New Media:  Protocol as Control 

 Galloway (2004a) combines analysis grounded in Marxian dialectics and 

media ecology with a practical background in software programming and practice 

as a new media artist to write both a scholarly analysis and a practical manifesto.  

Suggesting that resistance is an important feature of any society, he examines the 

structure that makes networked computer language possible, and the technical 

design of the language itself, to illuminate the powerful features of control 

inherent in the new media.  Examining, for example, the horizontal structure of 

TCP/IP (the standard that allows data to be transmitted over networks and the 

basis for standard Internet protocols) and the hierarchical nature of the DNS 

(World Wide Web domain naming system), he illuminates the often invisible 

system of organization in the Internet and other similar networked media.   

 Galloway defines new media protocol as: 

a system of distributed management that facilitates peer-to-peer 
relationships between autonomous entities…. [A] goal of protocol is 
totality.  It must accept everything, no matter what source, sender, or 
destination.  It consumes diversity, aiming instead for university….  [It] 
operates largely outside institutional, governmental, and corporate power.  
(2004a, p. 243-244) 
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Characteristics 

 Galloway begins by describing the physical protocol of the Internet and 

then extends the idea of protocol to society (the “formal apparatus,” 2004a, p. 55) 

and political power.  With different names but congruent periods for the 

evolutionary steps delineated in Chapter Five, he summarizes observations of 

history and predictions for the present and the future from the context of control 

and resistance.  Table 36 is an excerpt from his summary, reformatted into my 

three categories of community type (gemeinschaft, gesellschaft, and 

gecyberschaft).   

Table 36 
 
Characteristics of Societal Control and Resistance as Differentiated by Galloway 

Category Characteristics of Feudal 
Society 

(gemeinschaft) 

Characteristics of Modern 
Society 

(gesellschaft) 

Characteristics of 
Postmodern Society 

(gecyberschaft) 

Disciplinary   
  mode 

- tithe, feudal tribute - efficiency - debugging 

Control diagram - violence - bureaucracy - protocol 

Virtue - loyalty, allegiance, 
secrecy 

- presence, centralization, 
efficiency 

- fidelity, pattern, algorithm 

Active threat - armed revolt, sedition - sabotage, treason - mutation, terrorism 

Passive threat - betrayal, blasphemy - red tape, entropy - randomness, noise 

Political mode - revolution - disruption - disturbance, hypertrophy 

Stratagem - land - territory, deterrence - security, containment 

Personal crisis - abandonment - pain, emptiness - terror 

Note:  Adapted from Protocol: How Control Exists after Decentralization (pp. 114-115), by A. Galloway, 
2004, Cambridge, MA:  MIT Press.   

 



215 

 
 

Commentary 

 Explicitly stating that he considers protocol both useful and dangerous, 

Galloway uses art as a method of experimenting with hypertrophy.  Hypertrophy 

is a good example of ways in which gecyberschaft is so different from 

gesellschaft that it requires new definitions of commonly-used words such as 

community, identity, and—in this case—resistance:  hypertrophy is a non-

resisting form of resistance.  When responding to protocol, Galloway explains: 

…one must overextend rather then resist. one must push through, rather 
than reject.. i think of the RSG Carnivore [a piece of new media software 
art Galloway as the lead architect and programmer] as hypertrophic on the 
issue of data surveillance--it responds to the FBI Carnivore not by saying 
"down with surveillance" but by saying "let's have *more* surveillance 
(but let's make sure normal people can have access to it)." so the "more" is 
the moment of hypertrophy.  (capitalization as in the original, Galloway, 
2004b) 

 
 Galloway includes a fourth period—the future—in his table, which has not 

been included here.  Because social evolution is uneven, although I chose to focus 

on the characteristics of gemeinschaft, gesellschaft, and gecyberschaft, I will 

include some of Galloway’s future predictions in the chapters that follow. 

Miller:  New Media Rhythm 

 Paul Miller (2004) uses his multiple perspectives as an artistic sound 

sampler and dj, author, and professor of Music Mediated Art at the European 

Graduate School to examine himself and his art.  He describes the real-time mix 

of sampled sounds which are appropriately and artistically different (remixed) in 

every situation: 
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Rhythm science.  Rhyme time.  Rough trade.  Sound.  Think of it as a 
mirror held up to a culture that has learned to fly again, that has released 
itself from the constraints of the ground to drift through dataspace, 
continuously morphing its form in response to diverse streams of 
information. (Miller, 2004, p. 5) 

 
A self-acknowledged inhabitant of gecyberschaft (“We’re probably the first 

generation to grow up in a completely electronic environment.” [p. 101]), Miller 

presents himself and his art and comments, as a media ecologist, on his 

presentation. 

Characteristics  

 In his presentation of himself Miller illustrates one version of the multiple 

identities characteristic of gecyberschaft people.  He has developed an explicit 

persona, Dj Spooky that Subliminal Kid, which is better known than his traditional 

name but not disassociated from it.  His names and identities are linked explicitly 

on the cover of his book Rhythm Science and in his web biography on the 

European Graduate school website.  As miller notes, multiple identity is not 

intended to deceive but to present an appropriate identity within a specific 

context: 

“Dj Spooky that Subliminal Kid” is a living engagement with an ultra 
media-saturated youth culture.  Creating this identity allowed me to spin 
narratives on several fronts at the same time and to produce persona as 
shareware.  (Miller, 2004, pp. 12-13) 

 
Miller presents an interaction among his identities, quoting “a three-way 

interview between Ad Astra (an alias), Dj Spooky (another persona), and Paul D. 

Miller (who created them both)” (Miller, 2004, p. 012). 
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  Among the key characteristics of the gecyberschaft environment, Miller 

highlights individual and artistic responses to overwhelming information and 

permanent uncertainty in the use of rhythms, patterns, samples, and versions.  At 

the group level, he calls attention to the reduction of hierarchy as a form of 

organization and authority.   

Commentary 

 The convergence of new media increases significantly the amount of 

presentational symbolic forms, like music and visual art, in the environment.  And 

for some, as Bull (2002) notes, “music increasingly fills the gap left by the 

absence of any meaningful sense of the experienced social” (p. 129). 

 Like the telephone until very recently, the role of music in society is 

generally studied less than are other communications media.  Although mentioned 

in Bolter and Grusin and in Manovich from time to time, music does not feature 

significantly their studies of new media.  This makes Miller’s contribution 

especially valuable.   

Summary:  Characteristics of Electronic Media 

 Because electronic communications—especially the new media—are 

comparatively recent, the characteristics of gecyberschaft organization are still 

emerging.  Media ecologists have documented many of the salient characteristics 

of these media and, especially in the case of early and maturing electronic 
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communications, some of the emerging characteristics of communities using 

them.   

 The important characteristics of electronic media, documented in this 

section and summarized below, will be used in the next chapter to develop 

hypotheses concerning the nature of communities which may be expected to 

emerge among human beings who use them: 

 
 Connection, coordination, and distribution: 

− low cost, small, portable media units (receive, transmit, observe; 
person- as well as place-based)  

− wired and wireless global connectivity 
− one-few-many to one-few-many  
− high-speed real-time and asynchronous  
− network topology and protocol 
− media supported by software/programming 

 
 Digital and numerical information: 

 
− easy to manipulate (variability) and change (from data bases)  
− easy to find  
− easy to store  
− easy to copy  
− programmable  
− transmissions and recordings presentational as well as discursive in 

form 
 

 Environment: 

− always on (perpetual contact) 
− media immersion  (simultaneous presentation/use of multiple 

media) 
− vast increase in information 
− data immersion 
− physical world overlaid with symbols and representations  
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− continual development and adoption (media forms, software, 
hardware, storage, etc.) 

− convergence of media forms 
 

 Primary senses engaged, perspective, and skills: 

− multi-sensory 
− shifting points of view (POV)  
− multi-tasking activity 
− simultaneous increase in low and high-end skills required to 

participate 
 

 Participation presences  

− telepresence  
− virtual reality and simulations 
− mediated physical presence 
− absent physical (attending to transmission, recording, or symbols 

and presentation) 
 

 The media ecology observations of emergent gecyberschaft characteristics 

reported in this chapter will be incorporated in Chapter Eight, Characteristics of 

Groups using Electronic Communications.  It is important to separate the 

projections (Chapter Seven) from the observed characteristics (Chapter Eight) so 

that the strength of the theoretical structure in generating useful predictions can be 

tested. 

Characteristics of Media in Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 

 In the second half of the nineteenth century, Durkheim was visionary in 

his attention to the volume and speed of communication as a major factor in the 

form of human organization.  His observation of communication was based on its 

function of connecting individuals and groups, as shown in Table 37. 
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Table 37 
 
Characteristics of Media in Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Observed by Durkheim 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft 
Media 

Characteristics of Gesellschaft Media 

Communication 
volume 

- low intensity 
- [no observed subsystems] 

- increased intensity 
- fast communication among 

subsystems 
 
 
 
 Unlike media ecologists, Durkheim did not see communications and 

media as an environment, perhaps because at the time of his observations media 

were less pervasive than they have been since.  In essence, Durkheim noted only 

that there is more and faster communication in gesellschaft than in gemeinschaft. 

 Table 38 is a summary of the salient characteristics of media in the three 

periods covered in this work.  In reading the table, it is important to keep in mind 

several points.  First, with the development of the new media and the emergence 

of gecyberschaft arise new ideas and distinctions, along with language to describe 

these distinctions.  In some cases, scholars are still at the more and faster level of 

description, while others use a rich vocabulary to characterize types of change.  

Second, the application of new distinctions to historical situations is, in some 

cases, based on ethnographic studies and historical evidence and, in others, on 

extrapolations from theory.  Earlier media are most often not completely 

superseded by subsequent forms but instead continue with new remediated 

characteristics.  And finally, the development and use of media varies widely 

among different cultures.  Thus the characteristics media specified in Table 38 are 

not uniformly distributed throughout the world. 
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Table 38 
  
Salient Characteristics of Media in Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Media 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Media 

Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft Media (to 

date) 

Characteristic  
medium 

- manuscript - printed matter - electronic communications 

Content 
relationship 

- fluid (elements are 
resituated depending on 
circumstances) 

- fixed; linear - linked/networked 
- continuous (VR) 
- streaming   

Distribution - limited; supporting  
hierarchy 

- months/years 

- mass distribution from 
hierarchy 

- days/months 

- one-few-many to one-few-
many 

- hours/minutes/real-time 

Replication 
and storage 

- very limited - limited - virtually limitless 

Media environ-
ment 

- sparse - limited - immersive 

Primary 
senses 
engaged 

- auditory - visual - multi-sensory, renewed 
auditory non-exclusive 
emphasis 

Participation 
presence(s)  
in 
characterist
ic mode 

- face-to-face - absent physical (attending 
to symbols rather than to 
another person) 

- absent physical (attending 
to transmission, 
recording, or symbols 
and presentation) 

- immersed in virtual reality 
and simulations  

- telepresence 
- mediated physical 

 Intensity - low intensity - moderate intensity 
 

- intensity saturates the 
environment 

 

The nature and pattern of these distinctions illuminate the increasingly virtual 

environment in which human communities form.  With increasing speed, fidelity, 

multi-sensory transmission, and portability of communications, the replication of 

face-to-face gemeinschaft experience is becoming virtually indistinguishable  

from the original to residents of gecyberschaft. 
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 To review the development thus far, in Chapter Three the observations of 

early and contemporary sociologists were used to form the foundation of the 

model to be developed.  Initial summary categories of significant community 

features were developed and were populated with the observed characteristics in 

gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  In Chapter Four, I reviewed the changes in the 

environment at the end of the gesellschaft period which gave rise to the idea of 

virtual community and which precipitated actual changes in community.  In 

Chapter Five, I used elements of complex systems theory to suggest further 

developments in the model of community begun in Chapter Two.  In this Chapter 

(Chapter Six), theory and observations arising from the field of media ecology 

important to the continued development of the model have been discussed.  In the 

next chapter, synthesizing and building on this information, I will develop the full 

model.
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CHAPTER VII 

GECYBERSCHAFT:  CHARACTERISTICS  
PROJECTED FROM THEORY 

 
  
 My objective in the preceding chapters, and here, has been to develop a 

model that would identify what needs to be attended to in community forms—i.e., 

the features of community and to show the process through which I am 

formulating this model.  Because the process is recursive, the numbers of 

categories of features and the names of those categories have undergone a number 

of changes already and these changes will increase in the current chapter.  To aid 

the reader in tracking the changes in the categories—their number and names—I 

have places in the last pages of this chapter an overview of the steps in the 

development of the model showing how the categories of features have been 

changed and reviewing the final list of categories and subcategories.   

 I begin with the salient characteristics of the two types of community—

gemeinschaft and gesellschaft—observed by Tönnies and other sociologists 

during the Industrial Revolution.  (In the following pages, these are characterized 

as two different data points.  Gecyberschaft constitutes a third data point.) 

 To this starting point, I add projected characteristics of gecyberschaft, the 

new form of community emerging during the Information Revolution.  These 

projections are arrived at by starting with the characteristics observed in 
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gemeinschaft and gesellschaft and using a deductive reasoning process which 

takes into account the relevant principles and observations from the theoretical 

literature in complex systems and media ecology.  The projections are 

summarized in tables, which have the advantages of abstraction and clarity, but 

the disadvantage of seeming fixed and linear.    

 I have limited the projections shown here to those which clearly 

differentiate the social characteristics of gecyberschaft from those of 

gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  The characteristics of gecyberschaft projected in 

this chapter are not the only projections formulated during the development of this 

thinking, nor are my projections the only possible or appropriate projections.  The 

process and model are designed to enable other researchers to create additional 

forecasts. In no case would I suggest that they are all-encompassing or 

deterministic.  Rather, they are designed to be used as points of focus and help to 

generate a framework for increased understanding of gecyberschaft. 

.   The projections are broad trends deduced from the literature presented in 

the foregoing chapters.  As discussed in Chapter Five, societal characteristics 

emerge from a complex co-evolutionary process, rather than a single linear 

process of cause and effect.  This work does not identify all of the causes involved 

in the evolution of social systems.  Instead it extends the shape of established 

evolutionary patterns and draws attention to some of the salient factors and 

processes identified in the sociological, complex systems, and communications 

literature on communication and community form. 
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 The projections do not completely specify the forms of instantiation.  

Human choice, purpose, and agency, which are never completely predictable, are 

very important in determining the actual forms which will emerge. Simultaneous 

with the recognition of choice, it is also important to attend to the consequences 

of the initial conditions and organization of any self organizing system.  Specific 

forms of organization foster certain activities while inhibiting others, and repeated 

processes often become difficult to change. 

 Selected projections made in this chapter will be tested against 

observations of emergent behavior in Chapter Eight.   

Modeling Community:  Notes on Method 

 The modeling of gecyberschaft begins with the characteristics reflecting 

the salient points of difference between the two preceding types of community—

gemeinschaft and gesellschaft—as Ferdinand Tönnies (1996) observed and 

documented them.  For clarity, I have placed these characteristics in a highly 

simplified version of the table that Charles Loomis (1996) created in his Notes on 

Tönnies’ Fundamental Concepts (see Table 2, repeated from Chapter Three). 
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Table 2  (repeated from Chapter III) 
 
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Defined by Tönnies 

Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

- attachment to place  - urbanism, mobility  

- natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille]  

- rational will using science  [Kürwille]  

- homogeneous  - heterogeneous  

- close, emotional, face-to-face ties  - impersonal, based on formal roles  

- based on family and guild  - based on rationality and calculation  

- ascribed  - mobile  

- possessions, land  - wealth, money  

- family  - contract  

- self  - person 
 
 
To the structure of this initial table I add two columns:  on the left, a column 

labeling the arena of change (sociological categories labeling the features of 

community form) and on the right, a column for the projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft, as shown in Table 39. 

Table 39 
 
Table Structure for Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft with Projections for  
Gecyberschaft and the Addition of Sociological Categories 

 
 
 

 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

Area of 
definition 

- attachment to place  - urbanism, mobility   

Governing 
rationale 

- natural will using art and 
custom [Wesenwille]  

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille]  

 

Composition - homogeneous  - heterogeneous   
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 The early tables in this chapter organize the features of community in nine 

categories, derived from the work of sociologists including and following 

Tönnies, I developed nine summary categories, as shown in Table 40.    

Additional categories—drawn from complex systems theory, media ecology, and 

observations of emergent gecyberschaft—are added later in the chapter. 

Table 40 
 
Initial Category Structure for Community Forms 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected 
Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 

1.  Areas of definition    

2.  Composition    

3.  Relationships, roles, identity    

4.  Status, rank, individual rights    

5.  Cohesion    

6.  Models, expectations, thought processes 

7.  Economic processes, energy use 

8.  Governance, power, authority    

9.  Dysfunctions    
 
 

 To adjust for gemeinschaft biases and to facilitate the understanding of 

evolutionary trends in social organizations, I have modified—or smoothed—some 

of the observations made by the early sociologists, making them less oppositional 

and more evolutionary, distorting the data as little as possible during the process.  

(This is similar to the data smoothing processes used by information processing 

and statistical specialists to remove small erratic changes from data.  “Smoothing 
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is a process by which data points are averaged with their neighbors in a series, 

such as a time series…. “ [Naumann, n.d., Data smoothing section, 2002].) 

 For example, Tönnies distinguished the homogeneous composition of 

gemeinschaft from the heterogeneous composition in gesellschaft.  These are 

observations of cultural and racial traits and not, for example, of psychometric 

characteristics or sensatory preferences, as the latter distinctions would not have 

been likely to have been included in Tönnies’s framework. To clarify this point 

and to accommodate such more recent distinctions, I modified Tönnies’s 

observations about cohesion from, in gemeinschaft, homogeneous to homogenous 

in race and culture and, in gesellschaft, from heterogeneous  to heterogeneous in 

culture; sometimes in race.   

 To take a second example:  Tönnies contrasted gemeinschaft’s ascribed 

status with gesellschaft’s mobile status.  Because complex systems theory leads 

me to project that mobility is likely to continue to increase over time, 

characterizing status as merely mobile is less useful than including information 

about the type of mobility.  In this case, I used observations from Parsons (1964, 

1971), to modify Tönnies’s characterization of gesellschaft status from mobile to 

achieved.  This is in keeping with Tonnies’s original observation, as status that is 

achieved is more mobile or changeable than is status that is ascribed (or inherited 

from one’s forbears).  Additional examples of the nature of this data smoothing  

are shown in Table 41. 
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Table 41 
 
Examples of Data Smoothing in Characteristics of Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 

Category/Original and Modified 
Observations 

Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft  

Projected Characteristics  
of Gecyberschaft  

1.  Areas of  definition:  area of definition 

    Original Tönnies - attachment to place - urbanism, mobility  

    Modified observation - local, bounded 
geographies 

- area characterized 
by mobility but not 
yet defined  

 

2.  Composition, cohesion:  composition 

    Original Tönnies - homogeneous - heterogeneous  

  Modified observation - homogeneous in 
race and culture 

- heterogeneous in 
culture; 
sometimes in race 

 

4.  Status, rank, individual rights:  status 

    Original Tönnies - ascribed - mobile  

    Smoothed observation - ascribed  - achieved  
  
 
 
 Table 42 summarizes the major distinctions between gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft in nine categories of features observed by Tönnies and later 

sociologists as described in Chapter Three, with appropriate modifications in the 

description of observed characteristics. 



230 

 
 

Table 42 
  
Characteristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft as Defined by Early and Modern Sociologists 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

- local; bounded 
geographies (village) 

- area characterized by 
mobility but not yet 
defined 

 

2.  Composition 

Composition - homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

 

3.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Role expecta-
tions 

- close, emotional, face-to-
face 

- impersonal, based on 
formal roles, relationship 
rules in writing 

 

Relationship 
model 

- based on family and guild 
 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

 

Relationship 
characteris-
tics 

- diffuse demands 
- affectivity [emotional 

gratification expected] 

- specific demands 
- neutrality [no emotional 

gratification expected] 

 

Individual 
definition 

- self 
- single role 

- person 
- multiple roles 

 

4.  Status, rank, individual rights 

Status, rank -  ascribed  - achieved  

Status 
elements 

- possessions, land 
- observed physical 

characteristics [age, sex, 
race, ethnicity] 

- wealth, money 
- efficiency 
- observed achievement 

 

5.  Cohesion 

Cohesion - similarity; same values and 
way of life 

- strong:  primacy of society 
over individual 

- complementary; 
interdependent ways of 
life from division of labor 

- weak:  requires support 
from subsystems, such 
as occupation or class 

 

 
continued 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

6.  Models, expectations, thought processes 

Modes of 
decision 
making 

- particularism [use history 
and understanding of a 
specific relationship) 

- universalism [uses rules 
associated with norms 
and roles] 

 

Basis of  
decision 
making 

- tradition, values, or 
emotion 

- rationality  

Goal of 
decision 
making 

- action must serve the 
group 

- action may serve the 
individual 

 

Ethics and 
Religion 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

 

7.  Economic processes, energy use 

Primary 
production 
mode 

- agriculture - manufacturing  

Labor type - slave or serf - free population compelled 
to sell labor on the 
market 

 

Primary 
energy 
sources 

- organic [less concentrated] 
- wind [undependable] 
- water [not transportable] 

- coal to steam 
[concentrated, 
dependable, 
transportable] 

 

Marketplace 
structure 

 - capitalistic with tools such 
as accounting and 
commercial instruments 

 

8.  Governance, power, authority 

Governing 
rationale 

- natural will using custom 
and art [Wesenwille] 

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

 

Governing 
structure 

- family - law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

 

Authority - traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition 

- authority inherited 

- rational, legal, impersonal 
- authority in position or 

office 

 

 
           

 
continued
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

8.  Governance, power, authority (cont.) 

Domain - extends over time - extends in space to largest 
effective boundary 

 

Violation 
response  

- repressive:  punishment for 
violation of solidarity 

- restitutive:  maintain 
contact and social 
intercourse 

 

Power 
struggles 

- feudal overlords versus 
serfs 

- bourgeoisie versus 
proletariat 

 

9.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation 

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

 

Single-level 
decision-
making 

- community decisions 
“greedy” at individual’s 
expense 

- isolated individual 
decision-making (at the 
cost of the larger 
community)  

 

Oppressed 
groups 

- serfs - proletariat workers  

Initial Projections of Gecyberschaft Characteristics:   
Trajectories Based on Theory 

 To project possible trajectories in the salient characteristics of community, 

I first use the trends in the evolution of self-organizing systems identified by 

complex systems theorists (Chapter Five).  These  trends are towards  

 increasing complexity 

 increasing (higher and new) levels of organization 

 increasing structural complexity 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasing flexibility and dynamism 

  increasingly innovative organization 
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 increasingly effective use of information 

 increasing distance from equilibrium 

 increasing distance from the physical  

 increasing energy available for work and organization (the system has 

available to it more otherwise unclaimed energy to organize and 

achieve purposes) 

 I then consider the nature and characteristics of the gecyberschaft media 

environment observed in the literature and discussed in Chapter Six, deducing 

potential characteristics of community arising from the co-evolutionary 

interaction of human purpose and the media environment, beginning with the two 

observed cases of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  The characteristics and features 

of the gecyberschaft media environment most relevant are: 

 low-cost, small, portable media units for reception, transmission, 

storage and manipulation of information (person as well as place-

based) 

 wired and wireless global connectivity 

 high-speed real-time and asynchronous communication 

 one-few-many to one-few-many interaction 

 network topology and protocol 

 information easy to change, find, store, copy, program  

 programming and transcoding 

 media and data immersion, constant contact 
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 overlaying of physical world with symbols and representations 

 continual change 

 multi-sensory input 

 multi-tasking activity 

 shifting POVs 

 multiple participation presences 

 simultaneous increase in low- and high-end required participation 

skills 

 The projections I make are, therefore, the result of a deductive synthesis 

taking into account the prior two forms of community, complex systems trends, 

the nature and features of the media environment as documented in Chapter Four, 

and human agency.  Because this is a synthesis and because evolutionary 

processes are not linear (no single cause and effect relationship), there is not a 

one-to-one correspondence between a trend or feature of the media environment 

and a projected characteristic of community.  There are multiple factors 

underlying each projection.   

Examples of the Process for Making Projections from Theory 

 To illuminate the process used for making projections based on the 

theoretical literature, I explore three examples here. 

 The first example is one which has been featured in several earlier 

discussions:  the projection of an individual definition in gecyberschaft which 
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encompasses multiple identities, role sets, and points of view in a hypothetical 

sane and well adapted human being.  The prior data points for the category of 

individual definition are, for gemeinschaft, the self in a single role, and, for 

gesellschaft, the person who has multiple roles in society.  In a gemeinschaft 

village, the community knows each person as one entity and the individual knows 

himself or herself as a self.  In gesellschaft society, individuals may have many 

roles—employee, parent, citizen, church congregation member, etc.—and while a 

few people will know the person in all roles, most of society will experience the 

person in only one or two roles.  The individual is aware of his or her multiple 

roles and must deal with consequences of role conflict (for example, wanting to 

be home with children while, at the same time, under pressure to complete a 

project at work). 

 Three principles of complex systems theory may be applied to explain this 

evolutionary point:  the multiplication of roles demonstrates increased complexity 

(from one self to multiple roles); increased autonomy (embodied in the 

gesellschaft freedom to respond differently according to role); and an increased 

ability to make effective use of information (with varying roles come ways of 

deciding what information to attend to and how to think about it).   Applying 

these principles to the vector already established, I project that the gecyberschaft 

definition of an individual will become again more complex (from multiple roles 

to multiple role sets); demonstrate increased autonomy (the freedom to “embody” 

an identity which suits a situation); and generate an increased ability to use 
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information (shifts in identity require persons to experience and act appropriately 

in a wide variety of situations). 

 Turning to the field of media ecology, there are several features of the 

gecyberschaft media environment which complement and support this projection.  

Multiple identity helps an individual adapt to the demands for constant contact, 

high-speed change, and immersion in the global village by fostering an 

understanding of multiple points of view without the disintegration of sanity.   

Moreover, while it is unnecessary in gesellschaft for the successful CEO of a 

multi-national corporation raised in the United States to truly understand the point 

of view , needs and contributions of an illiterate cattle herder who has lived all of 

her life in Africa, the ecology within which the CEO works now inescapably 

includes the cattle herder and requires such understanding. 

 A second example of the process for making projections from the 

literature comes from the related areas of primary attention group or community 

boundary maintenance.  In gemeinschaft villages, stable geographic boundaries 

were maintained by feudal military defense and the social pressure inherent in 

customs (if a villager didn’t conform, he or she might be physically driven out—

banished from the geographic space of the community).  In gesellschaft 

bureaucracies (which will be covered in more detail later in this chapter), 

boundaries are maintained by official designation (the organization chart of a 

business, as an example: the boundary of the organization defines those employed 

by the business in contrast to those outside the organization) and performance 



237 

 
 

(carrying out the duties of an employee or citizen as an example).  Considerable 

information is considered internal to and owned by the organization and secrecy 

helps to maintain the strength of boundaries.  For example, Coke owns and guards 

the formula for producing its products, and the United States government often 

classifies as secret activities and decisions taken on behalf of the country.   

 Two complex systems principles help to illuminate this change in 

boundary maintenance:  increased distance from stability and equilibrium (from 

the stability of village borders which were often measured in centuries to the 

stability of bureaucratic borders which are typically measured in decades) and 

increased distance from the physical (from a physical defense of the boundaries in 

village geographies to the legal, employment, and other processes used by 

bureaucracies).  Applying these principles, I project that gecyberschaft 

community boundaries will be even less stable, changing with shifts in respective 

group purposes which may be measured in time scales ranging from minutes to 

centuries, and that boundaries will be maintained by less physical and procedural 

methods than in gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, including pinging among 

members, on-going assessments, and member participation.   

 Features of the gecyberschaft media which accompany and reinforce the 

projection of pinging as a form of boundary maintenance include 1) the 

emergence of low-cost, small, portable media units (cell phones and PCTs 

[personal communications technologies] as examples) which facilitate continuous 

pinging activities—the exchange of short, frequent messages for coordinating and 
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grooming the members of an electronic community as they move about separately 

in different geographies (Ling [2004] describes grooming messages as those 

which have no instrumental function but which nurture social ties); 2) the 

emergence of extensive wireless networks; and 3) the increase in media units 

requiring low-end participation skills.   Characteristics of the gecyberschaft media 

environment which support ongoing assessments and member participation 

include the networked computers and the programming required to facilitate on-

going assessments and to track group interactions and member participation. 

 The third example of the process for making projections from the 

literature lies in the category of misconceptions of reality.  In gemeinschaft, 

misconceptions of reality lay in superstitions arising from limited understanding 

of causal relationships leading to physical events.  In gesellschaft, misconceptions 

of reality lie in the mistaking of images for reality.   

 There are several factors in the gecyberschaft media environment— 

among them, that information is easy to change, find, store, copy, and program; 

that people are immersed in communication media and information; and that the 

physical world is overlaid with symbols and representations—which prompt a 

prediction that the gecyberschaft misconception of reality will lie in an inability to 

make a connection with physical reality. 

 The principle of increased distance from the physical, taken from complex 

systems theory, illuminates both the evolutionary punctuation point from 

gemeinschaft to gesellschaft (the movement is one from a misunderstanding of 
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causes to a misunderstanding of representations) and the change from gesellschaft 

to gecyberschaft (from a misunderstanding of representations to a lack of ability 

to distinguish or connect with physical reality). 

  In the immediately following sections of this chapter, I have listed the 

complex systems principles and features of the gecyberschaft media environment 

which are pertinent to the projections in the nine categories of community before 

providing the projections themselves. 

Areas of Definition 

 Relevant principles of complex systems theory for this category include: 

 increasing (higher and new) levels of organization 

 increasingly effective use of information 

 increasing distance from the physical 

 increasing autonomy 

Especially pertinent characteristics of the media environment are: 

 low-cost, small, portable media units 

 multiple participation presences (especially absent presence) 

 wired and wireless global connectivity 

 high-speed real-time and asynchronous communication 

 multi-sensory inputs 

 simultaneous increase in low-and high-end participation skills 
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A synthesis of this material, when applied to the model, leads to the following 

projected characteristics of gecyberschaft (Table 43): 

Table 43 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Areas of Definition  

 Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

- local; bounded 
geographies 

(geographically instantiated 
in villages)  

- area characterized by 
mobility but not yet 
defined 

(geographically instantiated 
in cities and nation 
states) 

- electronic communications 
and digital information 
storage 

(instantiated without 
reference to geography) 

 
 
 
 It is important to note, in interpreting the projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft, that these characteristics do not replace, but rather subsume the 

corresponding characteristics of both gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  That is, 

earlier forms and characteristics of community persist, in modified form, as 

subsystems within the larger framework of gecyberschaft. 

 The concept of nesting from complex systems theory and the concept of 

remediation from media ecology describe complementary facets of such system 

hierarchies.  Laszlo (1972) describes the hierarchical nature of systems: 

Because the patterns of development in all realms of nature are analogous, 
evolution appears to drive toward the superposition of system upon system 
in a continuous hierarchy, traversing the regions of the suborganic, 
organic, and supraorganic [including social and cultural systems].  
Organization in nature comes to resemble a complex, multilevel pyramid, 
with many relatively simple systems at the bottom and a few (and 
ultimately one) complex system(s) at the top.  Between these limits all 
natural systems take intermediate positions; they link the levels below and 
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above them.  They are wholes in regard to their parts, and parts with 
respect to higher-level wholes. (p. 67)  

 
As new levels of individual characteristics and human organization emerge nested 

within them are remediated versions of earlier systems.  For example, in addition 

to their urban colleagues and the service providers, gesellschaft human beings 

continue to have a set of friends and family (remediated villagers).    

 Inhabitants of gecyberschaft can be expected to continue this process and 

to add a new remediation:  that of gesellschaft organizations.  People living during 

the gecyberschaft period remediate bureaucracies by living and working with 

federations defined by purpose and concentrated in the geographic hub locations 

well connected by flows of communication media, energy, and shipping and 

transportation facilities.   

 As primary group has specific meaning in sociology (Cooley, 1909) 

which includes face-to-face association—a factor often missing in gecyberschaft 

group forms—I propose that primary attention group be used to characterize 

those gecyberschaft groups or “communities” to which an individual gives his or 

her primary attention, whether face-to-face or virtually, and which are, as they 

were in Cooley’s primary groups, “fundamental in forming the social nature and 

ideals of the individual”(Cooley, 1909,  p. 23).   

 In addition to nesting, with the advent of electronic communications and 

lower-cost, easier travel, the number of individual acquaintances for most human 

beings often rises significantly.  Gergen (1991) was among the first to point out 

consequences of this social saturation, 
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Birthday books have become a standard household item; one’s memory is 
inadequate to record the festivities for which one is responsible [italics 
added].  In effect, as we move through life, the case of relevant characters 
is ever expanding.  For some this means an ever-increasing sense of stress:  
“How can we make friends with them?  We don’t even have time for the 
friends we already have!”  For others there is a sense of comfort, for the 
social caravan in which we travel through life remains always full.  (p. 62)   

  
Due to the physical structure of the human brain and the processes it uses 

(Dunbarr, 1998; Issacs, 1999), the combined size of each person’s primary 

attention group rarely exceeds one hundred fifty people, thus remediating 

gemeinschaft in another way, with neural constraints.  While an individual living 

in gecyberschaft is likely to have hundreds, perhaps thousands, of acquaintances, 

no more than approximately one hundred fifty people will be the focus of that 

individual’s primary attention and understanding.  As Gergen notes above, with 

increases in the number of friends and acquaintances, humans must rely on 

external aids to facilitate interactions.  Birthday books are the predecessors of the 

sophisticated software programs being developed in the twenty-first century to 

support acquaintanceships. 

 The nesting and remediation of primary attention groups is illustrated in 

Figure 22. 
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Gemeinschaft Remediation and Nesting in 
Geographic Gesellschaft 

Projected Remediation and 
Nesting in Gecyberschaft 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Composition 

 In the category of Composition, the following vectors from complex 

systems theory are pertinent: 

 increasing flexibility and dynamism 

 increasingly innovative organization 

 increasing distance from the physical 

 increasing autonomy 

Figure 22 Remediation and Nesting of Community Geographies in Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, 
and Gecyberschaft 

village 
village 

remediated as 
family and 

friends 

cities/nation 
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village 
remediated as 

family and 
friends 

cities/nation 
states 

remediated as 
federations 

virtual 
communities 
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These vectors interact with the following characteristics of the media 

environment in a co-evolutionary process: 

 low-cost, small, portable media units 

 high-speed real-time and asynchronous communication, 

 wired and wireless global connectivity (all cultures and races) 

 network topology and protocol 

 multiple participation presences,  

 simultaneous increase in low- and high-end required participation 

skills 

A synthesis of these characteristics and trends leads to the following projected 

characteristics of gecyberschaft (Table 44): 

 
Table 44 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Composition  

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

2. Composition 

Composition 
 

- homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

- homogeneous with respect 
to universal human 
culture and race  

- heterogeneous in species 
and biological/machine 
mix (e.g., inclusion of 
robots) 

- homogeneous in purpose, 
skill- and access-level 

 
 
  
 As with multiple identity discussed in Chapter Four, the appropriate 

composition of groups is one among many of the features of human—or 
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suprahuman—group organization around which some people have strong 

emotions.  Based both on history and current events, it is evident that substantive 

changes in the characteristics of group composition provoke both progressive and 

reactionary feelings and activities (e.g., the demonstrations both for and against 

racial integration in American schools in the 1950s). 

Relationships, Roles, and Identity 

 Relevant complex systems theory for this category includes: 

 increasing flexibility and autonomy 

 increasing autonomy (weaker bonding) 

 increasing (higher and new) levels of organization which themselves 

include prior levels 

Especially pertinent characteristics of the media environment are: 

 media and data immersion and constant contact 

 multiple participation presences 

 multi-taking activity 

 continual change 

 shifting POVs 

A synthesis of this material leads to the following projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft (Table 45).  As discussed in Chapter Four, it is important to see 

these characteristics as healthy (no illness inferred) and appropriate (no illicit 

behavior inferred) in the context of their environment.  For example, I define 
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multiple identity as the ability of a human being to consciously and concurrently 

maintain several role sets.  Further, in an extension of multi-tasking activity, 

people may develop the ability to be simultaneously, consciously present in 

several groups.  This presence is not tied to place, time, or the being’s “original” 

point of view. 

 
Table 45 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Relationships, Roles, Identity 
Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

3.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Role expecta-
tions 

 

- close, emotional, face-to-
face 

- impersonal, based on 
formal roles, relationship 
rules in writing 

- changing 
- context-based 

Relationship 
model 

 

- based on family and guild 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

- based on congruence with 
purpose 

- less hierarchical  

Relationship 
characteris-
tics 

 

- diffuse demands 
- affectivity [emotional 

gratification expected] 

- specific demands 
- neutrality [no emotional 

gratification expected] 

- context-based demands 
-  individuality [individual 

rights and self-
actualization] 

Individual 
definition 

 

- self 
- single role 

- person 
- multiple roles 

- larger category:  being 
- multiple identities (role 

sets) 
- multiple points of view 

  
 

 Figure 23 provides a second example of nesting and remediation, which 

takes place at all system levels.  In this case the figure illustrates the remediation 

which has taken place in gesellschaft and is projected to emerge in gecyberschaft 

at the level of individual human beings in their definitions of self and the roles 

and identities used to negotiate community membership.  
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Gemeinschaft Remediation and Nesting in 
Geographic Gesellschaft 

Projected Remediation and 
Nesting in Gecyberschaft 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Status, Rank, and Individual Rights 

 The following elements of complex systems theory are especially relevant 

to this category: 

 increasing complexity 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasingly effective use of information 

 increasingly innovative organization 

The following characteristics of the media environment are particularly relevant: 

Figure 23  Remediation and Nesting of Human Definition Used in Negotiating Community in 
Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 

self 
self 

remediated in 
role(s) 

person 

self in 
remediated 

role(s) 

person 
remediated as 

role-set(s) 

being/multiple 
role sets 
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 continual change 

 media and data immersion; constant contact 

 wired and wireless global connectivity 

 network topology and protocol 

 programming and transcoding 

 overlaying of physical world with symbols and representations 

Taken together, these trends in systems evolution and the media environment lead 

to the following projections (Table 46): 

Table 46 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Status, Rank, Individual Rights 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

4.  Status, rank, individual rights 

Status, rank 
 

-  ascribed  - achieved - assessed [presented via 
electronic media and 
evaluated on 
presentation and 
contribution] 

Status 
elements 

 

- possessions, land 
- observed physical 

characteristics [age, sex, 
race, ethnicity] 

- wealth, money 
- efficiency 
- observed achievement 

- communications and 
process related [ability to 
see and manipulate 
patterns, to code and 
transcode, to 
communicate] 

- media persona 
- assessed for context 

appropriateness 

 

Cohesion 

 The relevant elements of complex systems theory for projecting patterns 

of group cohesion in gecyberschaft include: 
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 increasing structural complexity 

 increasing flexibility and dynamism 

 increasingly innovative organization 

 increasing distance from the physical 

Group cohesion will also be affected by the key elements of the media 

environment listed below: 

 low-cost, small, portable media units 

 high-speed real-time and asynchronous communication 

 wired and wireless global connectivity (all cultures and races) 

 network topology and protocol 

 continual change 

 multi-sensory input 

 multiple participation presences 

 simultaneous increase in low- and high-end required participation 

skills 

These concepts, taken together, suggest the projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft shown in Table 47: 
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Table 47 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Cohesion 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

5.  Cohesion 

Cohesion 
 

- similarity; same values and 
way of life 

- strong:  primacy of society 
over individual 

- complementary; 
interdependent ways of 
life from division of labor 

- weak:  requires support 
from subsystems, such 
as occupation or class 

- transitory; purpose-related 
- strength dependent on 

congruence of individual 
and group goals 

- protocol requirements 
among groups 
exchanging goods and 
services 

Models, Expectations, and Thought Processes 

 Relevant complex systems theory for this category includes: 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasing flexibility and dynamism 

 increasingly effective use of information 

Especially pertinent characteristics of the media environment are: 

 information easy to change, find, store, copy, program 

 media and data immersion, constant contact 

 continual change 

 multi-sensory input 

 shifting POVs 

 multiple participation presences 

 simultaneous increase in low- and high-end required participation 

skills 
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A synthesis of this material leads to the following projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft (Table 48): 

Table 48 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Thought Processes, Expectations, Models 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Models, expectations, thought  processes 

Modes of 
decision 
making 

- particularism (uses history 
and understanding of a 
specific relationship) 

 

- universalism (uses rules 
associated with norms 
and roles) 

 

- context specific 

Basis of  
decision 
making 

- tradition, values, or 
emotion 

- rationality - purpose/self- and group-
actualization 

Goal of 
decision 
making 

- action must serve the 
group 

- action may serve the 
individual 

- action must serve 3 levels 
(individual, 
gecyberschaft, and 
species/global ecology) 

Ethics and 
religion 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

- synergistic learning and 
experiential insights 

 
 

Economic Processes and Energy Use 

 To project changes in economics and energy use, the following principles 

of complex systems theory were applied: 

 increasing structural complexity 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasing distance from the physical 

 increasingly effective use of information 

 increasing energy available for work and organization 
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In considering the challenges faced by members of gecyberschaft groups, it is 

important to note the last principle listed above:  the increasing energy available 

for work and organization.  As social organizations become more complex, they 

require more energy to maintain themselves.  This can be immediately seen in the 

following elements of the media environment, which are important in thinking 

about changes in economics: 

 low-cost, small, portable media units 

 wired and wireless global connectivity 

 programming and transcoding 

 media and data immersion, constant contact 

 information easy to change, find, store, copy, program 

 network topology and protocol 

A synthesis of this material leads to the following projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft (Table 49).
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Table 49 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Economic Processes, Energy Use 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

7.  Economic processes, energy use 

Primary 
production 
mode 

- agriculture - manufacturing  - manipulating information 
[communicating and 
computing] 

Labor type 
 

- slave or serf - free population compelled 
to sell labor on the 
market 

- individual entrepreneurs, 
freelancers  

Primary 
energy 
sources 

 

- organic [less concentrated] 
- wind [undependable] 
- water [not transportable] 

- coal to steam 
[concentrated, 
dependable, 
transportable] 

- solar and derived 
chemically and 
biochemically 
[transmitted, stored, and 
portable] 

Marketplace 
structure 

 
 

- subsistence, barter 
- local market 

- capitalist markets with 
tools such as accounting 
and commercial 
instruments 

- nation state and 
established trade routes 

- networked, loose global 
confederations, cyber 
communes 

Primary 
means of 
production 

 

- land claimed/guarded by 
overlords 

- serf-owned tools 

- capital invested by 
bourgeoisie 

- factories owned by 
bourgeoisie 

- art, models, software, 
media, services, nano 
and biotechnology 

- means of production 
owned by individual 
entrepreneurs 

 

Governance, Power, and Authority 

 Complex systems theory provides these trends useful in projecting the 

ways in which governance will change: 

 increasing (higher and new) levels of organization 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasing flexibility and dynamism 
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 increasingly innovative organization 

 increasingly effective use of information 

These  salient characteristics of the media environment suggest the emergence of 

a population which is increasingly difficult to control with top-down power:   

 low-cost, small, portable media units 

 wired and wireless global connectivity 

 one-few-many to one-few-many interaction 

 network topology and protocol 

 multiple participation processes 

 simultaneous increase in low- and high-end required participation 

skills 

A synthesis of these concepts leads to the following projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft (Table 50).  In another homage to Tönnies’s naming conventions, I 

suggest the word Cyberwille—extended from Wesenwille and Kürwille—to 

describe the projected gecyberschaft matching of individual purpose to mediated 

group purpose.  Cyberwille arises in the self-regulation of individual action as a 

part of the desire to achieve a matched individual and group purpose—a purpose 

which cannot be achieved alone. 
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Table 50 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Governance, Power, Authority 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

8.  Governance, power, authority 

Governing 
rationale 

 

- natural will using custom 
and art [Wesenwille] 

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

- match of individual  to 
mediated group using 
purpose [Cyberwille] 

Governing 
structure 

 

- social pressure 
- inherited hierarchy, family 

and village 

- law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

- formal hierarchy, 
bureaucracy 

-  purpose and protocol:  
changeable structure 
connection and 
interaction 

- networks of peers with 
shifting focal points 

- fractal design (scalable 
organization) 

Authority/ 
leadership 

 

- traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition 

- authority inherited 

- rational, legal, impersonal 
- authority in position or 

office 

- situational focal point 
- authority situational and 

assessed 

Governing 
domain 

 

- extends over time - extends in space to largest 
effective boundary 

- extends in time and space 
throughout largest 
practically-accessible 
“closed” system 
[currently the planet 
Earth] 

Violation 
response  

 

- repressive:  punishment for 
violation of solidarity 

- restitutive:  maintain 
contact and social 
intercourse 

- re-organizational:  re-
enable interaction with 
the group [therapy, skills 
enabling participation]   

Power 
struggles 

 

- feudal overlords versus 
serfs 

- bourgeoisie versus 
proletariat  

- multiple and inclusive 
purpose versus singular 
and exclusive purpose  

Dysfunctions 

 Relevant complex systems theory for this category includes: 

 increasing complexity 

 increasing autonomy 

 increasing distance from equilibrium 
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 increasing distance from the physical 

Especially pertinent characteristics of the media environment are: 

 network topology and protocol 

 information easy to change, find, store, copy, and program 

 programming and transcoding 

 media and data immersion, constant contact 

 continual change 

 shifting POVs 

 multiple participation processes 

A synthesis of this material leads to the following projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft (Table 51): 

Table 51 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:   Dysfunctions 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

9.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation  

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

- lack of personal center 

Single-level 
decision-
making 

 

- community-level decisions 
“greedy” at individual’s 
expense 

- isolated individual-level 
decision-making at the 
cost of the larger 
community 

- no-level:  inability to 
choose context or identity 
for decision-making  

Oppressed 
groups 

 

- serfs - proletariat workers - entrepreneurs serving 
groups with purposes not 
congruent with their own 

 

Appendix B provides a unified version of the projected characteristics of 

gecyberschaft based on complex systems theory and media ecology.   
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Extending the Dimensions of the Gecyberschaft Model 

 During the Industrial Revolution, the nature of the environment and the 

changes taking place naturally drew attention to certain features of community 

while others were less prominent and not noted or were not yet in existence.  In 

the following sections, I develop additional summary categories of the features of 

community drawn from media ecology and complex systems theory.  In addition, 

several of the existing summary category labels are extended to include additional 

characteristics suggested by these disciplines.  All summary categories are then 

integrated and organized to facilitate analysis of community organization, at 

which time I add one additional summary category arising from my projections of 

the gecyberschaft step of punctuated human community evolution.   

Extensions from Media Ecology 

 Because media is the primary environment for the emergence of 

gecyberschaft, there are many additions to the structure of the model suggested by 

a review of media ecology.  I use the New York School of Media Ecology’s 

(Nystrom, et al., n.d.) list of potential areas of consequences of media forms 

(described in Chapter Four) to develop four new summary categories of 

community features, which are as follows: 

 sensory activity, emotional biases 

 space, time, ontology 

 epistemology, metaphysics 
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 media environment, processes, and content 

Table 52 is a reconciliation of the Media Ecology list and the gecyberschaft 

model summary categories, with italics indicating the changes in summary 

categories. 

Table 52 
 
Potential Areas of Media Consequences Highlighted by Media Ecology Correlated with  
the Summary Categories of Features of Human Community 
Potential Areas of Consequences 

Highlighted by Media Ecology 
Summary Categories of Features of Human Community:   

Existing and New (in italics) 

Intellect - Models, expectations, thought processes (summary category # 6) 

Emotion - Sensory activity, emotional biases (new) 

Time - Space, time, ontology (new)  

Space - Areas of  definition (summary category #1) 
- Space, time, ontology (new) 

Sensory activity  - Sensory activity, emotional biases (new) 

Political - Governance, power, authority (summary category # 8) 
- Economic processes, energy use (summary category # 7) 

Social - Composition (summary category # 2) 
- Relationships, roles, identity (summary category # 3) 
- Status, rank, individual rights (summary category # 4)  
- Cohesion ( summary category # 5) 
- Economic processes, energy use (summary category # 7) 

Metaphysical - Dysfunctions (summary category #9) 
- Epistemology, metaphysics (new) 

Content - Media environment, processes, content (new) 

Epistemological - Epistemology, metaphysics (new) 
 
 
 
To already existing summary category labels, I make two changes: 

 adding individual rights to summary category 4, making it status, 

rank, and individual rights 
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 adding resistance to category 6, which becomes cohesion and 

resistance 

Extensions from Complex Systems Theory 

 As discussed in Chapter Five, complex systems theory suggests that 

attending to the nature and interrelationships of internal organization, structure, 

processes, and control mechanisms in self-organizing systems (including human 

communities) will generate increased understanding.  Further, the nature of a 

system’s environments and its interactions with its environment shape both the 

system and its environments in a co-evolutionary process.  Attending to these 

features generates four additional summary categories of community features: 

 environment 

 economic, media, and information architecture 

 system organization 

 external interactions 

Further drawing on complex systems theory, I extend three existing summary  

category labels as follows: 

 add coordination to summary category 6, making it cohesion, 

coordination, and resistance 

 change energy use in summary category 7 to matter/energy use,  

making this category economic processes and matter/energy use  
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 add matter/energy to the new summary category suggested by media 

ecology (and not yet numbered) space, time, ontology so that it 

becomes space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

Commentary 

 One of the challenging aspects of this model is to select and attend to 

relevant system levels, not intermixing characteristics or emergent results from 

other levels inappropriately.  This is made more complex by several factors.  

Although some community forms remain comparatively static over time, it is 

important to remember that earlier forms of community are nested in new 

community forms in a remediated manner (see Figure 23 earlier).  Therefore ,the 

nested forms are similar to but different from the historical forms.  Critical to an 

understanding of this remediation is the sociological research discussed in 

Chapter Three (Timmins, 1998; Vidich & Bensman, 1968), showing that 

communities—whatever their apparent physical instantiation—actually function 

using many of the organization characteristics of the society in which they are 

remediated.  For example, in studies in the 1950s of rural communities in the 

United States, gemeinschaft-appearing communities also incorporated many 

“invisible” gesellschaft characteristics.  Moreover, human community—or the 

primary attention group—boundaries are expanding in reach over time.  With this 

expansion come differing types of actions. 
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 The summary category external interactions, newly added in this section, 

provides an example of this difficulty.  While gemeinschaft communities in 

general “hid” from external cooperation or conflict, gesellschafts were situated in 

nation states (a higher level self organizing system) which had considerable focus 

on external interactions.  Citizens were continually affected by and often actively 

participated in these interactions.  In gesellschaft, an examination of the external 

interactions without taking into account nation states would be incomplete and 

deceptive.  The dynamics of cooperation and conflict are changing again with the 

emergence of gecyberschaft, and they affect the daily lives of members of the 

emerging global virtual communities as well as those same individuals’ lives in 

the context of their participation in remediated gemeinschaft (village remediated 

as family and friends) and geographic gesellschaft (cities/nations remediated as 

connected hubs). 

Configuration of Model Summary Categories 

 Complex systems theory both provides a means of organizing the 

expanded summary categories and illuminates the new summary category for the 

emerging definitional characteristic of virtual community—the increased capacity 

to select (and change) purpose and the requisite parts, structures, processes, and 

organization to achieve those results.  It is my hypothesis that the significantly-

increased ability to select purpose and to organize and reorganize around that 

purpose (including changing the fundamentals of the system without destroying 
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it) in response to changes in both the internal and external environments is a 

major punctuation point in the evolution of social systems.  Part of the emergent 

results category and paired with dysfunctions, the new summary category is 

community function and purpose. 

 Summary categories of self-organizing systems are usefully grouped as 

shown here: 

 context 

 system boundaries 

 primary environment 

 system parts 

 structures 

 processes 

 controls 

 organization (relationship of parts, structures, processes, and controls) 

 emergent results 

Figure 24 illustrates the configuration of the model.  The section media 

environment, processes, and content is called out early in the model (summary 

category 3) because communications media and information are the primary or 

precipitating environment for the gecyberschaft period.  In periods after 

gecyberschaft, this category will be grouped later in the model with other system 

processes and the characteristics of the new precipitating environment become the 

third area for observation. 
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Context for systems of community:  1. Environment 

Systems boundaries:  2. Areas of definition 

Current precipitating environment:  3. Media environment, processes, content 

 4. Composition 

 5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

 6. Relationships, roles, identity 

 
System parts (individual member 
characteristics and perceptions): 

 7. Status, rank, individual rights 

 8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

 9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

 
System structures: 

 10. Group, economic, media/information architecture 

 11. Models, expectations, thought processes 

 12. Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

 
System processes: 

 13. Economic processes, matter/energy use 

 14. Governance, power, authority  
  15. External interactions 

Relationship of parts, structures, 
processes and controls: 

  

16. System organization 

 17. Dysfunctions  

 18.  Function, purpose 
 

 
 For ease of presentation later in this chapter, the descriptions on the left of 

Figure 24 (above) are further consolidated into the following six categories: 

1. context and environments for systems of community 

2. parts comprising systems of community 

3. structures for systems of community 

4. processes that maintain systems of community 

5. systems of community control processes 

6. systems of community organization and results 

Figure 24  Summary Category Structure for Salient Features of Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and 
Gecyberschaft 

System control processes: 

Emergent results: 
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 In the next two sections, I add selected points for observation drawn from 

media ecology, complex systems theory, and contemporary sociology, as well as 

examples of my own forecasts arising from the development of the gecyberschaft 

model (the respective source disciplines are noted in parenthesis).  Because 

human society is very complex, there are many more useful categories and 

observation points than it is possible to include in this document.  I have selected 

those which help to illuminate the construction of the model as well as test its 

predictive capabilities. 

Delineation of Gecyberschaft Communities:  Boundaries,  
Purposes, and Identification 

  The vast array of human social systems makes the delineation of the 

specific systems for study, in this instance, communities or primary attention 

groups, an important feature of research programs.  I use the nature of the 

environment and the trajectory of increasing system flexibility, dynamism, and 

autonomy to differentiate the virtual community forms featured in this study.  In 

addition to the system environment and areas of definition (summary categories 1 

and 2), because it is critical to the delineation, I also include system purposes 

(summary category 18) in this section. 

 An understanding of the salient environmental characteristics enables a 

new clarity in examining and identifying the types of boundaries which create the 

areas of definition pertinent to various types of communities.  For example, it is 

difficult—if not impossible—to find the boundaries of a gecyberschaft group if 
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one examines the associated physical geography.  Because the identification of 

the appropriate system is critical and to assist in making the ideas clear, in each of 

the three categories, I provide an example of the characteristic of community 

which has been defined. 

Summary Category 1:  Environment (New) 

 The primary and precipitating environment for virtual community is 

communications media and information.  This does not imply that other 

environments such as physical geography or time-stabilized social processes do 

not exist nor that they are no longer important.  Earlier environments—and the 

features that co-evolve in them—continue to exist in remediated form but the 

salient external environmental perturbations prompting a major community co-

evolutionary punctuation point arise not in historical ecosystems but in the ever 

more complex contemporaneously-emerging environment. 

 Table 53 provides examples of the observed and extrapolated data points 

for gemeinschaft and gesellschaft as well as projections for gecyberschaft.  The 

ideas of precipitating and remediated (or re-manipulated or manufactured) 

environments, developed as a part of this model, are key to an understanding of 

the co-evolution of varying forms of community.  The model can be used to 

extrapolate backwards into history, supported by historical evidence where 

available, as well as to project into the future.  Investigations of the co-
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evolutionary developments arising in various environments enrich the model as 

well as illuminating various specific periods.  

Table 53 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Environment  

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1. Environment 

Precipitating 
community  
environ-
ment  

 (this model)    

- manipulated natural world 
(physical and biological)  

- time-stable social 
processes  

 

- communications media 
and information 

Remediated  
environ-
ments 

(this model, 
media  
ecology) 

- [earlier environments] 
-human 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical and 

biological 
 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical and 

biological 
- manipulated physical 
- social processes 

(manipulated human 
environment) 

 
 

 For the purposes of this investigation, it is important to understand that the 

current change in community environment is not one of going from the 

geography-based natural world as manipulated by humans to the current 

environment of communications media and information.  As Luhmann (1982, 

1989; Bednarz 1987, 1988, 1990) documented, there is an intervening 

environment.  The precipitating environment for community systems during the 

gesellschaft period is time-stabilized social processes, housed in bureaucratic 

organizations such as businesses, NGOs (non-government organizations), and 

nation-state governance.  While not completely fixed, these processes—stabilized 

by the intuitions which housed them—were comparatively unchanging over time 
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(Fukuyama, 2002; Kelly & Allison, 1999; Youngblood, 1997).  The environment 

engendering gecyberschaft is removed from the stability of enduring processes in 

time as well as from the attachment to a defining geography.  

Example of Community Environment and Concomitant Area of Definition  

 The identification of these environments triggers a review of the areas of 

definition for gesellschaft established by Tönnies.  Living when he did, the idea of 

a community not defined in geographical context is not likely to have occurred to 

him, and therefore he contrasted attachment to place in villages with urban life 

and mobility.  The areas of definition data modifications (see Table 54) from the 

examples of data smoothing from earlier in this chapter is shown below as a base 

from which to work in the clarification of this observation. 

 
Table 54 
 
Modifications of Gesellschaft Areas of Definition as a Base for Further Clarification of Areas of Definition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

2.  Areas of definition 

Original 
Tönnies 

- attachment to place - urbanism, mobility  

Modified 
observation  

- local; bounded 
geographies 
(geographically 
instantiated in villages) 

- area characterized by 
mobility but not yet 
defined (geographically 
instantiated in cities and 
nation states) 

 

 
 

The new characterization of environments as precipitating and remediated 

illuminates not only the study of gecyberschaft but also facilitates a deeper 
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understanding of gesellschaft.  After identifying time-stable social processes as 

the precipitating gesellschaft environment (Kelly & Allison, 1999; Luhmann, 

1982), a clear area of definition for gesellschaft primary human groups emerges 

for the first time (shown in Table 55).  The boundaries of primary human groups 

in gesellschaft are to be found in the borders of the bureaucratic organizations to 

which people devoted their primary attention, most often—but  not in all 

circumstances—occurring in businesses, governments, NGOs, etc. (Kelly & 

Allison, 1999; Youngblood, 1997).                  

 
Table 55 
 
Clarification of Gesellschaft Areas of Definition Extrapolated from  
Definition of Precipitating Community Environment 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1. Environment 

Precipitating 
community  
environ-
ment  

- manipulated natural world 
(physical and biological)  

- time-stable social 
processes  

 

-  

2.  Areas of definition 

  Area of 
definition 

 

- local; bounded 
geographies instantiated 
in villages  

- time-stable social 
processes, instantiated in 
bureaucracies such as 
businesses and 
governments located in  
cities, nation states  

- 

Commentary 

 This clarity in definition yields a new and more useful (from the 

perspective of this model) diagram of remediated community forms.  Rather than 

focusing on the hierarchical systems associated with geography and governance 



269 

 
 

as shown earlier in this chapter in Figure 22, the area of definition now arises 

from a precipitating environment as shown in Figure 25 .  

 

 
 
 A method for assessing the modeling power of the environment identified 

as precipitating is to generate projected community characteristics based on the 

selected environment and then to correlate these projections with observations of 

the actual community form in question.  Both in terms of the richness of the 

Figure 25  Restatement of Remediation and Nesting of Community Forms in Gemeinschaft, 
Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 

Gemeinschaft Remediation and Nesting in 
Geographic Gesellschaft 

 
 

Projected Remediation and 
Nesting in Gecyberschaft 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

bureaucracies 

village 
village 

remediated as 
family and 

friends 

village 
remediated as 

family and 
friends 

bureaucracies 
remediated as 

federations 

virtual 
communities 

Cities/nation states become 
bureaucracies. 
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hypotheses it generates (featured in this chapter) and its predictive capacity 

(discussed in the next chapter), communications media and information is 

effective as the precipitating environment for virtual community in this model.  In 

itself, it conforms to the trajectory of being increasingly far from the physical and 

more flexible, dynamic, and autonomous.  And its characteristics support the 

development of robust projections:  that the principal work done by community 

members will be in the area of communication and manipulation of information, 

as one example, and that the economic worldview will become one of abundance.  

This worldview is triggered in part by the property of information which makes it 

possible to simultaneously share and retain it.   

 Although the focus of this work is the form and characteristics of human 

communities, including the environment in which they reside, it is my hypothesis 

that the environments described here are generally applicable to all nested levels 

of the social groups which exist simultaneously (such as classes, schools, 

universities, leagues, and the global academic community or work teams, 

departments, divisions, corporations, industries, and economies).  This suggests a 

series of questions for further research around the extent to which there is 

congruence of characteristics and patterns of organization as well as where and 

why divergence appears.  
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Summary Category 2:  Areas of Definition 

 Having identified the environment, the next step is to identify the 

boundaries of different forms of communities.  This is a key question, and the one 

which prompted this research.  An environment of communications media and 

information suggests that community boundaries are more properly located in the 

communication patterns among members, than, for example, in physical 

geography.  Once the individual and his or her communities (or primary attention 

groups) are separated from a fixed geography and from stable social processes 

over time, it no longer possible to assume that the individuals in a primary 

attention group share congruent personal  communities.  

 Table 56 is a summary of representative observed and extrapolated data 

points for gemeinschaft and gesellschaft as well as projections for gecyberschaft.  

Area of definition is one of the original categories of community characteristics 

identified by the early sociologists.  The observations and projections presented 

earlier in this chapter in this area are repeated below in italics to distinguish them 

from new material while, at the same time, providing a comprehensive view of 

the category.  This convention has been followed throughout the rest of this 

chapter. 
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Table 56 
 
Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Areas of Definition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

2.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

(sociology) 

- local; bounded 
geographies  

- time-stable social 
processes 

- electronic communications  
and digital information 
storage 

Starting point 
for group 
definition 

(this model) 

- geography - organizations - purposes located in 
communications patterns 
and information 
relationships 

Instantiations 
(this model) 

- villages  - bureaucracies:  
businesses, 
governments, NGO’s  

- gecyberschafts (groups of 
purpose) 

Fixity of 
definition 

(this model) 

- stable but vulnerable to 
extermination 

- moderate organizational 
longevity 

- frequent changes in 
boundaries; wide 
variations in group 
longevity 

Example of Gecyberschaft Community Mapping  

 
 Because they are not located in geographic areas (charted in traditional 

maps) or bureaucracies (defined in organization charts) but instead in the abstract 

and fluid environment of communications and information, gecyberschaft 

community boundaries require new types of boundary plotting.  Valdis Krebs 

(1999, 2003, 2004), through his company InFlow Software, is among a growing 

number of specialists who provide software and consulting services which 

analyze information and communications flows in order to establish the emergent 

boundaries and organizational structures of various groups consciously and 

unconsciously organized around purpose.  Krebs has carried out several mappings 
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of the boundaries, leadership structures, and  teamwork patterns within various 

communities of practice, and has delineated patterns of expertise,  

influence, and knowledge-sharing within them by analyzing direct and indirect 

communications among members (2003), including book purchases (1999, 2003, 

2004), e-mails (2003), and indicators of academic collaboration.  Figures 26 is an 

example from Krebs (2003) of group mapping within a communications and 

information environment.  In particular, it is a map of several communities of 

practice as identified by an examination of email flows and content. 

 
Figure 26  Group Mapping in Communications Environment.  Note.  From Data Mining Email to 
Discover Social Networks and Communities of Practice by Valdis Krebs.  Copyright 2003 by 
Valids Krebs.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Commentary 

 The process of mapping the boundaries of communities changes with the 

environment and group form.  In gemeinschaft, the discovery and accurate 

placement of a village on a map might be expected to last centuries.  In 

gesellschaft, identification of a government or major business might last for 

decades.  In gecyberschaft, I predict that the mapping of communities disengaged 

from place, continuity over time, and static membership will necessarily develop 

to show changes in real time.  

Summary Category 18:  Function and Purpose (New) 

 As the external and internal environments of communities change over 

time, the functions of primary attention groups change.  In this area, it is 

particularly important to attend the internal environment, which includes earlier 

stages of community that continue to exist in remediated form.  Just as the single-

celled organisms incorporated in a mammal are critical to its survival but are not 

the focus of its consciousness, earlier forms of community which have been 

incorporated in the social structure are not the foci of the emergent community.  

With the emergence of gecyberschaft, the new function of communities is to be 

able to solve complex problems and to generate social capital.  Moreover, with 

the increase in autonomy at both the level of the individual and the community, in 

gecyberschaft the choice of community purpose becomes a significant factor for 

the first time.  At this point in the evolutionary process, the selection of purpose is 
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not without constraint.  Because human communities exist within a predominantly 

closed system (the primary exception being energy from the sun), the selection of 

purpose is constrained by the availability of energy to support the work and 

organization necessary to pursue it.  While gecyberschaft communities are, for the 

most part, well supplied with matter/energy, they are often not self-sustaining and 

they require global stability.  Among the factors which may undermine global 

stability are the uneven distribution and use of energy, lack of agreement over 

appropriate purposes, and the differences which arise from the coexistence of 

various community forms (e.g., remediated gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 

communities which are contemporaneous with gecyberschaft communities).   

 This category is one in which the results of emergent self-organization and 

the intended and unintended consequences of conscious decision-making will be 

very prominent.  This does not render forecasting useless but suggests that, when 

making observations, researchers should actively look not only for data which 

validates or invalidates the predictions but also new areas to be observed. 

Table 57 is a summary of selected observed and extrapolated data points. 
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Table 57 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Function, Purpose 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

18. Function, purpose 

Functionality 
(this model, 

complex 
systems) 

- provide biological 
sustenance 

- generate economic wealth 
- upgrade living conditions, 

extend basic education 
- defend/extend ontology 

and governance modality  

- generate social wealth  
(sustainability, 
entertainment, 
knowledge, wisdom) 

- coordination of all human 
beings and/or beings 

- solve complex problems at 
global level  

Social period 
primary 
attention 
group 
purpose 

(this model) 

- continuity 
 

- control or profit  -co-evolutionary 
sustainability 

- responsibility and trust 
- entertainment 

Autonomy of 
purpose 

(complex 
systems) 

- none 
- single goal 

- very limited 
- limited goals 

- significant freedom with 
constraints 

- multiple goals 

Individual level 
purpose  

(psychology) 

- safety and security  
[Maslow level 2] 

- belonging 
[Maslow level 3] 

- esteem, reputation, 
responsibility 

[Maslow level 4] 

Individual 
autonomy 

(complex 
systems) 

- very limited 
- limits arise from 

environment 

- limited 
- limits imposed externally 

- substantive but not 
unlimited 

- limits imposed internally 
(individuals self limiting) 

Largest 
geographic 
responsi-
bility 

(this model) 

- village  - nation-state/alliances of 
states 

-global  

Responsibility 
over what 
time period 

(this model) 

- assumed to be unchanging - one-to-three generations; 
focus on present 

- several centuries (past and 
future) 
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Examples of Emergent Gecyberschafts:  Communities of Purpose 

 Below are examples of gecyberschafts in three categories:   

1) unprecedented groups of purpose made possible and precipitated 

by the capacities and problems of the gecyberschaft environment; 

2)  groups of purpose arising from remediated gesellschaft 

organizations but formed with gecyberschaft characteristics; and   

3) groups of purpose emerging from remediated gemeinschaft 

neighborhoods, again formed with gecyberschaft characteristics. 

Newly-Emerging Gecyberschafts 

 Examples of self-selected groups of purpose that are explicitly not housed 

within geographies or bureaucratic organizations such as businesses or nation-

states and that are addressing co-evolutionary sustainability and responsibility at 

the global level include the Global Leadership Initiative (Global Leadership 

Initiative, n.d.), The World Café (World Café, n.d.), and the Laboratory for Social 

Invention (Hamilton, 2004).  Representative of these groups is the following 

situational assessment and statement of purpose made by the Global Leadership 

Initiative:  

We have reached a critical juncture in our ability to address the most vital 
global issues of our time. Increasing poverty and disease, shrinking 
biodiversity and habitat destruction, and political and social conflict all 
threaten global stability and prosperity. The inability of nation-states to 
work together effectively on such issues—as evidenced by the collapse of 
the World Trade Organization negotiations, the stalemate over the Kyoto 
Treaty on global warming, and the discord over the war in Iraq—signals 
an emerging systemic breakdown in established methods for addressing 
global challenges. Furthermore, some of the greatest threats to global 
peace and prosperity come from problems that cannot be resolved solely 
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by nation-states, but require new, cross-boundary approaches that include 
non-state actors (especially marginalized groups). The confluence of 
issues that cry out for our immediate attention has reached a critical 
threshold, yet few of our current leaders or institutions seem willing or 
able to answer the call…. 

 
….The Initiative’s mission is….to address the world’s most complex 
global challenges and critical emerging risks. (Global Leadership 
Initiative, n.d., The call of our time section, ¶ 1) 

 
Within the next five years, the Global Leadership Initiative plans to launch ten 

international projects that address responsibility at the global level, “such as 

AIDS, malnutrition, water, and climate change” (Hamilton, 2004, p. 75). 

 Although many gecyberschafts may be expected to embrace purposes of 

social wealth, sustainability and trust, the choice of purpose is much less 

constrained by the environment than in earlier periods and, as is to be expected, 

groups with varying types of purposes are emerging.  Further complicating 

research distinctions is the diversity of assessment of the appropriateness and 

value of various goals as well as the means used to pursue those goals.   

 A contrasting example to the gecyberschafts cited above is provided by 

the alibi and excuse clubs (Richtel, 2004) connecting thousands of strangers via 

the Internet and cell phones.  Such clubs exist in the United States, Europe, and 

Asia, primarily among younger people who have spent most of their lives 

immersed in an all-encompassing media environment.  Club members join in 

order to be able to use text messaging to request alibis from strangers: 

When a willing helper responds, the sender and the helper devise a lie, and 
the helper then calls the victim with the excuse—not unlike having a 
friend forge a doctor's note for a teacher in the pre-digital age.   (Richtel, 
2004, p. C14) 
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United by short-term, specific reputation needs, members of these clubs use cell 

phones to enable distributed problem solving—drawing on the “safer” support of 

strangers, with reciprocity expected not between individuals but within the group. 

There is nothing new about making excuses or telling fibs. But the lure of 
alibi networks, their members say, lies partly with the anonymity of the 
Internet, which lets people find collaborators who disappear as quickly as 
they appeared. Engaging a freelance deceiver is also less risky than 
dragging a friend into a ruse.  (Richtel, 2004, p. C14) 

Remediated Gesellschaft Businesses as a Context for Gecyberschafts 

 
 In their paper Weaving our strategies together:  Turning what we have 

into what we need, Ramer and Steltenpohl (2004b) characterize gesellschaft 

bureaucracies as systems which “can isolate and keep us apart as much as they 

bring us together” (p.1).  They go on to describe as an alternative to bureaucracies 

the formation of federated member-centric networks—or communities—arising 

from “shared purpose, principles and agreements” (p. 2).  As shown in Figure 27, 

they provide a summary of one approach which has been used to develop 

 
Figure 27 Steps to Forming Communities of Purpose in Remediated Businesses.  Note.  From 
Weaving Our Strategies Together:  Turning What We Have Into What We Need (p. 6) by John 
Ramer and Greg Steltenpohl.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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communities of purpose within the context of business partnerships. 

 
Figure 28 is a map of the initial stages of an exploration of potential shared 

purposes between the Interra Project and Celilo Group Media. This map indicates 

an alignment of interests between two remediated gesellschaft organizations, each 

of which are businesses with goals of contributing to economic and social 

sustainability at the global level, instantiated through different means at the level 

of local geographic communities.   

 

  
 
 

Figure 28 Excerpt From Map of Joint Group Purpose Exploration.  Note.  From 
Weaving Our Strategies Together:  Turning What We Have Into What We Need (p. 6) 
by John Ramer and Greg Steltenpohl.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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 Ramer and Steltenpohl (2004a, 2004b) are social pioneers who “live” 

extensively in and consciously attend to the communications media and 

information environment, which is to say they work actively with the Internet and 

software specifically designed to support structured and emergent social self 

organization.  Thus I would predict that their research would reflect mapping of 

purpose in order to locate and form federations of shared purpose, as is the case. 

Remediated Gemeinschaft Neighborhoods as a Context for Gecyberschafts 

 In their paper, Mapping Community Capacity, McKnight and Kretzman 

(1996), working from the Institute for Policy Research located at Northwestern 

University, provide examples of neighborhood community mapping during the 

1990s.  Their maps document needs and assets in order to align purposes in 

traditional, geographically-determined neighborhoods (see Figures 29 and 30).  

These mappings were charted by researchers using face-to-face interviews 

recorded with pen and paper, and they provide an excellent example of the 

emergence of gecyberschaft function-based groups or communities in what might 

appear to be gesellschaft institutions.  
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Figure 29 Neighborhood Needs Map.  Note.  From Mapping Community 
Capacity (p. 17a) by John Mcknight and John Kretzman, 1996, Evanston, IL:  
Institute for Policy Research, Northwestern University.  Copyright 1996 by 
John Mcknight and John Kretzman.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Figure 30 Neighborhood Assets Map.  Note.  From Mapping Community Capacity (p. 18a) 
by John Mcknight and John Kretzman, 1996, Evanston, IL:  Institute for Policy Research, 
Northwestern University.  Copyright 1996 by John Mcknight and John Kretzman.  
Reprinted with Permission. 
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Commentary 

 Concomitant with continual increases in both internal and external 

environmental complexity, primary attention group needs and goals may be 

expected to change frequently.  There are two types of response to changes in 

function at the system level:  1) frequent group dissolution and formation and 2) 

changes in the group membership, structure, processes, and organization.  The 

ability of groups to change themselves—especially their structure—is a key 

characteristic of gecyberschaft groups and a fundamental societal change.   

 If purposes at the primary attention group system level continue to mirror 

Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of individual psychological needs, gecyberschaft 

groups are likely to foster purposes which are related to responsibility, reputation, 

and esteem.  Widespread achievement of these purposes are likely to be a 

precursor to community purposes which generate self actualization for the group.  

In this context it is interesting to recall the Katz and Rice (2002) finding (reported 

in Chapter Six) that among high Internet users who create individual identity 

projects, the idea of self actualization emerges as a right.   

Defining and Identifying Gecyberschaft Communities 

 Since geographic boundaries are no longer relevant for identifying 

individual social systems and determining community boundaries at this point in 

the evolution of community form, I propose that community identity and 

boundaries be delineated by beginning either with a purpose or with an individual 
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human being.  With this staring point, it is now both possible and important to 

distinguish between two types of communities or primary attention groups:   

  those virtual communities of purpose to which human beings living 

in a precipitating environment of information and media give their 

primary attention and through which they pursue collective purposes   

  the group of approximately 150 individuals with whom a single 

individual is strongly connected by bonds of blood, emotional 

attachment, attention, and often, but not always, face-to-face 

experience. 

 In gemeinschaft these two groups were, for the most part, congruent.  This 

is no longer the case but, because this distinction is rarely made explicit, the word 

community often creates confusion.  As gemeinschaft came to be the name for 

both village communities and the general characteristics of society, I propose that 

gecyberschaft label both the virtual groups of purpose and the characteristics of 

the overall society which is emerging concurrently.  For those people intimately 

associated with an individual, I propose the term individual gemeinschaft.  

 Preliminary determination of community membership boundaries is made 

by frequency, intensity, and duration of communications and the presence of 

shared information ontologies (not necessarily metaphysics), processes, protocols, 

and organization that supports interaction.  After preliminary community 

boundaries have been drawn, membership may be tested from the perspective of 

the individual or at the group level. 
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Individual Gemeinschaft 

 Each individual gemeinschaft is unique, centered on an individual, and 

typically composed of three categories of people: 

 inhabitants of a gemeinschaft village remediated as family and 

friends 

 employees and citizens of gesellschaft bureaucracies remediated as 

employment and governance federations concentrated in hubs and 

connected by flows of communication and matter/energy 

 members of gecyberschaft virtual communities of purpose 

 Although in each set of relationships the characteristics of the individual 

participants and the mores of the relationship exhibit characteristics of the societal 

form in which they originally emerged, at the same time they are overlaid with the 

characteristics of the societal structure in which they are immersed—in this case, 

the characteristics of gecyberschaft.  For example, remediated family and friends 

are likely to try to engage and respond to an individual as a self—that is to say to 

know (or take into account) the person in all or his or her roles and identities (see 

Figure 31).  At the same time, the increasing complexity of roles and identities 

make it more difficult and time consuming to understand another person as a 

whole.  Thus even the most intimate family and friends must decide how much 

time and effort to invest in understanding the various facets of another person’s 

life.  This decision-making introduces considerations of purpose and efficient use 
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of time.  Such considerations would not have characterized original gemeinschaft 

intimate relationships.   

 

 
In another reflection of the respective styles of each type of group, the 

members of an individual’s family-and-friends group, while changing more 

frequently than they did historically in village life, will change less than those 

associated with those from employment and governance groups.  Continuing this 

trend in autonomy and flexibility, the composition of the gesellschaft groups 

which form part of an individual’s primary gemeinschaft circle will change less 

often than those drawn from an individual’s choice of virtual communities of 

  

village 
remediated as 

family and 
friends 

bureaucracies 
remediated as 

federations 

virtual 
communities 

self in 
remediated 

role(s) 

person 
remediated as 

role-set(s) 

being/multiple 
role sets 

 

 
Figure 31 Primary Gemeinschaft in the Context of Gecyberschaft:  Individual Identity 
and Primary Attention Group Correlations 
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purpose.  An abstracted example of an individual gemeinschaft might include the 

following: 

 a group of some fifty family members and intimate and/or long-

standing friends:  group membership is quite stable, often but not 

exclusively changing as a result of biological birth or death 

 some fifty people associated with stage-of-life federations (school, 

employment, government):  membership primarily arises in the 

context of the individual’s learning, occupation, or vocation.  The 

individual’s interests, training, experience, and network generate 

patterns of moderate stability 

 some fifty people from several—often incongruent—groups of 

purpose.  The individual’s choice of groups as well as other 

membership within the groups may change rapidly   

 The boundaries of individual gemeinschafts are not easily observed 

externally.  Although external evidence, including such documents as 

genealogical and civil records (birth and marriage certificates as examples), 

school and employment records, and membership and distribution lists and 

frequency of communication may help to establish likely boundaries, the 

determination of membership is established by the level of commitment and 

binding felt by the individual concerned.  Human emotions—feelings of love, 

responsibility, and need as examples—are the final determinants of individual 

gemeinschaft membership.  Accurate delineation of an individual gemeinschaft 
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requires both observation and interactive investigation supported by the core 

individual.  I include the development of a rigorous methodology for this purpose 

in the suggestions for further research proposed in Chapter Nine.  

  Individual gemeinschafts exist for the life of the core individual and often 

follow a bell curve pattern, as shown in Figure 32.  During the early life of the 

core individual, community size is small and composed primarily of family and 

friends.  During mid life, the community increases to the full capacity of the core 

individual and is composed of all three groups.  Finally, towards the end of the 

individual’s life, community size often contracts again.  Observation of group 

composition is another area noted for in the suggestions for further research in 

Chapter Nine:  Do most individual gemeinschaft communities earlier in the life of 

the core individual include more members from stage-of-life organizations, and 

later in life, more members from groups of purpose, as appears likely anecdotally 

now?  Will this pattern change over time as gecyberschaft patterns become 

established? 
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Commentary 

  
 
  
 There is an increasing amount of software, commonly called social 

software, which provides an individual with categorized and annotated 

information about people with whom that individual has had or wishes to have  

contact.  The number of entries in these data bases of people at least potentially 

relevant to an individual are coming to exceed tens and even hundreds of 

thousands (LinkedIn, n.d.; Spoke Software, n.d.).  However, the lack of frequent, 

intense, extended communication removes these “contacts” from the boundaries 

of an individual’s gecyberschaft community, which remains, as discussed above, 

at approximately 150 people.  Although outside the scope of this work, it seems a 
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reasonable extension of the developments in biotechnology (Kurzweil, 2002a) and 

the increased need for collaboration in the face of continually increasing 

complexity in both internal and external community environments that this limit 

might be removed in a subsequent evolutionary punctuation.  This open question 

will be included in Chapter Nine. 

Gecyberschaft Groups of Purpose 

 Virtual communities of purpose—or gecyberschafts—are generated  

within a precipitating environment of communication media and information and 

have, as their center, a purpose around which group membership forms.  

Gecyberschafts are not tied to the physical geography of gemeinschaft, nor to the 

hierarchical organization structures of gesellschaft, and therefore it is not possible 

to locate group boundaries based on the geographic location of the members or on 

formal organizational relationships such as employee, student, or citizen.   

 Gecyberschaft group membership is more voluntary and less based on 

older formal categories such as race, sex, birthplace, or country of origin than 

prior community forms.  New distinctions and requirements arise at both the 

individual and the group level.   

 To become a member of a gecyberschaft group of purpose, the individual 

must: 

 know the gecyberschaft exists and be able to locate it (remediated 

gemeinschaft); 
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 have the equipment and services to access the hosting medium 

(remediated gemeinschaft);  

 have the skills to participate coupled with the capability to 

demonstrate trustworthiness (remediated gesellschaft);  

 be able and willing to meet the requirements for contribution to the 

group (remediated gesellschaft); and 

 make the decision to establish some type of presence (internally 

and/or externally visible), using one or more of his or her multiple 

identities in the group. 

During the early stages of gecyberschaft society, when the education and training 

for participation as well as the equipment and services for access are both 

comparatively expensive individually and dependent in large measure on societal 

infrastructure, the demographics of potential and actual members of  

gecyberschaft groups of purpose are likely to match those privileged in 

gesellschaft society. 

 At the gecyberschaft group level, an abstracted summary description of 

requirements for sustainable existence might include: 

 a communications and information infrastructure which enables 

group formation within the appropriate communications medium 

(remediated gemeinschaft in the environment); 

 sufficient inflow of matter/energy and information to generate and 

maintain itself (remediated gemeinschaft for the specific group);  
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 a stable, sustainable society with educated and self-sustaining 

members (remediated gesellschaft in the environment); 

 a social organization which supports group formation and purposeful 

activity including the protection of individual members (remediated 

gesellschaft for the specific group); and 

 a purpose which attracts and retains members with the commitment, 

skills, and abilities sufficient to pursue the purpose. 

 Gecyberschafts exist only as long as they have contributing members who 

provide or arrange for the matter/energy necessary to fuel group organization.  

Group life may be very short—measured in terms of days, hours, or even minutes, 

and dissolving either with the completion of the purpose or lack of sufficient 

commitment to the purpose which sustains the group—or very long.   

 Open Space technology (Open Space World, n.d.) provides an example of 

a method of facilitating the emergence of self-defining groups committed to 

purposes which exist as long as there is sustainable energy and attention.  Group 

definition, life, and boundaries arise in the context of a specific purpose.  

Businesses, governments and other current and remediated gesellschafts as well 

as emerging gecyberschafts in over ninety countries use Open Space technology 

to engender groups of purpose.  As described by the technology’s founder, 

Harrison Owen (1977; Open Space World, n.d. ), Open Space: 

runs on two fundamentals: passion and responsibility.  Passion engages 
the people in the room.  Responsibility ensures things get done ( n.d., 
About open space section).  
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Herman (2003) summarizes the key elements of open space technology in what 

are known as the Four Principles and One Law of Open Space: 

1)  "Whoever comes is the right people" acknowledges that the only 
people really qualified or able to do great work on any issue are those who 
really care, and freely choose to be involved. 

  
2)  "Whenever it starts is the right time" recognizes that spirit and 
creativity don't run on the clock, so while we're here, we'll all keep a 
vigilant watch for great ideas and new insights, which can happen at 
anytime.  

 
3)  "Whatever happens is the only thing that could have" allows everyone 
to let go of the could haves, would haves and should haves, so that we can 
give our full attention to the reality of what is happening, is working, and 
is possible right now. And finally,  

 
4)  "When it's over, it's over" acknowledges that you never know just how 
long it'll take to deal with a given issue, and reminds us that getting the 
work done is more important than sticking to an arbitrary schedule. Taken 
together, these principles say "work hard, pay attention, but be prepared to 
be surprised!" 

 
The one law is The Law of Two Feet, or in some cases, The Law of 
Personal Mobility. It says simply that you, and only you, know where you 
can learn and contribute the most to the work that must take place today. It 
demands that you use your two feet to go where you need to go and do 
what you need to do. If at any time today, you find that you are not 
learning or contributing, you have the right and the responsibility to 
move... find another breakout session, visit the food table, take a walk in 
the sunshine, make a phone call–but DO NOT waste time.  (Working in 
open space: A guided tour section). 

 
 Gecyberschafts emerge from within environments of information and 

electronic communication but are in no way exclusive to groups primarily housed 

in the Internet.  Despite the word virtual in the term virtual communities, 

gecyberschafts are often described solely in terms of groups who interact via the 

Internet (Barnes, 2003: Rheingold, 1993).  Even though ten years later Rheingold 
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came to recognize the existence of self-organizing groups using cell phones 

(2002; described in Chapter Six), his original work on virtual community, framed 

by the definition of online communities, has and continues to shape the thinking 

in this area (Ambrozek & Cothrel, 2004; Hamman, 2004).  There are now 

numerous examples of gecyberschafts with hosting communications media other 

than the Internet, including but not limited to cell phones and personal 

communications technologies (Katz & Rice, 2002; Rheingold, 2002) and web 

radio (WBUN Radio Free Sluggites, n.d.).   Gecyberschaft period communities 

which primarily meet face-to-face (Saponsnick, 2003; Human Issues in 

Management, n.d.) may also exhibit the most of the  characteristics of virtual 

groups of purpose. 

 When defining gecyberschaft boundaries, a focus on the hosting 

communications environment is problematic for three reasons:   

1) gecyberschafts use multiple media and often select different hosting 

media depending on the immediate purpose (Munro, 2004; Senge, et 

al., 2004), and thus cannot accurately be defined by starting with a 

communications medium;  

2) as discussed in chapters IV and VI, communications media continue to 

develop quickly, with rapid adoption, so that a group which was 

primarily hosted by telephone may now equally be hosted by cell 

phone and Internet; and 
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3) the convergence of various formerly distinct media—from plain old 

wired telephones, to cell phones, PCTs (personal communications 

technologies, Katz & Rice, 2000), newspapers delivered 

simultaneously via paper and via the web (New York Times, 2004; 

Wall Street Journal, 2004), and phone and radio broadcasts delivered 

via the Internet (Ibe, 2001; Live365, 2004)—makes tracking via a 

particular communications mechanism less useful. 

 Preliminary examination of gecyberschaft membership boundaries is made 

by starting with an observation of the people associated with a group’s purpose 

and studying the frequency, intensity, and duration of communications among 

group members as well as the presence of shared information and information 

ontologies (not necessarily metaphysics), processes, protocols, and organization 

that supports interaction.  Interaction frequency and duration do not alone 

establish definitive boundaries.  

 Gecyberschaft membership may be self-selected or invited or a 

combination of the two.  In invitational gecyberschafts, membership boundaries 

are established by the mutual decision of the group and the individual.  In 

gecyberschafts with self-selecting membership, simple participation in the 

group’s communications—which may potentially be silent, as in the case of 

online lurkers (Barnes, 2003)—is sufficient until or unless the individual is called 

upon to support the group’s purpose in some way.  Once called upon for support, 

the test for whether any being is a member of a gecyberschaft lies in the level of 
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willingness of that person to commit personally controlled resources in support of 

the group’s purpose.  Examples of resources include but are not limited to time, 

attention, presence, social network, and reputation as well as money, work, and 

materials.  

 To summarize, in a robust gecyberschaft environment—which is to say an 

environment in which gemeinschaft and gesellschaft group purposes are 

consistently met—virtual communities of purpose are those groups to which 

human beings living in a precipitating environment of information and media give 

significant attention and through which they pursue collective purposes.  An 

individual living in the gecyberschaft period is likely to be a member of several 

incongruent gecyberschafts simultaneously, and to change his or her choice of 

groups over time.  Further, each person maintains an individual gemeinschaft.  

Boundaries for gecyberschafts and individual gemeinschafts are illustrated in 

Figure 33.  This figure draws attention once again to the increasing freedom of 

group-formation with boundaries that are not fixed in place or time:  unlike early 

predominant group forms, gecyberschafts are disassociated from place (the 

geography of gemeinschaft villages) and from time (the gesellschaft 

bureaucracies such as business and nation states). 
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Commentary  

 In this section, I have focused on individual gemeinschaft (as an 

originating and now remediated form of community) and gecyberschaft groups of 

purpose based on their position as the currently emerging form of community.  It 

is important to articulate here both that there are other existing and important 

distinct system levels, such as remediated gesellschaft communities, and that new  

social system levels will no doubt emerge over time, as shown in Figure 34. 

 

virtual 
communities 

village 
remediated as 

family and 
friends 

bureaucracies 
remediated as 

federations 

Gecyberschaft groups of purpose or virtual 
communities: 
 

 space/membership boundary:  members 
willing to contribute/participate at personal 
cost 

 
 time boundary:  length of time the group 

goal engenders membership and 
resources 

Individual gecyberschaft, comprised of 
various primary attention groups: 
 

 space/membership boundary:  
approximately 150 people with whom 
the individual has frequent or important 
interaction from all types of groups 

 
 time boundary:  life of the individual 

Figure 33  System Boundaries for Two Levels and Group Forms in Gecyberschaft: Virtual Groups 
of Purpose and Individual Gemeinschafts from the Individual Level 
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individual 

gemeinschaft 

remediated 
gesellschaft:  
federations 

remediated 
gecyberschaft 

emergent 
primary attention 

group form 

A new form of primary attention group will 
emerge in the next major step in societal 
punctuated evolution. 

The remediated gesellschaft level of 
society, although not a focus of this 
investigation continues to a significant factor in 
the overall ecology of human groups: 
 

 space/membership boundary:  
members of an organization as 
determined by the hierarchical 
structures (employees as an example) 

 
 time boundary:  length of time the 

organization has legitimacy (profitability 
for a business; recognized and 
accepted/enforced power for a 
government) 

 
Figure 34  Extended Levels and Forms of Primary Attention Groups:  Other 
Organizational Levels 

Other mappings, such as  concentric circles indicating geography-based 

government, as an example (see Figure 35), are useful for specific purposes. 
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village/city 

state/province 

nation/union 

 

 

 

 

 

Further Projections of Gecyberschaft Characteristics:   
Trajectories Based on Theory 

 In this section, I add to the developing model several new features of 

community form or categories for observation drawn from media ecology, 

complex systems theory, and contemporary sociology, as well as my own 

contributions drawn from the development of the gecyberschaft model thus far 

(the respective source disciplines are noted in parenthesis). In most cases, the 

characteristics of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft relevant to these new categories 

have been discussed earlier in this work.  In other cases, characteristics are 

projected backward from the shape of the vector and a general review of history.  

Although some media ecologists whose work was reviewed in Chapter Six have 

observed changes relevant to these categories arising in gecyberschaft, their 

Figure 35 Geography-based Mapping of 
Governmental Jurisdiction 
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observations will be used only to create categories for examination here.  The 

observations themselves will be applied in Chapter Eight.  In a very few cases, 

when very specific projections in the shape of this model have been made by 

media ecologists, the sources are noted. 

 The following projections for gecyberschaft characteristics are made in a 

manner similar to those made earlier in this chapter:  that is to say, by using 

theory and earlier data points to create hypotheses concerning the likely evolution 

of community characteristics.  Having described the synergistic process of  

selecting and applying key facets of the supporting theoretical frameworks earlier 

in this chapter, I do not repeat the description of the process in what follows.  

Instead, I discuss selected projections as a means of illuminating the process. 

Context and Environments for Systems of Community:  Characteristics and 
Projections 

 The three summary categories in this area—environment, areas of 

definition, and media environment, processes, and content—build on each other, 

beginning with observations of the characteristics of the environment for human 

communities in different evolutionary stages.  The first two categories have 

already been discussed in the preceding section of this chapter. The third category 

requires a more detailed review of the specific ecology stimulating the co-

evolution of gecyberschaft as a community form.   



302 

 
 

Summary Category:  Media Environment, Processes, Content (New) 

 Once the context, environments, and boundaries of the  different systems 

of community have been identified, it is important to attend to the characteristics 

of the specific environments that precipitate(d) the change in community forms.  

Table 58 provides examples of the projected characteristics of the media 

environment for gecyberschaft systems of community.   

 The projection of the development of multiple participation presences is a 

good example of the synergy among the theoretical approaches used in building 

the gecyberschaft model.  Media ecology (Bolter & Grusin, 2000; Manovich, 

2002) directs attention to the various types of presences called forth by different 

types of communication media.  A review of history then shows that, as complex 

systems theory would predict, human presence is becoming more complex and 

more autonomous, with increasing flexibility and increased ability to use 

information.  Taking the idea of multiple types of presence and more complex 

organizations to the sociological arena, in turn, allows me to project that the 

individual, in an advanced form of multi-tasking activity, will be present and 

attending to multiple gecyberschafts simultaneously.  Returning to media ecology, 

I then predict that this simultaneous multiple presence will be supported by 

software and hardware not yet developed as well as by newly-emergent 

internally/naturally/biologically-supported human capabilities. 
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Table 58 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Media Environment, Processes, Content 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

3. Media environment, processes, content 

Characteristic  
medium 

- scribal  
 

- print, linear narrative 
 

- electronic communications, 
software supported  

Relationship of 
content 
items 

- fluid 
- additive  
 

- fixed; linear, indexed 
- narrative  
- moderately stable, 

includes the idea of 
progress 

- linked/networked, 
searchable 

- continuous (VR) 
- manipulable 

Communica-
tion 
distribution/ 
architecture 

- limited; supporting  
hierarchy 

- months/years 

- mass distribution from 
hierarchy 

- days/months 

- one-few-many to one-few-
many 

- hours/minutes/real-time 

Replication - approximate, by formula 
 

-  mechanical, limited - digital reproduction, 
virtually limitless 

Media environ-
ment 

- sparse 
- low intensity 

- limited 
- moderated intensity 

- continuous and immersive 
- saturates remediated 

environments 

Participation 
presences   

 

- face-to-face 
 

[earlier presences] 
- absent physical (attending 

to symbols and 
representations) 

[earlier presences] 
- immersed in virtual reality 

and simulations  
- telepresence 
- mediated physical 

Content - subjective, flexible but 
relatively stable and 
limited 

- objective, expanding and 
superseded by 
verification 

- subjective from multiple 
POV, rapidly expanding, 
interconnected 

Content 
authorship/ 
protection  

 

- no author noted, performer 
is author 

- access is skill related 

- formal, singular attribution 
- legal protection 
 
 

- group authorship 
- no/modified intellectual 

property protection 
 

Information 
format 

 

- speech governed by 
mnemonics  

- manuscripts limited and 
brief 

 

- arranged visually, 
organized logically, use 
of pictures, maps, data 
tables 

- combination of text and 
audio-visual formats, 
fixed and moving 

- basic and advanced 
representational  

Note.  All subcategories suggested by media ecology. 
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Parts Comprising Systems of Community:  Characteristics and Projections 

 After examining the ecology outside community boundaries, the next step 

is to examine the significant characteristics of the “parts” that comprise the 

community.  In this section, I develop the four categories for attending to the 

changes in the characteristics and perceptions of gecyberschaft members, 

beginning with group composition; proceeding to the sensory activity and 

emotional biases of gecyberschaft members; their relationships, roles, and 

identity; and finally characteristics relating to status, rank and individual rights.  

Summary Category 4:  Composition 

 As discussed earlier, in the trajectory away from the physical and from 

enduring social organizations as the environment becomes more complex, new 

categories of community features arise which would not have been prominent in 

earlier periods.  For example, over time community composition challenges shift 

from the physical requirements of maintaining a sufficiently diverse gene-pool to 

promote the continuing sturdiness of offspring (gemeinschaft) to social needs for 

an appropriate mix of skills and demographics (gesellschaft), and again to the 

needs for the appropriate mix of psychological and sensory preferences required 

to attend to differing features in the environment as well as bring differing 

qualities of attention and energy to group purposes.  Table 59 lists additional  
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Table 59 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Composition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

4.  Composition 

 Composition 
(sociology) 

- homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

- homogeneous via 
universal human culture 
and race (remediated 
demographics among 
style preferences) 

- heterogeneous in species 
and biological/machine 
mix 

- homogeneous in purpose, 
skill- and access-level 

Membership 
choice 

(this model) 

- none - limited; often determined 
by external 
bureaucracies  

- substantive:  choice of 
many gecyberschafts; 
choice of continuing with 
any group; liquid tribalism 
(Strate, 1995) 

Membership 
rate of 
change  

(this model) 

- low:  individuals change 
over generations; little 
change in family groups 

- medium:  change based on 
organizational 
requirements; tenure 
varying from individual’s 
work life to several years 

- wide range:  dependent on 
type of purpose and 
stamina of members 

Composition 
challenge 

(this model) 

- biological need for genes 
from outside 

- appropriate membership 
requirements (questions 
of skills and 
demographics) 

 

- skill, social, psychological, 
and sensory diversity 

- education and access 
enablement 

- fully representative of the 
purpose 

Language/skill
s required 
for full 
participatio
n (media 
ecology) 

- oral 
 

- oral and mediated oral 
- reading/writing  
- math 
- science 
(Logan, 1997) 

- [all prior] 
- software and interfaces  
- programming and data 

bases 
- continuous learning 
- mediated social 

coordination 

Methods of 
locating 
group 

(this model) 

- born into community  
- entire community 

relocation only under 
extreme pressure 

-  match to bureaucracy:  
e.g., skills match to 
employer need; 
citizenship 

-  digital search/automated 
purpose matching from 
both individual and group  
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features of group composition suggested by theory and model development, along 

with my projections in each area.   

Summary Category 5:  Sensory Activity and Emotional Biases (New) 

 Media ecology is the discipline which brings this new category to the fore.  

Despite the fact that the precipitating environments for gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft are not media, there were powerful media environments which had 

significant consequences in these periods as has been documented by the scholars 

whose work is summarized in Chapter Six.  Table 60 shows the categories and 

projections in this area.   

 Because communications media and information are the precipitating 

environment for gecyberschaft, we may expect the consequences of electronic 

media use and information immersion to be especially strong.  Indeed, my 

projection of the type of emotional participation which may be expected to 

emerge is one which places human beings in the center of a perceived “universe” 

which may be physical, social, or virtual or—often—some combination of the 

three.  Gecyberschaft emotional participation will be experiential, in contrast to, 

for example, the distanced participation of a formal observer typical in 

gesellschaft.  The focal point for  experimental participation will vary with the 

point of view, time (including historical and various future scenarios), and 

location. Over time, virtual experiential participation will engage most of the 

human senses. 
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 Table 60 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Sensory Activity, Emotional Biases 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

Primary 
senses 
engaged by 
character-
istic media 

(media 
ecology) 

- auditory emphasis for 
verbal communication, all 
senses engaged in 
natural world 

- visual - multi-sensory, renewed 
auditory emphasis with 
non-exclusive emphasis 

Experience of 
the physical 

(this model) 

- direct, immersed in  
ecology 

- direct but limited by 
attention to symbols, 
nature “separate” 

- often mediated  
- impregnated with data 

Experience of 
mediation 

- little or none, limited  - periodic - continuous, immersive 

Experience of 
data 

(this model) 

- little, not seen as separate 
from speaker 

- unrecognized shifts in 
historical “facts” 

- separate, external, 
objective 

- fixed 

- experiential, touchable 
- expected, required 

Emotional 
participa-
tion 

(media 
ecology) 

- empathetic and 
participatory  

- objectively distanced 
- individualistic 

- experiential, mediated 
participatory 

- alternating collective 
wholes and individual 
isolation 

- shifts among immersion, 
intuition, and POV 
analysis 

Attention   
(this model) 
 

- in tune with group or 
nature 

- not concentrated 

- individual  
- concentrated attention on 

single task 

- individual and/or multiple, 
simultaneous groups 

- multi-tasking; immersion 
and surfing  

 

Summary Category :   Relationships, Roles, Identity 

 Shown in Table 61 are  selected predictions in the categories suggested by 

early sociologists (in gray for reference) as well as in the new categories.  Among 

other changes, geographic, distinctions of race  (remediated geographic), and 
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gender-related distinctions will continue to disappear as human communities 

move away from primarily physical distinctions and largely eliminate through 

immersive communications the gesellschaft backstage areas described by 

Goffman (1959).  This is an extension of the trend identified by media ecologists 

Meyrowitz (1985) and Postman (1982), among others.  A simultaneous and 

reinforcing vector lies in the developments in medicine and biological technology 

(Fukyama, 1999) which render biology less stable and predetermining.  As 

distinctions related to race, age, and gender recede, the combination of increasing 

autonomy and the continuing need for the company of other human beings will 

generate fluid group living arrangements of choice and convenience. 
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Table 61 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Relationships, Roles, Identity 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

 Role expecta-
tions 

(sociology) 

- close, emotional, face-to-
face 

- impersonal, based on 
formal roles, relationship 
rules in writing 

- changing 
- context-based 

 Relationship 
model 

 (sociology) 

- based on family and guild 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

- based on congruence with 
purpose 

- less hierarchical  

 Relationship 
character-
istics 

(sociology) 

- diffuse demands 
- affectivity [emotional 

gratification expected] 

- specific demands 
- neutrality [no emotional 

gratification expected] 

- context-based demands 
-  individuality [individual 

rights and self-
actualization] 

 Individual 
definition 

(sociology) 

- self 
- single role 
 

- person 
- multiple roles 
 

- larger category:  being 
- multiple identities (role 

sets) 
- multiple points of view 

 Privacy  
(media 

ecology) 

- minimal public-private 
distinctions 

- public-private very distinct 
- personal: financial, 

political, and intimate info 
guarded 

- organizational:  strategy, 
defense, financial info 
guarded 

- new distinction:  info 
shared by identity or for 
purpose 

- personal:  based in 
complete exposure of 
details  “lost” in universe 
of information 

- group:  transparency 
required 

Distinctions: 
- Age-related 
- Race-related 
- Gender-

related 
(media 

ecology, 
sociology) 

 
- age:  minimal 
- race:  generally separated 

by geography 
- gender:  distinct 
 

 
- age: very distinct, based in 

education and economics  
- race:  very distinct 
- gender:  very distinct 
 

 
- age:  lessening (replaced 

by skills and POV) 
- race:  categories 

disappearing 
- gender:  categories less 

distinct 
 

Co-habitation 
(sociology) 

- multi-generation, extended 
family 

- nuclear family - single or changing 
partner/group living  

Sexual 
relations 

(sociology) 

- procreation only 
moderately controllable 

- sexual relations associated 
with romantic love 
(procreation and 
pleasure) 

- sexual activities separated 
from procreation and 
from romantic love 
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Summary Category 7:   Status, Rank, Individual Rights 

 Table 62 provides several additional representative characteristics 

projected for the gecyberschaft period.  Key to this area is the broadening scope in 

two areas:  the category of those who participate fully in society (including both 

its responsibilities and benefits) and the number and type of societal benefits or 

rights which accrue to those defined as part of society.  Another way of 

examining this set of trajectories is to consider that each societal age strives to 

extend another level of Maslow’s hierarchy as a right throughout the appropriate 

population (“us”).  I also predict a stronger recognition of the infrastructure 

required to support those rights. 
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Table 62 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Status, Rank, Individual Rights  

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

7.  Status, Rank, Individual Rights 

 Status, rank 
(sociology) 

-  ascribed  - achieved - assessed [presented via 
electronic media and 
evaluated on 
presentation and 
contribution] 

 Status 
elements 

 (sociology) 

- possessions, land 
- observed physical 

characteristics [age, sex, 
race, ethnicity] 

- wealth, money 
- efficiency 
- observed achievement 

- communications and 
process related [ability to 
see and manipulate 
patterns, to code and 
transcode, to 
communicate] 

- media persona 
- assessed for context 

appropriateness 

Individual 
rights 

(media 
ecology) 

- no concept of rights; 
concepts relating to 
roles, simple economies 
and barter systems 

- extended to the 
enfranchised:  generally 
related to Maslow’s first 3 
levels (variously:  life, 
liberty, property, political 
participation, pursuit of 
happiness) 

- self-actualization 
- responsibility and 

happiness 
- right of new members of 

the species to inherit 
sustainable system 

 

Who is us? 
(sociology) 

- our villagers - legally enfranchised 
(distinctions of sex, race, 
national origin) 

- all humans, plus debated 
extensions(biological and 
other borders of 
sentience and 
intelligence) 

Structures for Systems of Community:  Characteristics and Projections 

 Having developed an understanding of the “parts” of communities, it is 

next appropriate to consider the structures which enable groups to function in 

certain ways and not in others.  For example, a dog cannot fly because, among 

other reasons, his or her bones are too heavy, he or she has no wing or air-

catching structures, and he or she lacks sense organs for discovering up-drafts.  In 
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this section, I develop the four categories for attending to the changes in structure 

which are likely to enable gecyberschaft groups of purpose to function:  structures 

of space, time, and matter/energy; the structures of thought:  epistemology and 

ontology; and, finally, group, economic, and media/information architecture. 

Summary Category 8.  Space, Time, Matter/Energy, Ontology (New) 

 Discoveries in physics and chemistry concerning the dual nature of matter 

and energy and the digitization of information will reinforce a move away from 

the conception of matter as fixed and unchanging.  The human use of time to 

coordinate much of which was previously organized in space will also bring 

together the concepts of space and time.  In these and many other co-evolutionary 

vectors, human understanding and organization may be expected to move 

increasingly far from the fixed and physical.  As these degrees of freedom 

increase, simultaneously, because the planet Earth is, for the present, effectively a 

closed system (with the major exception of sunlight) there will be a heightened 

recognition of certain types of limits:  both time and matter/energy resources are 

important.  History matters.  When groups cannot move to a new, unclaimed, 

untouched, and completely remote area, they must take into account the full scope 

of their environment.  Should space travel become practical, these characteristics 

would be reshaped significantly.  Table 63 provides examples of categories in this 

area with observed and projected data points.  
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Table 63 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Space, Time, Matter/Energy, Ontology  

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

Space-time 
binding 

(media 
ecology) 

- space-bound  time-bound - fluid space-time 
- binding to a consciously-

developed focal point  

Time 
(media 

ecology) 

- nature based:  seasonal, 
informal, rhythmic 

- lightly coordinated 

- abstract and uniform 
- clocks and synchronization 

- manipulable (can be 
expanded or contracted 
to fit purpose) 

- formal metering 
remediated  

Place 
distinctions 

(this model) 

- here and “not here,” local - cities, nation states 
 

- global and space 
- cyber spaces 
 

Orientation, 
navigation  

(this model) 

- memory, limited maps - maps, calculated 
positioning 

- global positioning, satellite 
and location-based 
photography, 
radar/sonar, digital 
tracking 

Ability to start 
over or 
isolate  

(this model) 

- hampered; sometimes 
possible 

- explore and/or conquer - none 

Sense of place 
(media 

ecology, 
sociology) 

- divided into the village and 
the large, dangerous 
world 

- world divided into nation 
states 

- global world and space 
- new categories: virtual as 

a place; places with 
consciously-preserved 
history; physical non-
places  

Matter and 
energy 

(this model) 

- what is 
- separate 
 

- finite, controllable 
- separate 
 
 

- abundant energy and 
manipulable matter within 
predominantly closed 
system 

- partial control; attractors 
and iterations 

- interchangeable using 
processing 

Ontological 
focus 

(media 
ecology) 

- the visible, ecological, 
subjective 

- forces of animation and 
weather 

- the visible, distanced, 
objective 

- mechanical energy 
 

- matter/energy, immersion 
- fields, states, and 

transitions (mostly 
invisible) 
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Summary Category 9.  Epistemology and Metaphysics 

 Human conceptions of knowledge and metaphysics may be expected to 

change significantly during the Gecyberschaft period.  For example, I project that 

the gesellschaft idea of knowledge as formal, fixed, objective, and distanced from 

the learner or researcher will change in the gecyberschaft period to the idea of 

knowledge as experiential and personal, changing based on context and point of 

view.  Rather than a single truth, multiple truths about a situation will come to be 

expected and a situation will be judged to have been inadequately investigated if 

it has not been explored from all participants’ points of view (as well as perhaps 

other POVs).  Similarly, problem-resolution will move from the work of a single 

person selected by his or her position within an organizational hierarchy, and 

acting according to a formula, to a process distributed over a large group or 

network with self-selected contributors handling pieces of the problem 

coordinated by appropriate and changing human focal points supported by 

technology.   

 To describe and name the metaphysical framework projected for 

gecyberschaft, I build on Karen Armstrong’s (1990; Wheatcroft, 2000) work in 

distinguishing between two earlier types of metaphysical approaches:  mythos—

which creates a framework for meaning which is timeless and unchanging, typical 

of oral cultures—and logos—which creates a rational, practical framework 

characterized by the formality of the scientific method, typical of print cultures.  

The gecyberschaft metaphysical framework will be a context-specific pattern of 
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meaning generated in real-time for a specific purpose.  It will be actively created 

by groups of people, supported by software and digital information, and tested in 

past, present, and future-based scenarios.  Building on Armstrong’s naming 

convention I label this metaphysical approach gennos, from the Greek genno, 

which means to “bear, beget, engender, and generate” (kypros-net, n.d., Genno 

definition). 

 Selected categories, observations, and projections are shown in Table 64. 
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Table 64 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Epistemology, Metaphysics 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

Learning 
methods 

(media 
ecology) 

- of the known:  observation, 
song and poem, 
participation and 
apprenticeship 

- of the unknown: forced  
experimentation  

-of the known:  reading; 
memorize facts and 
rules, bureaucratic 
administration 

- of the unknown: 
observation, repeatable 
experimentation 

- distinction between known 
and unknown lessens 
(context more important) 

- creation, participation, 
physical and virtual 
experience, 
entertainment  

Information/ 
knowledge 

(media 
ecology) 

- homeostatic  
- embedded in tradition, 

world view, and 
experiential learning 
(apprentice/family) 

- discovery static (fixed 
facts) 

- formally presented and 
memorized 

- continuous discovery of 
static and closed 
universe 

- continuously generated; 
recontexting expected 

- knowledge experiential, 
intimate, and context 
based 

Information/ 
knowledge 
storage 

(media 
ecology) 

- script and memory  
- interpreted and 

exaggerated summaries 
of history 

- organization:  additive 

- books 
- interpreted summaries of 

history 
- organization:  categorized 

- linked, searchable, 
specialist peer-assessed, 
digital programmable 
data bases 

- representational 
recordings of history and 
projections 

Environment-
prompted 
research 

(this model) 

- farming and animal 
husbandry, building; 
manipulating the physical 

- sociology - media ecology 
 

Source of 
knowledge 
and wisdom 

(this model) 

- elders - books - people with experience 
(during transition to 
gecyberschaft:  the 
young), Worldwide Web 

Metaphysical 
approach 

(media 
ecology) 

- tradition 
- mythos 

- formal religion, single truth  
- logos  

- synergistic, inclusive  
wisdom  

- gennos (generative) 

Truth 
(this model) 

- our ways; their ways 
- practical, common sense 

- one single truth 
- researchable, objective 

- multiple truths 
- experiential, constructed 

Virtue 
(media 

ecology) 

- loyalty, conservatism,  
physical work 

- presence, centralization, 
efficiency/progress 

- fit to purpose and pattern, 
creativity, sustainable 
global civilization 
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Summary Category 10:  Group, Economic, and Media/Information 
Architecture (New) 

 During the gecyberschaft period, the most often common architecture or 

structure to emerge, whether consciously constructed or undirected self-

organization or a combination of the two, will be various types of networks.  An 

increasingly complex environment makes the structural flexibility afforded by 

networks an evolutionary advantage.  As the ability to coerce diminishes, network 

structures arise as a method of coordinating increasingly autonomous human 

beings (and perhaps other conscious agents).  Unlike some others (Harvard 

Business Online, n.d.), I do not project that hierarchy will disappear completely 

during the gecyberschaft period.  Rather I predict that formal bureaucratic 

hierarchy and top-down family structure will be remediated as changing points of 

focus and leadership.  

 The shift from an emphasis on material goods and manufacturing 

processes to an emphasis on intangible services and information reinforces the 

gecyberschaft trend in which human beings pay more attention to nonmaterial 

(often invisible) objects and less attention to material objects, thereby heeding an 

environment which may be characterized as being far from the physical.  

 Selected categories, observations, and projections for the structure or 

architecture of key entities are shown in Table 65.  Although this is a new 

summary category, several of the forecasts from early sociology fit in this area 

and have been included (re-classified).    
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Table 65 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Group, Economic, Media/Information Architecture 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

10.  Group, economic, media/information architecture (See also category 3) 

 Governing 
structure 

(sociology) 

- social pressure 
- inherited hierarchy, family 

and village 

- law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

- formal hierarchy, 
bureaucracy 

-  purpose and protocol:  
changeable structure 
connection and 
interaction 

- networks of peers with 
shifting focal points 

- fractal design (scalable 
organization) 

 Authority/ 
leadership 

(sociology) 

- traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition 

- authority inherited 

- rational, legal, impersonal 
- authority in position or 

office 

- situational focal point 
- authority situational and 

assessed 

 Marketplace 
structure 

(sociology) 

- subsistence, barter 
- local market 

- capitalist markets with 
tools such as accounting 
and commercial 
instruments 

- nation state and 
established trade routes 

- networked, loose global 
confederations, cyber 
communes 

Capital 
(sociology) 

- land, biological seeds and 
stock 

- monetary and engineering 
inventions 

- social and intellectual 
(ideas, services, and 
human connections) 

Economic 
architecture 

(this model) 

- local family-based  barter 
and feudalism  

- land owned by feudal lord, 
ownership a loose term 

- centralized markets with 
businesses as 
participants 

- capitalists own the means 
of production  

- distributed markets with 
individuals and fluid 
federations 

 - workers own their capital 
and the supporting 
means of production  

Characteristics 
of goods 
and 
services 
sold 

(this model) 

- animals and plants, if sold, 
are retained by the 
buyer; if the seller tends 
the environment, will 
grow again 

- matter/energy (such as 
coal) and manufactured 
objects, if sold, are 
retained only by the 
buyer 

- ideas, if sold, are retained 
by the seller and the 
buyer 

Media 
production/ 
transmis-
sion 

(media 
ecology) 

- very limited 
- interpersonal 

- highly centralized 
producers 

- receivers family or 
business based 

- mass communication 

- individual production and 
reception (increasing 
separation) 

- mediated interpersonal 
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Processes Fostering Systems of Community:  Characteristics and Projections 

 Summary categories 11, 12, and 13 concern the systematic processes that 

maintain the pattern of community organization.  Processes are the means which a 

living—biological or social—system uses to develop and maintain the system’s 

organization.  Examples of biological processes include digestion and respiration.  

There are three categories for attending to these processes in communities:  

thought processes, expectations, and models; processes which support cohesion, 

coordination, and resistance; and economic processes, matter/energy use. 

Summary Category 11:  Thought Processes, Expectations, Models  

 Human thought processes have been and continue to be shaped by the 

requirements and potentials of communications and computing media.  In an 

example discussed earlier, by making it easy to project several versions of a 

budget, spreadsheets encourages scenario-based thinking.  Graphics programs 

which make it easy to change the appearance of pictures and diagrams support the 

concept of morphing.  With the combination of learning to think in a variety of 

software methodologies, to participate simultaneously in an increasingly large 

number of groups, and to negotiate the increasing complexity of an information-

saturated environment, we should expect increases in both conceptual capabilities 

and methods of information selection.  Table 66 provides several examples of 

changes in thought processes, expectations, and models.   
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Summary Category 12:  Cohesion, Coordination, and Resistance 

 Because gecyberschafts are not essential for survival (with remediated 

gemeinschaft groups attending to this area) and employee/citizen commitment to 

key societal processes is not governed via top-down hierarchical organizations 

(remediated gesellschafts), gecyberschafts require new forms of maintaining 

cohesion which develop out of individual participant desire, commitment, and 

responsibility.  Without inherited or designated hierarchical governance, 

coordination must arise from within a group of comparatively equal peers.  

Further, it quickly becomes clear that gecyberschaft cohesion and coordination 

will be, in most cases, impossible without significant communications hardware 

and software support, and that related new technologies such as GPS (global 

positioning systems) will enable additional types of group processes to emerge.  
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Table 66 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Models, expectations, thought processes 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

11.  Models, expectations, thought processes 

Decision 
making: 

- mode 
- basis 
- goal 
 (sociology) 

- mode:  particularism (uses 
history and 
understanding of a 
specific relationship) 

- basis: tradition, values, or 
emotion 

- goal: serve the group 
 

- mode: universalism (uses 
rules associated with 
norms and roles) 

- basis:  rationality 
- goal: serve the individual 
 

- mode:  context specific 
- basis:  purpose/self- and 

group-actualization 
goal: serve 3 levels 

(individual, 
gecyberschaft, and 
species/global ecology) 

Ethics and 
religion 

(sociology) 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

- synergistic learning and 
experiential insights 

 

Systems 
model 

(complex 
systems) 

- natural 
- hope for stability 

- linear, direct cause and 
effect 

 - expect stability 

- holographic, natural/ 
biological, complex/ 
multiple systems/levels,  
meta models 

- expect change 

Model of 
environ-
ment 

(this model) 

- controlled by spirits - economic scarcity 
- ecological abundance 

- economic abundance 
- ecological limits 

Media-
required/ 

    suggested  
thought 
processes 

(media 
ecology) 

- speech:  connected 
narrative, concrete, 
holistic 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- print: linear, indexed, 
stable; analytic; single 
cause and effect 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- software based:  patterns, 
scenarios, morphing, 
searching, linking, 
sampling, synthesis 

- digital:  search, linked 

Information 
evaluation 

(media 
ecology) 

- tradition, little to evaluate - authority based (academic 
institution, publisher, 
broadcast network) 

- progress 

- sampling, automated  
- online peer/user review 
- achieves purpose and 

integrates with 
framework 

Valued 
thinking 
and 
decision-
making  

(media 
ecology) 

- use of traditional methods 
- family/village 
- parable, analogy 

- reasoning and efficiency 
- independent use of formal 

rules 

- fulfillment, inclusion, trust, 
coordination, contribution 

- distributed:  coordinated 
use of people and 
technology 
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 As discussed in Chapter Six, without geographies or central hierarchical 

structures against which to fight, the nature of effective resistance also changes 

significantly and indeed, the word itself (resistance) becomes less appropriate.  In 

place of contending or pushing against a centralized power or presence which no 

longer exists, new types of surrendering and morphing resistance will emerge 

(Galloway, 2004a; Paul, 2003), including the deliberate electronic overwhelming 

of a gecyberschaft membership or the use of an infrastructure for alternative 

purposes (Galloway 2004b) or to such an extent that the infrastructure is 

overloaded and disabled. 

 Selected period-specific forms of cohesion, coordination, and resistance 

are shown in Table 67.  
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Table 67 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Cohesion, Coordination, Resistance 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

12.  Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

 Cohesion 
(sociology) 

- similarity; same values and 
way of life 

- strong:  primacy of society 
over individual 

- complementary; 
interdependent ways of 
life from division of labor 

- weak:  requires support 
from subsystems, such 
as occupation or class 

- transitory; purpose-related 
- strength dependent on 

congruence of individual 
and group goals 

- protocol requirements 
among groups 
exchanging goods and 
services 

Boundary 
mainte-
nance 

(this model) 

- custom  
- feudal military defense 
 

- official designation 
- performance 
- secrecy 

- participation 
- assessment 
- pinging 

Commitment 
to the 
commons 

(this model) 

- locally visible and enforced - often undistinguished, 
minimal, or lacking 

- abstract, focused by 
perception and purpose 

Coordination 
media 

(this model) 

- oral:  rhythm (song, drum), 
ceremony 

- mass media (one way) 
broadcasts, recordings, 
written/printed function 
descriptions and 
directions 

- electronic media 
- software, automated 

hardware 
- individually distributed 

representations and 
symbols 

- rhythm 

Scale to be 
coordinated 

(this model) 

- local - empire - global, explored space 

Coordination 
timing 

(this model) 

- immediate in person; 
months/years for script 

- delayed (days or months) - real-time, almost 
immediate (12 hours 
maximum, span of globe) 

Active 
resistance 

(media 
ecology) 

- armed revolt, sedition   - sabotage, treason   
 

- mutation, terrorism   
(Galloway, 2004a) 

Passive 
resistance 

(media 
ecology) 

- betrayal, blasphemy   - red tape, entropy   
 

- randomness, noise 
(Galloway, 2004a) 
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Summary Category 13.  Economic Processes, Matter/Energy Use   

 As organizational complexity increases over time, the amount of energy 

required to fuel both conscious organization and undirected self-organization and 

to maintain existing organizational levels will continue to increase as well.  In 

addition, as individuals and groups increase in autonomy, formerly centralized 

facilities will be duplicated and decentralized, again requiring more processing 

energy.  As discussed in Chapter Four, telephones, which have gone from place-

based (one per home or small business) to person-based (one or more per person), 

are an excellent example.  Even taking into account the countering vectors of 

increasing manufacturing efficiency and the work done by ecologically-aware 

businesses and groups of purpose (Anderson, 1998; World Resources Institute, 

n.d.), energy requirements can be expected to increase throughout the 

gecyberschaft period.   

 Second, as awareness of and attention to the non-material world 

(processes and structures far from the physical) increases, attention to non-matter 

related energies may also be expected to increase.  A conscious attention to the 

“invisible” emotional energy of groups, for example, is likely to be a 

characteristic of gecyberschafts.  With practice in attending to invisible states and 

energies, additional distinctions will arise, and gecyberschaft members may be 

expected to develop expertise in working with these states and energies. 

 In each period, the type of work which predominated in the prior period is 

automated, with the result that in gecyberschaft the bulk of human labor will be 
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increasingly sophisticated, distant from the physical, and individually controlled. 

With each level of automation of prior tasks, the work to be done by most human 

beings is that work which cannot yet be automated, making greater use of 

individual decision making and of capabilities comparatively unique to human 

beings—perhaps bringing us closer to Norbert Wiener’s suggested Human Use of 

Human Beings (1954), when he warned against the dangers of bureaucracy: 

This is not to imply that gecyberschaft is better than gesellschaft—only different.   

As has been discussed earlier in this chapter, new disadvantages and alienations 

are also likely to arise from the gecyberschaft organization of community. 

 Table 68 is a summary of selected characteristics and projections in the 

category of economic processes and the use of matter/energy. 
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Table 68 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Economic Processes, Matter/Energy Use 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

13.  Economic processes, matter/energy use 

 Primary 
production 
mode 

(sociology) 

- agriculture - manufacturing  - manipulating information 
[communicating and 
computing] 

 Labor type 
(sociology) 

- slave or serf - free population compelled 
to sell labor on the 
market 

- individual entrepreneurs, 
freelancers  

 Primary 
energy 
sources 

(sociology) 

- organic [less concentrated] 
- wind [undependable] 
- water [not transportable] 

- coal to steam 
[concentrated, 
dependable, 
transportable] 

- solar and derived 
chemically and 
biochemically 
[transmitted, stored, and 
portable] 

Primary 
means of 
production 

(sociology) 

- land claimed/guarded by 
overlords 

- serf-owned tools 

- capital invested by 
bourgeoisie 

- factories owned by 
bourgeoisie 

- art, models, software, 
media, services, nano 
and biotechnology 

- means of production 
owned by individual 
entrepreneurs 

Automation 
(this model) 

- hunting and gathering - physical labor - social labor 
 

Production 
(this model) 

- grown - manufactured and mined - created, invented, 
delivered 

(ideas and service) 

Market 
processes 

(sociology) 

- sustenance, barter - marketplace sale 
- push (supply based) 

- auction 
- pull (demand based) 
- gifting 

Volume of 
energy 
used 

(complex 
systems) 

- minimal:  sustains 
biological life 

- significant: sustains prior 
use and communication, 
manufacturing, 
transportation 

-  substantial and critical:  
sustains prior and 
coordination, 
programming, 
biotechnology 

Energies 
distinguish-
ed 

(this model) 

- biological  
- fire, wind, water 

- [previous] 
- fossil fuels 
- chemical, atomic 

- [previous] 
- emotional (as 

distinguished from 
specific emotions) 

- additional to be 
distinguished 
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Systems of Community Control Processes:  Characteristics and Projections 

 Summary categories 14 and 15 concern community internal controls 

(governance, power, and authority) and external interactions.  As social systems 

become progressively more diffuse, one of the difficulties of the gecyberschaft 

period will be the lack of clarity in system boundaries:  what is inside and what is 

outside becomes more difficult to distinguish.  Observation points are 

correspondingly complicated to classify. 

Summary Category 14:  Governance, Power, Authority 

 In order to project processes which will emerge as effective means of 

governance during gecyberschaft, it is important to consider many of the elements 

discussed thus far:   

 the environment:  far from the physical 

 the area of definition:  set by purpose, not bound in time or place 

 the precipitating environment:  communications media and 

information 

 system parts:  drawn from the entire species, with high potential for 

diversity and little shared biological inheritance (no family ties), 

geographic roots (don’t see each other often), cultural background (no 

social understanding), survival pressure (overriding need to 

cooperate), or prior experience 
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 system structures:   fluid structure of relative, consciously-mediated 

peers. 

Because gecyberschaft group structure is a network of relative peers, there is no 

centralized structure—no family head or bureaucrat in a position of power—that 

can govern using processes from earlier periods.  Gecyberschaft groups whose 

members do not reside in the same nation-state cannot depend on nation-state 

laws for governance.  Similarly, since gecyberschaft membership is voluntary and 

there are many membership choices, members are not bound through biological 

inheritance or the need to make a living, and removal from the group does not 

necessarily mean death or economic hardship.  Thus remediated processes of 

banishment and termination of employment are also not dependable control 

processes for many communities.  Taking these factors into consideration, I 

project that the processes of distributed assessment, trust, and transparency—

processes which yield the increased individual autonomy and greater use of 

information suggested by complex systems theory—will be among the 

gecyberschaft governance processes.   

 An important difference bettween gecyberschaft governance processes and 

those in gesellschaft is likely to be that controls are internalized within the 

individual so that s/he conforms to the requirements of interface protocols, as 

suggested by Galloway (2004 a), rather than externalized in the actions of a  

bureaucrat or head of family.  Additional observed characteristics and projections 

are shown in Table 69. 
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Table 69 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Governance, Power, Authority 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

14.  Governance, power, authority 

Governing 
rationale 

(sociology) 

- natural will using custom 
and art [Wesenwille] 

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

- match of individual  to 
mediated group using 
purpose [Cyberwille] 

 Governing 
domain 

(sociology) 

- extends over time - extends in space to largest 
effective boundary 

- extends in time and space 
throughout largest 
practically-accessible 
“closed” system 
[currently the planet 
Earth] 

 Violation 
response  

(sociology) 

- repressive:  punishment for 
violation of solidarity 

- excommunication, 
banishment 

- restitutive:  maintain 
contact and social 
intercourse 

- exile, imprisonment 

- re-organizational:  re-
enable interaction with 
the group [therapy, skills 
enabling participation]   

- denial of access 

 Power 
struggles 

(sociology) 

- feudal overlords versus 
serfs  

- bourgeoisie versus 
proletariat  

- multiple and inclusive 
purpose versus singular 
and exclusive purpose  

Governance 
process 

(this model) 

- social pressure - hierarchical power - trust 

Decision 
making 

(this model) 

- wise elders - via various forms of 
representative 
democracy 

- assessed volunteers, 
specialists 

- transparency and active 
disclosure  

- on-going assessment 

Transfer of 
power/ 
leadership 

(this model) 

- inherited or taken by force - via process or taken by 
force 

- as needed by goals 

Disciplinary 
mode  

(media 
ecology) 

- tithe, feudal tribute 
(Galloway, 2004a) 

 

- efficiency 
 

- debugging  
   (Galloway, 2004 a) 

Political 
resistance 

(media 
ecology) 

- revolution   - disruption - disturbance, hypertrophy  
(Galloway, 2004 a) 
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Summary Category 15:  External Interactions (New) 

 Many external interactions among gecyberschafts will take place in the 

context of conscious co-evolution and include—often simultaneously—both 

competitive and cooperative processes, as well as an intermittently-attended 

consciousness of all human beings (or the larger diffusely-defined category of 

beings).  Particularly at the beginning of the gecyberschaft period, there is likely 

to be competition for members and for resources supporting specific purposes 

(gecyberschafts will compete to be the group devoted to a particular purpose) as 

well as for the users of various protocols.  A key area for competition/cooperation 

is the acquisition of the resources required to maintain the physical and social 

processes and protocol required for individual gecyberschaft survival.  

Gecyberschafts will face the challenge of maintaining an increasingly complex 

and interconnected infrastructure without resort to means of coercion, and one 

response is likely to the emergence  of specialized groups that work together in an 

emergent self organization, strongly supported by hardware/software systems 

with tracking and feedback.  

 With the remediation of nation states, both the nature and purpose of wars 

may be expected to change.  At a more tactical level, just as nations and 

businesses developed economic systems of trade, gecyberschafts will need 

processes and standards for transferring information about and comparing 

assessments (reputations, trustworthiness, identity).   
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 Selected period-specific forms of external community interactions are 

shown in Table 70. 

Systems of Community Organization and Emergent Results:   
Characteristics and Projections 

 The three summary categories remaining in the model are those at the 

level where the results of emergent self organization and the intended and 

unintended consequences (positive, neutral, and negative) of conscious decision-

making will be most pronounced.  While characteristics in these categories are 

never fully predictable, it is nevertheless important to study history, trajectories, 

and precipitating environments to establish points for future observation. 

 I cover two categories in this section:  gecyberschaft system organization 

and dysfunctions.  The final category—gecyberschaft function and purpose—has 

been discussed earlier in this chapter.  

Summary Category 16.  System Organization (New) 

 A system’s organization is the pattern or relationship among its parts, 

structures, and processes.  Gecyberschafts will be characterized by their ability to 

maintain themselves—to live—despite comprehensive changes in their 

membership, their processes, their structures, and by their ability to address 

complex issues very quickly.  While gecyberschafts (and their individual  
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Table 70 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  External Interactions 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

15. External interactions 

Group status 
(sociology) 

- survival - power, profit - reputation, responsibility 

Isolation 
(this model) 

- possible for periods of time 
- via “hiding” 

- less possible for 
remediated environments 

- via governance and 
military power and 
processes 

- borders 

- not possible for remediated 
environments 

- via individual and group 
“closed” minds (new 
information not 
recognized)  

Cooperation/ 
competition 

(complex 
systems) 

- both distanced and 
comparatively infrequent 

- cooperation and 
competition separate 

- continuous  

- simultaneous 
cooperation/competition 
frequent 

Structural 
coupling  

(complex 
systems) 

- little, slow (centuries) 
- unconscious 
 

- significant, moderately fast 
(decades) 

- conscious competition and 
cooperation 

 

- immersive, continuous 
- conscious loosely-coupled 

co-evolution 
- dances of rapidly-shifting 

purposes 

Coupling 
precipita-
tion 

(this model) 

- global trade routes 
- invasions 

- individual /group mobility 
- broadcast communications 
- nation state/business 

empires 

- idea, purpose, and 
entertainment routes  

- common problems 

Origin of 
conflicts 

(this model) 

- cultural  
- competition for local  

natural  resources 

- ideological  
- competition for land and 

energy 

- ontological  
- competition for idea 

implementation and 
protocol standards 

- translation problems 
(presentational to 
symbolic) 

Military focus 
(this model) 

- feudal  - nation state - gecyberschaft groups of 
purpose, including 
remediated military 
businesses for hire 

Goal in conflict 
(media 

ecology) 

- destroy, keep away 
- dominate (slavery) 

- conquer, empire 
- control (labor and 

resources) 

- bring to order:  
gecyberschaft protocol, 
tolerance of multiple 
truths, sustainable global 
ecology 
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members) may inherit, deliberately select, or be infected by memes (self-

replicating cultural units first described by Richard Dawkins [1990]),  memes are 

not completely binding.  Organized around a purpose, gecyberschafts will be free 

to change their members, their structures, their internal and external processes.  In 

addition, gecyberschaft organization will be differentiated by several new 

features:   

 conscious and voluntary alignment of members, specialized internal 

groups, and the community as a whole, so that multiple levels of 

aligned autonomy emerge 

  conscious decisions on the part of members and groups of members 

to  engage in and support both directed and undirected activities, so 

that the system is a combination of “controlled” and emergent 

behaviors 

 automated information, communication, and social process supports 

(hardware and software) which are critical structural and process 

components—so that a more complex and sophisticated organization 

may emerge 

 freedom from constraints of time and place 

  Table 71 provides examples of the projected features of 

gecyberschaft organization along with comparative characteristics which have 

been observed from previous periods.   
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Table 71 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  System Organization 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

Primary 
attention 
group 
organiza-
tion 

(this model) 

- gemeinschaft village - gesellschaft bureaucracy - gecyberschaft group of 
purpose 

Group pattern 
generation 

(this model) 

- inherited 
 

- constructed - iterated , cyclical, 
systematic 

Organization 
instantiation 

(this model) 

- in the manipulated 
biological, time-bound  

- in processes, space-bound - in media, software, and 
information, purpose-
bound  

Life cycle 
(this model) 

- natural (unconscious)  - conscious planning  to 
extend group life 
indefinitely  

- consciously planned,  
acknowledged, or 
recognized endings 

Structure and 
process 
change 

(this model) 

- structure and process 
inherited and closed to 
change 

- external forces exert 
control 

- structure and processes 
consciously developed 
then ‘frozen”  

-   minimal changes 
expected 

- full internal control 
expected 

- structure, processes, 
organization, consciously 
developed to work with 
acknowledged and 
emergent self- 
organization 

- participative direction- 
setting expected 

System open 
to 

(complex 
systems)  

- matter/energy 
- limited information; no new 

information expected 

- matter/energy 
- moderate information; 

some new information 
expected 

- some changes in parts 
(members) 

- matter/energy 
- information, continuous 

new information 
expected 

- changes in parts 
- new organization:  

conscious and conscious 
recognition of emergent 
self organization 

Levels of 
autonomy 

(complex 
systems) 

- little autonomy - group level:  bureaucratic 
hierarchy 

- individual, sub-group, and 
group 

Hierarchy/focal 
points 

(complex 
systems) 

- inherited (family, tribe, 
village) 

- economic or power based - information based, 
changing with 
requirements for attaining 
purpose  
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Summary Category 17:  Dysfunctions 

 Those gecyberschaft dysfunctions which can be projected from the 

sociological, complex systems theory, and media ecology literature include an 

increase in the separateness of individual members of a social species; the 

invisible psychological discomfort created by the internalization of protocol 

requirements which may squeeze individual freedoms from within; the inability to 

choose a purpose or become engaged in a group (lurkers who become permanent 

drifters) or to find or maintain a personal center; group blindness to certain 

characteristics of the environment; and the lack of ability to anticipate the 

consequences of actions and decisions (including decisions about the uses of 

technology).  Selected categories, observations, and projections for community 

dysfunctions arising out of the dominant community organizational pattern are 

shown in Table 72. 
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Table 72 
 
Additional Projected Characteristics of Gecyberschaft:  Dysfunctions 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

17.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

(sociology) 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation  

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

- lack of personal center 

 Single-level 
decision-
making 

(sociology) 

- community-level decisions 
“greedy” at individual’s 
expense 

- isolated individual-level 
decision-making at the 
cost of the larger 
community 

- no-level:  inability to 
choose context or identity 
for decision-making  

 Oppressed 
groups 

(sociology) 

- serfs - proletariat workers - entrepreneurs serving 
groups with purposes not 
congruent with their own 

Misconception
s of reality 

(media 
ecology) 

- superstitions (limited 
understanding of causal 
relationships) 

- image as reality 
(propaganda) 

- no connection with 
physical reality 

Intransigence 
in POV 

(media 
ecology) 

- isolationists:  no 
understanding of any 
other POV 

- zealots:  too committed to 
a single POV 

- drifters: no commitment to 
any group or POV 

Communica-
tion break-
downs 

(media 
ecology) 

- little communication 
outside immediate 
surroundings 

- inability to communicate 
context and observations 
among specializations  

- inability to identity 
important messages  

- custom search creates 
blindness  to areas not 
selected  

Entertainment 
(this model) 

- survival driven - prejudice against 
happiness; entertainment 
considered unworthy or 
dangerous 

- entertainment or 
happiness only purpose 

Outsiders  
(sociology) 

- everyone outside the 
village 

- people with different 
demographics 

- users of different 
communications media, 
software, protocols 

Inclusion 
decisions 

(this model) 

- insufficient external  
inclusion  

-  extermination of other 

- competition where 
cooperation is more 
appropriate 

- extermination of other 

- purpose or inclusion too 
large for resources 

- extermination of other 

Goal dysfunc-
tions (this 
model) 

- focus on survival leads to 
closed society 

- focus on capitalism leads 
to inappropriate 
emphasis on financial 
measures 

- focus on purpose which 
excludes required 
infrastructure 
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Review of the Model Development  

 The model of community developed here began in Chapter Two with nine 

categories of features abstracted from Tonnies’s observations during the shift 

from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft.  To Tönnies’s nine categories of features, an 

additional 18 categories of features (for a total of 27) were added based on the 

works of early and contemporary sociologists.  These 27 categories of features 

were grouped in first into eight summary categories: 

 areas of definition 

 composition  

 relationships, roles, and identity 

 status, rank, and individual rights 

 cohesion 

 thought processes, expectations, and models 

 economic processes and energy use  

 governance, power, and authority 

 A ninth summary category, dysfunctions, was added.  These summary and 

subcategories of features constitute the foundation of the vertical dimension of the 

model.  As the categories were developed, the characteristics of gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft community forms were added on the horizontal dimension of the 

model.  The model at this stage of development is shown in Appendix A. 

 At the beginning of this chapter, based on historical observations, complex 

systems theory, and the literature in media ecology, I projected characteristics of 
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community to be anticipated in the gecyberschaft period in all of the 27 

subcategories of community features thus far comprising the model, in this way 

extending the horizontal dimension.  These projections are summarized in 

Appendix B. 

 The vertical dimension of the model—the nine summary categories of 

community features—was then advanced by four new summary categories 

suggested by a review of media ecology, which are: 

 media environment and content 

 sensory activity, emotional biases  

 space, time, ontology 

 epistemology, metaphysics 

An additional four summary categories were suggested by my reading of complex 

systems theory: 

 environment 

 economic, media, and information architecture 

 system organization 

 external interactions 

A final summary category emerges from the model building itself:  the functions 

of various forms of community.  These additions (and some minor changes in 

summary category names) yield 18 summary categories of features important in 

the study of community.   See Figure 24 repeated from earlier in this chapter. 
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Context for systems of community:  1. Environment 

Systems boundaries:  2. Areas of definition 

Current precipitating environment:  3. Media environment, processes, content 

 4. Composition 

 5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

 6. Relationships, roles, identity 

 
System parts (individual member 
characteristics and perceptions): 

 7. Status, rank, individual rights 

 8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

 9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

 
System structures: 

 10. Group, economic, media/information architecture 

 11. Models, expectations, thought processes 

 12. Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

 
System processes: 

 13. Economic processes, matter/energy use 

 14. Governance, power, authority  
  15. External interactions 

Relationship of parts, structures, 
processes and controls: 

  

16. System organization 

 17. Dysfunctions  

 18.  Function, purpose 
 
 

 
 

Having expanded the model to insure comprehensiveness, I then collapsed them 

in order to call attention to the relationships and to organize the presentation of 

projections made throughout the second half of this chapter and observations to be 

reported in Chapter Eight: 

1. context and environments for systems of community 

2. parts comprising systems of community 

3. structures for systems of community 

System control processes: 

Emergent results: 

Figure 24  (Reprinted from earlier in this chapter) Summary Category Structure for Salient 
Features of Gemeinschaft, Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft 



340 

 
 

4. processes that maintain systems of community 

5. systems of community control processes 

6. systems of community organization and results 

Completing the vertical dimension of the model using sociology, complex 

systems and media theory, as well as the emerging structure of the model  itself,  I 

added 101 new subcategories of community features for a total of 128 

subcategories in the 18 summary categories.   

 Turning to the completion of the horizontal axis, I projected anticipated 

characteristics of the gecyberschaft social period using the same process described 

earlier. 

 Among the concepts the development of this model engendered which 

facilitate the study of forms of community are: 

 the concept of a precipitating environment for societal change 

 the hypothesis that the seeds of new evolutionary societal forms arise 

from within their predecessors  

 the emergence of primary attention groups  

 the idea that traditional forms of community function in remediated 

form as primary attention groups in individual gemeinschafts  

 the suggestion of a function specific to a form of community  
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Summary of Gecyberschaft Projections 

 The 128 projections of the features of community in the gecyberschaft 

period made throughout this chapter are assembled in a single table (with page 

breaks for each section) in Appendix C.  Among the salient characteristics of this 

period are: 

 the understanding of virtual community as a gecyberschaft group of 

purpose, not bound in time or place 

 the use of trust as a primary governance process and intuition as a 

valued method of working in the world 

 the replacement of the idea of a single, researchable truth by the 

concept of multiple truths developed from multiple points of view 

 the new freedom of choice of purposes other than survival or power 

for groups in the gecyberschaft period, and the emergence of 

Cyberwille (following in the tradition of Wesenwille and 

Kürwille)—the matching of individual purpose to group purpose—as 

the governing rationale 

 the emergence of gennos (in the tradition of mythos and logos) as a 

defining metaphysical approach, in which human beings are 

understood to be among the active participants in the generation of  

the present and future but do not fully control any situation 
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CHAPTER VIII 
 

GECYBERSCHAFT:  CHARACTERISTICS OF GROUPS  
USING ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATIONS 

 

 In this chapter, I explore the evidence indicating the presence of emergent 

gecyberschaft.  In doing so, I face a gecyberschaftian problem:  overwhelming 

data.  The gecyberschaft model includes 128 categories in which projections have 

been made.  A three page exploration of each would yield a chapter of 381 pages 

in a work that is already lengthy.  In response to this abundance of information, I 

have adopted three techniques for working with the vast quantities of information 

typical of the gecyberschaft period:  representation, sampling, and patterning.   

 In each summary category I have selected several categories to represent 

the whole.  Where available, I have cited primary scholarly studies documenting 

the characteristics of groups of purpose, gecyberschaft society, and gecyberschaft 

individuals.  In other cases, I have provided samples of individual observations, 

including self-descriptions.  The words used by gecyberschaft groups and 

individuals are significant.  I have included substantial quotations where they 

provide clarity or where comprehensiveness distinguishes gecyberschaft 

characteristics in a selection which might be interpreted from either a gesellschaft  

framework or a gecyberschaft framework. 
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 Often it was difficult to decide where to put specific observations of 

gecyberschaft, as the research and self descriptions frequently embody several 

characteristics of the gecyberschaft framework:  they are holographic.  The part 

reflects not only the whole group but also the characteristics of the larger age, and 

many characteristics reflect multiple projections in the model.  I have in general 

fully explored observations when they are first introduced, reducing the  need to 

repeat them later.  Thus the early sections are longer than later sections. 

 Finally, it is important to remember that social evolution does not occur 

evenly.  The range of behavior exhibited concurrently will range that of from 

leading-edge gecyberschaft participants to people living primarily with the 

perspective of gesellschaft or even gemeinschaft.   

The Gecyberschaft Period and Gecyberschafts:  Observed Characteristics of 
Groups Using Electronic Communications 

 Observed characteristics fall into three categories:  characteristics 

exhibited by gecyberschaft groups of purpose, characteristics of individuals living 

in the gecyberschaft period, and characteristics of gecyberschaft society. 

In documenting the characteristics projected and appearing in the gecyberschaft 

period throughout this section, I have provided the specific projection vector 

being discussed for reference with the gecyberschaft characteristic(s) in bold.   In 

each case, the table appears before the evidence in the text so as to provide a 

framework. 
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The Gecyberschaft Period Environment and the Definition of Gecyberschaft 
Primary Attention Groups (Categories 1-3) 

 Anthony Giddens (2000) provides, in his book Runaway world:  How 

globalization is reshaping our lives, an excellent introduction to this section: 

Globalisation may not be a particularly attractive or elegant word.  But 
absolutely no one who wants to understand our prospects at century’s end 
can ignore it.  I travel a lot to speak abroad.  I haven’t been to a single 
country recently when globalisation isn’t being intensively discussed.  In 
France, the word is mondialisation.  In Spain and Latin America, it is 
globalización.  The Germans say Globalisierung (italics in original, p. 25). 

Summary Category 1:  Environment 

 In this section I review observed gecyberschaft characteristics in the areas 

of precipitating community environment  and remediated environment.   

 I have projected that in the gecyberschaft period the precipitating 

community environment is communications media and information (see Table 73 

for the historical trend). 

Table 73 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Precipitating Community Environment 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1.Environment 

Precipitating 
community  
environ-
ment  

 

- manipulated natural world 
(physical and biological)  

- time-stable social 
processes  

 

- communications media 
and information 

 
 
 
 The specific characteristics of the precipitating environment for the 

gecyberschaft period—which is to say the characteristics of the communications 
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media and information during this time—are projected in summary category 3 

(media environment, processes, and content) and will be discussed later in the 

section.  The fact that a Communications and Information Revolution—similar in 

scale and significance to the Industrial Revolution—has occurred can be 

substantiated in several ways.   

 First, there is a large and increasing body of literature devoted to the 

explosion of communications media and information as well as the changes 

arising from this increase including, as examples, Communication and 

Cyberspace (State et al., 1996),  Empire (Hardt & Negri, 2001), Computer-

Mediated Communication:  Human-to-Human Communication Across the 

Internet (Barnes, 2003), How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in 

Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (Hayles, 1999), Postscript on Control 

Societies (Deleuze, 1990), Protocol:  How Control Exists after Decentralization 

(Galloway, 2004a), Runaway World:  How Globalization is Reshaping Our Lives 

(Gidens, 2000), Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature 

(Haraway, 1991), The Future of Community and Personal Identity in the Coming 

Electronic Culture: A Report of the Third Annual Aspen Institute Roundtable on 

Information Technology (Bollier, 1995), The Internet Galaxy:  Reflections on the 

Internet, Business, and Society (Castells, 2002), and Virtual Culture:  Identity and 

Communication in Cybersociety (Jones, 1997).  A search of the New York 

University Library (New York University, 2004, Bobcat search section) 
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conducted in 2004 yielded well over 6,000 works with media and/or 

communication in the title and over 11,000 works with information in the title. 

 Second, there are now well over 1,200 colleges and universities (National 

Communications Association, n.d., Comm programs section; Morreale et. al., 

2000) across the United States that offer communication programs, indicating the 

time and attention given this area.  Five times the number of undergraduate 

degrees in communications were awarded in 2000 when compared with 1970; 

graduate degrees in communications increased three-fold during the same time 

period.   

 Third, in addition to the evidence concerning the increases in types and 

speed on electronic communications media and networking computing power 

discussed in Chapter Four, Barnes (2003) and Chen and Starosta  (2002) among 

others have reported on the snowballing pace of communications and Kurzweil 

(1991, 2002b) and Lyman and Varian (2003) have documented the exponential 

growth in information. 

 A thoughtful evaluation of the strength of communications media and 

information as a precipitating environment is best served by reviewing the 

congruence of characteristics which are emerging in the gecyberschaft period with 

the projections in this model.  As will be demonstrated throughout this chapter, 

the congruence is high. 

 A major issue in assessing the precipitating environment for gecyberschaft 

is the question of where in time to place the emergence of communications media 
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and information as the dominant factor in societal change.  Because social change 

is uneven both in time and geography, no single date can be assigned as the 

definitive point at which communications media and information begin to 

subsume the time-stable social processes and structures (i.e., bureaucracies) that 

constituted the dominant environment of gesellschaft.  The same difficulty 

characterizes the dating of that earlier societal form, with Tönnies and others 

linked to the Industrial Revolution as a precipitating environment.  In the Western 

world, the Industrial Revolution spanned some 200 years (Columbia 

Encyclopedia, 2000; Bergen, n.d.), beginning in the United Kingdom between 

1750 and 1850, with France, Germany, and the United States lagging by 

approximately 50 years, and Russia and Japan beginning their industrialization 

another 50 years after that.  

 Moreover, as discussed in Chapter Six and illustrated in Figure 21, the 

gecyberschaft period as a whole may be divided into shorter periods related to a 

predominant form of electronic communication, such as the period of mass media 

characterized by broadcast radio and TV.  The situation is further complicated by 

varying rates of adoption of social processes and technologies.  Because the world 

is so complex, even human beings with similar demographics, education, and 

experience may prefer different forms of communication and interaction.   

 Finally, the co-evolution and emergence of new social forms prompted by 

changes in the environment takes place in three stages—two of which take place 

simultaneously:   
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 first, new human characteristics emerge as a result of conscious 

decisions as well as in unconscious co-evolutionary responses to 

changes in the environment;  

 simultaneously, the established form of community organization 

becomes unsuited to the environment and increasingly unstable; then 

 a new form of community organization emerges.  

Both characteristics and community form remain comparatively stable for a 

period of time before the process is repeated.  With the increasing complexity of 

the local universe, and specifically including the continuing and conscious human 

automation of physical and social tasks, this process is increasing in speed, with 

the period measured: 

 in centuries from 1400 to 1800 

 in 50-year spans from 1800 to 2000 

 in 25 year and shorter spans from 2000 to 2050 

 Based on a synthesis of the emergence of new characteristics and patterns 

of social organization discussed in this work, I set the gecyberschaft period for the 

Western world as generally beginning in the middle of the twentieth century, with 

instability in the gesellschaft primary attention group form, bureaucracy, and the 

emergence of gecyberschaft characteristics for human beings in the Western 

world.  By the end of the twentieth century, as the now-voluminous literature on 

virtual reality and social behavior in cyberspace indicates, gecyberschafts—
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primary groups of purpose organized in the gecyberschaft manner—were well-

established as a characteristic social form.  

 Of particular importance in this section is the evidence in contemporary 

research that the precipitating environment for gecyberschaft first begins to 

emerge within the structures that characterized the preceding societal form 

(gesellschaft)—that is, within large-scale bureaucracies such as international 

businesses, large cities, and nation-state and global governance organizations.   

 Not withstanding this “housing” in remediated organizations, 

gecyberschaft groups of purpose are not bound by employment or citizenship 

boundaries.  Members are often located in many different places around the world  

and draw on experience (and, in some cases, resources) developed in the most 

sophisticated of the now-remediating businesses.  For example, in 1993, the 

gecyberschaft Transparency International (Transparency International, n.d.) was 

formed by ten people from five countries (Bangladesh, Germany, New Zealand, 

United States of America, and the United Kingdom).  The current Transparency 

International board of directors draws people with significant skills and 

experience developed in many types of highly developed bureaucracies, 

including:  schools such as the Universidad Externado de Colombia, Harvard 

University, and the University of Zimbabwe; multi-national businesses such as 

Bookers, PriceWaterhouseCoopers, and Senegal's top business law practice; 

nation state governments including Tanzania, the United States of America, and 
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Zambia; and global organizations including the United Nations and the World 

Bank. 

 The projection for remediated environments in the gecyberschaft period 

includes human, manipulated physical and biological, and time-stable social 

processes as well as earlier environments.  Table 74 provides the historical 

framework for this projections. 

Table 74 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Remediated Environments 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1. Environment 

Remediated  
environ-
ments 

 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical and 

biological 
 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical 

and biological 
- time-stable social 

processes 
(manipulated human 
environment) 

 
 
 
 This model draws attention to the multiple environments present in the 

ecologies of human beings.  Every environment has characteristic features, 

dimensions, and cycles and rhythms and, thus, presents human beings with 

features which are easily noticed and comprehended as well as those which are 

perceptual challenges.  Before Rachel Carson’s widely read Silent Spring (1982), 

for example, many people were unable to perceive the medium and long-term 

effects of pesticides.  Environments, such as processes and communication—
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which are not physical—are often by nature of their intangibility even more 

difficult for humans to perceive accurately.   

Within each environment, it is important to attend not only to the 

predominant systemic form and its consequences but also to the consequences of 

the general characteristics of that environment.  For example, as has been 

discussed in Chapter Three, the early sociologists—especially Weber (1947, 

1958, 1968) warned that consequences of bureaucracy would include isolation of 

the individual, inflexibility of the organization, and repetition of meaningless 

tasks.  While most of western culture was blind to these effects for almost a 

century, there is now considerable widespread recognition of these problems and 

substantial literature (Gharajedaghi, 1999; Kelly & Allison, 1999; Senge, 1990; 

Youngblood, 1997) studying this dysfunction in businesses, governments, and 

other organizations.  The form and consequences of time-stable social processes 

which have not been consciously constituted in an easily identified bureaucratic 

organization are even more difficult to perceive because the most common 

starting point for definition—an organization—is not present.  Thus the research 

must begin at some other focal point.   

While a full examination of the ramifications of this observation lie 

outside the scope of this work, I would like to note two researchers who have 

been successful in this endeavor.  Both started with an emergent problem and then 

observed very carefully the circumstances surrounding that problem.  The first is 

Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) in which she 
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looks carefully at cities themselves—not only the government of each respective 

city—and how they organize themselves.  The second is Hernando de Soto’s 

(2002) thorough examination of the huge unused and, in its current form, 

unusable wealth in third world and former communist cities.  His book, The 

Mystery of Capital:  Why Capitalism Triumphs in the West and Fails Everywhere 

Else, documents the devastating effects of the lack of ownership documentation 

and effective property laws: 

…In Haiti, the poorest nation in Latin America, the total assets of the poor 
are more than one hundred fifty times greater than all the foreign 
investment received since Haiti’s independence from France in 1804…..   
 
But they hold these resources in defective forms:  houses built on land 
whose ownership rights are not adequately recorded, unincorporated 
businesses with undefined liability, industries located where financiers and 
investors cannot see them.  Because the rights to these possessions are not 
adequately documented, these assets cannot be readily turned into capital, 
cannot be traded outside of narrow local circles where people know and 
trust each other, cannot be used as collateral for a loan, and cannot be used 
as a share against an investment. 
 
In the West, by contrast, every parcel of land, every building, every piece 
of equipment, or store of inventories is represented in a property document 
that is the visible sign of a vast hidden process that connects all these 
assets to the rest of the economy [italics added].  (de Soto, 2002, pp. 5-6) 

 
 A second way in which the model provides a useful framework for 

distinguishing salient features in human surroundings is to consider not only the 

characteristics of each system layer as a standalone phenomenon but also the 

changes to those characteristics as incorporated in a remediated fashion in each 

subsequent emergent level.  Because the system is so complex, accurate and 

useful observation at each level requires the development of an approach and 
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structure suited not only to that context but which also takes into account the 

absorbed and remediated environments. 

Summary Category 2:  Areas of Definition   

 In this section, I review projected and observed gecyberschaft 

characteristics in the categories of the area of definition, the starting point for 

group definition, and group instantiations.  

 The area of definition for gecyberschaft groups of purpose is projected to 

be electronic communications  and digital information storage.   Table 75 shows 

the historical framework for this projection, and Table 76 shows the projections 

for starting points and instantiations. 

Table 75 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the  Area of Area of Definition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

2.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

 

- local; bounded 
geographies  

- time-stable social 
processes 

- electronic 
communications  and 
digital information 
storage 
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Table 76 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Areas  
of Starting Point for Group Definition and Instantiations 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

2.  Areas of definition 

Starting point 
for group 
definition 

 

- geography - organizations - purposes located in 
communications 
patterns and 
information 
relationships 

Instantiations 
 

- villages  - bureaucracies:  
businesses, 
governments, NGO’s  

- gecyberschafts (groups 
of purpose) 

  

 To assess these projections, I describe, below, selected newly-emergent, 

comparatively independent gecyberschafts as well as a number of groups of 

purpose arising from and housed within gesellschaft bureaucracies.  As the 

conscious co-development and maintenance not only of the group and its 

purposes but also its flexible organization which is adapted to changing situations 

is a key feature of gecyberschaft, it is essential to attend to the ways in which the 

group describes itself.  I have included substantial excerpts from group self 

descriptions: the words they choose are significant.   

 In many but not all circumstances, the enabling conditions for early 

gecyberschafts were intentionally created by a single person or small groups of 

individuals who consciously established hosting environments.  From a variety of 

backgrounds including medicine, business, and academia, these individuals and 

small groups had faced large scale, complex, and difficult problems in the course 

of their work and, in search of solutions, began to experiment with gecyberschaft 



355 

 
 

organizational form.  Dee Hock, for example, faced the question of how to bring 

highly competitive successful financial institutions into a venture which called for 

simultaneous cooperation and competition on a global scale.  Having been highly 

successful in the turbulent period as gesellschafts were becoming unstable, Hock 

was able to distinguish features of the emerging gecyberschaft environment and 

assumed a measure of personal responsibility for communicating to others what 

he had learned about emergent gecyberschaft organizational form.  Appendix E 

provides a brief history of Hock’s theoretical approach, which he characterized as 

chaordic: 

By Chaord, I mean any self-organizing, adaptive, nonlinear, complex 
system, whether physical, biological, or social, the behavior of which 
exhibits characteristics of both order and chaos or, loosely translated to 
business terminology, cooperation and competition (Hock, 1995, ¶ 2). 

 
 The six newly-emergent gecyberschaft groups of purpose which will serve 

as examples throughout this chapter are:  the Chaordic Commons, the Society for 

Organizational Learning, the Pioneers of Change, Computer Professionals for 

Social Responsibility (CPSR), and The Natural Step.  Introductions to each 

follow. 

 the Chaordic Commons (Chaordic Commons, n.d.) 

 Founded with Hock’s participation and using Chaordic principles, the 

Chaordic Commons is composed of individual and institutional members in six 

categories designed to insure diversity and inclusion:  individual/citizen group, 

commercial/economic, nonprofit/nongovernmental, philanthropy/investment, 
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government/political, and scientific/academic.  The Chaordic Commons is, in 

their own words: 

…a global network of individuals and organizations in every sector 
committed to pioneering new ways to organize, based on the discovery 
and expression of deep common purposes and essential principles of right 
relationship. 
 
This work encompasses: 
 

· New forms of governance  
· Innovative models of business  
· Emerging concepts of citizenship  
· New models for ownership, investment, and philanthropy  
· New approaches to public-private partnerships and multi-

stakeholder alliances  
· Dynamic approaches to collaboration  
· New forms of leadership  
· Generative models of organizational learning and change  
· New, more global architectures of relationship in every field   
 

The Commons is a chaordic organization, realizing its aim through the 
self-organizing activity of Owning Members linked by their commitment 
to common purpose and shared principles. Delighting in diversity, the 
Commons is open to all who subscribe to its purpose and principles in 
conducting activities of the Commons (Chaordic Commons, n.d. Home 
section ¶ 2-3). 

 
 
 The Society for Organizational Learning 

Author of The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning 

Organization, Peter Senge is the founding chairman of the Society for 

Organizational Learning (Society for Organizational Learning, n.d.).  Working at 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where his research was directed to the 

needs of gesellschaft bureaucracies to adapt to the precipitating environment of 

media and information, Senge studied the increasing needs of bureaucratic 
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organizations for adaptability.  The Society for Organizational Learning (SoL) is 

one of the gecyberschafts for which the initial conditions were consciously 

established with the help of Dee Hock and the Chaordic Commons (Chaordic 

Commons, n.d.).   

 SoL (SoL, n.d) has institutional and individual members around the world.  

Their website lists 69 SoL communities with identities which reflect remediated 

gesellschaft bureaucracies and geographies as well as gecyberschaft groups of 

purpose, including: 

 FedEx Community:  The organizational learning community at 

FedEx; 

 SoL Iran:  The local SoL community located in Iran; 

 SoL Asthma Fractal:  A virtual, global learning community whose 

focus is to facilitate the rethinking of asthma care using new concepts 

and tools commonly associated with learning communities as well as 

related concepts and tools; 

 Sustainability Consortium:  A consortium of institutions committed 

to building knowledge for achieving economic, ecological and social 

sustainability; 

 World Bank Community:  The organizational learning community at 

the World Bank; and 
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 Youth and Education Network:  Individuals, organizations and 

communities that have begun their learning journey in the areas of 

youth education and leadership. (SoL, n.d., SoL communities section) 

SoL defines itself as:  

…an intentional learning community composed of organizations, 
individuals, and local SoL communities around the world. We are a not-
for-profit, member-governed corporation. 
 
SoL was created to connect corporations and organizations, researchers 
and consultants to generate knowledge about and capacity for fundamental 
innovation and change by engaging in collaborative action inquiry 
projects.  While bringing together "specialists," our goal is more than 
simple collaboration—we strive to develop the researcher, capacity 
builder and practitioner in each of us! As an action learning community, 
we generate real business and social system results, new intellectual 
capital and on-going personal and professional networks. Our purpose is 
to discover (research), integrate (capacity development) and implement 
(practice) theories and practices of organizational learning for the 
interdependent development of people and their institutions and 
communities such that we continue to increase our capacity to collectively 
realize our highest aspirations and productively resolve our differences. 
With this intention, organizations are truly worthy of the commitment of 
their employees and communities.  (Society for Organizational Learning, 
n.d., Who we are section) 
 

 The Pioneers of Change  

 The Pioneers of Change (Pioneers of Change, n.d.) is a group of people 

between the ages of 25 and 35 who are committed to building relationships 

through communicating their experiences to support the generation of systems 

that are life-affirming.  As with other gecybershafts, the initial conditions for 

Pioneers were carefully cultivated.  Sponsored by Margareta Barchan, president 

and CEO of Celemi (Malmo, Sweden) and Oscar Motomura , CEO of Amana-key 
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(Sao Paulo, Brazil), a group of 25 young people from around the world met in 

Mexico in the end of January 1999.  They launched the network and engaged 3 

full-time facilitators to support growth:  one from Denmark, one from South 

Africa, and one from Denmark/Zimbabwe. 

 In their words: 

Pioneers of Change is an emerging global learning community of 
committed, young people in their 20's and early 30's, from diverse 
cultural, social, and professional backgrounds.  
 
We first came together when a common experience was voiced and shared 
among peers: an experience of wanting to contribute to a purpose higher 
than self, yet facing internal and external constraints in doing so, and of, in 
our day to day life and work, feeling pressured to compromise our 
personal values and beliefs.  
 
We are learning what is behind that experience, and are now, in an on-
going process, developing the commitment, understanding, and a network 
of relationships to create or transform systems that they may come to serve 
Life, and operate in life-affirming ways (Pioneers of Change, n.d., About 
us section). 
 

 As the members of Pioneers of Change are younger than many of the 

members of other gecyberschafts, including those profiled here, and have lived 

more of their lives in the gecyberschaft period, this group of purpose exhibits a 

stronger confidence the effectiveness of relying on completely independent local 

activity organized around a purpose and supported by networks of interested 

parties.  Moreover, their purpose—based on stated beliefs—is very large:  the 

complete transformation of human society.  Here, from their website, is their 

description of a portion of this process: 
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Beliefs 
 
Life, in its essence, moves towards plurality, diversity, interdependence, 
self-constitution, and self-organisation - in short, towards the fulfillment 
of its own freedom.  
 
Throughout time, humans have built and reproduced systems of 
production, types of society, and frames of mind, that contradict Life.  
 
While we are taught to work within such a system (and the system learns 
to work within us), both our intuition and our senses tell us that it is 
fundamentally flawed, and that we can do something about it.  
 
We can change the rules of the game. 
 
1. Be yourself 

 
It is up to each of us, as moral beings, to decide how to act and to freely 
form our contribution to the whole. We must think this reality through, 
and not hide from it. This means looking inside oneself and asking "What 
are the basic principles which help me decide what is good?", being able 
to listen to one's intuition, even when it contradicts the social structures 
around us. We are all a part of life, and we all have a unique contribution 
to make. What is it? 
 
2. Do what matters  

 
The world needs us more than ever. It needs pioneers to be treating 
problems at the root causes, not just the symptoms, to be making change at 
a systemic level. Doing what matters requires a capacity to diagnose the 
problems we face, to understand the underlying patterns, to remove 
barriers, to find the leverage points and make the change there. It requires 
us to be conscious of the consequences of our actions, and to choose to do 
good, not harm, according to the deeper values and the higher ideals we 
each hold. (Pioneers of Change, n.d., Purpose & principles section) 
 

 Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (CPSR) 

 As forecast for many gecyberschafts, CPSR (Evoy, 2004) has a rapidly 

changing membership which in August 2004 was just over 1,000 members from 

25 countries, with membership in the United States of America predominating.  
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Although the group ostensibly draws its members from the ranks of computer 

professionals, its purpose is more important than the professional characteristics 

of a potential member, as indicated on their site:  “CPSR welcomes everyone who 

uses, or is concerned about the role of, information technology in society” (CPSR, 

n.d.).  The group originated early, in 1981.  Appropriately for a gecyberschaft, it 

developed in the context of an early computer messaging system hosted at 

Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center.  Since that time, additional self organized 

chapters have emerged in Africa, Asia, Europe, and North and South America. 

Here is how CPSR describes itself: 

CPSR is a public-interest alliance of computer scientists and others 
concerned about the impact of computer technology on society. We work 
to influence decisions regarding the development and use of computers 
because those decisions have far-reaching consequences and reflect our 
basic values and priorities.  
 
As technical experts, CPSR members provide the public and policymakers 
with realistic assessments of the power, promise, and limitations of 
computer technology. As concerned citizens, we direct public attention to 
critical choices concerning the applications of computing and how those 
choices affect society.  
 
Every project we undertake is based on five principles:  
 

 We foster and support public discussion of, and public responsibility 
for decisions involving the use of computers in systems critical to 
society.  
 We work to dispel popular myths about the infallibility of 
technological systems.  
 We challenge the assumption that technology alone can solve political 
and social problems.  
 We critically examine social and technical issues within the computer 
profession, both nationally and internationally.  
 We encourage the use of information technology to improve the 
quality of life (CPSR, n.d., Working groups section)  
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The Natural Step  

 In 1989, Swedish oncologist Dr. Karl-Henrik (Natural Step, n.d.), who had 

become concerned about pollution of the natural environment, founded a group to 

address the systemic causes of environmental problems.  In the early stages of the 

group, membership was composed of Swedish scientists who “developed a 

consensus document” describing the human interactions with the earth’s functions 

and then a set of “guiding principles for a sustainable society based on the laws of 

thermodynamics and natural cycles.”   

 Over time, the gecyberschaft became quite successful in attracting 

attention to its message.  It expanded globally, and, as a formal non-profit, moved 

its headquarters to the United States.  More than 70 cities and 60 corporations 

including IKEA, Electrolux, and McDonald’s are actively using The Natural 

Step's approach.  The Natural Step has partner organizations in a variety of 

categories including development, funding, research, communications, outreach, 

and services.   

 The Natural Step has become so successful that it must now take active 

steps to maintain its boundaries and the integrity of its purpose and message.  This 

is a governance and external interaction problem faced by other gecyberschafts as 

well (as projected in the gecyberschaft model) and will be discussed again later in 

this chapter. 

 In their own words, The Natural Step’s purpose is to: 
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…provide a visionary blueprint for a sustainable world. Our upstream 
approach means we address problems at the source and turn them into 
opportunities for innovation. As an international advisory and research 
organization, we work with some of the largest resource users on the 
planet to create solutions, models and tools designed to accelerate global 
sustainability. 
 
The Natural Step's mission is to accelerate global sustainability by guiding 
companies and governments onto an ecologically, socially and 
economically sustainable path. We are working together with some of the 
largest resource users on the planet to create solutions, innovative models 
and tools that will lead the transition to a sustainable future.  (Natural 
Step, n.d., FAQ section) 
 
   
In addition to the newly-emergent gecyberschafts, it is also important to 

study groups of purpose arising from and housed within gesellschaft 

bureaucracies such as businesses and governments.  In this category, there is a 

substantial body of research in the area labeled knowledge management (for 

example, Hesselbein et al., 1988; Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2002; Synder & 

Wenger, 2003; Wenger et al, 1999; 2002) which examins gecyberschafts labeled 

as communities of practice.  Wenger, McDermott, and Schneider (2002) define a 

community of practice as: 

…groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 
about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area 
by interacting on an ongoing basis.  Engineers who design a certain kind 
of electronic circuit called phase-lock loops find it useful to compare 
designs regularly and to discuss the intricacies of their esoteric specialty.  
Soccer moms and dads take advantage of game times to share tips and 
insights about the subtle art of parenting.  Artists congregate in cafés and 
studios to debate the merits of a new style or technique.  Gang members 
learn to survive on the street and deal with an unfriendly world…. 
 
…As they spend time together, they typically share information, insight, 
and advice. …  They discuss their situations, their aspirations, and their 
needs. …They may create tools, standards, generic designs, manuals, and 
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other documents—or they may simply develop a tacit understanding that 
they share.  However they accumulate knowledge, they become informally 
bound by the value that they find in learning together.  This value is not 
merely instrumental for their work.  It also accrues in the personal 
satisfaction of knowing colleagues who understand each other’s 
perspectives and of belonging to an interesting group of people.  … Over 
time, they develop a unique perspective…They also develop personal 
relationships and established ways of interacting.  They may even develop 
a common sense of identity (pp. 5-6) 

 
Although they include soccer parents and street gangs in their list of examples, the 

body of their and other related research focuses on communities of practice 

instantiated in and supported in varying degrees by gesellschaft bureaucracies.  

They acknowledge that communities of practice are not a new form of 

organization but describe a new focus on the conscious generation of 

communities to meet the needs of organizations immersed in a gecyberschaft 

environment of communications and rapidly changing information.  As they note, 

there is a 

…need for organizations to be more intentional and systematic about 
“managing knowledge,” and therefore to give these age-old structures a 
new central role in business… 
 
…Companies need to understand precisely what knowledge will give 
them a competitive advantage…. Cultivating communities of practice in 
strategic areas is a practical way to manage knowledge as an asset…At the 
same time that the increasing complexity of knowledge requires greater 
specialization and collaboration, the half-life of knowledge is getting 
shorter.  Without communities focused on critical areas, it is difficult to 
keep up with rapid pace of change. (Wenger et al., 2002, p.6) 
 

For government, their argument is similar, as discussed in their paper 

Communities of Practice in Government:  The Case for Sponsorship (2003): 

• The complexity of problems faced by governments today requires an 
increased capacity for learning, innovation and professional 
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development—at levels beyond what traditional structures alone can 
provide. 

 
• Indeed, no formal structure can fully address problems that are too 

complex to predict or standardize.  Moreover, these problems 
invariably require a configuration of disciplines and resources that are 
rarely contained in any one agency, level, or sector.  This calls for the 
explicit cultivation of knowledge-based, boundary-crossing structures 
such as communities of practice to complement formal agency and 
program structures. (Synder & Wenger, 2003, p. 2) 

 
Examples of communities of practice (working under organization-specific 

terminology) in businesses and government include: 

 the more than 100 thematic groups working with the World Bank, 

carefully selected and supported to ensure they provide both strategic 

value as well as member interest; selected group topics are 

biodiversity, gender in rural development, and land policy and 

administration (Wenger, et. al, 2002, pp. 187-190) 

 the more than 30 practice centers which McKinsey and Company 

considers “pillars of the firm’s value proposition.”  McKinsey invests 

hundreds of millions of dollars per year in support of these voluntary 

groups of practice.  The nature of this support is interesting in its 

adaptation to the gecyberschaft environment:  there are no directives 

and no top-down pressure.   “…Investments include a corps of full-

time coordinators, a world-class, Web-based knowledge repository 

and support staff, local and worldwide conference, various practice-

research efforts of emerging topics…” (Wenger et al. 2002, pp. 162-

163) 
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 the gecyberschaft SafeCities which operates at multiple bureaucratic 

levels within many national, state, and local government agencies, in 

addition to stepping outside those boundaries to include citizen 

groups, faith leaders, school administrators, business executives, and 

social workers.  This gecyberschaft has as its purpose the reduction 

of gun violence nationwide.  They use teleconferences, listserves, a 

website, visits, face-to-face conferences, and projects to pursue this 

goal (Snyder & Wenger, 2003, p. 5) 

 the group CompanyCommand.com, now including thousands of US 

Army company commanders worldwide and officially sponsored by 

the United States Military Academy at West Point, but which began 

when two commanders decided to extend their “over-the back-fence” 

conversations about the challenges they faced to see if others would 

contribute to and benefit from this conversation hosted in a larger 

venue.  Supported by on-line access to tools, stories, and videos, a 

coordinator team for a newsletter, a book program, and local forums, 

the group’s assessment is that they “accelerate ‘time-to-talent’ for 

isolated leaders in demanding roles” (Snyder & Wenger, 2003, p. 5). 

 

 I will be using examples from these gecyberschafts throughout the remainder 

of this chapter.  Before proceeding, it is important to distinguish between a 

community of practice and a gecyberschaft community of purpose.  The first and 
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most obvious distinction is that communities of practice are a subset of 

gecyberschaft groups of purpose:  by definition, their purpose is learning and their 

membership is composed of people who are interested in learning around a 

specific topic.  While learning is an appropriate purpose for a gecyberschaft, as 

the examples already presented have shown, learning is not the only purpose.  The 

Pioneers of Change have as their purpose “to create or transform systems that 

they may come to serve Life, and operate in life-affirming ways” (Pioneers of 

Change, n.d.); alibi clubs have as their purpose providing social excuses to 

strangers (Richtel, 2004); the Natural Step’s goal is “to accelerate global 

sustainability by guiding companies and governments onto an ecologically, 

socially and economically sustainable path” (Natural Step, n.d.); and some 

terrorist groups may be supposed to have the domination of a specific truth or way 

of life as their purpose.  Indeed, SafeCities, while described as a community of 

practice, has as its purpose not the learning which facilitates the goal of the 

reduction of gun violence nationwide, but the goal itself.  SafeCities shows the 

effectiveness of a gecyberschaft at solving problems which bureaucracies, with 

their strong boundaries and built-in spirit of competition, are not able to address. 

 Another important difference is that most communities of practice as 

described in the literature (Hesselbein et al., 1988; Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2002; 

Synder & Wenger, 2003; Wenger et al, 1999; 2002) are most often instantiated in 

large and powerful remediated gesellschaft organizations.  This hosting 

environment requires some features which are not always important in nascent 
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gecyberschafts.  For example, communities of practice often need protection from 

the gesellschaft institution(s) that they wish to support.  This is often seen in the 

call for formal sponsorship and the provision of formal support or even the 

institutionalization of the group.  While official recognition may be helpful, it 

may also bring restrictions more suited to a gesellschaft organization than an 

independent gecyberschaft, as is evidenced by the World Bank’s desire to insure 

that supported thematic groups provide strategic value. 

In addition to the gecyberschafts described above, to help to present a 

clear picture of the gecyberschaft age, I will use two additional examples 

throughout the remainder of this chapter: 

 Google:  while a gesellschaft business with hierarchies and clear 

boundaries, Google, famously begun in a Stanford dorm room in 

1995, now provides the world’s largest search engine, covering more 

than 4 billion web pages, which is visited by 82 million unique users 

every month and (Google, n.d., Company overview section; Sheff, 

2004).  Google provides an interesting example of a business which 

continually adapts to the gecyberschaft environment (i.e., of a 

remediated bureaucracy).   Google’s mission is “to make the world's 

information universally accessible and useful” (Google, n.d., 

Company overview section).    
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 Paul D. Miller, aka Dj Spooky that Subliminal Kid:  introduced in 

Chapter Six,  Miller provides an excellent individual perspective on 

living in the gecyberschaft period. 

Summary Category 3:  Media environment, processes, content 

Most of the features of the communications and information environment 

projected for gecyberschaft, and already observed, have been documented in 

Chapters Four and Six.  New examples of recent developments in the 

gecyberschaft characteristics of content authorship/protection; replication, 

storage, and malleability ; media environment; and participation presences, 

however, are reported below. 

During the mature gecyberschaft period, I projected that most media will 

have group authorship and that very different (none or highly modified) 

intellectual property protection will characterize authors and media content.  

Table 77 is a summary of the historical evolution in this area. 

Table 77 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Content Authorship and Protection 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

3. Media environment, processes, content 

Content 
authorship/ 
protection 

- no author noted, performer 
is author 

- access is skill related 

- formal, singular attribution 
- legal protection 

- group authorship 
- no/modified intellectual 

property protection 
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Many of the gecyberschafts cited earlier in this chapter provide excellent 

examples of group authorship.  In some cases, no authorship or ownership is 

noted; in others such as the Chaordic Commons, Chaord and Chaordic are 

registered trademarks of the group itself, the Chaordic Commons (Chaordic 

Commons, n.d.,  Home section).  Other indicators of group authorship arising 

from the increased ease of collaboration hosted by electronic communications 

include: 

 a statistic reported by the National Academies Press (n.d.) indicating 

that the average number of authors for articles in The New England 

Journal of Medicine had risen from just over one in 1925 to more 

than six—with authorship of papers on high-energy physics and 

genome sequencing often rising into the hundreds 

 a study of group authorship in second graders which is prompted by 

the use of multimedia software (The Negotiation of Group 

Authorship Among Second Graders Using Multimedia Composing 

Software, Reilly, 1992) 

 the guidelines and instructions to academic authors posted on many 

sites (Albert & Wager, n.d., for example) with instructions and 

warnings showing the strains on publishers of change in the area of 

authorship, particularly group authorship.  Dickersin et al. (2002) 

describe these changing conditions in more detail.  While some 

journals now permit the use of group names (such The Chaordic 
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Commons or The Natural Step), group names are often miscoded in 

databases and many journals require contributors to be listed as well.  

Some journals and databases also have limits on the number of 

authors permitted on any single submission 

Group authorship or lack of an identifiable author is only one of the 

features of the gecyberschaft environment affecting concepts of ownership.  

Digital formats, high-volume production, easy access, distributed ability to copy 

and transmit across national borders where laws may not be enforceable, and 

enormous desire for copies especially in the areas of music (Vaidhyanathan, 

2003) are among the environmental characteristics driving a change in the ideas 

of and protection  of intellectual property.  It is interesting to note that among the 

many explorations of new ideas of intellectual property (for example, Lessig, 

2002 and Vaidhyanathan 2003), several groups of purpose have arisen, including: 

 the Creative Commons (Creative Commons, n.d.), which offers 

eleven different license suggestions, including those for sampling 

(which allows authors to invite others “to transform their work, even 

for commercial purposes, while prohibiting distribution of verbatim 

copies, or any use in advertising”), share alike (in which authors 

allow others to distribute derivative works only under a license 

identical to the license that governs the work in question.), and no 

derivative works (in which others may “copy, distribute, display, and 
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perform only verbatim copies of the work, not derivative works 

based upon it”) 

 GNU (GNU, 2004) which supports free software.  This 

gecyberschaft embodies many of the traits of gecyberschafts, 

including a strong commitment to purpose, which they instantiate in 

a process called copyleft, designed to insure that software code 

which has been freely distributed will never be incorporated in 

software which is offered for sale: 

Copyleft is a general method for making a program free software 
and requiring all modified and extended versions of the program to 
be free software as well. 
 
In the GNU project, our aim is to give all users the freedom to 
redistribute and change GNU software. If middlemen could strip 
off the freedom, we might have many users, but those users would 
not have freedom. So instead of putting GNU software in the 
public domain, we ``copyleft'' it. Copyleft says that anyone who 
redistributes the software, with or without changes, must pass 
along the freedom to further copy and change it. Copyleft 
guarantees that every user has freedom. 
 
To copyleft a program, we first state that it is copyrighted; then we 
add distribution terms, which are a legal instrument that gives 
everyone the rights to use, modify, and redistribute the program's 
code or any program derived from it but only if the distribution 
terms are unchanged. Thus, the code and the freedoms become 
legally inseparable….  (GNU, 2004, Copyleft section) 

 
 

I have projected that during the gecyberschaft period the replication, 

storage, and malleability of digital information will be virtually limitless.  Indeed, 

the media environment, itself, will be perceived as continuous and immersive and 
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will saturate all remediated environments.  The historical patterns in these areas 

for gemeinschaft  and gesellschaft are shown in Table 78 for reference.  

Table 78 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Areas of  
Replication, Storage, and Malleability and Media Environment 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

3. Media environment, processes, content 

Replication - approximate, by formula 
 

-  mechanical, limited - digital reproduction, 
virtually limitless 

Media environ-
ment 

 

- sparse 
- low intensity 

- limited 
- moderated intensity 

- continuous and 
immersive 

- saturates remediated 
environments 

 
 
 
 One of the key characteristics of the precipitating context for 

gecyberschaft is the virtually limitless and immersive information environment.  

UC Berkeley's School of Information Management and Systems (Lyman & 

Varian, 2003) estimates that new stored information grew by about 30% a year 

between 1999 and 2002 (the United States produces about 40% of the total 

increase in newly-stored “information”). Approximately five exabytes of new 

information were stored on print, film, magnetic, and optical storage media in 

2002.  Lyman and Varian explain that “five exabytes of information is equivalent 

in size to the information contained in 37,000 new libraries the size of the Library 

of Congress book collections.”  This is impressive but not the full story. 

In assessing the information environment of the gecyberschaft period, it is, 

also critical to consider the volume of information communicated electronically.  



374 

 
 

Lyman and Varian (2003) estimate that the new information communicated via 

telephone, radio and TV, and the Internet in 2002 is about 17.9 exabytes—more 

than three times the new information stored.  As shown in Table 79, by far the 

largest flow of new information was via telephone, with the Internet, television, 

and radio lagging far behind. 

 
Table 79 
 
Summary of Flows of New Information via 
Electronic Communications Media in 2002 

Medium 2002 Terabytes  
Radio 3,488 
Television 68,955 
Telephone 17,300,000 
Internet 532,897 
TOTAL 17,905,340 
Note.  From How Much Information 2003?, (Executive Summary, 
section IV), by P. Lyman & H. Varain, University of California 
Berkeley. 

 
 
 
 

I have projected that several new participation presences will co-evolve in 

an adaptive response to this complex and immersive media environment.  These 

new presences include being immersed in virtual reality and simulations, 

telepresence, and a way of being in the physical world which relies on mediation 

(for a current example, the ability to locate one’s global position and get 

directions to a destination).   Table 80 show the two earlier characteristics of 

community included in this model for reference. 
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Table 80 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Participation Presences 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

3. Media environment, processes, content 

Participation 
presences   

 

- face-to-face 
 

[earlier presences] 
- absent physical (attending 

to symbols and 
representations) 

[earlier presences] 
- immersed in virtual 

reality and simulations  
- telepresence 
- mediated physical 

 
 
 
 Music videos are among the communications media that now commonly 

feature explicitly mediated physical environments.  For example, R. Kelly’s   

She's Got That Vibe (2004), a summer 2004 hit with global hip hop fans, shows 

the music video producer typing commands into a software program , which then 

merges with presentation of the scene she was constructing.  In The Streets’ Fit 

But You Know It (2004), the protagonist and lead singer picks up a package of 

photographs at the beginning of the song.  Then, throughout the rest of the piece, 

he interacts with himself and others both in the pictures (which “come alive”) as 

well as in the larger environment, the “real” background for the video. 

Human Social and Demographic Characteristics in the Nascent Gecyberschaft 
Period (Categories 4-7)  

  A self-selected spokesperson for the nascent gecyberschaft period, Paul D. 

Miller, a.k.a.  Dj Spooky that Subliminal Kid (2004), provides an introductory 

framework for this section by coining the phrase demographic nostalgia.  As 



376 

 
 

projected in summary category 4 of the gecyberschaft model, distinctions and 

groupings that have played such significant roles in gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 

are dispersing.  Describing a crowd leaving a rock concert in New York City’s 

Madison Square Garden, Miller writes:   

They left the Garden and moved from the finely tuned precision of rows 
and seat numbers into clumps and clusters of people held together only by 
fashion and previous social and geographic allegiance [italics added] like 
so many particles of gas drawn together by electro-chemical valences and 
atomic mass. (2004, p. 104) 

 
Or his experience on another night of doing a show with his friend Dj Krush: 

The show was a benefit for the Afghani was orphans at Tokyo’s Liquid 
Room in the Shinjuku district, and well…you just had to feel the oddity of 
being in a room with some American white kids talking about a lawyer’s 
kid who read Malcolm X and defected to a terrorist organization and a 
Japanese kid who prayed with family and was into Shinto Buddhism 
chants before he went on stage to do turntable tricks.  A scene like that 
doesn’t fit into any normal categorization of hip-hop….  It’s almost 
exactly a social approximation of the way web culture collapses 
distinctions between geography and expression [italics added]….  
(2004, p. 105) 

Summary Category 4:  Composition 

In the summary area of composition, I examine examples of gecyberschaft 

characteristics arising in three sample subcategories:  composition, composition 

challenge, and methods of  group location. 

I have projected that in gecyberschaft the composition of communities will 

be more inclusive and less differentiated than in earlier forms:  homogeneous in 

terms of universal human culture and race (although style preferences according 

to remediated demographics are to be expected); heterogeneous in species and 
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biological/machine mix; and, again, homogeneous in purpose, skill- and access-

level.  Table 81 provides the historical context for this prediction. 

Table 81 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Composition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

4.  Composition 

Composition 
 

- homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

- homogeneous with 
respect to universal 
human culture and race 
(remediated 
demographics among 
style preferences) 

- heterogeneous in 
species and 
biological/machine mix 

- homogeneous in 
purpose, skill- and 
access-level 

 
 
 
 In addition to the diversity of human beings in gecyberschafts, groups of 

purpose are beginning to include avatars (active representations of conscious 

entities), machines (computers animated with software and responding to sensory 

input, and cyborgs (human/machine mixes).  Examples of avatars include Ramona 

(Kurzweil, 2001), who was introduced in Chapter Four, and the many 

representations of themselves that gamers use in their daily lives online (Turkle, 

1998).  Turkle (1984) has described not only how humans use computers to think 

about themselves but also how computer-generated entities are increasingly 

playing important parts in social interactions (n.d. b; n.d.c).  (Such computer-

generated entities include, for example, robots which keep company with the 

young and the old.)  As early as 1991, Haraway wrote about the human-machine 
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combination of the cyborg and its consequences for our understanding of 

ourselves.  Hayles (1999) among others continues this study of, as Hayles phrases 

it, How We Became Posthuman.  Fukyama (1999) also reports on the effects of 

biotechnology and the incorporation of technology and machines in human 

bodies.    

 These changes in humans lead David Hakken (1999), professor of 

anthropology and director of the policy center at the State University of New 

York Institute of Technology, to make the case that (human) ethnographers 

should track  “entities that carry culture” (p. 71), which he defines as cyborgs.  He 

argues that 

… “cyborg” is an appropriate term for the entities who/which will carry 
whatever social formations are likely to come fully into existence soon 
(but not only these)…[Therefore]…the “@” symbol—the one contained in 
electronic mail addresses which indicates the electronic space or “domain” 
at which an individual can be contacted and therefore of which one is 
socially a part—successfully captures the likely-to-be-further-delocalized-
but-still-socially-significant kinds of relationships between cyborgs 
characteristic of cyberspace, if and when it comes into predominance…. 
(1999, p.4) 

 
 

Turning to challenges faced by gecyberschaft groups of purpose with 

respect to their composition, I have predicted that it will be difficult to compose 

groups which are fully representative of the purpose; that are diverse in skills as 

well as in social, psychological, and sensory preferences (important so that the 

group is not blind to certain aspects of the environment) and that have the 

education and access required to participate.  Composition challenges from two 

earlier periods are provided for reference in Table 82. 
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Table 82 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Composition Challenge 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

4.  Composition 

Composition 
challenge 

- biological need for genes 
from outside 

- appropriate membership 
requirements (questions 
of skills and 
demographics) 

 

- skill, social, 
psychological, and 
sensory diversity 

- education and access 
enablement 

- fully representative of 
the purpose 

 
 
  
 Most of the gecyberschaft groups introduced earlier in this chapter seem 

well aware of the composition challenges projected above.  The Chaordic 

Commons, for example, explicitly works to assemble members which are able to 

“conduct deliberations and make decisions … that reasonably represent all 

relevant and affected parties and are dominated by none” (Chaordic Commons, 

n.d.).  As shown in Figure 36, Wenger et al. describe the need to reach beyond the 

traditional walls or boundaries of bureaucracies such as businesses to constitute a 

group which is fully able to represent and participate in the group’s purpose.  

Indeed, one of the characteristics common to all the nascent gecyberschafts 

described in this chapter is membership from around the world; most often there 

is representation from every inhabited continent.  Gesellschaft businesses such as 

Interface, Inc., working to adapt to the new environment, often use guidelines to 

help them achieve the kind of community composition projected as an end toward 

which gecyberschaft is moving: 
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…The Natural Step [designed by Karl-Henrick Robèrt] is helping provide 
what we have termed the “sensitivity hook-up” among our people, our 
communities, our customers and our suppliers.  We want to sensitize all 
our constituencies to Earth’s needs and to what sustainability truly means 
to all of us.  We want to engage all of them in the climb. (Anderson, 1998, 
p. 15) 

 
SoL takes the process further and enables people who participate in SoL activities 

to declare themselves members of the SoL community: 

SoL is designed to be a decentralized global network organized around 
shared interests and concerns at the local, national, and multi-national 
level.  Everyone participating in a SoL activity is assumed to be part of the 
SoL community [italics added]; individuals and organizations can join SoL 
through a geographic (e.g. China, France, Midwest USA) or interest-based 
(Mergers & Acquisitions, Asthma, the Youth Education-Network) 
community or consortium.   (SoL, n.d., History and governance section) 

 
As does the Chaordic Commons: 

Figure 36  Gecyberschaft Membership Fully Representative of Purpose:   Communities in an Extended 
Knowledge System.  Note. From A Guide to Managing Knowledge:  Cultivating Communities of Practice (p. 
220) by Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William M. Snyder.  Copyright  2002 by Etienne Wenger, 
Richard  McDermott, and William M. Snyder. Reprinted with Permission. 
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An invitation to participate in forming a self-organizing, self-governing 
global community dedicated to developing, disseminating and 
implementing new concepts of organization that result in more equitable 
sharing of power and wealth, improved health, and greater compatibility 
with the human spirit and biosphere. 

 
The Chaordic Commons grows through its self-organization rather than 
through a centralized decision-making process. Owning Members have the 
right to create new parts of the whole - whether enterprises, communities 
of interest, councils or resource exchanges - as long as they do so in ways 
fully conforming to the core purpose and principles. (Chaordic Commons, 
n.d.  Owning membership section) 

 
Another version of this approach to group composition is offered by the Berkana 

Institute: 

We define a leader as anyone who wants to help, who is willing to step 
forward to make a difference in the world [italics added]. We know that 
the world is blessed with an abundance of these leaders.  

 
The leaders we need are already here[italics added]. 

 
We are primarily grassroots people who work on issues of illiteracy, 
poverty, hunger, disease, troubled communities and environmental 
degradation. We are employed in all sectors and, while some of us are 
formal leaders, many of us are new to leadership and eager to learn what 
works [italics added].  (Berkana Institute, n.d., ¶ 3) 

 
 
 Because potential group members do not necessarily live in the same 

geography and may never meet, I have predicted that gecyberschaft groups of 

purpose will use automated purpose matching and will also provide information 

with the hope that prospective members will use digital search techniques to 

locate them.  The vector of this characteristic over time is shown in Table 83. 
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Table 83 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Methods of Group Location 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

4.  Composition 

Methods of 
group 
location 

 

- born into community  
- entire community 

relocation only under 
extreme pressure 

-  match to bureaucracy:  
e.g., skills match to 
employer need; 
citizenship 

-  digital search/automated 
purpose matching from 
both individual and 
group   

 
 
 
 There are many examples of digital search and purpose-matching software  

on Internet sites (Clarke, 2004) with varying purposes.  A sample includes: 

 matching for purposes of dating and making friends:  

everononesconnected.com, evite, Friendster, Orkut, and Tribe.net; 

 matching for business and professional purposes:  ecademy, 

LinkedIn, Scope, and Plaxo; 

 matching for sharing technical information and creating software:  

FOAF (Friend of a Friend) and XNS. 

The Natural step provides a concrete example of purpose matching (but not 

demographic or skills matching) by posting on its website: 

The Natural Step is always seeking friendly and flexible office volunteers 
to help out with various projects. We welcome anyone who is eager to 
assist, believes in The Natural Step's mission, and is a conscientious, 
responsible worker.  (Natural Step, n.d., FAQ 17) 
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Summary Category 5:  Sensory Activity, Emotional Biases 

 In this section, I present examples of gecyberschaft characteristics arising 

in three categories:  primary senses engaged by characteristic media; experience 

of the physical; and experience of mediated media. 

 During the gecyberschaft period, human beings will experience a shift in 

the primary senses engaged by the characteristic media.  As shown in Table 84, 

in contrast to gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, during which the characteristic 

media emphasized one sensory activity, during gecyberschaft, multiple senses will 

be engaged by the new media. 

Table 84 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of  
Primary Senses Engaged by Characteristic Media 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

Primary 
senses 
engaged by 
characteris-
tic media 

- auditory emphasis for 
verbal communication, all 
senses engaged in 
natural world 

- visual - multi-sensory, renewed 
auditory non-exclusive 
emphasis 

 

 
 
 
 While not at all an exclusive emphasis, the renewed emphasis on the sense 

of hearing, created in large measure by the huge volume of telephone traffic 

(Levinson, 2004) and the extensive listening to broadcast and recorded music—

what Albrecht calls the electromechanical music environment (Albrecht, 2004), 

—remediates old forms of conversation, brings forward rhythm as a means of 

coordination, and permits new ways of negotiating the world.   
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 In his article Disappearing Ink:  Poetry at the End of Print Culture, Dana 

Gioia (n.d.) describes the new rise of oral poetry in gecyberschaft including as 

examples 

 the worldwide spread of rap 

 the emergence of gecyberschafts around performance poetry and 

competitive slams in the “new bohemia”  

 the development of expensively-staged cowboy poetry readings 

which hundreds of people travel hundreds of miles to attend. 

This culture shows many of the signs noted by Ong (1967, 1982), including 

exaggerated, agonistic performance and attention to complex rhythms. 

A second example of the renewed emphasis on the auditory sense is the 

new interest in speaking and learning circles.  Many organizations formerly run in 

a hierarchical and bureaucratic way, making little progress against their goals, 

have turned to a flatter, more circular approach.  Such organizations include not 

only the gecyberschafts described here but also organizations such as ROCA 

(ROCA, n.d.), based in Chelsea, Revere, East Boston, and Lynn, Massachusetts 

designed to help troubled youths.  Originally a traditionally-structured non-profit 

organization, ROCA has become “a multicultural human development and 

community building organization.”  This change took place as the group began to 

make use of traditional American Indian circle formats and discussion methods.  

There are many centers now offering such training—for example, The Ehama 

Institute of Native North American Wisdom (Ehama, n.d.). 
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I have also projected that the experience of the physical world during the 

gecyberschaft period will be one in which the physical is often mediated and 

impregnated with data.  Table 85 provides the background for this projection. 

Table 85 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Experience of the Physical 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

Experience of 
the physical 

- direct - direct but bounded - mediated  
- impregnated with data 

 
 
 
 Experiences of the mediated physical world are increasingly common, 

with doctors advising and even operating on patients at a distance or through tiny 

robots (Health & Medicine Week, 2000; Meadows, 2002).  Human beings all over 

the globe see and hear transmissions and recordings from outer space and the 

depths of the ocean (CNN, 2002; Gurnett, 2004).  In addition, virtual reality 

enables scientists to manipulate molecules in virtual reality (University of 

Calgary, n.d.),  and architects use CAD (computer assisted design) to 

“experience” the buildings they are designing (Arora, 2003).  Using such 

technology, one scientist reports: 

Thanks to an atomic force microscope, powerful computer-graphics 
equipment, and precision motors connected to a small joystick, I can ''feel'' 
every bump and dip as I guide a little red ball across the simulated 
landscape. I can even push the buckytubes around.  (Carey, 1997, ¶ 1 ) 

 
This robust experience of the mediated physical teaches human beings to pay 

attention to their sensing, and this contributes to the rise in interest in a different 
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type of sensing:  the use of intuition.  Unlike the gesellschaft period which 

emphasized rational thinking, the gecyberschaft period has seen considerable 

emphasis on the use of intuition.  The Pioneers of Change, for example, describe 

one of their key processes in the following words: 

We support one another to reflect, and to ask ourselves questions in order 
to connect with our personal values, intuition and intent [italics added], to 
stay true to these, and to do what matters.  (Pioneers of Change, n.d. About 
us section). 

 
For those born into gesellschaft and not yet in touch with their intuitive powers, 

many authors are at work to provide assistance with works such as The Hidden 

Intelligence: Innovation through Intuition (Weintraub, 1998), Intuition at Work: 

Why Developing Your Gut Instincts Will Make You Better at What You Do (Klein, 

1999), and Bounded Rationality: The Adaptive Toolbox (Gigerenzer & Selton, 

2002). 

 The proportion of time in an individual community member’s day or life 

which is mediated by communication and technologies will have an effect on the 

individual and the culture.  I predict that citizens of gecyberschaft will be 

immersed in a continuously mediated process.  An historical perspective is 

provided in Table 86. 

Table 86 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Experience of Mediation 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

Experience of 
mediation 

- little or none - periodic - continuous, immersive 
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 The on-going experience of continuous communication detached in many 

cases from time and place, as Katz and Aakhus (2002), Rheingold (2002) and 

Levinson (2004) have described in their studies of cell phones and PCTs (personal 

communications technology), leads not only to the expectation but often the 

stronger group demand for continual contact.  Such continual communication—

much of which is almost entirely content-free pinging—is primary a way of 

maintaining group boundaries. But it also leads to the treatment of communication 

equipment such as cell phones as accessories to the body  chosen for style as well 

as communications features.  Further, it leads to changes in ideas of privacy, with 

people increasingly willing to discuss intimate details on a cell phone while 

surrounded by strangers, as well as an to inability to “escape” the tracking of 

bosses and families.   

 A sampling of language used by teenagers in the summer of 2004 (Levy, 

2004) provides another indication of their immersion in telephoning:  their 

conversation is now rife with words such as biphonal (attending to multiple 

telephones at the same time), phone zit (the recurring zit resulting from cell phone 

contact to the face), and yellular (the loudness one adopts in response to a bad cell 

phone connection, as in “I’m so embarrassed.  I went totally yellular at a 

restaurant last night” Levy, 2004, p. 18).    

 Another emerging characteristic of the gecyberschaft period derived in 

part from the experience of immersion is the attention to the ecology of thought 
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and dialogue giving rise to such rhetorical concepts as invisible dialogic 

containers and fields.  For example, in the context of supporting dialogue and the 

art of thinking together, Isaacs (1999) suggests that: 

…perhaps one of the most important dimensions of dialog concerns the 
atmosphere or “field,” in which it occurs.  A field is the quality of shared 
meaning and energy that can emerge among a group of people. 

 
We cannot manufacture a “field.” But we can create conditions under 
which a rich field for interaction is more likely to appear.  These 
conditions make up what we have called the container for dialogue, in 
which deep and transformative listening becomes possible.  You cannot 
work “on” a field.  But you can create a “container.”   

 
A container is a vessel, a setting in which the intensities of human activity 
can safely emerge…. (p. 242) 

 

In another example, Senge  (founder of the Society for Organizational Learning) 

and his co-authors (2004) describe the field of the future and characterize a human 

capacity for a special kind of presence which includes not only the ability to focus 

attention despite the conflicting demands of media and information immersion but 

also the ability to release outdated identities and the gesellschaft notion of control. 

Summary Category 6:  Relationships, Roles, and Identity 

 
In the area of relationships, roles and identity, I explore five 

characteristics of inhabitants of the gecyberschaft period:  relationship model; 

individual definition; privacy; distinctions of age, race, and sex; cohabitation; and 

sexual relations. 
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Table 87 provides a backdrop to the prediction that the model of 

relationships in gecyberschaft will be based on congruence of purpose and will be 

less driven by hierarchical power. 

Table 87 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Relationship Model 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Relationship 
model 

 

- based on family and guild 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

- based on congruence 
with purpose 

- less hierarchical  

 
 
 
 The  group of purpose named From the Four Directions provides an 

excellent example of relationships defined by purpose rather than by skills or 

demographics when they “define a leader as anyone who wants to help at this 

time, who sees things that need to be changed in their local community” (From 

the Four Directions, n.d., Home section).  Working from a completely different 

point of view, Virginia Postrel (2003) in her excellent study of personal 

aesthetics—The Substance of Style:  How the Rise of Aesthetic Value is Remaking 

Commerce, Culture, & Consciousness—describes the shift in the meaning to be 

made from personal style in a society which is not structured hierarchically: 

This value is more complex than the one-dimensional hierarchy assumed 
by status-obsessed social critics:  I’m better than you, because I have the 
most up-to-date or the most expensive or the most difficult-to-obtain style, 
because my silverware has patina….  Most aesthetic signals have nothing 
to do with status hierarchy.  They establish horizontal differences, not 
vertical ones [italics added].  The same khakis or white button-down shirt 
worn different ways can identify a teenager as a “prep,” “goth,” or 
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“hippie,”—signs of affiliation, not prestige[italics added].  (Postrel, 2003, 
p. 104) 

 
 
 My projection of the gecyberschaft definition of the individual has been 

discussed earlier in this work.  Table 88 provides an introduction to a brief 

example of multiple identities. 

Table 88 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Individual Definition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Individual 
definition 

 

- self 
- single role 

- person 
- multiple roles 

- larger category:  being 
- multiple identities (role 

sets) 
- multiple points of view 

 
 
 In gesellschaft, as Miller/DjSpooky (2004) has observed, 
 

There’s so much information about who you should be or what you should 
be that you’re not left with the option of trying to create a mix of your 
very self.  (p. 64) 

 
But in gecyberschaft, awash in a sea of information and possibilities, we must 

learn to see identity as a process:  “identity is about creating an environment 

where you can make the world act as your own reflection” (p. 62).  This process 

corresponds to the holographic pattern characteristic of gecyberschaft framing 

models but with a twist:  rather than each piece containing the image of the 

greater whole, Miller suggests, the process of creating identity generates an 

environment which assumes the pattern of the individual.  Characterizing personal 

identities as both nodal and distributed, Miller also describes himself as a “subject 
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in synchronization”—where the moving parts of the self are “aligned in the 

viewfinder of another” (p. 84), as are electrons, when perceived by an observer.   

 In gecyberschaft, I project that the conception of privacy will change, as it 

has in prior historical periods.   Table 89 provides a framework for this forecast.  

For individuals, I predict a form of privacy which is based in complete exposure 

of details which are “invisible,” as they are lost in a sea of information.  For 

groups, I predict that transparency will become the de facto standard to enable 

individuals to evaluate the group.  In addition, I project that a new pattern will 

emerge in which specific information is shared depending on the context and 

identity of the communicators or the purpose of their interaction.    

Table 89 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Privacy 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Privacy  
 
 
 
 

- minimal public-private 
distinctions 

- public-private very distinct 
- personal: financial, 

political, and intimate info 
guarded 

- organizational:  strategy, 
defense, financial info 
guarded 

- new distinction:  info 
shared by identity or 
for purpose 

- personal:  based in 
complete exposure of 
details  “lost” in 
universe of information 

- group:  transparency 
required 

 
 
  
 As discussed earlier in this chapter, ideas of privacy are changing with, 

among many factors, the extensive use of cell phones.  Another example of this 

change is the popularity—among both viewers and for participants—of such 

“real-life” psychodrama TV programs such as The Oprah Winfrey Show 
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(Winfrey, 1986), and The Montel Williams Show (Williams, 1989), in which 

participants share intimate details of their lives that in gesellschaft they would 

have been at some pains to have kept hidden—in exchange for temporary 

belonging and recognition.  These formerly embarrassing secrets, along with the 

fame or notoriety, submerge quickly in the continually increasing sea of data.   

 Google, the remediated gecyberschaft business featured in this chapter, 

clearly embraces the concept of “invisible self-exposure.”  To the dismay of many 

gesellschaft individuals (Sheff, 2004) Google uses advertising to support its free 

email services with large storage capacities.  So that advertisers may target their 

ads to specific potential buyers, Google uses software to scan clients’ emails and 

automatically match selected advertisements to the desired targets (as determined 

by the content of their “private” e-mails).  When questioned about this feature, 

especially in the context of a company whose motto is “Don’t be evil,” co-founder 

Sergey Brin responded that the ads were useful to people, including himself, 

because they were content based.  He also stressed that there was no violation of 

privacy because the process was automated: 

…it scans it [your e-mail message] in order to show it [the advertisement] 
to you….  All I can say is that we are very up-front about it.  That’s an 
important principle of ours….  All we’re doing is showing ads.  It’s 
automated.  No one is looking, so I don’t think it’s a privacy issue.  (Sheff, 
2004, p. 60)  

 
The Google co-founders and management team consider the trust of the 

customers a key feature of their business and find no difficulty in asking their 

customers to trust this process. 
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 In the next sub-category, a lessening in the demographic distinctions of 

age, race, and gender is projected for the gecyberschaft period.  Table 90 

provides the context for this prediction. 

Table 90 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Demographic Distinctions 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Distinctions: 
- Age-related 
- Race-related 
- Gender-

related 

 
- age:  minimal 
- race:  generally separated 

by geography 
- gender:  distinct 
 

 
- age: very distinct, based in 

education and economics  
- race:  very distinct 
- gender:  very distinct 

 
- age:  lessening (replaced 

by skills and POV) 
- race:  categories 

disappearing 
- gender:  categories less 

distinct 
 
 
 
 Age, race, and gender are all decreasing in importance as factors in 

community roles and relationships in gecyberschaft. 

 Meyrowitz (1985), describes many of the factors leading to a decline in 

the social distinctions based on age.  McLuhan (1964), in Understanding Media 

and Rushkoff (1991), in Playing the Future:  What We Can Learn from Digital 

Kids, point to a shift from the traditional and hierarchal honoring of age and life 

experience to the appropriateness of learning from young people more adapted to 

the current environment. 
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 As predicted, racial distinctions are being reduced in several ways.  First, 

as shown in Figure 37, social mores in the United States are changing with 

increasing tolerance for racial integration (as well as gender equality, which is the 

next demographic category to be considered).  Second, research (Etzioni, 2001) 

supports the thesis that in the United States racial attributes do not determine 

people’s values.  “Race does not determine a person’s response and, often, on all 

important matters, Americans of different social backgrounds share many 

convictions, hopes, and goals…” (pp.15-16).  Prior categories of race and 

ethnicity are disappearing.  Many groups once considered separate races 100 

years ago—Jews, Slavs, Irish, Polish, and others tracked in the 1910 census—are 

Figure 37 Tolerance Grows for Racial Integration, Civil Liberties, and Gender Equality  Note.  From Bowling 
Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community, (p. 354) by Robert Putnam, 2000,  New York:  
Touchstone.  Copyright 2000 by Robert D. Putnam.  Reprinted with  
Permission. 
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no longer so viewed in law, public policy, and demographic tracking.  And, 

fourth, interracial marriages are literally changing the biological characteristics of 

the human beings.  As Etzioni (2000) points out, “One out of twelve marriages in 

1995 (8.4%) were interracial/ethnic marriages” (p. 25). William Frey (1999), a 

sociologist at the State University of New York, predict that “this is the beginning 

point for a blending of the races.”  

 As with racial demographics, gender-related categories are less 

distinct, and societal roles are less biologically determined.  Categories of sexual 

preference such as gay and lesbian, while not new, are more publicly recognized, 

including, for example, on such TV programs as Queer Eye for the Straight Guy 

(Collins, 2003), The L Word (Cholodenko et. al, 2004), and  Six Feet Under 

(Collins et al., 2001).  

In 2002, by coining the word metrosexual which quickly entered not only 

the English language but many others including Finnish, German, French, and 

Portuguese (Wiktionary, n.d.), Mark Simpson (2002) astutely recognized this 

phenomenon in the shifting characteristics of many young gecyberschaft men.  He 

defined the typical metrosexual as one who: 

…is a young man with money to spend, living in or within easy reach of a 
metropolis – because that's where all the best shops, clubs, gyms and 
hairdressers are. He might be officially gay, straight or bisexual, but this is 
utterly immaterial because he has clearly taken himself as his own love 
object and pleasure as his sexual preference. (italics added, ¶ 7) 

 
 The ramifications of the de-coupling of physical characteristics at birth 

and gender preferences, through biological transgender engineering, are just 
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beginning to be studied academically (Califia, 1997; Nestle et. al, 2002) but as 

shown in Figure 38 they have been openly acknowledged even in such 

comparatively conservative vehicles of gecyberschaft popular culture as The New 

Yorker Magazine.   

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 38  Cartoon Illustrating Recognition of Shifting Identities In Popular Culture.   Note.  From “I Have Two 
Children From a Previous Sexuality,” in The New Yorker (p. 183) by William Haefeli, November 11, 2002.  
New York:  Condé Nast Publications.  Copyright 2002 by  Condé Nast Publications.  Reprinted with 
Permission. 
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 Accompanying the change in demographic distinctions during the 

gecyberschaft period, I also forecast change in family living arrangements, 

suggesting that most people will live alone, in groups which are not constituted 

by family members, or with changing partners.  Table 91 provides a summary of 

the recent evolution in area of living arrangements (co-habitation). 

Table 91 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Co-habitation 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Co-habitation 
 
 

- multi-generation, extended 
family 

- nuclear family - single or changing 
partner/group living  

 
 In the Western world, people are not only “bowling alone” as Putnam 

(2000) suggests; they are also living alone.  The vectors of increasing autonomy 

and flexibility in flexibility led me to the prediction of smaller households, and, as 

shown in Figure 39, the percentage of single person households in the  U.S. 

(measured by the United States Census) increased from 19% to 26% between 

1970 and 2003.   

 It is not only physical living conditions but also customs and the nature of  

relationships which are increasingly autonomous and flexible.  When considering 

family and living arrangements, Giddens (2000) suggests that coupling and 

uncoupling are more accurate descriptions of intimate groupings than marriage 

and family.  The number of unmarried couples living together has increased ten 

times between 1960 and 2000 (Alternatives to Marriage Project, n.d.).  According 
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to the 2000 Census, there are currently about 11 million people living with an 

unmarried partner in the U.S.  This includes both same-sex and different-sex 

couples.  Coupling is, indeed, now institutionalized with over 7,300 large 

gesellschaft businesses offering domestic partner health insurance to their 

employees.    

 At the same time that living arrangements are forecasted to change in the 

Gecyberschaft period, sexual relations are also forecasted to be separated from 

procreation and romantic love (see Table 92 for context). 

 
Figure 39  Changes in Household Configurations in The 
United States of America: 1970 To 2003.  Note. From 
What's a Household?  What's a Family? by Joseph A. 
Mcfalls Jr., November 2003, Washington, DC:  
Population Reference Bureau.   Copyright 2004 by 
Population Reference Bureau.  Reprinted with 
Permission. 
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Table 92 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Sexual Relations 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Sexual 
relations 

 

- procreation only 
moderately controllable 

- sexual relations associated 
with romantic love 
(procreation and 
pleasure) 

- sexual activities 
separated from 
procreation and from 
romantic love 

 

 Extending the vectors of autonomy and flexibility, and adding to the 

distancing of relationships and roles from the physical, the separation of sex from 

procreation by means other than abortion became comparatively reliable in the 

mid twentieth century, contributing to the blurring of sexually-determined roles 

within Western society (Gordon, 1990).  This separation is a precursor to the 

strong trend among gecyberschaft humans—especially among younger people 

who have lived more of their lives since the Internet and cell phones became an 

integral part of social relationships (Denizet-Lewis, 2004)—of separating sexual 

activities from romantic relationships or, indeed, any type of long-term 

relationship.  This relationships is often called friends with benefits (the benefits 

being sexual relations). 

“Being in a real relationship just complicates everything,” says Brian, a 
16-year old from New England. “You feel obligated to be all, like, couply.  
And that gets boring after a while.  When you’re friends with benefits 
[italics added], you go over, hook up [engage in sexual activity], then play 
video games or something.  It rocks.” (Denizet-Lewis, 2004, p. 33) 

 
Many young people spend their time and attention with a group of friends, 

preferring this to the more demanding romantic relationship.   
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“I have my friends for emotional needs, so I don’t need that from the guy 
I’m having sex with.” (Denizet-Lewis, 2004. pp. 36, 54) 

 
 Those who do date approach this activity less in the hope that fate will 

lead them to that one special person, as characterized the gesellschaft ideal, and 

more with an eye towards the efficient sorting of  the vast range of choices 

through such techniques as speed dating, the software social-matching programs 

detailed earlier, and the constant googling of prospective suitors in bars and 

restaurants so as to not waste time on any who might be a less than desirable 

match (Sheff, 2004).  SpeedDaters (n.d.) provides on their website this 

explanation of the speed dating process, which stresses efficiency and the use of 

electronic communications: 

-- Each date lasts three minutes. 
  

-- Write down anyone you'd like to see again on a  
scorecard. 

    
-- We will provide email details of any mutual matches.  

    
-- You can book now using our secure online payment system. Or you can 
call us to book on 0870 300 3535 (national call rate typically 5p per 
minute from a land line. Charges from mobiles may vary)  

   
We hold SpeedDater events in upmarket bars. This makes for a great 
atmosphere and gives you the opportunity to stay afterwards and carry on 
talking to the people you've just met.  

 
We close off an area of the bar, use a function room or sometimes take 
over the whole venue exclusively for SpeedDaters.  

 
We start the speed dating early on - that's the ice breaker! When you 
arrive, you're given a scorecard, a pen and a badge. After each date you 
mark on the scorecard whether or not you would like to see them again. 
So, if you tick eight people and four of them tick you, you will receive 
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four matches. After the event you can log onto our website to check your 
matches.  (¶ 5) 

Summary Category 7:  Status, Rank Individual Rights 

 In many cases citing new facets of research presented earlier, I review 

here gecyberschaft characteristics in three categories:  status and rank; individual 

rights; and Who is us?  

 Table 93 provides an historical context for the examination of changes in 

rank during the gecyberschaft period.  I have predicted that rather than being 

ascribed or achieved, rank will be assessed, often supported by social software 

resident on networked sites.   

Table 93 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Status and Rank 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

7.  Status, rank, individual rights 

Status, rank 
 

-  ascribed  - achieved - assessed [presented via 
electronic media and 
evaluated on 
presentation and 
contribution] 

 
 
 
 Johnson (2001) describes the solution to the overwhelming and 

unexpected growth of the online community Slashdot, developed by its founder, 

Rob Malda.  Slashdot began as a bulletin board with dozens of posts daily but 

caught the interest of many in the Linux and Open Source movement and quickly 

had thousands of daily visitors.  The life of the community was threatened by the 

attendant trolling and spamming, and Malda reported a common gecyberschaft 



402 

 
 

problem:  “there wasn’t enough time for me to personally keep them in check and 

still handle my other responsibilities” (Johnson, 2001, p. 153).  After some 

experimentation, he developed a rating system which enabled all community 

members to rate postings, and a filtering system which enabled members to set a 

quality level for displaying messages (for example, only those with a rating of 4 

or higher): 

If you’ve spent more than a few sessions as a registered Slashdot use, the 
system may on occasion alert you that you have been given moderator 
status (not unlike a jury summons arriving in your mailbox).  As in the 
legal analogy, moderators only serve for a finite stretch of time, and 
during that stretch they have the power to rate contributions made by other 
users, on a scale of -1 to 5.  But that power diminishes with use:  each 
moderator is endowed with only a finite number of points…. 

 
Those rating coalesce into something that Malda called Karma:  if your 
contributions as a user are highly rated by the moderators, you earn karma 
in the system, giving you special privileges.  Your subsequent posts begin 
life at a higher rating than usual, and you are more likely to be chosen as a 
moderator in future sessions.  (Johnson, 2001, p. 155) 

 
The accumulation of karma created a meta-feedback system which not only 

encouraged quality but also consciously set the initial conditions in which 

community leaders would emerge on the basis of their contributions assessed by 

members and coordinated by software. 

 Many processes for assessing status based on communicated self 

presentation and contributions have arisen.  Among them are the online rating 

systems used to rate: 

 the attractiveness of potential friends or dates (Denizet-Lewis, 2004); 
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 the usefulness of online book reviews and the quality of  individuals 

and businesses who are part of an online book resale marketplace 

(amazon.com, n.d.; Barnes and Noble, n.d.); and 

 the effectiveness of an individual in a business setting (for example, 

LinkedIn and Spoke  Software, which track an individual’s social 

network (LinkedIn, n.d.; Spoke Software, n.d.). 

Continuing an historical pattern (see Table 94), I have projected that, 

during gecyberschaft, there will be a next step in the evolution of individual rights 

which are generally accepted.  Three categories of new rights are forecast  self-

actualization; responsibility and happiness; and the right of new members of the 

species to inherit a  sustainable system. 

Table 94 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Individual Rights 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

7.  Status, Rank, Individual Rights 

Individual 
rights 

 

- no concept of rights; 
concepts relating to 
roles, simple economies 
and barter systems 

- extended to the 
enfranchised:  generally 
related to Maslow’s first 3 
levels (variously:  life, 
liberty, property, political 
participation, pursuit of 
happiness) 

- self-actualization 
- responsibility and 

happiness 
- right of new members of 

the species to inherit 
sustainable system 

 
 
 
 As predicted, human values and the concomitant definition of rights have 

shifted with changes in the environment.  For example, Putnam (2000) records the 

shift from patriotism—a loyalty to a gesellschaft organization, the nation state—

to self fulfillment, as shown in Figure 40.  This trend has also been noted by Katz 
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and Rice  (2002) in their study of the social consequences of Internet use.  

Coming from a different vantage point in her studies of aesthetics, Posterel (2003) 

notes that  “…the aesthetic imperative itself has emerged from pluralism and the 

individual pursuit of happiness and meaning” (Postrel, 2003, p. 188). 

 The response to the question Who is us? has been shaped by each 

respective societal form (two data points showing characteristics are listed in 

Table 95 as background).  In line with the existing trend, I have projected an 

increase in the category of us to include all humans, plus debated extensions 

(biological and other borders of sentience and intelligence are fading). 

Figure 40 Changes in Values And Goals by Generation in the United States Of America.  Note.  From 
Bowling Alone:  The Collapse And Revival of American Community, (p. 273) By Robert Putnam, 
2000,  New York:  Touchstone.  Copyright 2000 by Robert D. Putnam.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Table 95 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of “Who is Us?” 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

7.  Status, Rank, Individual Rights 

Who is us? 
 

- our villagers - legally enfranchised 
(distinctions of sex, race, 
national origin) 

- all humans, plus debated 
extensions (biological 
and other borders of 
sentience and 
intelligence) 

 
 
 
 The expanding answer to the question “Who is us?” is can be seen in 

Templeton’s (1997) documentation of the trend of nation states to provide aid to 

“former foes, new allies” and in the increased respect for humanity as a whole.  

This trend in gecyberschaft is closely linked to the emerging concept of 

sustainability—the expression of a secure way of life to people both across the 

globe and down through the future.  Anderson (1998) describes the problems 

faced by outdated businesses when he says: 

There is not an industrial company on the earth…that is sustainable, in the 
sense of meeting its current needs without, in some measure, depriving 
future generations of the means of meeting their needs.  When Earth runs 
out of finite, exhaustible resources and ecosystems will collapse, our 
descendants will be left holding an empty bag.  (pp. 7-8) 

 
The Natural Step defines sustainability this way: 

The practice of sustainability is about creating new ways to live and 
prosper while ensuring an equitable, healthy future for all people [italics 
added] and the planet.  (Natural Step, n.d. Sustainability section) 

 
Acknowledging that this intention is as yet imperfectly executed, the United 

Nations (UNDP, 2001) tracks the nation states signing international human rights 

pacts (see Table 96).  
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Table 96 
 
Signatories to International Human Rights Pacts as Reported by the United Nations  

Covenant or Convention (Year) Nation-State  
Signatories 

Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965) 166 

Civil and Political Rights (1966) 153 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) 151 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979) 170 

Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (1984) 134 

Rights of the Child (1989) 192 

Note.  Adapted from Human Development Report 2001:   Making New Technologies 
Work for Human Development (pp.  230-237), 2001, New York:  Oxford University Press.  

 

 

 

Nascent Gecyberschaft Period Societal Structures (Categories 8-10)  

 
 To introduce this section, Paul D. Miller, Dj Spooky that Subliminal Kid 

(2004), provides an example of moving from the formal bureaucratic concept of 

an art critic as a distanced and hierarchical authority to a more laterally-

constituted peer function by employing several roles simultaneously: 

By Dj-ing, making art, and writing simultaneously, I tired to bypass the 
notion of critic as an authority who controls narrative, and to create a new 
role that’s resonant with web culture:  to function as content provider, 
producer, and critic all at the same time.  ( p. 48) 

Summary Category 8:  Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

 Having already devoted considerable space in this work to the 

investigation of changes in the conceptions of space and time, I turn here to two 
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different sub-categories of projected gecyberschaft characteristics in this section:  

the ability to start over or isolate and the sense of the world. 

 The environment of completely connected electronic media developing in 

the gecyberschaft period prompted an investigation of the historical and future 

capability of human groups to isolate themselves or to start over (for example, to 

move away from conflicts and found a society untroubled by the consequences of 

past activity (see Table 97 for context).  I have predicted in gecyberschaft that 

there will be no way to leave the consequences of one’s own and one’s ancestors’ 

actions behind. 

Table 97 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Space, Time, Matter/Energy, and Ontology 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

Ability to start 
over or 
isolate  

 

- hampered; sometimes 
possible 

- explore and/or conquer - none 

.   
  
 
 There is for the moment no escaping McLuhan’s (1992) global village. 

The unstable world situation, with its wars and terrorist activities, is at least in 

part generated by the inability of human groups to isolate themselves from others 

as they did in the past with at least some success.  If the human race moves to 

other locations in the universe (planets, asteroids, space stations, etc.), this 

dynamic may shift again.  But until that time, it is not possible to move to an 

uninhabited land or practical to attempt to conquer those already inhabiting 
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Earth’s avialable spaces.  Even when gesellschaft nation states try to construct 

physical barriers similar to the Great Wall of China or Hadrian’s Wall in England, 

their own citizens immediately use electronic communications to subvert the 

physical barrier.  For example, Mark Johnson (2004), watching the construction 

of a wall in Jerusalem, reported that: 

The image … that gives me greatest hope this afternoon is a picture of 
Palestinians and Israelis, gathered in peace marches on either side of the 
wall, broadcasting their will and hopes for peace through cell phone 
numbers, exchanged on placards and loud speakers, telling each other that 
there is indeed "someone to talk to" on the other side.  (p.1) 

 
Throughout the gecyberschaft period, faxes, emails (both text and pictures), cell 

phones, and websites have been used by dissidents or freedom fighters  

(depending on one’s point of view) to expose violations of human rights (Calmes, 

2004; CNN, 2004; Syfer, 2003; Simon, 2004).   

 The forecast for the sense of place in the gecyberschaft period projects a 

new image of the world as a globe in space.  (See Table 98 for the historical 

background.)  It  also projects the emergence of new categories of spaces:  virtual 

space as a place; places with consciously-preserved history; and physical non-

places. 
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Table 98 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Sense of Place 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

Sense of place 
 

- divided into the village and 
the large, dangerous 
world 

- world divided into nation 
states 

- global world and space 
- new categories: virtual 

as a place; places with 
consciously-preserved 
history; physical non-
places  

 
 
 
 Observing the emergence of virtual spaces as places, media ecologist 

Lance Strate (1999a) has developed a taxonomy of the term cyberspace.  That 

there are many meanings of cyberspace is an indication both of the widespread 

use of the term and the intensity of the attention given to this idea.  Strate 

identifies three levels of cyberspace: 

 zero order, the ontology of cyberspace, which includes nonspace (“a 

fictional place,” p. 384) and spacetime events that arise through the 

interactions of consciously-mediated groups supported by computer 

networks; 

 first order building blocks, which are physical space (the hardware of 

the network), conceptual space (the sense of place imagined by, for 

example, Internet users), and perceptual space (the  perceived place 

where, for example, telephone conversations are located); and 

 second order cyberspace, which is a synthesis of the elements of first 

order cyberspace and is “generated through the user’s 
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communication with and through computers and related 

technologies” (p. 386).  This level is where interpersonal ties develop 

and a sense of community emerges.  

Strate’s concept of spacetime in level zero is an important one for gecyberschaft 

communities which are not bound to a place or to time-stable social processes.  

 Virtual space may be said to be a “fictional place” where people “gather” 

electronically but do not come together physically.  Its peculiar counterpart, in 

gecyberschaft, is what I call a “physical non-place, by which I mean a place 

consciously constructed in “real” space to simulate a place where people might 

have lived but to not.  Nor, in face, did people ever liver there.  Fjellman (1992) 

describes the development of one such series of places in his aptly titled book 

Vinyl leaves:  Walt Disney World and America.  The casino strip of Las Vegas 

(Venturi et. al, 1977), where the architecture consciously and playfully reflects 

history and style not indigenous to the land on which it rests, provides a second 

example of physical non-places. 

 Along with the emergence of virtual space and physical non-places, I have 

projected an increase, in gecyberschaft, of consciously-presented historical places.  

The concept of preserving buildings of historical interest began in the United 

States in 1840s with the idea of saving the houses of influential people to remind 

ourselves of the past and to provide inspiration for the present.  During late 

gesellschaft, as a part of the livable cities movement, the concept expanded to 

include the preservation of the architecture in city neighborhoods which were 
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representative of a time and place.  With nascent gecyberschaft, this concept of 

place preservation has been extended again, this time to the “preservation” of 

invisible places.  For example, since the architectural design of Benjamin 

Franklin’s House is not known, rather than constructing a physical example of a 

house representative of the period as might have been done in Williamsburg or 

Disneyland, the staff at Independence National Historical Park (National Park 

Service, n.d.) decided to build only a frame in the space where the house had 

been, presenting the visitor with a preserved concept located in space rather than a 

preserved building or a newly-constructed representation.  See as Figure 41.   

 
Figure 41 The Ghost Structure of Benjamin Franklin’s 
House, Independence National Historic Park.  Note.  
From Independence National Historical Park, 
Philadelphia, PA:  the National Park Service.  Reprinted 
with Permission. 
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Here is the Park Service’s description of the site: 

Located on Market Street between 3rd and 4th Streets, the Franklin Court 
today contains a steel "ghost structure" outlining the spot where Benjamin 
Franklin's house once stood. Underground is a museum with displays, 
interactive exhibits, and a 22-minute film entitled "The Real Ben 
Franklin."  (National Park Service, n.d. ¶ 1) 

  
 A second example of this idea is the development of cultural—as distinct 

from architectural—landmarking.  In 2002, the city of Denver created an historic 

district to call attention to a place where important historical social processes and 

patterns had existed: 

A few blocks northeast of downtown Denver, Welton Street, Washington 
Street, 26th Avenue and 27th Street converge.  Known as “Five Points” 
this is one of the places where downtown’s diagonal streets and broader 
Denver’s conventional compass-aligned grid come together.  From the 
1920s into the 1950s this intersection, and its surrounding neighborhood, 
was the heart of African-American culture, commerce, and civil rights in 
the Rocky Mountain West.  The center of much of this activity was a 
section of Welton Street that is now the core of the Welton Street 
Commercial Corridor.  This is one of Denver’s newest historic districts, 
unique in its strong cultural, rather than architectural, designation.   
(Miller, 2004,  Supporting history:  Commerce and culture on Welton 
street section) 

 

Summary Category 9:  Epistemology, metaphysics 

 In this section, I will leave as self evident the gecyberschaft characteristic 

that the field of media ecology has indeed emerged, in part as a result of a 

precipitating environment of electronic communications media and information.  

Below, I explore, instead, gecyberschaft characteristics in the two additional sub-

categories, learning methods and metaphysical approach. 
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Due to the weakening of bureaucratic forms and the concomitant reduction 

in hierarchical authority, I have projected that changes in learning methods will 

take place.  (See Table 99 for two earlier approaches.)  Using principles from 

complex systems theory and prominent features of the electronic communications 

and information environment, I have predicted both that the distinction between 

known and unknown will lessen and that learning methods will emphasize 

creation, participation, physical and virtual experience, and entertainment. 

Table 99 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Learning Methods 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

Learning 
methods 

 

- of the known:  observation, 
song and poem, 
participation and 
apprenticeship 

- of the unknown: forced  
experimentation  

-of the known:  reading; 
memorize facts and 
rules, bureaucratic 
administration 

- of the unknown: 
observation, repeatable 
experimentation 

- distinction between 
known and unknown 
lessens (context more 
important) 

- creation, participation, 
physical and virtual 
experience, 
entertainment  

 
 
 
 The Real Partnership, a collaborative partnership among a variety of 

gesellschaft organizations in Glasgow, Scotland (two government bureaus and 

four academic institutions), was established to “develop a strong base of human 

capital in the city of Glasgow—contributing to increased productivity and 

economic growth.”  Based on a common vision for “creating a confident, 

competent, creative city,” they identified “a good learning system—one which is 

accessible, properly resourced, flexible and motivational” as an essential element 
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of an economically successful city.  Working in an outmoded industrial city 

where traditional gesellschaft approaches to learning had failed for many of the 

citizens, Real was faced with a difficult target population: 

…recent research shows that the level of TV watching is significantly 
higher in Glasgow [than the rest of the United Kingdom and Europe] and 
that this is positively correlated to a ‘passive’ lifestyle.  Another facet of 
our local environment is low levels of community involvement and weak 
social networks.  (Real Partnership, n.d.,  p. 6) 

 
The compulsions of law and hierarchy having failed to keep young people in 

school, the Partnership came to the  conclusion that they must start from any 

internal motivation a targeted learner might have.  Proceeding from this 

assumption, they studied topics of interest among the uneducated of Glasgow and 

identified several, including making and recording music, producing new media, 

and architecture.  One of their design principles—very much in tune with the 

gecyberschaft value of entertainment—is that learning should be serious fun, 

engaging learners who by definition will only be self-starting.  In addition, their 

research led them to believe that, respecting the increased autonomy of the 

population, what they call non-taught—as opposed to taught—approaches would 

be more effective.  Figure 42 is a diagram of the framework they established for 

understanding the differences between gesellschaft and gecyberschaft learning 

approaches (without using this terminology).  The Partnership focuses its efforts 

on programs matching the characteristics in the upper right quadrant.  The 

gecyberschaft model facilitates an understanding of the reasons this approach has 

been quite successful.  For example, a team of Glaswegian football players  
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Figure 42 Urban Learning Space as Developed by The Real Partnership.  Note.  From The Real 
Partnership, 2004.  Adapted with Permission. 
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wanted a new stadium.  After working their way through highly illustrated 

learning “games” about architectural design—and in the process improving their 

reading and socialization skills—the young men involved did, in fact, build a new 

stadium. 

 Like the Real Partnership, the Society for Organizational Learning makes 

the projected gecyberschaft assumption that all human beings “are born with an 

innate, lifelong desire and ability to learn” and posits that this learning is best 

done by participation:   

Learning is Social - People learn best from and with one another, and 
participation in learning communities is vital to their effectiveness, well-
being and happiness in any work setting.  (SoL, n.d.  Communities 
section). 

 
In a third example or gecyberschaft approaches to educational reform, From the 

Four Directions questions the assumption that the “fix” for many problems is 

education and instead points to the hurdles presented by bureaucratic 

measurement: 

We assume that leader-servants already know what to do, but are 
prevented from doing it by the increasing pressures of running all types of 
organizations as businesses, with a focus on the narrow values of speed, 
numeric efficiencies, and technology.  (From the Four Directions, n.d., 
FAQ ¶ 3) 
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 In the sub-category of metaphysics, I have projected that a new generative 

metaphysical approach—which I have labeled gennos—will emerge in the 

gecyberschaft period and that an appreciation of synergistic, inclusive wisdom 

will replace the concept of a single formal religious truth.  (See Table 100). 

Table 100 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Metaphysical Approach 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

Metaphysical 
approach 

 

- tradition 
- mythos 

- formal religion, single truth  
- logos  

- synergistic, inclusive  
wisdom  

- gennos (generative) 
 
 
 
 As projected, the metaphysics of gecyberschaft human beings are evolving 

concomitant with their understanding of the nature of the universe.  Incorporating 

both mythos and logos as appropriate in specific circumstances (the laws of 

physics continue, as an example), there is now emerging a model of the universe 

in which human beings are understood to be among the active participants in the 

generation of the present and future.  Within the framework of a self-organizing 

universe, this does not imply control but rather a generative involvement.  The 

concept of generation appears frequently now in the language of software 

programmers (Caltech Computer Graphics Group, n.d.; Czarnecki & Eisenecker, 

2000, as examples) and artists (Galanter, n.d.; Paul, 2003; Soban, n.d.)—two 

groups particularly attuned to the current environment.  There are, nevertheless, 

more direct examples. 
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 The first example of gennos comes from the approach taken by From the 

Four Directions and builds on the citation in the last section: 

We believe that more and more people are being called to serve as leaders 
now. They are an abundant resource, appearing all over the world within 
their communities and countries. These leaders have the knowledge, 
competence, and passion to move us to robust organizations and 
communities, to a future that is life affirming. They do not require more 
training or advice.… 

 
We believe that these leader-servants can best be supported to act on what 
they know in three ways: first, by becoming part of a conversation circle 
in which they can more clearly name the work in the world that they are 
called to do, increase their capacity for courageous action, and step out 
into the world on behalf of all life. Second, leaders can be supported by 
helping them to find others in the world who have similar concerns and 
are working on similar issues. By creating more formal "communities of 
practice," these leaders can increase their capacity for learning and 
contribute to the world’s knowledge about what works. And finally, 
leaders can be supported by networking local conversations into a global 
presence of "people everywhere leading the way" to a future of possibility 
and promise for all [italics added].  (From the Four Directions, n.d. Why 
we do this work section) 

  
The second example comes from Senge (founder of the Society for 

Organizational Learning) and his co-authors, Scharmer, Jaworksi, and Flowers 

(2004), who describe the human capacity for presence which can be used to 

generate the “field of the future”: 

We’ve come to believe that the core capacity for accessing the field of the 
future is presence.  We first though of presence as being fully conscious 
and aware in the present moment   Then we began to appreciate presence 
as deep listening, of being open beyond one’s preconceptions and 
historical ways of making sense.  We came to see the importance of letting 
go of old identities and the need to control and…making choices to serve 
the evolution of life.  Ultimately, we came to see all these aspects of 
presence as leading to a state of letting come, of consciously participating 
in a larger field for change [italics added].  When this happens, the field 
shifts, and the forces shaping a situation can shift from re-creating the past 
to manifesting or realizing an emerging future.  (pp. 11-12) 
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Summary Category 10:  Group, Economic, Media/Information Architecture 

 In this section, there are gecyberschaft examples of governing structure, 

marketplace structure, and economic architecture. 

With the decline of gesellschaft bureaucratic hierarchy (Table 101 

provides an historical context), I forecast that gecyberschaft forms of governing 

structure will include networks of peers with shifting focal points in fractal 

designs with changeable structural connections. 

Table 101 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Governing Structure 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

10.  Group, economic, media/information architecture (See also category 3) 

Governing 
structure 

 

- social pressure 
- inherited hierarchy, family 

and village 

- law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

- formal hierarchy, 
bureaucracy 

-  purpose and protocol:  
changeable structure 
connection and 
interaction 

- networks of peers with 
shifting focal points 

- fractal design (scalable 
organization) 

 
 
 
 Several of the featured gecyberschafts use the word fractal in their self 

descriptions, including, for example, the group SoL Asthma Fractal (SoL, n.d., 

Communities section) and the Chaordic Commons, which refers to “self-

organizing ‘fractals’ [which] are a microcosm of the Chaordic Commons and 

Terra Civitas and carry the full power and authority of the whole in exercising 

their chosen function” (Chaordic Commons, n.d., Self organizing communities 

section).   
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 CPSR is an excellent example of a network of peers who self-organize 

into small groups of purpose, which exist for as long as the goal has meaning and 

the group has energy: 

…CPSR members at the grassroots need to be empowered to identify 
issues, conduct research, perform analyses, and, in general, help shape the 
future of computing. To address these needs CPSR has Working Groups. 
Working Groups are cooperative - and often small - teams focusing on 
single issues or themes and empowered with CPSR's name. We believe 
that WGs provide members with the organizational framework to turn 
ideas and concerns into meaningful and effective activism.  (CPSR, n.d., 
Working groups section)  

 
 In Figure 43, McDermott and Jackson (in Wenger et al., 2002) have  

 
Figure 43  McDermott And Jackson’s Fractal Structure for A Global Community.  Note.  From 
McDermott And Jackson in A Guide To Managing Knowledge:  Cultivating Communities Of 
Practice (p. 127) by Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, And William M. Snyder.  Copyright 
2002 By Etienne Wenger, Richard  McDermott, And William M. Snyder. Reprinted With 
Permission. 
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created a generic diagram of communities of practice which, based on this 

research, can be extended without changes to represent the architectures found in 

all gecyberschafts.  Many but not all gecyberschafts are global in scope, but the 

pattern is descriptive regardless of community size. The use of circles and the lack 

of the boxy hierarchical architecture commonly found in gesellschaft bureaucratic 

organization charts is appropriately reflective of the gecyberschaft sensibility and 

organizational architecture and is exactly what complex systems theorist Bar-Yam 

(n.d.a) forecast (as was discussed and illustrated in Chapter Five_.    

 On the basis of the model of community developed in this work, 

gecyberschaft marketplaces have been predicted take to the shape of networks 

which encompass the globe.  (Table 102 which provides a context for this 

prediction.) 

Table 102 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Marketplace Structure 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

10.  Group, economic, media/information architecture (See also category 3) 

Marketplace 
structure 

 

- subsistence, barter 
- local market 

- capitalist markets with 
tools such as accounting 
and commercial 
instruments 

- nation state and 
established trade routes 

- networked, loose global 
confederations, cyber 
communes 

 
 
 
 Hiltz & Turoff (1994) coined a phrase to describe not only their research 

but also America in the gecyberschaft age:  the network nation.  While networks 

are not a new feature in the realm of human organization (McNeill & McNeill, 
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2003), the gecyberschaft period is the first time that this peer-to-peer architecture 

has been the predominant organizational form.  Networks vary in size, longevity, 

and purpose.  In addition to the well-know eBay electronic marketplace, there are 

many lesser known electronic marketplace confederations and networks. 

 The Innovation Relay Centre for Scotland (IRC, n.d.) is a fractal of the 

larger IRC which links together 300 IRC organizations in the European Union and 

Eastern Europe, spanning 30 countries.  By joining IRC Scotland, the 500 small—

often tiny—technology companies in Scotland become part of a technology 

trading network which uses databases, searches, and postings to facilitate finding 

partners for technology development and distribution.  Companies with a new 

technology who are looking for partners post a technology offer on what is 

essentially an electronic marketplace.  Members of the network wishing to partner 

respond and connections are facilitated through a structured process which helps 

to verify credentials.  The ability to trust is always critical to any marketplace and 

the IRC website speaks directly to reputation: 

Each organisation involved in the network has an established reputation 
within their own region and country for providing specialist business and 
innovation support.  (IRC, n.d., European network section) 

 
The IRC marketplace is also used by larger, established businesses looking for 

specific types of new technology, who file a technology request and may register 

to be alerted to offers in specific areas. 

 Another electronically networked marketplace is the Elance Online™ – 

Services Marketplace (Elance, n.d.), which coordinates the offerings of thousands 
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of free-lance workers, offering reduced costs and high quality to buyers who are 

typically medium to large businesses, while simultaneously providing visibility 

and buyers to free-lancers from around the world.  A typical (and actual) 

transaction (O’Hara, 2004) would be the design of advertising brochures for a 

business located in England by a free-lancer in Chile.  Elance describes its 

functions as follows: 

Buyers find and evaluate sellers through our directory. The buyer may 
directly contact a specific seller or purchase a "Buy Now" offering (a pre-
priced service package) from the seller. Buyers can also use Elance 
Online's project-posting functionality to request competitive bids. Once 
work has been delivered, buyers evaluate the service provided through 
feedback - a ranking that can be viewed by future buyers as a means of 
evaluating a seller's capabilities.  

 
Sellers market their services to potential buyers by creating a business 
profile and portfolio to highlight their expertise. They can create "Buy 
Now" packages or bid on relevant projects that have been posted to the 
market. Elance Online supports its sellers with aggressive online and 
offline marketing programs that are designed to deliver high volumes of 
qualified buyer traffic.  (Elance, n.d., What is Elance online? section  ¶ 2) 

 
 Turning to the category of economic architecture, I have predicted that 

during the gecyberschaft period there will be distributed markets composed of 

individuals and fluid federations and that most workers will own their capital 

(which will be intellectual capital, in most cases) as well as the supporting means 

of production.  Table 103 provides a context for this category. 
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Table 103 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Economic Structure 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

10.  Group, economic, media/information architecture (See also category 3) 

Economic 
architecture 

 

- local family-based  barter 
and feudalism  

- land owned by feudal lord, 
ownership a loose term 

- centralized markets with 
businesses as 
participants 

- capitalists own the means 
of production  

- distributed markets with 
individuals and fluid 
federations 

 - workers own their 
capital and the 
supporting means of 
production  

 

 There are several factors leading to work being performed by individuals 

and in the context of small businesses in which the worker owns not only his or 

her intellectual capital and ability to deliver services but also the means of 

production (which often means a personal computer, a cell phone, and an Internet 

connection).  Among them is the increase in productivity arising from computer 

automation, which has led to the downsizing of many large corporations in a trend 

which shows no signs of reversing itself.  In the fall of 2004, for example, the 

United States economy is well into making a jobless recovery from the recession 

caused by the collapsing of the dot.com bubble.  “Employment growth at the 

moment is the lowest for any recovery since the government started keeping such 

statistics in 1939” (Francis, 2003).  Other factors in the movement towards self-

employment and microbusinesses are the increasing autonomy of individuals and 

the loosening of formal organizational boundaries.   

 In his book Free Agent Nation: How America’s New Independent Workers 

Are Transforming the Way We Live, Pink (2001) categories free agent workers 
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into three groups:  individual freelancers (Pink uses the word soloists), temporary 

workers, and microbusinesses.  Working conservatively, he estimates that there 

were, in the United States, as of the year 2001: 

 16.5 million individual freelancers, 

 3.5 million temporary workers, and 

 13 million microbusinesses.   

Free agent workers are the largest single cluster of workers in America, easily 

outdistancing gesellschaft manufacturing and government employees.    

 These individual freelancer embody many gecyberschaft patterns, 

including the thinning of boundaries between home and work (many work out of 

a combination of their homes and coffee shops), the lessening of formal 

synchronized time (work doesn’t begin at 9:00am or end at 5:00pm), and the 

extensive use of electronics communications media and markets such as Elance.    

 Once again, a sampling of linguistic neologisms currently in use, provides 

another indication of the individual worker’s life style:  SOHO  means a small 

office/home office, and HOHO, his office/her office; a COBRA baby  is “a child 

conceived and born within the eighteen month period during which employers are 

required to continue offering health insurance to departed employees” (Pink, 

2001, p. 212); and the snide permatemp refers to a temporary worker who is in 

every respect full-time but did not come through the formal hiring process, which 

would require the paying of benefits. 
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 Benkler (2002) characterizes this large scale change in economic 

architecture as a new mode of production which he calls commons-based peer-

production, in contrast to the gesellschaft use of bureaucracies and markets.  In 

commons-based peer-production, freelancers collaborate on large projects based 

on motivations of status (primarily peer recognition) and responsibility rather than 

employment contracts or market pricing.  Benkler argues that commons-based 

peer-production is more effective than bureaucracies using contracts and 

concentrations of property in the production of information and culture because it 

is more effective at finding a highly-qualified (the “best”) person for the job and 

at fostering collaboration among potential and actual collaborators.  

Nascent Gecyberschaft Period Societal Processes (Categories 11-13) 

 
The Chaordic Commons principles of practice provide an excellent 

example and introduction to this section containing observations in the area of 

gecyberschaft social processes: 

Work to ensure that all people, by right of birth, have adequate necessities 
of life, including clean air, water, food and shelter; an equitable share of 
wealth and resources; and opportunity to develop their full physical, 
mental and spiritual potential.  

 
Work to ensure that human capacities, technologies and organizations 
protect and support, not systemically alter, degrade or destroy, the Earth, 
its diversity of life and its life support systems.  

 
Work to ensure interdependent health and diversity of individuals, 
communities, institutions and cultures.  
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Resolve conflict creatively and cooperatively without resort to physical, 
economic, psychological, social or ecological violence.  

 
Freely and fully exchange information relevant to the Purpose and 
Principles unless it violates confidentiality or materially diminishes 
competitive position.  (Chaordic Commons, n.d. , Core principles section ) 

Summary Category 11: Thought Processes, Expectations, and Models 

The salient gecyberschaft characteristics explored in this section are:  

ethics and religion; media-required/suggested thought processes; and systems 

model. 

In the area of ethics and religion, I have predicted that the gecyberschaft 

period will be characterized by synergistic learning and experiential insights.  

Table 104 provides two prior data points for comparison. 

Table 104 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Ethics and Religion 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

11.   Models, expectations, and thought processes 

Ethics and 
religion 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

- synergistic learning and 
experiential insights 

 
 
 The Pioneers of Change specifically include experiential insights and 

synergistic learning in their methods, which are: 

1. Observation & Inquiry 
 

We come together in our diversity to learn to understand the underlying 
patterns behind our challenges, and how we can effect change at a 
deeper, more systemic level.  
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2. Retreat & Reflection 
 

We support one another to reflect, and to ask ourselves questions in 
order to connect with our personal values, intuition and intent, to stay 
true to these, and to do what matters.  

 
3. Practice: Acting together for change 
 

We join our skills and resources in cooperation to enact new pattern-
changing ideas, from wherever we each are located.  (Pioneers of 
Change, n.d., About us section) 

 
 While many religious and ethical practices in gesellschaft encouraged 

tolerance and perhaps even a moderate exploration and appreciation of alternative 

practices, in this area of gecyberschaft as in others, boundaries are dissolving and 

tolerance becomes mixing and synergy.  Books in the gecyberschaft period, even 

when supporting a single point of view often provide the words of leaders from 

different religious traditions.  Among those quoted in a single chapter of Living in 

Balance: A Dynamic Approach for Creating Harmony & Wholeness in a Chaotic 

World (Levey & Levey, 1998), as an example, are Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the 

Dalai Lama, Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr, Chief Dan George, Rabbi Ted 

Falcon, The Buddha, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  The mastheads of two 

magazines which address spiritual synergies make the same point: What is 

Enlightenment:  Redefining Spirituality for an Evolving World (Impersonal 

Enlightenment Fellowship, n.d., ¶ 1) and CrossCurrents, which is directed to a 

“global network for people of faith and intelligence who are committed to 

connecting the wisdom of the heart and the life of the mind” (ARIL (n.d., ¶ 1). 
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 Evidence of the synergistic approach to ethics and religion, in some 

measure prompted by the almost unavoidable presence of information on the 

diversity of religious and ethical traditions in the gecyberschaft period, can be 

seen in many areas.  One example is taken from the Declaration Toward a Global 

Ethic developed the by 1993 Parliament of World’s Religions, which recognizes 

the instability arising from the punctuated evolution of society: 

Our world is experiencing a fundamental crisis.  A crisis in global 
economy, global ecology, and global politics.  The lack of a grand vision, 
the tangle of unresolved problems… and in general too little sense for the 
commonweal are seen everywhere:  Too many old answers for new 
challenges…. 

 
Time and again we see leaders and members of religions, incite 
aggression, fanaticism, hate, and xenophobia.... 

 
We are persons who have committed ourselves to the precepts and 
practices of the world’s religions.  We confirm that there is already a 
consensus among the religions which can be the basis for a global ethic—a 
minimal fundamental consensus concerning the binding values, 
irrevocable standards, and fundamental moral attitudes.  (Italics in the 
original, CPWR, 1993, p. 7) 

 
A second example is provided by the text announcing the 2004 Symposium on 

Interfaith Education:   

The forces of globalization have produced a new religious pluralism and 
cultural multiplicity throughout the globe. Moreover, within this 
interdependent world, a global climate of religious mistrust and animosity 
has developed— a climate that has spawned intolerance, discrimination, 
and even violence.  Today a growing number of educators, practitioners, 
and religious leaders are turning to interfaith education as a means of 
illuminating and responding to these challenges of the twenty-first century 
[italics added].… 

 
The purpose of this symposium is to identify both the promising and 
problematic features of interfaith education, explore the multiple contexts 
in which it exists, ask how it can address the most pressing issues of our 
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time, and consider the transformative potential it has to offer. While many 
organizations that work with interfaith education exist, the support 
structures that would connect them as a field and lend coherence and 
momentum for growth need to be strengthened. This symposium 
endeavors to create an interactive forum through which educators and 
practitioners can navigate the complex landscape of interfaith education 
by building networks, sharing resources and support, and collaboratively 
addressing the challenges necessary to developing this nascent field 
[italics added].  (ARIL, n.d. 2004 Symposium section) 

 
A third example come from a more commonplace and practical source:  a training 

course, Global Ethics: Concerns for Citizens, offered for health care workers such 

as nurses who deal with a diverse range of patients (LearnWell Institute, n.d.). 

 The systems model projected to be used as a characteristic feature of 

gecyberschaft thought processes includes multiple approaches such as 

holographic, natural/ biological, complex/multiple systems/levels, and meta 

models.  Historical context is provided in Table 105. 

Table 105 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Systems Model 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

11.   Models, expectations, and thought processes 

Systems 
model 

 

- natural 
- hope for stability 

- linear, direct cause and 
effect 

 - expect stability 

- holographic, natural/ 
biological, complex/ 
multiple 
systems/levels, meta 
models 

- expect change 
 
 
 
 Anderson (1998) describes the difference between the analyses and 

thinking common to the gesellschaft industrial age and the more complex, 
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systems-oriented thinking which is now being used by gecyberschaft individuals 

and groups:  

Amory Lovins, …a physicist at the Rocky Mountain Institute …working 
on that super-efficient hypercar, uses the automobile to illustrate the vast 
inefficiency of our industrial system.…[T]he objective of the conventional 
automobile, which weighs about 4,000 pounds, is usually to deliver a 
cargo, weighing about 165 pounds, from Point A to Point B, maybe to 
pick up a loaf of bread.   

 
What is the efficiency of that automobile?  Lovins says that, with internal 
inefficiencies … only 15-20 percent of the fuel energy reaches the wheels 
as traction.  Most of that moves the car’s weight; only a small fraction, the 
driver’s.  The net result:  about one percent of the fuel energy moves the 
driver.   

 
So, what’s the point of the traditional approach of spending millions to 
improve the internal combustion engine’s efficiency by one or two 
percent?  That’s the wrong problem, and its solution will have a minor 
impact.   

 
The National Academy of Engineering…has concluded that the overall 
thermodynamic efficiency of our American economy is…about 2.5 
percent.  Europe and Asia are not much better.  The western economy is a 
waste machine, producing 97 percent waste [italics and paragraphing 
added].  (Anderson 1998, pp. 72-73) 

 
The Rocky Mountain Institute’s more formal description of the same process 

explicitly promotes systems thinking: 

Designers and decision-makers too often define problems narrowly, 
without identifying their causes or connections. This merely shifts or 
multiplies problems. Systems thinking—the opposite of that dis-integrated 
approach—typically reveals lasting, elegantly frugal solutions with 
multiple benefits, which enable us to transcend ideological battles and 
unite all parties around shared goals. 
 
Our lives are embedded in systems: families, communities, industries, 
economies, ecosystems. The machines we rely on are also systems, which 
have increasingly profound effects on the human and biotic systems 
around them. 
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Understanding the dynamics of systems is integral to RMI's approach. Not 
only does systems thinking point the way to solutions to particular 
resource problems, but it also reveals interconnections between problems, 
which often permits one solution to be leveraged to create many more. 
 
Take cars, for example. Cars are extremely complicated, so automotive 
engineers and designers specialize. Their job is to make a given 
component or subsystem the best it can be. This is how the modern 
automobile has evolved, through an incremental process of small 
improvements to individual components, without much change to the 
overall concept. 
 
The trouble is, optimizing isolated parts often "pessimizes" the whole: 
integration and synergy are lost; complexity, oversizing, and inefficiency 
abound. What's lacking is a sense of the big picture, the whole system.   
(Rocky Mountain Institute, n.d., Systems thinking section).   

 
The Natural Step also uses systems thinking: 

The Natural Step takes an upstream approach to sustainability and 
addresses problems at the source. We begin by understanding the broader 
system within which problems occur and develop effective, durable 
solutions to the environmental and social issues of the new century.  
(Natural Step, n.d.,  FAQ section) 

 
Finally, there is a huge market for systems thinking books, articles, and training, 

as evidenced by the significant number of books, newsletters, and consulting 

organizations (Gharajedaghi, 1999; Meadows & Sweeney, 2001; Pegasus 

Communications, n.d.; Senge et al., 1999; Richmond, 2000; Sweeney, 2001; 

Systems Thinker Newsletter, n.d.; Systems Dynamics Society, n.d.; Systems 

Thinking Press, n.d.). 

Table 106 summarizes the prior two data points and my projection for the 

sub-category entitled media-required/suggested thought processes.  In these areas, 

I predict that characteristic gecyberschaft thought processes will be related to 
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software and demonstrate the use of  patterns, scenarios, morphing, searching, 

linking, and sampling.   

Table 106 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Media-Required 
and Suggested Thought Processes 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

11.  Models, expectations, and thought processes 

Media-
required/ 

    suggested  
thought 
processes 

 

- speech:  connected 
narrative, concrete, 
holistic 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- print: linear, indexed, 
stable; analytic; single 
cause and effect 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- software based:  
patterns, scenarios, 
morphing, searching, 
linking, sampling, 
synthesis 

- digital:  search, linked 
 

 To begin, here is how gecyberschaft representative Miller/ Dj Spooky 

(2004) describes his thinking: 

I just don’t have enough memory to hold it all in my brain, so I have to 
flip into the sampler. (p. 40) 

 
 The application of new patterns of thinking is appearing in many places.  

The world of sports provides two examples.  Will (2004) describes the way that 

fluent thinking in statistics and patterns—supported by software—has changed 

professional baseball, reporting that: 

…baseball executives…know how to tickle marginal insights from the 
numbers—insights like the fact that inexpensive players trapped in the 
high minor leagues are often satisfactory replacements for expensive but 
mediocre players.  (p.10) 

 
He goes on to compare the accuracy of earlier linear cause-and-effect paradigms 

to that of the more sophisticated pattern-based approach: 
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…[M]easuring a player’s value by his batting average, which ignores the 
difference between singles and extra-base hits, is akin to measuring a 
man’s worth by a system that treats different denominations of currency as 
identical.  (Will, 2004, p. 10) 

 
 In American football, Brian Billick, head coach of the Baltimore Ravens 

and Super Bowl winner, attributes much of his success to the use of computer 

technology, which enables him to take advantage of the even the smallest 

competitive differences (Schiesel, 2004).  The Ravens organization includes a 

team of programmers.  This is a description of the way in which he works: 

“So now I’m going through Atlanta’s 237 third-down plays last year,” he 
says, gesturing to the dizzying columns of numbers on the screen; the 
shades by his desk are almost always down so he can see the monitors 
more easily.  “And you see they had 24 third-and-1’s.  Now I want to get 
rid of the goal-line plays, so I’m taking out everything inside the 20-yard 
line.”  Click, click. 

 
“So now here’s every third-and-1 Atlanta ran in the open field, and there 
are 17 of them,” he says.  But the raw data showing the setup, formation 
and result of the plays aren’t enough.  A few more clicks, and practically 
broadcast-quality vide of each play begins unfolding on the TV screen 
beside him, seamlessly streaming from the team’s video data server in real 
time.  (Schiesel, 2004, P. C5) 

 
Billick’s brother describes the changes in Billick’s thinking as the coach engaged 

gecyberschaft tools: 

“He wasn’t technical growing up” recalls Mike Billick….  “He was pretty 
much into football and all that entails.  But he saw what computers could 
do for him….  I think he’s reached a point now where he thinks 
electronically [italics added], so he can visualize on the screen as fast as 
most of us can visualize on paper.” (Schiesel, 2004, p. C5) 

 
Commenting that players will soon be taught in virtual reality, Billick discusses 

his frustration that the available digital imagery doesn’t yet match reality as 
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closely as he would like:  “[I]t’s either the sideline view or the end-zone view; the 

game is played at eye level” (Schiesel, 2004, p. C5).   

Summary Category 12:  Cohesion, Coordination, and Resistance 

 In this section, I explore the evidence for gecyberschaft characteristics 

projected  in two sub-categories:  coordination media and active resistance. 

I have projected that, in the gecyberschaft period, social organization will 

depend on a significant increase in the type and volume of coordination media, 

which will include such disparate channels as electronic media; software and 

automated hardware; and individually distributed representations and symbols, 

as well as various means of establishing living and working rhythms.  (See Table 

107 for historical context.) 

Table 107 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Coordination Media 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

12.  Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

Coordination 
media 

 

- oral:  rhythm (song, drum), 
ceremony 

- mass media (one way) 
broadcasts, recordings, 
written/printed function 
descriptions and 
directions 

- electronic media 
- software, automated 

hardware 
- individually distributed 

representations and 
symbols 

- rhythm 
 
 Immersed in an electronically-mediated world of sound (and, to a lesser 

extent, images), gecyberschaft residents may be expected to remediate processes 

from oral traditions.  Once such process is rhythm.  Miller/Dj Spooky (2004) 

describes the new rhythms in a completely connected world as ways in which 
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“people are adjusting to the peculiarity of being in a simultaneous yet unevenly 

distributed world” (p.105).  More formally, Wenger et. at. (2002) describe the 

rhythm of a community of practice as being “the strongest indicator of its 

aliveness” (p. 63): 

Vibrant communities of practice…have a rhythm.  ....Regular meetings, 
teleconferences, Web site activity, and informal lunches ebb and flow with 
the heartbeat of the community.  When that beat is strong and rhythmic, 
the community has a sense of movement and liveliness.  If the beat is too 
fast, the community feels breathless; people stop participating because 
they are overwhelmed.  When the beat is too slow, the community feels 
sluggish.  (pp. 62-63) 

 
 Because of the volume of information—for example, the number of 

people a human being has met or might wish to meet, the complexity of the social 

setting (individual participation in multiple gecyberschafts, remediated 

gesellschafts, and his or her individual gemeinschaft), and the current limits on 

human ability to understand and interact with others (discussed earlier)—the 

coordination of social activity is being automated in what is known as social 

software (Shirky, 2003).  A list of examples of digital search and matchmaking 

software on Internet sites was featured earlier in this chapter.  Here are several 

examples of electronically mediated software-supported coordination processes 

from one of those sites:  Spoke.  (To protect others’ privacy, I am using examples 

from my own listing at Spoke.)  The first process illustrated is an automated 

mapping 
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 of one’s contacts by frequency of email correspondence within the parameters set 

by the user (see Figure 44).   

 
 The second is an example of a contact-prompting process—again with 

user determined parameters—which provides the names of people with whom the 

user may be losing touch, the strength of the relationship with each person, and 

the time of last email contact.  An email message contacting each person can be 

selected and much of the message process handled automatically (see Figure 45). 

 
 
Figure 44  Sample Of Social Software: Mapping of Contacts.  Note.  From Screenshot of Spoke Software 
Version 1.11, N.D., Palo Alto, CA:  Spoke Software.  Copyright 2002-2004 by Spoke Software.  Reprinted 
with Permission. 
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 Turning to another sub-category of Cohesion, Coordination, and 

Resistance: Galloway (2004a) has predicted that active resistance will take the 

form of mutation and terrorism in the gecyberschaft period.  Table 108 provides a 

context for the shape of the evolutionary trend in modes of active resistance. 

Table 108 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Active Resistance 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

12.  Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

Active 
resistance 

 

- armed revolt, sedition   - sabotage, treason   
 

- mutation, terrorism   
(Galloway, 2004a) 

 

 
Figure 45  Sample of Social Software: Reminder of Loss of Contact.  Note.  From Cropped Screenshot 
of Spoke Software  Version 1.11, N.D., Palo Alto, CA:  Spoke Software.  Copyright 2002-2004 by 
Spoke Software. Reprinted with Permission. 
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 Because gecyberschafts—and remediated bureaucracies including nation 

states—have permeable, often overlapping, boundaries, resistance may come 

from within, without, and combinations of the two.  As Vaidhyanathan (2003) 

comments in describing the “nefarious networks” against which many nation 

states are fighting:  “[Y]ou can never really see a network—because it is 

dispersed, distributed, encrypted, and ubiquitous” (p. 25).   

 The National Security Strategy of the United States of America (National 

Security Council, n.d.) recognizes the change in the nature of resistance and 

enemies, with the battles between nation states of opposing philosophies outdated 

and the new threat coming from networks of terrorists: 

For most of the twentieth century, the world was divided by a great 
struggle over ideas: destructive totalitarian visions versus freedom and 
equality.  
 
That great struggle is over. The militant visions of class, nation, and race 
which promised utopia and delivered misery have been defeated and 
discredited. America is now threatened less by conquering states than we 
are by failing ones. We are menaced less by fleets and armies than by 
catastrophic technologies in the hands of the embittered few. … 
 
The United States of America is fighting a war against terrorists of global 
reach. The enemy is not a single political regime or person or religion or 
ideology. The enemy is terrorism—premeditated, politically motivated 
violence perpetrated against innocents.  (National Security Council, n.d., 
Introduction) 

 
Note that the grounds of engagement include key feature of the gecyberschaft 

period—communications and finances: 

Our priority will be first to disrupt and destroy terrorist organizations of 
global reach and attack their leadership; command, control, and 
communications; material support; and finances. This will have a 
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disabling effect upon the terrorists’ ability to plan and operate.  (National 
Security Council, n.d., Section III) 
 

 Terrorist groups are often gecyberschaft groups of purpose.  Validis Krebs 

(2002b), whose community mapping diagrams were cited in Chapter Seven, has 

documented the mapping of a portion of a covert terrorist network—in this case 

the group centered around the September 11, 2001 hijackers—using data 

available from news sources on the Internet.  Because there was no single 

complete and accurate source of information, Krebs also relied on the work of 

earlier social network theorists who had studied covert or criminal groups.  The 

characteristics of these groups are shared by most gecyberschafts:  they have 

fuzzy boundaries, and membership and relationships are dynamic.  Interestingly, 

earlier researchers suggested a number of mapping strategies that would also have 

been suggested by the model of community developed in this work: 

 considering the strength of a relationship by taking into account the 

duration and the task for which the relationship is being used; 

 reviewing “archival data to derive relationship data”—searching all 

available information for patterns; and  

 looking for deep, trusted ties (“Many were school chums from many 

years ago, some had lived together for years, and others were related 

by kinship ties.”). 

Trust—as will be discussed later in this chapter in the section on 

governance—is the primary gecyberschaft governance process.  Krebs (2002b) 
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describes how trust within terrorist networks makes these groups both resilient 

and difficult to find. 

Ties between members of the hijacker network and outsiders were non-
existent. It was often reported that the hijackers kept to themselves - they 
did not make friends outside the trusted circle. They would rarely interact 
with others, and then often one of them would speak for the whole group. 
Eliminating boundary-spanning ties reduces the visibility into the network, 
and chance of leaks out of the network. 
 
The hijacker's network had a hidden strength - massive redundancy 
through trusted prior contacts. These ties made the network very resilient. 
These ties were solidly in place as the hijackers made their way to 
America. These strong ties were rarely active - they were mostly invisible 
during their stay in America. 

 

 Table 109, taken from Krebs’s conclusion and summarizing the 

characteristics which he used to locate and map a terrorist network, is congruent 

with the characteristics of gecyberschaft as predicted by the model developed in 

this work.  The key characteristics are: 

 trust:  the primary gecyberschaft governance process; 

 task:  the processes necessary to achieve the purpose; 

 money and resources:  the fueling for the system; and 

 strategy and goals:  the purpose. 
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Table 109 
 
Characteristics of Terrorist Networks to be Used in Group Mapping as Identified by Krebs  

Relationship/Network Data Sources 

1. Trust Prior contacts in family, neighborhood, school, military, club or 
organization. Public and court records. Data may only be available in 
suspect's native country. 

2. Task Logs and records of phone calls, electronic mail, chat rooms, instant 
messages, Web site visits. Travel records. Human intelligence: 
observation of meetings and attendance at common events. 

3. Money & Resources Bank account and money transfer records. Pattern and location of credit 
card use. Prior court records. Human intelligence: observation of 
visits to alternate banking resources such as Hawala. 

4. Strategy & Goals Web sites. Videos and encrypted disks delivered by courier. Travel 
records. Human intelligence: observation of meetings and attendance 
at common events. 

(Krebs, 2002 b) 
 

Summary Category 13:  Economic Processes, Energy Use 

 Emergent gecyberschaft characteristics documented earlier in this chapter 

have already provided evidence relevant to several sections of this summary 

category, including the projections of: 

 freelancers as the primary labor type; 

 social processes and labor as the focus of automation; and 

 auctions in electronic marketplaces as characteristic market 

processes. 

Observations of gecyberschaft characteristics in the additional sub-categories of 

production, volume of energy used , and energies distinguished will complete this 

summary section.  
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 As shown in Table 110, in contrast to the primary methods of production 

in gemeinschaft (where plants and animals are grown) and gesellschaft (where 

materials are mined and manufactured), I have projected that in gecyberschaft 

ideas and services will be created, invented, and delivered.   

Table 110 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Production 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

13.  Economic processes, matter/energy use 

Production 
 

- grown - manufactured and mined - created, invented, 
delivered (ideas and 
service) 

 
 
 The shift to a services and information economy has been well 

documented (Kelly, 1998;  McKenzie, 1987; Shapiro & Varian, 1998; Varian, 

1995).  Google, the featured remediated gecyberschaft business, is a clear 

example of the predominance of ideas and services in the global economy.  

Google's mission “is to organize the world's information and make it universally 

accessible and useful” (Google, n.d., Company overview section).  Their summary 

of Google features, shown in Table 111, provides an excellent example of the 

emerging types of services in the communications and information area: 



444 

 
 

Table 111 
 
Google Featured Services 

Featured Service Explanation 

• Cached Links View a snapshot of each page as it looked when we indexed it.  

• Calculator Use Google to evaluate mathematical expressions. 

• Definitions Use Google to get glossary definitions gathered from various online 
sources. 

• File Types Search for non-HTML file formats including PDF documents and others. 

• Froogle  To find a product for sale online, use Froogle - Google's product search 
service. 

• I'm Feeling Lucky Bypass our results and go to the first web page returned for your query.  

• Local Search - New! Search for local businesses and services in the U.S. 

• News Headlines Enhances your search results with the latest related news stories. 

• PhoneBook Look up U.S. street address and phone number information. 

• Search By Number Use Google to access package tracking information, US patents, and a 
variety of online databases. 

• Similar Pages Display pages that are related to a particular result. 

• Site Search Restrict your search to a specific site. 

• Spell Checker Offers alternative spelling for queries. 

• Stock Quotes Use Google to get stock and mutual fund information. 

• Street Maps Use Google to find U.S. street maps. 

• Travel Information Check the status of an airline flight in the U.S. or view airport delays and 
weather conditions. 

• Web Page Translation  Provides English speakers access to a variety of non-English web pages. 

• Who Links To You? Find all the pages that point to a specific URL.  

Note.  From Google Featured services , n.d., Mountainview, CA:  Google.  Copyright 2004 by Google.   
 
 

 Originating out of a commitment to a sustainable ecology, Interface 

Incorporated (a multi-national carpet company) provides an example of a different 

type of change in economic processes:  services which are “far from the physical” 

and which replace traditional sales of manufactured goods.  Interface continues to 

manufacture carpets but, in many cases, no longer sells them.  Wishing to ensure 
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that old carpets will be recycled appropriately, they have assumed a product 

responsibility that extends beyond production and sale, a responsibility which is 

called “cradle-to-cradle.”  Arising out of a commitment to a fully sustainable 

global ecology, this self-imposed accountability creates a new model of product 

life cycle which extends from conception to new product generation. 

Leasing carpet, rather than selling it, and being responsible cradle-to- 
cradle, is the future and the better way.  Toward this end, we’ve created 
and offered to the market the Evergreen Lease®, the first ever perpetual 
lease for carpet.  We sell the services of the carpet:  color, design, texture, 
warmth, acoustics, comfort under foot, cleanliness, and improved indoor 
air quality, but not the carpet itself.  (p. 14, Anderson, 1998)  

 
In this lease, the original carpet is provided in the form of individual carpet tiles 

or squares.  As tiles wear out or are damaged, Interface replaces them. 

 Turning to the assessment of the volume of energy used or projected:  I 

have predicted that gecyberschaft energy use will be substantial and critical to the 

maintenance of society as it must sustain prior and new methods of coordination, 

programming, and biotechnology.  Table 112 provides context in this area. 

Table 112 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Volume of Energy Use 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

13.  Economic processes, matter/energy use 

Volume of 
energy 
used 

 

- minimal:  sustains 
biological life 

- significant: sustains prior 
uses and communication, 
manufacturing, 
transportation 

-  substantial and critical:  
sustains prior uses and 
coordination, 
programming, and 
biotechnology 

 
 
 As forecast, the volume of energy used by the human race continues—and 

is projected to continue—to increase as show in Figures 46 and 47 (compiled by 
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the United States Department of Energy).  While industrialized nations are 

expected to use the most energy, it is important to note that developing nations 

(especially China and India) are expected to account for most of the increase in 

world energy consumption. 

 Access to primary energy has been and continues to be a significant source  

Figure 46 World Primary Energy Consumption 
1790 to 2005.  Note.  From International Energy 
Outlook 2004, Washington, DC: Energy Information
Administration.  Reprinted with Permission. 
 
 

 

Figure 47 World Primary Energy Consumption by 
Region 1790 To 2005.  Note.  From International 
Energy Outlook 2004, Washington, DC: Energy 
Information Administration.  Reprinted with 
Permission. 
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of global tension and conflict.  Another interesting energy vector described by the 

US Department of Energy is the vector of energy intensity.  Energy intensity 

refers to the relationship of primary energy use to Gross Domestic  

Product.  As is predicted by the gecyberschaft model, the stage of economic 

development and the standard of living in a region strongly influence the link 

between economic growth and energy demand.  The Department of Energy 

describes a beneficial trend which was not specifically predicted in this area (see 

Figure 48), as follows: 

Advanced economies with high living standards have a relatively high 
level of energy use per capita, but they also tend to be economies where 
per capita energy use is stable or changes very slowly. In the industrialized 
countries, there is a high penetration rate of modern appliances and 
motorized personal transportation equipment. To the extent that spending 
is directed to energy-consuming goods, it involves more often than not 
purchases of new equipment to replace old capital stock. The new stock is 
often more efficient than the equipment it replaces, resulting in a weaker 
link between income and energy demand.   (Energy Information 
Administration, 2004) 

 
 
Figure 48  World Primary Energy Consumption by Region 1790 To 
2005.  Note.  From International Energy Outlook 2004, Washington, 
DC: Energy Information Administration.  Reprinted with Permission 
 
. 
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This pattern, if it continues as forecast, may help to mitigate in a co-evolutionary 

fashion the continually increasing requirements for free energy to support 

complex self-organization. 

 Not only the volume but also the type of energies distinguished play a 

keys role in the community forms which evolve over time.  I have predicted that 

the gecyberschaft era will include a focus on emotional energy and perhaps 

additional energies yet to be distinguished.  Table 113 provides the context for 

these predictions. 

Table 113 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Energies Distinguished 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

13.  Economic processes, matter/energy use 

Energies 
distinguish-
ed 

 

- biological  
- fire, wind, water 

- [previous] 
- fossil fuels 
- chemical, atomic 

- [previous] 
- emotional (as 

distinguished from 
specific emotions) 

- additional to be 
distinguished 

 
 
 As the model of human organizations—particularly businesses—has 

begun to shift from that of a bureaucratic factory to a living entity (de Geus, 1997, 

Senge et. al, 2004), the concept of emotional and leadership energy has become a 

new form of attention.  Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers (1996) provide a lyrical 

review of this transition by presenting gesellschaft goals from a gecyberschaft 

perspective: 

Each of us embodies the boundless energies of life.  We are creating, 
systems-seeking, self-organizing, meaning-seeking beings.  We are 
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identities in motion, searching for the relationships that will evoke more 
from us….  Our energy courses through our organizations.  This energy is 
the best hope we have for creating organizations that feel alive…. 

 
We have been aware of these motions—but mainly because of the 
problems they create.  We want the organization to stop moving while we 
figure out where it should go next….  As we try and hold everybody still 
until we can figure things out, the very energy that could assist us becomes 
a major difficulty.  We try to contain people’s desires to contribute rather 
than  working with these surpluses of energy…. 

 
In the West, people have tried to understand the world in terms of static 
things, machine-like structures that move on command. 

 
…Life’s very energy has come to feel difficult and strangely undesirable. 
(Order changed, pp.  92-930) 

 
Additional evidence for this new conception of energy is provided by Seligman 

(2002), who has documented better competitive performance by groups using an 

optimistic mental framework and emotions than by groups with a pessimistic 

framework and emotionals.  Further, there is a widely used business performance 

technique which is based on the concept of emotional intelligence (Feldman, 

1999;  Goleman, 2000; Goleman et al., 2002; Segal, 1997). 

Nascent Gecyberschaft Period Societal Control Processes (Categories 14 and 15) 

 
 Dee Hock (1999), founder and CEO Emeritus of VISA international and 

founder of the Chaordic Commons, provides an excellent introduction to this 

section in his discussion of the nature of governance: 

If two individuals meet and agree, the agreement contains the essence of 
organization.  They are, no matter how briefly or for what purpose, 
“organized.”  That agreement also contains the essence of self-
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governance, for each must rely on the self-induced behavior of the other to 
act in accordance with the understanding. 

 
Agreement is always dynamic, imperfect, and malleable.  Language, with 
all its vagaries and nuances, is our primary tool with which to reach 
agreement…. 

 
In the constructive sense of the word, governance can only be based on 
clarity of shared intent and trust in expected behavior, heavily seasoned 
with common sense and tolerance.   (pp. 88-89) 

Summary Category 14:  Governance, Power, and Authority 

 
 In this section, I profile gecyberschaft characteristics in two categories:  

governance process and selection of decision making. 

 I have forecast that trust will be the primary governance process in 

gecyberschaft groups of purpose.  Table 114 indicates the two other types of  

preceding governance processes.   

Table 114 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Governance Process 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

14.  Governance, power, authority 

Governance 
process 

- social pressure - hierarchical power - trust 

 

In the gecyberschaft period, when groups of purpose are formed without 

the coercion inherent in the need for survival (gemeinschaft) or in the top-down 

hierarchical power supported by police, auditors, and performance, requiring-

managers (gesellschaft), trust becomes a basis of governance.  This does not 

imply that trust is necessarily a value-based choice.  In the absence of coercive 



451 

 
 

powers, there are pragmatic reasons for trust to emerge as the gecyberschaft 

governance process—although it must be noted  that, as terrorist gecyberschafts 

amply demonstrate, internal trust does not necessarily imply trust of those outside 

the group.  

As Hock (1999) has commented: 

Systems of self-governance, in the individual and at every scale beyond, 
are based on understanding that ordinances, orders, and enforcement deal 
with an absence of true governance.  They are an attempt to compel the 
kind of behavior that organizations fail to induce.  (pp. 89-90) 

 
 Fukyama (1995) and Putnam (2000) have described, from a theoretical 

perspective, both the importance of trust to the generation of social capital (“the 

way in which our lives are made more productive by social ties” [Putnam, 2000, 

p. 19]) and the conditions under which trust is likely to emerge.  A governance 

process of trust, according to Putnam, sets the initial conditions for social capital.  

(The idea of social capital—very much a gecyberschaft concept—was 

independently invented at least six times during the last half of the twentieth 

century [Putnam, 2000], not coincidentally during the time that humans were 

developing initial gecyberschaft traits.)   

 Just as trust can be use to govern terrorist groups, social capital can be 

directed to a wide variety of purposes.  One set of purposes is closely linked to the 

concept of a gift economy.  As The Chaordic Commons explains: 

What is a Gift Economy? 
 

A gift economy is an economy in which everyone gives what they have .  
[It is based on the human] capacity to give freely without a sense of 
coercion but with a sense of purpose and outcome. It starts with people 
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giving with a sense of sacrifice and investment; it grows with others 
recognizing the gift and responding in kind; and it comes full circle with a 
sense that this self-organizing giving economy is growing and sustainable. 

 
A gift economy is made up of the skills, assets and resources of people 
involved, financial resources and the intangibles that result from 
connecting people with financial resources and people with each other. 

 
This kind of economy is based on simple, clear agreements or covenants, 
sometimes written, often unwritten, which develop trust and hope [italics 
added] within the network of those who participate.  (Chaordic Commons, 
n.d., What is a gift economy? section) 

   
Because software programmers are developing ways to automate social 

processes, they study these processes carefully—yielding interesting insights into 

trust as governance process.  For example, Khare and Rifkin (1998) present the 

basic elements of what they label Trust Management:  principles, principals, and 

policies.  This is their description of those key elements: 

Principles  
When deciding to trust some principal to take some action on some object, 
it is absolutely critical to be specific about the privileges granted; to trust 
yourself when vouchsafing the claim; and to be careful before and after 
taking that step.  

 
Principals  
The decision to grant trust is justified by a chain of assertions. There are 
three kinds of actors making the assertional links based on their particular 
identity lifetimes: people make assertions with broad scope, bound to their 
long-lived names; computers make narrow proofs of correct operation 
from their limited-scope addresses; and organizations make assertions 
about people and computers because they have the widest temporal and 
legal scope of all. Credentials describe each kind of principal and its 
relationships, such as membership and delegation.  

 
Policies  
These are rules about which assertions can be combined to yield 
permission. Broadly speaking, policies can grant authority based on the 
identity of the principal asking; the capability at issue; or an object already 
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in hand. In other words, you might be trusted based on who you are, what 
you can do, or what you have.  (Khare and Rifkin, 1998, Section 1, ¶ 4-6) 

 
One of the most visible places to watch groups co-evolve trust processes is 

in the area of the economy.   Global electronic networks, such as Elance  (profiled 

earlier in this chapter), must establish trust among buyers and sellers.  Often this 

begins with subscribing to one or more reliability—creating institutions, some of 

which are associated with remediated nation states, but most of which are 

independent businesses.  For example, Elance displays three reliability, privacy, 

and security indicator logos, each of which links to a display verifying the 

organization’s participation : 

 the Better Business Bureau shield links to the statement shown in  

Figure 49: 

 
 

 the TRUSTe: shield (not shown here)  links to the following 

statement: 

Elance is a licensee of the TRUSTe Privacy Program. TRUSTe is 
an independent, non-profit organization whose mission is to enable 

 

 
 

This shield links to this statement:  Elance, 
Inc meets all BBBOnLine® Reliability 
participation and Better Business Bureau 
membership standards and is authorized to 
display the BBBOnLine® Reliability seal. 

 
Figure 49 BBBOnline® Reliability Seal.  Note.  
From Screenshot Of Elance Better Business 
Bureau Seal, Arlington, VA:  The Council Of 
Better Business.  Reprinted With Permission. 
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individuals and organizations to establish trusting relationships 
based on respect for personal identity and information by 
promoting the use of fair information practices. This privacy 
statement covers the site www.elance.com. Because this Web site 
wants to demonstrate its commitment to our users' privacy, it has 
agreed to disclose its information practices and have its privacy 
practices reviewed for compliance by TRUSTe.   (Elance, n.d.)  

 
  and,  
 

 the Verisign shield links to the screen shown in see Figure 50. 

In addition, Elance found it necessary to establish an internal payment system to 

guarantee safe transmission of funds between participating buyers and sellers.  

Elance also uses a continuous participant assessment system to rate both suppliers 

and buyers, as do many other gecyberschafts. 

Trust can also provide a gecyberschaft with a competitive advantages. 

Speaking about Google’s separation of advertising revenue and search engine 

results, for example, Larry Page comments that “People use Google because they 

trust us” (Sheff, 2004, p. 142). 
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Figure 50  Verisign Reliability Seal and Linked Verification Screen.  Note.  From  Cropped Screen Shot of 
Elance, Sunnyvale, Ca:  Elance, Inc. Copyright  2000-2004 By Elance, Inc.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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Turning to a second sub-category of governance:  methods of decision 

making are shaped by the demands of the environment, the technology available 

to support the processes, and ideas of appropriate governance among other 

factors.  On-going assessments of (changing) decision makers along with 

transparency and active disclosure are projected to be key elements in 

gecyberschaft decision making.  Table 115 provides the historical background for 

this projection. 

Table 115 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Decision Making 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

14.  Governance, power, authority 

Decision 
making 

 

- wise elders - via various forms of 
representative 
democracy 

- assessed volunteers, 
specialists 

- transparency and active 
disclosure  

- on-going assessment 
 

 Eric E. Schmidt, Chief Executive Officer of Google, describes a form of 

decision-making used by the senior executive team which is well suited to the fast 

paced, highly competitive global marketplace in which the company operates 

(Mangalindan, 2004; Sheff, 2004).  When an important decision is to be made, the 

person with a proposed resolution finds two to three other key members of the 

executive team, always including (insofar as is practical) one of the two co-

founders, Sergey Brin or Larry Page, and convenes a decision-making session.  

This means assembling a large number of Google employees to watch a 

discussion in which a decision is taken only after at least two of the key 
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executives supports the proposed action.  The assembled staff watch but do not 

participate in the decision making.  Because the larger group is not required to 

come to consensus, decisions can be made relatively quickly.  Staff presence 

emphasizes the company’s commitment to transparency and encourages clear 

thinking, as well as increases internal communications and alignment. 

  In her excellent study of the rise in disclosure of information as a means 

of governance, Graham (2002) describes the emergence in the United States, early 

in the gecyberschaft period, of new systems of social disclosure, including, as 

examples, airline safety rankings, nutritional labeling, environmental impact 

statements, demographics for financial lending transactions, and workplace safety 

records: 

In the past, regulators collected the fragments of data they needed to set 
and enforce the rules.  Experts evaluated it.  When information was made 
available to the public, it was usually as an afterthought or as a response to 
a “right-to-know” request.  By contrast, the new disclosure systems are 
aimed at ordinary consumers and intended to inform comprehensively to 
change behavior.  Information itself becomes the instrument of regulation 
[italics added]. (Graham, 2002, p. 138) 

 
Interestingly, Graham describes these new processes as having “emerged without 

central direction or coordination” (2002, p. 19).  She makes a clear distinction 

between these new methods and earlier disclosure and right-to-know 

requirements, and makes reference to such characteristics of gecyberschaft, 

including a more horizontal societal structure, use of information as a means of 

aligning behavior, and preference for transparency: 
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First, they [the new disclosure processes] collected information primarily 
to inform the public.  Most right-to-know requirements had simply passed 
information collected primarily to inform government actions.   

 
Second, disclosure served regulatory rather than normative purposes.  
Information was viewed as a way to change behavior [italics added], not 
simply as a public right.   

 
Third, the new disclosure systems held creators of risks accountable 
[italics added].  Instead of reports aggregated by industry or geographical 
area, the public received information about named facilities, companies, 
and products.  (Paragraphing added, Graham, 2002, p.15) 

 
 All the gecyberschafts featured throughout this chapter exhibit both 

internal and external transparency.  If they had not, I would have been unable to 

cite from the websites their goals, structures, processes, and forms of 

organization.  Some, such as the Pioneers of Change, make transparency an 

explicit part of their governance process: 

.…An open e-mail list ensures a constant conversation which people join 
and leave as they feel called to make comments on the basic purpose, 
principles and structure of Pioneers of Change as a chaordic network. All 
the messages are stored, when off-line conversations take place they are 
saved in the files area, and all of this is reviewed at the annual Board 
Meeting, where the Charter may or may not be amended.  

 
All other decisions will be taken at the level of the affected parties.  

 
No part of the network may take any decisions that will compel behavior 
from any other part.   (Pioneers of Change, n.d., Network structure 
section)  

 
 The practice of transparency is being applied, in gecyberschaft, not only to 

businesses and non-profit organizations but also to remediated nation states, 

particularly those suffering from severe systemic corruption as a result of 
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organized crime and/or long-standing patterns of nepotism.  In 1993, a 

gecyberschaft—Transparency International—emerged to: 

….work at both the national and international level to curb both the supply 
and demand of corruption. In the international arena, TI raises awareness 
about the damaging effects of corruption, advocates policy reform, works 
towards the implementation of multilateral conventions and subsequently 
monitors compliance by governments, corporations and banks. At the 
national level, chapters work to increase levels of accountability and 
transparency, monitoring the performance of key institutions and pressing 
for necessary reforms in a non-party political manner.  (TI, n.d., TI history 
section.) 

 
The fact that it was still legal in most countries in 1992 to make bribe payments 

abroad was one of the features of the environment that TI founding members 

wished to change.  (The first TI Board was comprised of people from Bangladesh, 

Germany, Kenya, Namibia, the Philippines, the USA and the UK.)  Among other 

activities, TI provides adaptable process tools for systems wishing to move 

towards gecyberschaft transparency.  One such tool is the Integrity Pact, which 

they describe as: 

… a tool aimed at preventing corruption in public procurement. It consists 
of a process that includes an agreement between a government (at the 
federal, national or local level) or government department and all bidders 
for a public sector contract. It contains rights and obligations to the effect 
that neither side will pay, offer, demand or accept bribes, or collude with 
competitors to obtain the contract, or engage in such abuses while carrying 
it out. Furthermore, bidders will disclose all commissions and similar 
expenses paid by them to anybody in connection with the contract; and 
sanctions will apply when violations occur. These sanctions range from 
loss or denial of contract, forfeiture of the bid or performance bond and 
liability for damages, to blacklisting for future contracts on the side of the 
bidders, and criminal or disciplinary action against employees of the 
government. The IP allows companies to refrain from bribing in the 
knowledge that their competitors are bound by the same rules. It allows 
governments to reduce the high cost of corruption in procurement, 
privatization and licensing. The IP has shown itself to be adaptable to 
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many legal settings and flexible in its application.   (TI, n.d.,  The integrity 
pact section) 

 
It also tracks global patterns important to their purpose.  For example, their 2004 

Global Corruption Report includes assessments of the following: 

 the regulation of political finance worldwide and the disclosure of 

money flows in politics 

 the enforcement of political finance laws, and the practice of vote 

buying 

 efforts to repatriate wealth looted by politicians,  and the world's top 

ten embezzlers 

 the best and worst laws regulating politics 

 developments in immunity from prosecution (TI, n.d., 2004 global 

corruption report section) 

Summary Category 15:  External Interactions 

  In this section, gecyberschaft characteristics are explored in three 

sub-categories:  cooperation/competition, origin of conflicts, and military focus. 

 Simultaneous cooperation and competition is forecast to be a frequent 

form of interaction among gecyberschaft groups of purpose.  Table 116 provides a 

framework for this projection. 
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Table 116 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Cooperation and Competition 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

15. External interactions 

Cooperation/ 
competition 

 

- both distanced and 
comparatively infrequent 

- cooperation and 
competition separate 

- continuous  

- simultaneous 
cooperation/ 
competition frequent 

 
 
 
 Because gecyberschafts originate in a purpose, groups with similar 

purposes may simultaneously cooperate and compete.  Differences in ideology 

may result in competition for members and scarce resources.  

InterEnvironment.org (n.d.) is a gecyberschaft formed to address this 

simultaneous opportunity and threat in the area of environmental activism.  Their 

website provides a clear review of the challenges in the gecyberschaft 

environment: 

NATURAL ALLIES 
The environmental community has natural allies in organizations working 
on human rights, poverty, population, public health, consumption, 
corruption, energy efficiency, and preservation of cultural heritage.  Key 
groups working in these fields are included in this Web site.  

 
FALSE COLORS 
A small number of NGOs purport to work for environmental protection, 
but are either money-making schemes or front organizations for special 
interests.  It is fairly easy to detect them.  See Hazards of research on the 
Internet and How to help & get involved.  

 
 COOPERATION AND COMPETITION 
The internal politics of the NGO environmental community is a mixture of 
competition and cooperation.  There is competition within cooperation, 
and cooperation within competition, and it is often difficult to know where 
one ends and the other begins.  A lot depends on the egos of the people 
involved.   
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Competition is mainly for funds and public and political attention.  
Cooperation tends not to be systematic, but forged around short- or 
medium-term issues or projects….  

 
The sharpest and most divisive ideological conflict within the international 
environmental movement is over hunting of wild animals.  (Organizations 
representing all sides of hunting issues are included in this Web site.)  In 
some parts of the world, the pros and cons of nuclear energy are still 
actively debated within the environmental movement, although by now 
most mainline NGOs have taken a firm position against nuclear power.        

 
 COORDINATION, COMMUNICATION, CONTEXT 

A serious problem in the environmental community is lack of 
coordination, or even of communication, among organizations working on 
similar problems.  At the national level, it is surprisingly common, even in 
smaller countries, for groups not to know of each other's existence.  At the 
international level, a growing number of specialized organizations means 
that more and more energy needs to be invested in simply keeping abreast 
of who's doing what in the same field of activity.  (InterEnvironment, n.d., 
About environmental organizations & programs section) 

 
 Because purpose is the defining characteristic of a gecyberschaft, groups 

of purpose may find it necessary to protect their purpose and the ways in which 

both that purpose and the group itself are represented to others.  This process may 

be made more difficult by several factors, such as the looser boundaries typical of 

gecyberschafts, a sense of shared purpose on the part of people not recognized by 

the community as members, and the degree of complexity inherent in the purpose 

and therefore in explanations of the purpose as well as in processes used to 

support the purpose.  These factors may result in relationships with external 

parties which shift from cooperative to competitive and sometimes from friend to 

annoyance or even foe.  This excerpt from The Natural Step website Frequently 



463 

 
 

Asked Questions indicates the degree of formality this organization felt compelled 

to develop in order to protect its purpose: 

Q:  Do you offer training or certification for facilitators or independent 
consultants who would like to teach The Natural Step principles and 
approach? 

 
No. The Natural Step does not offer any form of training or certification 
for individuals interested in teaching The Natural Step principles and 
approach. Consequently, individuals not formally employed by or 
connected with the organization are not permitted to represent themselves 
as a part of The Natural Step or in any way as trainers or consultants on 
The Natural Step Framework… 

 
Q:  Are presentation materials available for people giving presentations 
about The Natural Step principles and approach?  

 
No. The Natural Step does not release slides or other presentation 
materials to people wanting to talk publicly about The Natural Step 
principles and approach. All publicly available information is accessible 
on or through this web site. The Natural Step staff and board are available 
for select presentations and workshops.  (Natural Step, n.d., Frequently 
asked questions section) 

 
In addition, highly successful gecyberschafts such as The Natural Step may 

become so successful in disseminating their message that the demand for their 

offerings becomes greater than their resources can bear, leading to boundary 

setting processes such as these: 

1. The Natural Step will supply new information and tools for the public 
in a self-help manner on its web site. 
2. The Natural Step welcomes updated information on activities and 
programs from individual consultants and regional interest groups.  
3. The Natural Step will foster open communication with individual 
consultants and regional interest groups by responding to inquiries and 
requests as appropriate and as resources permit. 
4. The Natural Step is not obligated to fulfill requests for excessive 
support or to serve as a reference/connector for individuals or regional 
interest groups [italics added]. 
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5. The Natural Step will no longer include regional contacts or interested 
individuals on its website or in print materials.   (Natural Step, n.d., 
Frequently asked question section) 

 
Key to the understanding of any societal period is the predominant origin 

of conflicts among groups or communities.  My projection is that gecyberschaft 

conflicts will arise primarily in disagreements over ontology, with competition for 

idea implementation and protocol standards and translation problems 

exacerbating the disagreements.  Recent historical background is provided in 

Table 117. 

Table 117 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Origin of Conflicts 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

15. External interactions 

Origin of 
conflicts 

 

- cultural  
- competition for natural  

resources 

- ideological  
- competition for land and 

energy 

- ontological  
- competition for idea 

implementation and 
protocol standards 

- translation problems 
(presentational to 
symbolic) 

 
 
 A major source of conflict between individuals and groups in the 

gecyberschaft period is ontological in nature and reflects the differences in 

worldviews between those of the gesellschaft period and those of the 

gecyberschaft period (Lieven, 2004; Wacker, 2000).  Just as Luddites organized 

against technological advances in the textile industry in England during the 

Industrial Revolution (Wikipedia, n.d.b) which, in part, drove the transition from 

gemeinschaft to gesellschaft, some individuals and groups with gesellschaft world 
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views are reacting with hostility to gecyberschaft.  There are many reasons for the 

religious, national, and social conservatism expressed by those concerned about 

the characteristics of gecyberschaft (Halliday, 2004).   

 This model points to differences in conceptions of truth as one of the key 

factors in this social division.  Characteristically, as a consequence of the 

pervasiveness of the scientific method, people in gesellschaft assume that there is 

a single, researchable truth, which defines reality.  Immersed in information, 

people in the gecyberschaft period, on the other hand, typically consider multiple 

points of view when examining a situation; they accept that different points of 

view are likely to yield different understandings and truths, and that the very fact 

that there is an observer changes the situation.   

 Amstrong (2000) theorizes that much of the conflict among religious 

fundamentalists, arguing over competing truths, arose in a gesellschaft 

misinterpretation of mythos as logos:  stories which were told to inspire became 

laws of the universe.  The disagreement between inhabitants of  gesellschaft and 

gecyberschaft is further compounded by a frequent misunderstanding on the part 

of gecybershaftians.  In insisting on the individual’s right to choose his or her 

truth, they often miss the point inherent in some—not all—gesellschaft 

frameworks, which are precluded from reaching fruition if non-believers exist.  

Certain varieties of fundamentalist Christianity and Islam, for example, hold that 

unless all humans join in recognizing the single truth of their framework, God will 
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not be pleased and paradise or some other objective will not come into being 

(Armstrong, 2000). 

 Separately, because gecyberschafts are not bounded in time or space, one 

difficulty that they commonly experience is knowing who is inside the group and 

who is outside—and often actions taken “against” outsiders affect group members 

as well.  Governance through protocol, as Galloway (2004) has explained, is 

pervasive, and this process often creates greater difficulties for gecyberschafts 

than do the problems it is intended to address.  One of the characteristics of the 

current gecyberschaft intellectual landscape is the debate (Black, 2004; Galloway, 

2004 a;  Loeb, 1999; Vaidhyanathan, 2003 b) over the appropriateness of various 

levels of control over information and communications media.  Vaidhyanathan 

(2003b) has characterized the opposing points of view as follows: 

This is the story of clashing ideologies:  information anarchy and 
information oligarchy.  They feed off of each other dialectically.  
Oligarchy justifies itself through “moral panics” over the potential effects 
of anarchy.  And anarchy justifies itself by reacting to the trends toward 
oligarchy. 

 
The actors who are promoting information anarchy include libertarians, 
librarians, hackers, terrorists, religious zealots, and anti-globalization 
activists.  The actors who push information oligarchy include major 
transnational corporations, the World Trade Organization, and the 
governments of the United States of America and the Peoples’ Republic of 
China. (p. 5) 

 
To take a more prosaic example of the ways in which attempts to defend against 

“outsiders” often curtail the freedom of “insiders” (while freedom is the very 

objective of the “defense”), most citizens of the Western world who travel by 

airplane now spend hours in airports going through invasive security procedures 
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designed to detect terrorists, weapons, and explosives (Alexander, 2004; BBC 

News, 2002). 

 The focal point for military forces has also changed with the evolution in 

societal form over time.  Table 118 provides the historical context for my 

projections that in gecyberschaft, military services will increasingly be provided 

by private, for-profit, businesses (remediated by functioning within the larger 

gecyberschaft environment). 

Table 118 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Military Focus 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

15. External interactions 

Military focus 
 

- feudal  - nation state - gecyberschaft groups of 
purpose, including 
remediated military 
businesses for hire 

 
Davis (2002) and Singer (2003) have documented the interesting rise the 

of privatized military industry.  While mercenary forces are not new, the extent to 

which remediated nation states in the gecyberschaft age are using them is 

unprecedented.  Similar to the huge outsourcing movement in remediated 

businesses (Gumpert, 2004; Progent, 2004), the outsourcing of military services 

comes from and reinforces the decline in importance of nation states as the 

primary players in securing their own interests as well as global security.  In an 

extension of this development, the very existence of many private forces has 

encouraged groups other than nation states—NGO’s, religious organizations, and 
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businesses—to engage them, taking on activities that were in most cases formerly 

privileged to nations. 

 As illustrated in Figure 51, research indicates that private military forces 

(PMFs) have been active in most areas of the world (those shown in dark gray).  

Expert estimates of this difficult-to-track sector have put its annual marketplace 

revenues at $100 billion in 2003 with forecasts that it will double by 2010 

(Singer, 2003, p. 78).  The industry has three main sectors, distinguished by the 

range of services provided, level of force employed, and what is known as a tip of 

the spear typology (how close the activity is to the point of the spear—i.e., to the 

front line): 

 
Figure 51 Global Activity of The Privatized Military Industry:  1991-2002.  Note.  From Corporate Warriors:  
The Rise of the Privatized Military Industry (p. 10) By P. W. Singer, 2003, Ithaca, NY:  Cornell University 
Press.  Copyright 2003 By Cornell University.  Reprinted with Permission. 
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 military support firms who provide non-lethal aid and assistance 

(examples include Brown & Root and SAIC); 

 military consulting firms who provide advice and training (for 

example, MPRI, Vinnell, and Dyncorp); and 

 military provider firms who provide troops and commanders 

(Sandline and Executive Outcomes are two exemplars).  

 Like other businesses, the privatized military is reflective of the 

gecyberschaft period.  There is a high dependence on trust, with recruitment often 

conducted only by word of mouth.  Electronic communications systems and 

reliable data are key to their ability to function, and these technologies force 

changes in the traditional nature of military organizational command and control 

processes.  As Singer comments: 

While past military technological leaps were only effective when grouped 
inside large systems amenable to state control (such as railroads or 
cannonry), new technologies such as the Internet and telecommunications 
reach full effectiveness only when they are decentralized and allowed to 
transcend borders.  (Singer, p. 62) 

  
As in other areas, the language of the military shows signs of these changes with 

the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) being coined to cover the broad 

spectrum of the new developments.  Another example, taken from inside a 

traditional military group, the US Marine Corps, is the superseding of the phrases 

lessons learned by the present tense, changeable learnings” (Garvey, 2004). 

 As do other gecyberschafts, PMF’s walk a careful line between 

cooperation and competition with other groups, particularly local military forces.  
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As a case in point, Singer (2003) provides a list of actions which are likely to be 

seen as competitive:  

Provider and Consultant PMF’s  will be destabilizing to civil-
military relations if: 

  
A) They impinge on the local military’s prestige, 
B) Their line employees receive higher pay than local soldiers for 
similar tasks, 
C) They are kept separate and distinct from the local force rather 
than being integrated, 
D) Their officers are placed in command positions or stand in the 
way of normal promotion tracks, 
E) And/or if they enact programs that threaten the local force with 
obsolescence or demobilization.   (p. 198) 

 
 More broadly characterizing military focus and conflict in the 

gecyberschaft period, in an edited book, Networks and Netwars: The Future of 

Terror, Crime, and Militancy, Arquilla and Ronfeldt and their contributors (2001) 

describe the networked groups of purpose formed by terrorists, criminals, and 

civil-society activists, such as the anti-World Trade Organization groups.   As 

with other groups of purpose, these groups rely on electronic communications and 

software to support coordination, rely on self-organization with shifting roles, 

depend on trust as a governance mechanism, and support independent local action 

within the framework of the larger group goal. 

Gecyberschaft System Organization (Category 16) 

 Features of gecyberschaft groups of purpose explored in this section are  

primary attention group organization, life cycle, structure and process change, 

and the new sub-category of input to which gecyberschaft systems are open. 
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 One of the primary purposes of this work is to describe the form of 

primary attention group organization emerging in the gecyberschaft period.  I 

have labeled this emergent form the gecyberschaft group of purpose  Table 119 

provides historical context. 

Table 119 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Primary Attention Group Organization 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

Primary 
attention 
group 
organiza-
tion 

 

- gemeinschaft village - gesellschaft bureaucracy - gecyberschaft group of 
purpose 

 
According to Capra (1996), 
 

the pattern of organization in any system…is the configuration of 
relationships among the components that determines the system’s essential 
characteristics.  …certain relationships must be present for something to 
be recognized as—say—a chair, a bicycle, or a tree.  (p. 158) 

 
Because they are not bounded in time or place, gecyberschaft groups of purpose 

are unique in their capability to use a combination of consciously-directed and 

emergent self-organizational processes, mediated and coordinated via hardware 

and software,  to adapt in a rapidly-changing landscape by changing their 

structures, processes, and even members, based on an assessment of what is 

required to pursue their goals.   

 The characteristics of the gecyberschaft groups of purpose reviewed 

throughout this chapter are examples of the elements which contribute to this 

capability.  To cite just one of these groups here:  CPSR consciously organizes 
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itself so that members are hosted and member actions are lightly supported, but 

there is no standing structure or process other than that needed to enable 

interactions among the group.  The organization becomes whatever emerges in the 

course of the activities of the members.  Without a hosting environment, there 

would be no group, but the organization itself changes with the purposes of 

committed members: 

…Unlike many socially-conscious organizations, the work of CPSR is not 
carried out by a centralized staff. The work of CPSR is largely financed by 
membership dues, and our accomplishments result from the active 
involvement of our members around the world, supported by the minimal 
CPSR staff. 

 
CPSR's areas of activity are developed by, and depend on, the interests of 
members. Members meet and work mostly virtually, but sometimes 
locally….  (CPSR, n.d. Working groups section)   

 
As noted when CPSR was introduced earlier in this chapter, not only do 

membership interests shift but the membership itself changes rapidly. 

 Working primarily in a remediated gesellschaft context—studying 

working groups primarily in businesses and government—Wenger et al. (2002) 

describe the distinctions they have observed among working groups that range 

from bureaucracies (gesellschaft) to communities of practice (gecyberschaft).  

Their findings are congruent with the model of community developed here, as 

shown in Table 120 (which is abstracted from their summary):  
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Table 120 
 
Distinctions Between Bureaucratic Departments and Communities of Practice from Wenger et al. with 
Additions (noted in italics) 

Category Formal Departments Communities of Practice 

Purpose - to deliver a product or service - to create, expand, and exchange 
knowledge, and to develop individual 
capacities 

Composition - everyone who reports to the group’s 
manager 

- self-selection based on expertise or 
passion for a topic 

Clarity of boundaries - clear - fuzzy 

Cohesion - job requirements and common goals 
- bureaucratic top-down control of 

employment status 

- passion, commitment, and 
identification with the group and its 
expertise 

- enabled and supported by electronic 
communication media 

Life cycle - intended to be permanent (but last until 
the next reorganization) 

- evolve and end organically (last as 
long as there is relevance to the topic 
and value and interest in learning 
together) 

Group type (addition 
from this model) 

- gesellschaft - gecyberschaft 

Note.  Adapted from A Guide to Managing Knowledge:  Cultivating Communities of Practice (p. 42) by 
Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William M. Snyder.  Copyright  2002 by Etienne Wenger, 
Richard  McDermott, and William M. Snyder. Adapted with Permission. 

 
 
 
 Key to an understanding of any living system is the life cycle for that 

system, which in gecyberschaft will be consciously acknowledged.   (See Table 

121 for historical context in this area.) 

Table 121 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of System Life Cycle 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

Life cycle 
 

- natural (unconscious)  - conscious planning  to 
extend group life 
indefinitely  

- consciously planned,  
acknowledged, or 
recognized endings 
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 When groups consciously model themselves on living entities, their design 

inherently reflects a life cycle that includes a natural death or ending, which is, in 

some cases, a transformation is to a new group.  As shown in Figure 52, Wenger 

et al. (2002) have documented the life stages which they have observed in 

hundreds of communities of practice.  In their guide to cultivating communities of 

practice, they discuss conscious, active endings: 

To close a community with a sense of resolution, like closing any 
relationship, requires both letting go and finding a way to live on—in 
memory or in the form of a legacy…. Conversations about ending can be 
difficult for communities, just as they are for families, teams, and 
partnerships, even when the ending is appropriate.  (p.110) 

 
 Until the gecyberschaft period, there were no self-organizing systems 

which were able to consciously participate in changing their organizational form 

 
Figure 52 Stages of Community of Practice Development As Developed By Wenger, 
McDermott, And Snyder.  Note.  From A Guide To Managing Knowledge:  Cultivating 
Communities Of Practice (p. 69) By Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William M. 
Snyder.  Copyright 2002 by Etienne Wenger, Richard  McDermott, and William M. Snyder. 
Reprinted with permission.  
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during the life of the system as I predict gecyberschaft groups of purpose will be 

able to do.  It is true that groups in earlier social periods were able to restructure 

themselves within the boundaries of their respective forms.  For example, nation-

states might adopt constitutional amendments or businesses might reengineer or 

restructure but in both cases the form of group organization would still be 

gesellschaft bureaucracy.  Gecyberschaft groups of purpose will be able to shift 

among group forms, selecting tribal, bureaucratic, or village forms as well as 

“their own” gecyberschaft virtual community form of organization.  Context for 

this category is provided in Table 122. 

Table 122 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of System Structure and Process Change 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

Structure and 
process 
change 

 

- structure and process 
inherited and closed to 
change 

- external forces exert 
control 

- structure and processes 
consciously developed 
then ‘frozen”  

-  minimal changes 
expected 

- full internal control 
expected 

- structure, processes, 
organization, 
consciously developed 
to work with 
acknowledged and 
emergent self- 
organization 

- participative direction- 
setting expected 

 
  
 Again, the featured gecyberschafts provide excellent examples by 

explaining their forms of organization in a transparent manner.  The Society for 

Organizational Learning, or example, describes its organization by saying: 

SoL as a whole is a network of communities of inquiry and practice about 
the tools and methodologies that create the capacity for profound 
innovation and change. Communities are organized around issues [italics 
added], for example the Sustainability Consortium and the Youth 
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Education Network, and around geography in over 35 locations around the 
world, for example SoL France, SoL Sweden and Midwest (USA) SoL. 
All communities are committed to SoL's principles, but vary in terms of 
focus, activities, and membership criteria.  SoL's minimal infrastructure is 
designed to provide basic coordination among the communities while 
allowing for easy movement of people and information across this network 
[italics added]. Many have opportunities for participation and 
membership; policies differ in each instance.  (SoL, n.d., Communities 
section) 
 

The Chaordic Commons, which also describes itself as “self organizing,” uses this 

form even in fund raising, often a process quite resistant to change, as is shown in 

this excerpt from their 2004 campaign: 

The uniqueness of the Chaordic Commons as a global network of 
members, friends and partners is that it has been successful in basing all of 
its activity and development on Purpose and Principles that emerge in a 
self-organizing dynamic to achieve what could not be done in any other 
way. Campaign 2004 will be successful because of this self-organizing: 

 
**Nobody is in charge. 
**Members, friends and partners take initiative and respond to 
initiative. 
**There are multiple points of coordination and leadership. 
**The Campaign has a communication/transparency culture, 
which amplifies the efforts of people. 
**Everyone has a role to play in the success of Campaign 2004 
and the success of the Commons. (Chaordic Commons, n.d., 2004 
campaign section) 

 
 In the literature on communities of practice, without using the distinctions 

of gesellschaft and gecyberschaft, Wenger et al. (2002) urge business and 

government facilitators who are stewarding communities of practice to keep the 

differences foremost in their thinking: 

Although communities of practice develop naturally, an appropriate 
amount of design can be a powerful engine for their evolution, helping 
members identify the knowledge, events, roles and activities that will 
catalyze the community’s growth.  The organic nature of communities of 
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practice challenges us to design these elements with a light hand, with an 
appreciation that the idea is create liveliness, not manufacture a 
predetermined outcome.  (p. 64) 

 
 Concomitant with the ability of the group of purpose to participate in self 

restructuring is its unique capacity to be open to new forms of organization.  

Table 123 contrasts the type of input to which gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 

communities were open.   

Table 123 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of “System Open To” 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

System open 
to 

 

- matter/energy 
- limited information; no new 

information expected 

- matter/energy 
- moderate information; 

some new information 
expected 

- some changes in parts 
(members) 

- matter/energy 
- information, continuous 

new information 
expected 

- changes in parts 
(members) 

- new organization:  
conscious and 
conscious recognition 
of emergent self 
organization 

 

To conclude this section, I reprise the opening by restating that a system’s 

organization is the pattern or relationship among its parts, structures, and 

processes.   

When Maturana and Varela (1980; Capra, 1996) developed the theory of 

describe autopoiesis to differentiate living from nonliving systems, they 

emphasized that biological systems are open to matter/energy and information but 

noted that they are organizationally closed.  This is to say that the organization of 
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a dog or a flower or a human being arises from the instructions embedded in 

genes.  A human being may decide that he or she would like to grow wings and 

fly, but the human body is closed to substantively new organizational forms 

within the lifetime of an individual, and wings will not sprout. 

Although more flexible than genetically-programmed organisms, human 

groups, before the gecyberschaft period, were very slow to change and we re for 

the most part generated from inherited cultural patterns which remained stable for 

long periods of time. 

 In gecyberschaft, for the first time, purpose drives the selection, nature, 

and configuration of the systems components of groups, all of which may change 

during the lifetime of the system.  Unlike biological systems, gecyberschaft social 

systems are open to organizational adaptations. 

Poster children of the gecyberschaft period, the Pioneers of Change 

provide both an organizational template for gecyberschaft groups of purpose and 

an instantiation of that template. This description is taken from their website.  

Please note especially the first principle, in italics. 

We adhere to a "chaordic" model of organising which aims to create 
institutions which are self-organising, innovative and adaptable, based on 
clarity of shared purpose and principles, and compatible with the human 
spirit and the biosphere. To us, this means embracing the following 
organisational principles:  

 
1. The organisation must be infinitely malleable yet extremely durable. It 
should be capable of constant, self-generated, modification of form or 
function without sacrificing its essential nature or embodied principles 
[italics added]. 
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2. Participants should be given space and room to grow, change, 
experiment, and learn.  

 
3. Participants should have the right to self-organize at any time, on any 
scale or around any activity consistent with the Purpose and Principles.  

 
4. The network and all its parts should freely and fully exchange 
information related to achieving the Purpose in accordance with the 
Principles, unless doing so violates confidentiality.  

 
5. Deliberations should be conducted and decisions made by bodies and 
methods that reasonably represent all relevant and affected parties and are 
dominated by none.  

 
6. Authority should be vested in, functions performed at, and resources 
used at the smallest or most local part that includes all relevant and 
affected parties.  

 
7.  Conflict should be resolved creatively and cooperatively without social, 
ecological or physical violence.  

 
8.  The organisation and all its parts should respect, protect, and encourage 
individual, cultural and societal diversity, and encourage interactions in 
different languages, modes of expression, and media.   (italics added, n.d. 
A chaordic learning network section). 

 
Far from the physical, permitting multiple levels of autonomy and conscious 

alignments, gecyberschaft groups of purpose are capable of consciously 

reorganizing themselves as required by the pursuit of their purposes. 

Nascent Gecyberschaft Period Dysfunctions and Purposes (Categories 17 and 18) 

 
 The question of functions and dysfunctions—especially in a period highly 

cognizant of multiple points of view and differing values—is a difficult one, as 

can be seen in this incident which Putnam (2002) describes in the context of 

discussing community: 
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When Floridians objected to plans by the Klu Klux Klan to “adopt a 
highway,” Jeff Coleman, grand wizard of the Royal Knights of the KKK, 
protested, “Really, we’re just like the Lions or Elks.  We want to be 
involved in the community.”  (p. 22) 
 

From the point of view of the objecting Floridians, the KKK’s participation was 

clearly “a problem.”  From the point of view of the KKK, it was just as clearly 

not.  Thus is must always be borne in mind that the identification of dysfunctions 

inevitably reflects some particular point of view. 

Summary Category 17:  Dysfunctions 

 In this section, examples of gecyberschaft characteristics are provided in 

the sub-categories of  personal alienations, intransigence in POV, and goal 

dysfunctions. 

 In the category of personal alienations, I have projected that some citizens 

of the gecyberschaft period will lack a personal center.  Context from the model 

is provided in Table 124. 

Table 124 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Personal Alienations 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

17.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation  

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

- lack of personal center 

 

 In a different category of the community model being developed here, I 

have projected that multiple role sets—or multiple identity— 
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will be the  way in which gecyberschaft human beings adapt to their environment.  

And, indeed, featured spokesperson Miller/aka Dj Spooky (2004) happily makes 

this adaptation, writing: 

The twenty-first-century self is so fully immersed in and defined by the 
data that surrounds it, we are entering an era of multiplex consciousness.  
(p. 65) 

 
….For me, it’s really coming down to the way you can braid your own 
personal narrative within the multiplex consciousness.…  (p. 108) 

 
I’m happy to be alive in this era.  It’s truly exciting to travel around just 
checking out how strange it all is.  I’d say this is going to be a century of 
hyper-acceleration and I just get a kick out of seeing it.  (p. 103) 

 
But as Miller/Spooky also acknowledges, not every human will find the 

experience of “multiplex consciousness” comfortable.  One personal dysfunction 

in the gecyberschaft period is likely to be an inability to maintain a personal 

center.  In this vein, Miller/Spooky warns of: 

…the danger…of taking sampling too far—too much citation, not enough 
synthesis….  Who speaks through you?  (p. 113) 

  
 There is a virtual sea of books, papers, and articles (e.g., Jones, 1997; 

Hakken, 1999; Holeton, 1998; Postrel, 2003; Strate et al., 1996; Turkle, 1984) 

addressing changing concepts of personal identity and the struggle, in the 

gecyberschaft age, to maintain a personal center.  In The Saturated Self:  

Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life, for example, Gergen (1991) draws 

attention to the difficulties some people may experience when living immersed in 

information and communications:  “Postmodern consciousness,” he observes, 

“begins with the erasure of the category of self” (p. 170).  
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 Artists often explore the areas of society in which there is discomfort or 

dysfunction.  Paul (2003) has described a number of digital art projects in the 

twenty-first century which have explored the “decentring of the subject [person] 

brought about by digital technologies” (p. 165).  one of these was Ping Body, 

designed by Stelarc, which translated the flow of data on the Internet (ping 

values) into electrical current directed to the muscles in Stelarc’s body, so that 

Stelarc literally became an extension of the computer.  Another is Liquid Views, 

created by Fleischmann, Strauss, and Bohn, in which viewers look into a virtual 

pool (similar to a pool of water) and see their “reflection” on a monitor distorted 

by an algorithm reflecting the viewer’s touch on the virtual pool. 

 While I have characterized the inability to construct and maintain a 

personal center as a dysfunction in gecyberschaft, not everyone agrees. 

Wilson (1990) suggests several positive definitions of a human self with no 

center, using ideas from software and quantum physics.  Among the “non-local” 

selves that Wilson defines are: 

 the metaprogrammed self, in which no essential self or static ego 

exits and people meta-program their nervous systems for a variety of 

selves (p. 199) 

 the non-local quantum self which “operates on the non-local system 

becoming different selves”….  “It transcends all either/ors and…we 

cannot even properly call it a ‘self.’” (p. 201) 
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I include this point for two reasons:  first, it provides an example of a vector 

whose trajectory lies in the same direction as I have projected, but which extends 

much further, and second, it illustrates the problems that arise in constructing 

categories in a society which actively acknowledges multiple points of view.  

I have projected that two dysfunctions related to an individual or group 

point of view will be apparent in gecyberschaft.  At the level of the individual, I 

predict that there will be drifters who have no commitment to any group or POV, 

and at the group level, that real-time immersive electronic communications media 

will facilitate the formation of mobs composed of individuals making unthinking 

commitments.  Historical background for this category is provided in Table 125. 

Table 125 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Intransigence in Point of View 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

17.  Dysfunctions 

Intransigence 
in POV 

 

- isolationists:  no 
understanding of any 
other POV 

- zealots:  too committed to 
a single POV 

- drifters: no commitment 
to any group or POV 

- mobs:  unthinking 
commitment  

 
 
 The increased presence of societal drifters has already been well 

documented.  As discussed in Chapter Three, Putnam (2004) describes the decline 

in community engagement and participation in group and family activities that 

has taken place in the United States in the last half of the twentieth century, the 

development years of the gecyberschaft period.  This trend is not limited to the 

United States.  As discussed earlier in this chapter, many countries (such those in 
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as the United Kingdom) and cities (such as Glasgow; Real Partnership, 2004) 

have also reported a decline in social interaction and commitment.   

 On the other hand, electronically-connected groups—Rheingold (2003) 

characterizes them as smart mobs—may suffer from commitments which are 

made too quickly.  While Rheingold describes the mobile and  highly-adaptable 

groups formed by cell phone users as “smart” mobs, he also acknowledges the 

dangers inherent in such group activity.  Among many others, Ellul (1961, 1973) 

has also warned about the potential and actualized dysfunctional uses of 

electronic communications media.  As the speed of communication increases, the 

danger rises as well.  Because many forms of electronic communication occur in 

real-time or near real-time, initial, unthinking reactions may be amplified quickly.  

As online flaming wars (a barrage of highly-emotional emails or postings directed 

to an individual who is perceived to have spoken inappropriately) demonstrate 

(Heenan, n.d.; Sternberg, 2001), emotions can be inflamed and spread quickly via 

electronic communications media.   

Once again, examples of contemporary language provide instructive 

examples, such as these from the world of online flaming (Heenan, n.d.).  The 

detonator is the person who, intentionally or unintentionally, is the precipitator of 

a flame war.  Troll shifting is a technique for encouraging persons who actively 

incite flame wars (trolls) to leave a group space and go elsewhere.  Troll shifting 

techniques include ignoring the troll and notifying other groups of the person’s 

inappropriate activity, as in this example:  
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Spiro@peace.love (not its real name) is a troll. 
It regularly frequents at least twenty news groups,  
including many rabid/sex/racist groups. 
Normally, it starts off with reasonable, even witty lines, 
but rapidly drifts into lies, abuse and stupidity. 
It is a sad creature, deserving of pity, not anger. 
Any direct response simply feeds it, 
but it will go away if you ignore it.  (Heenan, n.d., 
Andrew Heenan’s guide to flaming section) 
 

 Another category of projected societal dysfunctions lies in the process of 

setting and working towards goals.  A predicted gecyberschaft goal dysfunction is 

the focus on a purpose which excludes any consideration of infrastructure 

required to support the systems underlying the group in question.  Table 126 

presents goal dysfunctions from gemeinschaft and gesellschaft for comparison 

purposes.  

Table 126 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Goal Dysfunctions 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

17.  Dysfunctions 

Goal dysfunc-
tions 

- focus on survival leads to 
closed society 

- focus on capitalism leads 
to inappropriate 
emphasis on financial 
measures 

- focus on purpose which 
excludes required 
infrastructure  

 
While many gecyberschaft groups of purpose work hard to include in their 

considerations a holistic and comprehensive view of the environment, it is 

difficult to keep in mind all of the relevant elements of supporting infrastructure.  

Many self-characterized virtual or online communities focus so intently on their 

purpose and the virtual nature of their interactions that they lose sight of the 

required supporting physical and social infrastructure, leading a frustrated 
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Stephen Graham (for example) to complain (about those who proclaim the death 

of cities and community locales): 

…end of city commentators have consistently ignored the fact that it is 
real wires, real fibres, real ducts, real satellite stations, real mobile 
towers, real web servers, and—not to be ignored—real electricity systems 
that make all this cyber space possible.   (Italics in the original, Graham 
quoted in Davies, 2004) 

 
Although difficult, it is not impossible to take a more thoughtful approach to 

remediated environments and “real” infrastructures.  The Natural Step has worked 

for more than thirty years to construct a comprehensive and elegant perspective 

which they have outlined in their four principles of Natural Capitalism: 

Radically increase the productivity of resource use.  
 

Shift to biologically inspired production with closed loops, no waste, and 
no toxicity. 
  
Shift the business model away from the making and selling of "things" to 
providing the service that the "thing" delivers. 

  
Reinvest in natural and human capital.   (Natural Step, n.d.) 

 
 In the gesellschaft period, there were not many tools of thought to assist 

groups in understanding the full extent of the infrastructure required to support 

their activities.  Thus, they were blind to this information.  Such tools do form a 

part of the gecyberschaft epistemology; groups who neglect to use them, 

therefore, may reasonably labeled “dysfunctional.” 
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Summary Category 18:  Function, purpose 

 In introducing the groups of purpose featured in this chapter, I provided 

examples of some of their declared purposes, most of which included promoting  

sustainability around the globe and into the future.  For the sake of brevity, I will 

not repeat those examples of gecyberschaft purposes here.  It is worth noting,  

however, that Google, the featured remediated business, has as its motto, “Don’t 

be evil” (Google, n.d., Mission section).  Co-founder Sergey Brin commented in 

an interview (Sheff, 2004), “As for ‘Don’t be evil,’ we have tried to define 

precisely what it means to be a force for good—always do the right, ethical thing.  

Ultimately, ‘don’t be evil’ seems the easiest way to summarize it.  … [But] it’s 

not good enough not to be evil.  We also actively try to be good.”   (p. 56) 

 While many gecyberschaft purposes might be described with the value-

laden word good, there is a large degree of freedom in the goals which can be 

selected by groups of purpose.  Examples of other goals such as terrorism, profit, 

entertainment, consensual sex without entangling relationships, and social alibis 

have also been noted throughout this chapter.   

 Below I consider what functionality—what new capability—may emerge 

in gecyberschaft communities as a result of the new form of social organization. 

(See Table 127 for comparisons with the preceding forms.) 
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Table 127 
 
Observed Characteristics of Gecyberschaft in the Area of Functionality 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

18. Function, purpose 

Functionality 
 

- provide biological 
sustenance 

- generate economic wealth 
- upgrade living conditions, 

extend basic education 
- defend/extend ontology 

and governance modality  

- generate social wealth  
(sustainability, 
entertainment, wisdom) 

- coordination of all 
human beings and/or 
beings 

- solve complex problems 
at global level  

  
 
 
 There is a growing body of work (e.g., Buckingham Shum, 1997; Madron 

& Jopling, 2003; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Roberts, 2001) that draws a distinction 

between tame and wicked problems and explores the parameters of wicked 

problems.  While tame problems may be complicated and require considerable 

resources for resolution, they can be understood and have definable outcomes.  

On the other hand, wicked problems, as defined by Rittel, have quite different 

characteristics: 

There is no definitive statement of the problem because it is embedded in 
an evolving set of interlocking issues and constraints. 

 
You only begin to understand the problem when you have developed and 
tested an interim solution. 

 
There are many people who care about, or have something at stake in, how 
the problem is resolved. This makes the problem-solving process 
fundamentally social rather than technical. 

 
Because there is no objectively 'right answer', what is important is that the 
stakeholders work out and accept whatever solution looks most promising. 
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The constraints on the solution, such as limited resources and political 
ramifications, change over time. The constraints change--ultimately--
because we live in a rapidly changing world. Operationally they change 
because many constraints are generated by the stakeholders, who come 
and go, change their minds, fail to communicate or otherwise change the 
rules by which the problem must be solved. 

 
Since there is no objective version of the problem, there is no definitive 
solution. 

 
The problem-solving process ends when you run out of time, money, 
energy or some other resource--not when some prefect solution emerges.  
(Rittel in Madron & Jopling, 2003, Underlying causes section ¶ 3) 

 
In short, wicked problems are problems characteristic of the gecyberschaft period, 

and I have projected that, in co-evolutionary fashion, gecyberschaft groups of 

purpose are emerging with the capabilities to address them.  While their 

effectiveness at solving wicked problems is still undetermined, gecyberschaft 

groups of purpose have evolved in response to their environment and may be 

assumed, therefore, to have the potential functionality—the capability—to address 

them.  At the very least, it is the intention of many groups of purpose to do so, and 

as article of faith that success is possible. As the Pioneers of Change put it: 

We can change the rules of the game…. 
 
Together we will, in an ongoing process, develop the commitment, 
understanding, and a network of relationships to create or transform 
systems that they may come to serve Life, and operate in life-affirming 
ways.   (Pioneers of Change, n.d., Beliefs section ¶ 4) 

Conclusion:  Emergent Gecyberschaft 

 These observations lead me to the conclusion that the model of virtual 

community developed in the preceding chapters is supported by sufficient 
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evidence to indicate the presence of emergent gecyberschaft.  Further, the 

evidence supports the argument that communications media and information have 

been one of the major elements in the precipitating environment for the systemic 

societal changes taking place in the Western world  at the outset the twenty-first 

century.  
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CHAPTER IX 
 

CONCEPTS OF TRADITIONAL AND VIRTUAL COMMUNITY; 
MODELING GECYBERSCHAFT; AND DIRECTIONS  

FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

 

 In this concluding chapter, I explore the similarities and differences 

between traditional and contemporary notions of community, assess the model of 

community and of gecyberschaft developed in this work, and suggest directions 

for future research suggested by this model. 

Similarities and Differences between the Conceptions of Traditional  
and Virtual Communities 

 Traditional communities did not create a formal framework within which 

to define their ideas of community (Loomis & Mckinney, 1996; Marshall, 1994; 

Mosse, 1998; Vidich & Bensman, 1968).  Embedded in the here and now—in 

spaces bounded by geographic features and the arduousness of travel, in a time 

frame dominated by what the unaided human mind could remember, in 

interactions limited by the requirements of co-presence—the inhabitants of 

largely agrarian societies divided the world simply into here and a vaguely 

conceived out there, into us and a vaguely conceived them.  One’s community, if 

one thought about it at all, consisted of those encountered face-to-face in one’s 

“daily life and work” (to use the language of the ancient rite recorded in—and still 
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recited from—the Anglican Book of Common Prayer [Oxford University Press, 

1993]).  Proximity determined who you knew, who you depended on, even who 

you prayed for (“our families, friends and neighbors, and those who are alone” 

[Oxford University Press, 1993]).  The need to maintain conditions which 

ensured the survival of the group shaped this definition of community, and 

language itself (as reflected, for example, in the Book of Common Prayer) helped 

to perpetuate it.  As Edward Sapir has observed, 

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the 
world of social activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the 
mercy of the particular language which has become the medium of 
expression for their society.  … We see and hear and otherwise experience 
very largely as we do because the language habits of the community 
predispose certain choices of interpretation [italics added].  (Edward 
quoted in Whorf, 1991, p. 134) 

 
 The invention and spread of printing in Early Modern Europe, the 

emergence of the scientific world-view, and their ultimate consequences in the 

Industrial Revolution with all it entailed, engendered such significant changes in 

society that in the late nineteenth century, the field of sociology was born 

(Durkheim, 1960;  Marx, 1969 a and b, 1998; Tönnies, 1996; and Weber, 1947) 

and for the first time, the nature of community became a focus of sustained 

attention.  As noted throughout the present work, early sociologists contrasted the 

characteristics of individuals, community groups, and society as a whole in 

conditions of village life their characteristics in the newly-emerging cities, and 

posited an evolutionary change in societal form, from gemeinschaft (which 

characterized village life) to gesellschaft (which characterized the new urban and 
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industrial society).  This was an oppositional definition of societal forms, which 

reflected both the academic and popular nostalgia for the perhaps incompletely- 

remembered intimacy of traditional communities.   

 Although later scholars continued to make distinctions in characteristics 

and types of community, both the scholarly and popular conceptions of 

community remained tied to the physical.   Moreover, in general people 

continued—mistakenly—to believe that the society of those living in small 

geographic communities (“villages”) retained its gemeinschaft characteristics 

(Timmins, 1998; Vidich & Bensman, 1968), and the concept of community as a 

set of interactions within a given space—although not the societal form, itself—

remained stable until the rise of electronic communications and the consequent 

Information Revolution.  

 In 1993, Rheingold described a new form of community emerging among 

people who shared, not a local space, but information in the form of messages 

related to their common interests, sent and responded to at nearly the speed of 

light via computers.  Rheingold called such groups virtual communities, triggering 

intense academic and popular interest in and debate about the idea.  Community 

became and remains a buzz word:  a word used frequently, and often passionately, 

with varying and imprecise meanings.  Googling the word community on 

September 12, 200, for example, yielded 150 million links to web pages in less 

than a minute (Google, n.d.).   
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 Rheingold’s relocation of the locus of community from physical 

geography to the digital cyberspace first described by Gibson (1984) was a 

redefinition of community parameters which would not have been intelligible to 

the founding fathers of sociology.  Communities existing in cyberspace (Smith & 

Kollock, 1999; Strate et al., 1996), a place called Cyberville (Horn, 1998), a 

nation instantiated in networks (Hiltz & Turoff, 1994), a global village (McLuhan, 

1992) and the even more abstract concept of an interface culture (Johnson, 1997) 

were unimagined and unimaginable before the late twentieth century.  But in the 

context of the electronic communications environment, such new conceptions 

quickly became familiar, even comfortable, and people began to develop 

additional modifications to traditional concepts of community.   

 Business organizations were among the first to respond to the new ideas of 

community.  Almost immediately, there was a flurry of activity designed to buy 

customer loyalty through participation in what was often termed an online or 

virtual community and dozens, then hundreds of  books, articles, and consulting 

practices were (and continue to be) devoted to improving business results in this 

way (Figallo, 1998; Kim, 2002; Powers, 1997).  Kim’s Community Building:  

Secret Strategies for Successful Online Communities (2002) is one of a host of 

relatively recent publications directed to business people who are, in Kim’s 

words, “engaged in producing, designing, programming, or maintaining 

communities that are based on the Web” (p. ix).  Cashell (n.d.) provides a further 

indication of the continuing growth of business commitment to the virtual realm 
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in his 2004 report on the financial success of what he terms the top ten types of 

online communities.  Here is an except describing the top four community types: 

1) Search Communities: In a recent interview with this publication, 
Classmates.com CEO Michael Schutzler reported a current revenue rate of 
$30 million annually…. 

 
 2) Trading Communities: A close relative of the search communities are 
the trading communities, led by eBay ($600 million in revenue, $18 
billion market cap).  In addition to successful auction sites, there are 
numerous new services and information based trading communities such 
as exp.com and keen.com that show promising revenue growth…. 

 
3) Education Communities: Online education is booming.  Industry 
leaders like SmartForce have revenues measured in the hundreds of 
millions of dollars.  Successful online universities, such as the University 
of Phoenix, measure annual revenues at over a hundred million dollars.  
Consumers understand the concept of e-learning, and are clearly willing to 
pay…. 

 
4) Scheduled Events Communities: Corporations increasingly are holding 
gatherings online: conferences, annual meetings, analyst calls, and 
working meetings.  In doing so, they save travel and venue costs, 
transferring these budget allocations to service companies providing 
online hosting.  Online events firm Webex boasts revenue of over $50 
million; many additional groups compete in this space as it continues to 
swell.  (Cashell, n.d., 2004 Report section) 

  
Following this business lead, many gesellschaft bureaucracies—NGO’s, 

schools, military and religious organizations—have worked to “manufacture” 

their own online communities (Grassroots Enterprise, n.d.; Kintera, n.d.; US 

Army, n.d.a).  Similar in intention but different in approach are several 

experiments that seek to link place-based and virtual communities in what are 

essentially housing developments pre-wired with high speed Internet connections 

and community websites, such as those in Blacksburg, Virginia (Cohill & 

Kavanaugh, 1997) and the Intercom Ontario experiment (Singh et al., 1999). 
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Such corporate enterprises as those just described are more rightly 

described as remediated gesellschaft activities than emergent gecyberschaft 

activities, since they reflect the now-nostalgic idea that communities virtual or 

otherwise can be constructed out of whole cloth and centrally managed in order to 

generate profit or achieve other fixed goals such as the recruiting and training of 

soldiers. 

 More typical of emergent gecyberschaft is the concept and growth of 

communities of practice—“groups of people who share a concern, a set of 

problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and 

expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & 

Schneider, 2002, p. 5).  Unlike the online communities established from the top 

down by remediated hierarchies for their own purposes, these gecyberschaft 

communities typically emerge organically at the grassroots level, and the share 

(with most academics) a conception of community that echoes complex systems 

theory and reflects the biological environment.  While not “manufactured” by 

gesellschaft organizations, communities of practice are at present often 

instantiated in these organizations and look to them for sponsorship, stewards, and 

resources.  As gecyberschaft matures, however, it is likely that such communities 

will achieve increasing autonomy.   

 As indicated throughout the preceding chapters, while traditional 

communities are understood to encompass their members entirely, the idea of a 

virtual community introduces the possibility of multiple communities and 
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multiple community memberships.  Thus, an individual might belong 

simultaneously to communities related (for example) to work, entertainment 

(Sluggy Zone, n.d.), and cell phone use (Katz & Aakhus, 2002).  As Felkins 

(2002) observes,  

“Community at Work” refers not only to a focus on community in 
organizations [italics added], but also to the ongoing interactive process 
through which people create [italics added] organizational community.  
(p.1) 

  
 The composition of community memberships also distinguishes traditional 

conceptions of community from the conception of individual community 

emerging in gecyberschaft.  Because traditional community was and is conceived 

as being located in a small geographic place ((Timmins, 1998; Vidich & 

Bensman, 1968) community membership was traditionally understood to be 

homogeneous, determined by geography and birth, and limited to those in 

continuous face-to-face contact.  The idea and the consequences of what Wellman 

(2001) calls far flung communities are not part of the traditional concept of 

community.  In community as traditionally conceived, there would be no 

conception of members who have never met face to face, as there is in virtual and 

far flung communities.  Nor would membership expectations include wide 

ranging human demographics (Etzioni, 2001; Putnam, 2001) cyborgs (Hakken, 

1999), or virtual people such as avatars (Kurweil, 2001) as they might in virtual 

communities. 

   An additional difference in these contrasting ideas of community is 

derived from the digital nature of virtual places and communications.  The idea 
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that communication transmissions and recordings might stand in the place of 

human interactions to create a feeling of community is not encompassed in 

traditional ideas of community.  But in gecyberschaft, a Sammond (n.d.) may 

write We Are the World for others to sing and still others—many others—to listen 

to via digital broadcasts and recordings, and, in the listening, constitute 

themselves as a virtual global village.  As noted by Bull (2000) and Miller/aka Dj 

Spooky (2004), music, electronically recorded and experienced, perhaps even 

more powerfully than other symbolic forms, plays a central role in constructing 

the feeling of community that makes sense of the idea of a virtual community: 

Music increasingly fills the gap left by the absence of any meaningful 
sense of the experienced social.  …. Music as such becomes a substitute 
for community, warmth and social contact [italics added].  (2000, p. 129) 

 
 Along with the concept of community in virtual space come new 

conceptions, in gecyberschaft, of the architecture of human communities and 

other organizations.  Controlled neither by the need for survival nor by 

hierarchical power, as is the traditionally-conceived community, virtual 

communities relinquish traditional structural forms in favor of networked 

relationships; thus the concepts of networks of relationships,   networks and 

networking become incorporated in the gecyberschaftian conception of 

community, as indicated in such popular book titles as (for example) Member-

Centric Networks of Community Alliances Ramer & Steltenpohl, 2004 a), The 

Community Networking Handbook (Bajjaly, 1999), and Uncloaking Terrorist 

Networks (Krebs, 2002 b).  Considerable scholarship has also arisen around 
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networks.  including two major studies of the form:  Barabási’s  Linked:  The New 

Science of Networks (2002) and Watts’s Six Degrees:  The Science of a 

Connected Age (2003).  In Decoding the New Cues in Online Society:  As 

Networking Sites Evolve Real-World Rules No Longer Apply, Erard (2003) 

provides a further example of the scholarly application of this idea. 

 Finally, the gecyberschaftian conception of community differs from the 

traditional conception of community in two additional respects: 

 it assumes that community is neither a fixed conception nor a fixed 

form, but an idea and a set of practices, in the realm of human 

association, that have changed over time and will continue to change 

in the future (Felkins, 2002, Hesselbein, et. al, 1998); and  

 that humans can and do consciously participate in the shaping of both 

the idea and the forms of community (see, for example, Hesselbein, 

Goldsmith, Beckhard, and Schubert, 1998). 

 Despite all the differences noted above, the traditional conceptions of 

community and gecyberschaftian conception codified in the term virtual 

community agree on two points: 

 that a community is a set of interacting people and processes that 

generates a sense of belonging and commitment in the individual, 

and  

 that community implies a differentiation between those people and 

interactions within it and those which lies without it—in short, the 
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establishment and/or recognition, at the group level, of some kind of 

boundaries.   

As demonstrated throughout this work, in all other significant characteristics both 

conceptions of community and its form are continuously evolving over time.   

Modeling Gecyberschaft 

 As indicated in the preceding pages of this chapter, the concept of virtual 

community has generated, since the early 1990s, an extraordinary wide-ranging 

and diverse body of scholarship, and it continues to do so.  While a large 

proportion of this research to date has focused on how people access, organize, 

and behave in virtual communities, increasing attention is being given to the 

implications of online communities and their structures for shifts in such societal 

arenas as politics, education, law, resource management, business, economics, 

and even religion.  As the topics for research and the accumulating data have 

proliferated and diversified, the need has increased for some method of 

synthesizing what has already been observed about virtual communities and their 

implications; grounding past research in a coherent framework of theory; and 

identifying issues and questions that have as yet received inadequate attention but 

point to areas for future research. 

 At the same time, the extension of the early scholarship on behavior within 

virtual communities as to the implications of those communities and their 

structures for an ever-widening set of social beliefs, practices, processes, and 
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institutions suggests that the changes precipitated by the new information 

environment and widespread use of electronic technologies are not confined to the 

behavior of people in cyberspace, but are systemic.   

 These two related sets of developments led me to two major objectives for 

the work reported here: 

 the construction of a framework for investigating community that 

would ground the burgeoning research into virtual communities and 

their implications in a set of theories large enough to accommodate 

what is already known and what remains to be addressed; and 

 the development and initial testing of an hypothesis that the changes 

set in motion by a precipitating environment of immersion and 

speed-of-light communications constitute a systemic change in the 

human conception and enactment of social relations conceived 

around the concept of community;  specifically, that a new form of 

community is arising (gecyberschaft), and that its emergence 

represents a third point in the punctuated evolution of social forms 

with the first and second points being gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  

(The evolution of earlier community forms, while acknowledged, lies 

outside the scope of this work.) 

 To achieve the first objective (the construction of a model of community, 

grounded in theory, that specifies the features to be observed in studies of change, 

so as to systematize what is already known about the new forms and project what 
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might be expected), I began with the theories and observations of the founders of 

the sociological study of community, then successively incorporated the data 

points (or features of community requiring attention) suggested by the more 

recent theories of complex systems theorists and communications scholars (i.e., 

media ecologists).  The later two bodies of theory were also used to project 

anticipated characteristics of the currently-emerging societal form. 

 The model of community thus developed identifies eighteen summary 

categories of community features requiring attention in studies of communities 

and change, each summary category including two to tem subcategories of 

features to be charted for the type of community which is the subject of 

investigation (see Appendix C). 

 The first question to be addressed with respect to this model, then, is 

whether it is both a) comprehensive enough to direct attention to the salient 

features of past and emerging communities, and to accommodate the wide range 

of data observed and necessary to observe, and b) parsimonious enough to 

generate manageable findings.   

 With respect to the comprehensiveness of the model, I found in the study 

that the eighteen summary categories and the 128 subcategories of community 

features were more than adequate to accommodate the sociological observations 

of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft and the observations of all three forms suggested 

by complex systems theory and media ecology.  The categories of features also 

accommodated, to exhaustion, the kinds of observations of virtual communities 
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that have been reported in the empirical literature reviewed for Chapter Eight and 

throughout the study.  Thus I conclude that, with respect to its categories of 

features, the model is robust enough to achieve the first objective of the study—at 

least for the foreseeable future.  It is important to note, however, that just a the 

initial sociological schematization of community features required substantial 

elaboration and modification in view of later developments in both the 

information environment and scholarly theory (i.e., the emergence of systems 

theory and media ecology), the model proposed here will no doubt require 

elaboration and modification as future, unforeseeable developments arise. 

 With respect to its parsimony, it must be concluded from this study that 

the model is too complex to be fully applied and tested in a single investigation 

and report.  In this study, for example, it soon became apparent that a full analysis 

and assessment of the characteristics of gecyberschaft in all 128 of the specified 

subcategories would yield a document thousands of pages in length.  I conclude, 

therefore, that the model is better used piecemeal than in its totality—i.e., to 

investigate change in specific features of communities, rather than the entire 

complex of features in a particular form.  With 18 summary categories, the model 

may be regarded as too “flat” with the result that it may be difficult to readily 

apprehend the key features.  Nonetheless, the entire model should always be kept 

in mind as a reminder of the full complexity of communities, and to generate new 

questions in under-researched areas.   
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hunter-gatherer 
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to be observed 

 speech 
 hunting/ 

   gathering 
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 print  
 manufacturing 

 electronic media & 
high speed computing 

 information 

survival 

trust 

power 

continuity 

 Specific ideas in the course of this work arising from the construction of 

the model that are particularly worthy of note include the following: 

 the concept of a precipitating environment for societal change, such 

as the electronic communications and information environment 

which fostered the development of virtual community 

 the hypothesis that the seeds of new evolutionary societal forms arise 

from within their predecessors 

 the emergence of primary attention groups 

 the idea that traditional forms of community function in remediated 

form as primary attention groups in individual gemeinschafts in both 

the gesellschaft and gecyberschaft periods 

 as shown in Figure 21 (repeated from Chapter Five), the concept of a  

punctuated evolution of community forms 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 21  (Repeated from Chapter V)  Major Historical Societal Organization Forms with Gemeinschaft, 
Gesellschaft, and Gecyberschaft as Punctuated Evolution   
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 As is to be expected from an approach based in part on complex systems 

theory including Laszlo’s (1996) general theory of evolution, this model projects 

an evolution of increasingly complex forms of society.  Other common 

approaches to patterns of societal change over time—not strongly featured in this 

work—include dialectical, cyclical, and indeterminate. 

 As noted above, the model generated in response to my first objective in 

this study also played a central role in the attainment of second objective:  the 

development and initial testing of the hypothesis that a systemic new form of 

human community, gecyberschaft, is arising in response to the precipitating 

environment of immersive electronic communications.  This hypothesis was 

articulated by a) recording the observed characteristics of gemeinschaft and 

gesellschaft (according to the sociological literature cited) and b) projecting, from 

complex systems theory and media ecology, the anticipated characteristics of 

gecyberschaft, in each of the categories and subcategories of features that 

comprise the model.  At least two projections in each summary category (sub-

hypotheses) were then tested against reports from and about virtual communities 

and communities of practice, and other data sources, to ascertain whether they 

were substantiated.   

 The first question to be addressed here with respect to the general 

gecyberschaft hypothesis is to what extent the specific projections from theory 

(i.e., in each subcategory for which observations have been reported) were 

substantiated.  My finding in this study is that sufficient data have been reported 
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(Chapter Eight) to substantiate the kinds of change projected in the subcategories 

selected for examination.  It must be noted, however, that not all the projections 

were checked against observations made or data collected to date.  The continued 

testing of the projections against available and new research findings is a project 

for further study. 

 The second question to be addressed with respect to the gecyberschaft 

hypothesis is whether the projected and observed changes in community 

characteristics reported in this study are sufficient to confirm the emergence of 

gecyberschaft as a systemic change.  I would argue here that both the number of 

dimensions (summary categories) in which the projected changes were 

substantiated and the complexity of the relationships among the categories of 

features examined support the hypothesis that gecyberschaft represents a systemic 

change in the patterns of human community, and may be said, therefore, to 

represent a third point (after gemeinschaft and gesellschaft) in the punctuated 

evolution of human forms of association. 

 Among the salient characteristics of society in the gecyberschaft period 

are: 

 the understanding of virtual community as a gecyberschaft group of 

purpose, not bound in time or place 

 the use of trust as a primary governance process and intuition as a 

valued method of working in the world 
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 the replacement of the idea of a single, researchable truth by the 

concept of multiple truths developed from multiple points of view 

 the new freedom of choice of purposes other than survival or power 

for groups in the gecyberschaft period, and the emergence of 

Cyberwille (following in the tradition of Wesenwille and 

Kürwille)—the matching of individual purpose to group purpose—as 

the governing rationale 

 the emergence of gennos (in the tradition of mythos and logos) as a 

defining metaphysical approach, in which human beings are 

understood to be among the active participants in the generation of  

the present and future but do not fully control any situation 

 the emergence of groups which are open to changes in organization 

and are, therefore, able to consciously adopt various forms of 

organization (such as tribal, village, bureaucratic, or gecyberschaft 

group of purpose) during the life of the group 

 the working hypothesis that gecyberschafts may have co-evolved 

with the ability to address wicked problems   

Suggestions for Further Research 

 There are a number of suggestions for further research on virtual 

communities and gecyberschaft indicated by the model of community and the 

characteristics of gecyberschaft presented in this work. 
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 First, continuing primary research is needed to assess changes in the 

characteristics of people and groups in the gecyberschaft, especially as this 

societal form matures over time.  

 Second, a further refinement of the model—which makes clear the 

model’s superstructure, reduces the number of  top-level classifications, makes 

explicit the subordination of various subcategories of features, and provides a 

visual diagram of  the relationships among all elements of the model in HTML as 

well as in linear narrative—will improve accessibility.  In addition, software 

modeling of societal features would facilitate modeling and comparison of various 

social projections while a listing of potential dysfunctions by summary category 

provide additional insights and support normative considerations. Finally in the 

area of model building, there is the question of whether the hierarchical ordering 

of systems and subsystems, as set forth in the complex systems paradigm, may be 

called into question by the emerging features of gecyberschaft, particularly the 

breakdown of hierarchical structures of all kind.   

 Third, a comprehensive taxonomy of human community forms is highly 

desirable. Wellman’s (2004) model for comparing group-based society and 

networked society; for example, suggest that additional distinctions need to be 

made among sub-types of societal forms.  A much-needed adjunct to the 

taxonomic research is the clarification of reconciliation of meanings associated 

with different labels and terms.   
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 Fourth, further research is needed to illumine ideas generated in this study 

but only lightly here.  Specific topics for further investigation include: 

 the nature of remediated environments and their functions in all 

nested levels of social groups 

 the congruence of characteristics and patterns of organization in 

nested social groups, as well as where and why divergence appears  

 the construction of individual gemeinschafts and changes in the form 

of individual gemeinschaft shifts in the social period following 

gecyberschaft 

 the remediation of gesellschafts in gecyberschaft 

 In concluding, I want to raise two questions that, at present, are perhaps 

better consigned to the realms of informed and reasoned speculation than to 

agendas for research.  But they are, nonetheless, important tot ask, and they 

require at the least our sustained and thoughtful attention.  First, what may be 

emerging, even now, as the next precipitating environment for the continuing 

evolution of human community?  Among suggested starting places for inquiries 

into the future are the potential consequences for human society of the 

combination of bio and nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, and the emergence 

into gecyberschaft of large populations such as those in China and India.  And 

finally, what may be the limits, if any, of the human capacity to adapt to change? 
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APPENDIX A 

SUMMARY OF CHARACTERISTICS OF GEMEINSCHAFT 
 AND GESELLSCHAFT AS DEFINED BY CLASSICAL AND  

CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGISTS 
 
 
 

Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

Areas of definition 

Area of definition - attachment to place (T) 
- native soil (D) 

- urbanism, mobility (T) 
- autonomous existence (D) 

Composition 

Composition - homogeneous (T) - heterogeneous (T) 

Relationships, roles, identity 

Role expectations - close, emotional, face-to-face ties (T) - impersonal, based on formal roles 
(T) 

- written rules of conduct (W) 

Relationship model  - based on family and guild (T) - based on rationality and calculation - 
(T) 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, and 
impersonal (W) 

Relationship 
characteristics  

- diffuse demands (P) 
- affectivity [emotional gratification 

expected] (P) 

- specific demands (P) 
- neutrality [no emotional gratification 

expected] (P) 

 Individual definition - self (T) - person (T) 

Status, rank, individual rights 

Status, rank - ascribed (T, P) - mobile (T) 
- based on achievement (W) 

Status elements - possessions (T), land (T) 
- observed physical characteristics 

[sex, age, race, ethnicity] (P) 

- wealth (T), money (T) 
- efficiency (W) 
- observed achievement (P) 
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Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

Cohesion 

Cohesion - similar values and ways of life (D) 
- strong:  primacy of society over 

individual (D) 
 
- class (M) 

- complementary, interdependent 
ways of life (D) 

- weak:  requires support from 
subsystems [e.g., occupation, 
class] (D) 

- class (M) 
- specialized division of labor (W) 

Models, expectations, thought processes 

Modes of decision-
making 

- particularism [use history and 
understanding of an individual 
relationship] (P) 

 

- universalism [use rules associated 
with norms and roles] (P) 

 

Basis of decision making - tradition, values, and emotion (W) - rationality (W) 

Goal of decision - action must serve the group (P) - action may serve the individual (P) 

Ethics and religion - collective conscience (D) - individual conscience with diffuse, 
abstract civil religion (D) 

Economic processes, energy use 

Primary production 
modes 

- agriculture (M) - industry (M) 

Labor type - slave or serf (M) (W) - free population able and compelled 
to sell labor on the market (M) (W) 

Primary energy sources - organic [less concentrated]  (W) 
- wind [undependable] (W) 
- water [not transportable] (W) 

- coal to steam [dependable, 
transportable, and concentrated] 
(M) (W) 

Marketplace structure  - capitalistic with tools such as 
accounting and commercial 
instruments (W) 

Primary means of 
production 

- land claimed/guarded by overlords 
(M) 

- limited energy sources (M) 
- serf owned tools (M)  

- capital invested by bourgeoisie (M) 
- massive energy sources from fossil 

sources (M) 
- factories owned by bourgeoisie (M) 
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Category Characteristics of Gemeinschaft Characteristics of Gesellschaft 

Governance, power, authority 

Governing rationale - natural will using custom and art 
[Wesenwille] (T) 

- rational will using science [Kürwille] 
(T) 

Governing structure - family (T) - law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and administration (T, 
W) 

Authority - traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition (T) 

- authority inherited (W) 

- rational, legal, impersonal (W) 
- authority in position or office (W) 

Domain - extends over time (W) - extends in space to largest effective 
boundary (W) 

Violation response  - repressive:  punishment for violation 
of solidarity (D) 

- restitutive:  maintain contact and 
social intercourse (D) 

Power struggles - feudal overlords versus serfs (M) - bourgeoisie versus proletariat (M) 

Dysfunctions 

Personal alienations - lack of personal choice (C) 
- minimal individuation (C) 

- individual as small unit with no 
connection to whole (cog in 
machine) (W) 

Single-level decision-
making 

- community decisions “greedy” at 
individual’s expense (C) 

- isolated individual decision-making 
(at the cost of the larger 
community) (W) 

Oppressed groups - serfs (M) - proletariat workers (M) 
Key:  Coser (C), Durkheim (D),  Marx (M), Parsons (P),Tönnies (T), and Weber (W) 
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APPENDIX B 

 
SUMMARY OF PROJECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF GECYBERSCHAFT 

EXTRAPOLATED FROM CHARACTERISTICS OF GEMEINSCHAFT  
AND GESELLSCHAFT USING COMPLEX SYSTEMS  

THEORY AND MEDIA ECOLOGY 
 

 Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

- local; bounded 
geographies  

- area characterized by 
mobility but not yet 
defined 

- electronic communications 
and digital information 
storage 

2.  Composition 

Composition 
 

- homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

- homogeneous with respect 
to universal human 
culture and race 
(remediated 
demographics among 
style preferences) 

- heterogeneous in species 
and biological/machine 
mix 

- homogeneous in purpose, 
skill- and access-level 

3.  Relationships, roles, identity 

Role expecta-
tions 

 

- close, emotional, face-to-
face 

- impersonal, based on 
formal roles, relationship 
rules in writing 

- changing 
- context-based 

Relationship 
model 

 

- based on family and guild 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

- based on congruence with 
purpose 

- less hierarchical  
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

3.  Relationships, roles, identity (continued) 

Relationship 
characteris-
tics 

 

- diffuse demands 
- affectivity [emotional 

gratification expected] 

- specific demands 
- neutrality [no emotional 

gratification expected] 

- context-based demands 
-  individuality [individual 

rights and self-
actualization] 

Individual 
definition 

 

- self 
- single role 

- person 
- multiple roles 

- larger category:  being 
- multiple identities (role 

sets) 
- multiple points of view 

4.  Status, rank, individual rights 

Status, rank 
 

-  ascribed  - achieved - assessed [presented via 
electronic media and 
evaluated on 
presentation and 
contribution] 

Status 
elements 

 

- possessions, land 
- observed physical 

characteristics [age, sex, 
race, ethnicity] 

- wealth, money 
- efficiency 
- observed achievement 

- communications and 
process related [ability to 
see and manipulate 
patterns, to code and 
transcode, to 
communicate] 

- media persona 
- assessed for context 

appropriateness 

5. Cohesion 

Cohesion - similarity; same values and 
way of life 

- strong:  primacy of society 
over individual 

- complementary; 
interdependent ways of 
life from division of labor 

- weak:  requires support 
from subsystems, such 
as occupation or class 

- transitory; purpose-related 
- strength dependent on 

congruence of individual 
and group goals 

- shared learning 
- protocol requirements 

among groups 
exchanging goods and 
services 

6.  Models, expectations, thought processes 

Modes of 
decision 
making 

- particularism (uses history 
and understanding of a 
specific relationship) 

 

- universalism (uses rules 
associated with norms 
and roles) 

 

- context and scenario 
specific 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

6.  Models, expectations, thought processes (continued) 

Basis of  
decision 
making 

- tradition, values, or 
emotion 

- rationality - purpose/self- and group-
actualization 

Goal of 
decision 
making 

- action must serve the 
group 

- action may serve the 
individual 

- action must serve 3 levels 
(individual, 
gecyberschaft, and 
species/global ecology) 

Ethics and 
religion 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

- synergistic learning and 
experiential insights 

 

7.  Economic processes, energy use 

Primary 
production 
mode 

- agriculture - manufacturing  - manipulating information 
[communicating and 
computing] 

Labor type 
 

- slave or serf - free population compelled 
to sell labor on the 
market 

- individual entrepreneurs, 
freelancers  

Primary 
energy 
sources 

 

- organic [less concentrated] 
- wind [undependable] 
- water [not transportable] 

- coal to steam 
[concentrated, 
dependable, 
transportable] 

- solar and derived 
chemically and 
biochemically 
[transmitted, stored, and 
portable] 

Marketplace 
structure 

 
 

- subsistence, barter 
- local market 

- capitalist markets with 
tools such as accounting 
and commercial 
instruments 

- nation state and 
established trade routes 

- networked, loose global 
confederations, cyber 
communes 

Primary 
means of 
production 

 

- land claimed/guarded by 
overlords 

- serf-owned tools 

- capital invested by 
bourgeoisie 

- factories owned by 
bourgeoisie 

- art, models, software, 
media, services, nano 
and biotechnology 

- means of production 
owned by individual 
entrepreneurs 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

8.  Governance, power, authority 

Governing 
rationale 

 

- natural will using custom 
and art [Wesenwille] 

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

- match of individual  to 
mediated group using 
purpose [Cyberwille] 

Governing 
structure 

 

- social pressure 
- inherited hierarchy, family 

and village 

- law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

- formal hierarchy, 
bureaucracy 

-  purpose and protocol:  
changeable structure 
connection and 
interaction 

- networks of peers with 
shifting focal points 

- fractal design (scalable 
organization) 

Authority/ 
leadership 

 

- traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition 

- authority inherited 

- rational, legal, impersonal 
- authority in position or 

office 

- situational focal point 
- authority situational and 

assessed 

Governing 
domain 

 

- extends over time - extends in space to largest 
effective boundary 

- extends in time and space 
throughout largest 
practically-accessible 
“closed” system 
[currently the planet 
Earth] 

Violation 
response  

 

- repressive:  punishment for 
violation of solidarity 

- restitutive:  maintain 
contact and social 
intercourse 

- re-organizational:  re-
enable interaction with 
the group [therapy, skills 
enabling participation]   

Power 
struggles 

 

- feudal overlords versus 
serfs 

- bourgeoisie versus 
proletariat 

- multiple and inclusive 
purpose versus singular 
and exclusive purpose  

9.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation  

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

- lack of personal center 

Single-level 
decision-
making 

 

- community-level decisions 
“greedy” at individual’s 
expense 

- isolated individual-level 
decision-making at the 
cost of the larger 
community 

- no-level:  inability to 
choose context or identity 
for decision-making  

Oppressed 
groups 

 

- serfs - proletariat workers - entrepreneurs serving 
groups with purposes not 
congruent with their own 



565 

 
 

 
 
 
 

APPENDIX C 
 

SALIENT PROJECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF GECYBERSCHAFT 
 
 
 

Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

1. Environment 

Precipitating 
community  
environ-
ment   

- manipulated natural world 
(physical and biological)  

- time-stable social 
processes  

 

- communications media 
and information 

Remediated  
environ-
ments 

 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical and 

biological 
 

- [earlier environments] 
- human 
- manipulated physical a`nd 

biological 
- social processes 

(manipulated human 
environment) 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

2.  Areas of definition 

Area of 
definition 

 

- local; bounded 
geographies  

- time-stable social 
processes 

- electronic communications  
and digital information 
storage 

Starting point 
for group 
definition 

 

- geography - organizations - purposes located in 
communications patterns 
and information 
relationships 

Instantiations 
 

- villages  - bureaucracies:  
businesses, 
governments, NGO’s  

- gecyberschafts (groups of 
purpose) 

Fixity of 
definition 

 

- stable but vulnerable to 
extermination 

- moderate organizational 
longevity 

- frequent changes in 
boundaries; wide 
variations in group 
longevity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

continued 



567 

 
 

 
Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

3. Media environment, processes, content 

Characteristic  
medium 

- scribal  
 

- print, linear narrative 
 

- electronic communications, 
software supported  

Relationship of 
content 
items 

- fluid 
- additive  
 

- fixed; linear, indexed 
- narrative  
- moderately stable, 

includes the idea of 
progress 

- linked/networked, 
searchable 

- continuous (VR) 
- manipulable 

Communica-
tion 
distribution/ 
architecture 

- limited; supporting  
hierarchy 

- months/years 

- mass distribution from 
hierarchy 

- days/months 

- one-few-many to one-few-
many 

- hours/minutes/real-time 

Replication - approximate, by formula 
 

-  mechanical, limited - digital reproduction, 
virtually limitless 

Media environ-
ment 

- sparse 
- low intensity 

- limited 
- moderated intensity 

- continuous and immersive 
- saturates remediated 

environments 

Participation 
presences   

 

- face-to-face 
 

[earlier presences] 
- absent physical (attending 

to symbols and 
representations) 

[earlier presences] 
- immersed in virtual reality 

and simulations  
- telepresence 
- mediated physical 

Content - subjective, flexible but 
relatively stable and 
limited 

- objective, expanding and 
superseded by 
verification 

- subjective from multiple 
POV, rapidly expanding, 
interconnected 

Content 
authorship/ 
protection  

- no author noted, performer 
is author 

- access is skill related 

- formal, singular attribution 
- legal protection 
 

- group authorship 
- no/modified intellectual 

property protection 

Information 
format 

 

- speech governed by 
mnemonics  

- manuscripts limited and 
brief 

 

- arranged visually, 
organized logically, use 
of pictures, maps, data 
tables 

- combination of text and 
audio-visual formats, 
fixed and moving 

- basic and advanced 
representational  
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

4.  Composition 

Composition 
 

- homogeneous in race and 
culture 

- heterogeneous in culture; 
sometimes racially 

- homogeneous with respect 
to universal human 
culture and race 
(remediated 
demographics among 
style preferences) 

- heterogeneous in species 
and biological/machine 
mix 

- homogeneous in purpose, 
skill- and access-level 

Membership 
choice 

 

- none - limited; often determined 
by external 
bureaucracies  

- substantive:  choice of 
many gecyberschafts; 
choice of continuing with 
any group; liquid tribalism 
(Strate, 1995) 

Membership 
rate of 
change  

 

- low:  individuals change 
over generations; little 
change in family groups 

- medium:  change based on 
organizational 
requirements; tenure 
varying from individual’s 
work life to several years 

- wide range:  dependent on 
type of purpose and 
stamina of members 

Composition 
challenge 

 

- biological need for genes 
from outside 

- appropriate membership 
requirements (questions 
of skills and 
demographics) 

 

- skill, social, psychological, 
and sensory diversity 

- education and access 
enablement 

- fully representative of the 
purpose 

Language/ 
skills 
required for 
full 
participa-
tion  

- oral 
 

- oral and mediated oral 
- reading/writing  
- math 
- science 
(Logan, 1997) 

- [all prior] 
- software and interfaces  
- programming and data 

bases 
- continuous learning 
- mediated social 

coordination 

Methods of 
group 
location 

 

- born into community  
- entire community 

relocation only under 
extreme pressure 

-  match to bureaucracy:  
e.g., skills match to 
employer need; 
citizenship 

-  digital search/automated 
purpose matching from 
both individual and group  
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

5. Sensory activity, emotional biases 

Primary 
senses 
engaged by 
characteris-
tic media 

 

- auditory emphasis for 
verbal communication, all 
senses engaged in 
natural world 

- visual - multi-sensory, renewed 
auditory non-exclusive 
emphasis 

Experience of 
the physical 

 

- direct - direct but bounded - mediated  
- impregnated with data 

Experience of 
mediation 

- little or none - periodic - continuous, immersive 

Experience of 
data 

 

- little 
- alien 

- separate, external 
- fixed 

- experiential, touchable 
- expected, required 

Emotional 
participa-
tion 

 

- empathetic and 
participatory  

- objectively distanced 
- individualistic 

- experiential 
- alternating collective 

wholes and individual 
isolation 

- shifts among immersion, 
intuition, and POV 
analysis 

Attention   
 

- in tune with group or 
nature 

- not concentrated 

- individual  
- concentrated attention on 

single task 

- individual and/or multiple, 
simultaneous groups 

- multi-tasking; immersion 
and surfing  
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

6.  Relationships, roles, identity 

  Role 
expecta-
tions 

 

- close, emotional, face-to-
face 

- impersonal, based on 
formal roles, relationship 
rules in writing 

- changing 
- context-based 

  Relationship 
model 

 (sociology) 

- based on family and guild 
- hierarchical and personal 

- based on rationality and 
calculation 

- hierarchical, bureaucratic, 
and impersonal 

- based on congruence with 
purpose 

- less hierarchical  

  Relationship 
characteris-
tics 

 

- diffuse demands 
- affectivity [emotional 

gratification expected] 

- specific demands 
- neutrality [no emotional 

gratification expected] 

- context-based demands 
-  individuality [individual 

rights and self-
actualization] 

  Individual 
definition 

 

- self 
- single role 

- person 
- multiple roles 

- larger category:  being 
- multiple identities (role 

sets) 
- multiple points of view 

 Privacy  
 

- minimal public-private 
distinctions 

- public-private very distinct 
- personal: financial, 

political, and intimate info 
guarded 

- organizational:  strategy, 
defense, financial info 
guarded 

- new distinction:  info 
shared by identity or for 
purpose 

- personal:  based in 
complete exposure of 
details  “lost” in universe 
of information 

- group:  transparency 
required 

Distinctions: 
- Age-related 
- Race-related 
- Gender-

related 
 

 
- age:  minimal 
- race:  generally separated 

by geography 
- gender:  distinct 
 

 
- age: very distinct, based in 

education and economics  
- race:  very distinct 
- gender:  very distinct 
 

 
- age:  lessening (replaced 

by skills and POV) 
- race:  categories 

disappearing 
- gender  categories less 

distinct 

Co-habitation 
 

- multi-generation, extended 
family 

- nuclear family - single or changing 
partner/group living  

Sexual 
relations 

 

- procreation only 
moderately controllable 

- sexual relations associated 
with romantic love 
(procreation and 
pleasure) 

- sexual activities separated 
from procreation and 
from romantic love 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

7.  Status, rank, individual rights 

  Status, rank 
 

-  ascribed  - achieved - assessed [presented via 
electronic media and 
evaluated on 
presentation and 
contribution] 

  Status 
elements 

 

- possessions, land 
- observed physical 

characteristics [age, sex, 
race, ethnicity] 

- wealth, money 
- efficiency 
- observed achievement 

- communications and 
process related [ability to 
see and manipulate 
patterns, to code and 
transcode, to 
communicate] 

- media persona 
- assessed for context 

appropriateness 

Individual 
rights 

 

- no concept of rights; 
concepts relating to 
roles, simple economies 
and barter systems 

- extended to the 
enfranchised:  generally 
related to Maslow’s first 3 
levels (variously:  life, 
liberty, property, political 
participation, pursuit of 
happiness) 

- self-actualization 
- responsibility and 

happiness 
- right of new members of 

the species to inherit 
sustainable system 

 

Who is us? 
 

- our villagers - legally enfranchised 
(distinctions of sex, race, 
national origin) 

- all humans, plus debated 
extensions (biological 
and other borders of 
sentience and 
intelligence) 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

8. Space, time, matter/energy, ontology 

Space-time 
binding 

 

- space-bound  time-bound - fluid space-time 
- binding to a consciously-

developed focal point  

Time 
 

- nature based:  seasonal, 
informal, rhythmic 

- lightly coordinated 

- abstract and uniform 
- clocks and synchronization 

- manipulable (can be 
expanded or contracted 
to fit purpose) 

- formal metering 
remediated  

Place 
distinctions 

- here and not here - cities, nation states 
 

- global and space 
 

Orientation, 
navigation  

 

- memory, limited maps - maps, calculated 
positioning 

- global positioning, satellite 
and location-based 
photography, 
radar/sonar, digital 
tracking 

Ability to start 
over or 
isolate  

- hampered; sometimes 
possible 

- explore and/or conquer - none 

Sense of place 
 

- divided into the village and 
the large, dangerous 
world 

- world divided into nation 
states 

- global world and space 
- new categories: virtual as 

a place; places with 
consciously-preserved 
history; physical non-
places  

Matter and 
energy 

 

- what is 
- separate 
 

- finite, controllable 
- separate 
 
 

- abundant energy and 
manipulable matter within 
predominantly closed 
system 

- partial control; attractors 
and iterations 

- interchangeable using 
processing 

Ontological 
focus 

 

- the visible, ecological, 
subjective 

- forces of animation and 
weather 

- the visible, distanced, 
objective 

- mechanical energy 
 

- matter/energy, immersion 
- fields, states, and 

transitions (mostly 
invisible) 
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Category Characteristics of 
Gemeinschaft 

Characteristics of 
Gesellschaft 

Projected Characteristics of 
Gecyberschaft 

9. Epistemology, metaphysics 

Learning 
methods 

 

- of the known:  observation, 
song and poem, 
participation and 
apprenticeship 

- of the unknown: forced  
experimentation  

-of the known:  reading; 
memorize facts and 
rules, bureaucratic 
administration 

- of the unknown: 
observation, repeatable 
experimentation 

- distinction between known 
and unknown lessens 
(context more important) 

- creation, participation, 
physical and virtual 
experience, 
entertainment  

Information/ 
knowledge 

 

- homeostatic  
- embedded in tradition, 

world view, and 
experiential learning 
(apprentice/family) 

- discovery static (fixed 
facts) 

- formally presented and 
memorized 

- continuous discovery of 
static and closed 
universe 

- continuously generated; 
recontexting expected 

- knowledge experiential, 
intimate, and context 
based 

Information/ 
knowledge 
storage 

 

- script and memory  
- interpreted and 

exaggerated summaries 
of history 

- organization:  additive 

- books 
- interpreted summaries of 

history 
- organization:  categorized 

- linked, searchable, 
specialist peer-assessed, 
digital programmable 
data bases 

- representational 
recordings of history and 
projections 

Environment-
prompted 
research 

- farming and animal 
husbandry, building; 
manipulating the physical 

- sociology - media ecology 
 

Source of 
knowledge 
and wisdom 

- elders - books - people with experience 
(during transition to 
gecyberschaft:  the 
young), Worldwide Web 

Metaphysical 
approach 

 

- tradition 
- mythos 

- formal religion, single truth  
- logos  

- synergistic, inclusive  
wisdom  

- gennos (generative) 

Truth - our ways; their ways 
- practical, common sense 

- one single truth 
- researchable, objective 

- multiple truths 
- experiential, constructed 

Virtue 
 

- loyalty, conservatism,  
physical work 

- presence, centralization, 
efficiency/progress 

- fit to purpose and pattern, 
creativity, sustainable 
global civilization 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

10.  Group, economic, media/information architecture (See also category 3) 

  Governing 
structure 

 

- social pressure 
- inherited hierarchy, family 

and village 

- law and contract:  rational 
adjudication and 
administration 

- formal hierarchy, 
bureaucracy 

-  purpose and protocol:  
changeable structure 
connection and 
interaction 

- networks of peers with 
shifting focal points 

- fractal design (scalable 
organization) 

  Authority/ 
leadership 

 

- traditional, personal status, 
obligation within tradition 

- authority inherited 

- rational, legal, impersonal 
- authority in position or 

office 

- situational focal point 
- authority situational and 

assessed 

  Marketplace 
structure 

 

- subsistence, barter 
- local market 

- capitalist markets with 
tools such as accounting 
and commercial 
instruments 

- nation state and 
established trade routes 

- networked, loose global 
confederations, cyber 
communes 

 

Capital - land, biological seeds and 
stock 

- monetary and engineering 
inventions 

- social and intellectual 
(ideas, services, and 
human connections) 

Economic 
architecture 

 

- local family-based  barter 
and feudalism  

- land owned by feudal lord, 
ownership a loose term 

- centralized markets with 
businesses as 
participants 

- capitalists own the means 
of production  

- distributed markets with 
individuals and fluid 
federations 

 - workers own their capital 
and the supporting 
means of production  

Characteristics 
of goods 
and 
services 
sold 

- animals and plants, if sold, 
are retained by the 
buyer; if the seller tends 
the environment, will 
grow again 

- matter/energy (such as 
coal) and manufactured 
objects, if sold, are 
retained only by the 
buyer 

- ideas, if sold, are retained 
by the seller and the 
buyer 

Media 
production/ 
transmis-
sion 

- very limited 
- interpersonal 

- highly centralized 
producers 

- receivers family or 
business based 

- mass communication 

- individual production and 
reception (increasing 
separation) 

- mediated interpersonal 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

11.  Models, expectations, thought processes 

Decision 
making: 

- mode 
- basis 
- goal 

- mode:  particularism (uses 
history and 
understanding of a 
specific relationship) 

- basis: tradition, values, or 
emotion 

- goal: serve the group 

- mode: universalism (uses 
rules associated with 
norms and roles) 

- basis:  rationality 
- goal: serve the individual 
 

- mode:  context specific 
- basis:  purpose/self- and 

group-actualization 
goal: serve 3 levels 

(individual, 
gecyberschaft, and 
species/global ecology) 

Ethics and 
religion 

 

- collective conscience - individual conscience with 
diffuse, abstract civil 
religion 

- synergistic learning and 
experiential insights 

 

Systems 
model 

 

- natural 
- hope for stability 

- linear, direct cause and 
effect 

 - expect stability 

- holographic, natural/ 
biological, complex/ 
multiple systems/levels,  
meta models 

- expect change 

Model of 
environ-
ment 

- controlled by spirits - economic scarcity 
- ecological abundance 

- economic abundance 
- ecological limits 

Media-
required/ 

    suggested  
thought 
processes 

 

- speech:  connected 
narrative, concrete, 
holistic 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- print: linear, indexed, 
stable; analytic; single 
cause and effect 

- [earlier processes 
remediated and 
lessened] 

- software based:  patterns, 
scenarios, morphing, 
searching, linking, 
sampling, synthesis 

- digital:  search, linked 

Information 
evaluation 

 

- tradition, little to evaluate - authority based (academic 
institution, publisher, 
broadcast network) 

- progress 

- sampling, automated  
- online peer/user review 
- achieves purpose and 

integrates with 
framework 

Valued 
thinking 
and 
decision-
making  

- use of traditional methods 
- family/village 
- parable, analogy 

- reasoning and efficiency 
- independent use of formal 

rules 

- fulfillment, inclusion, trust, 
coordination, contribution 

- distributed:  coordinated 
use of people and 
technology 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

12.  Cohesion, coordination, resistance 

  Cohesion 
 

- similarity; same values and 
way of life 

- strong:  primacy of society 
over individual 

- complementary; 
interdependent ways of 
life from division of labor 

- weak:  requires support 
from subsystems, such 
as occupation or class 

- transitory; purpose-related 
- strength dependent on 

congruence of individual 
and group goals 

- protocol requirements 
among groups 
exchanging goods and 
services 

Boundary 
mainte-
nance 

 

- custom  
- feudal military defense 

- official designation 
- performance 
- secrecy 

- participation 
- assessment 
- pinging 

Commitment 
to the 
commons 

 

- locally visible and enforced - often undistinguished, 
minimal, or lacking 

- abstract, focused by 
perception and purpose 

Coordination 
media 

 

- oral:  rhythm (song, drum), 
ceremony 

- mass media (one way) 
broadcasts, recordings, 
written/printed function 
descriptions and 
directions 

- electronic media 
- software, automated 

hardware 
- individually distributed 

representations and 
symbols 

- rhythm 

Scale to be 
coordinated 

- local - empire - global, explored space 

Coordination 
timing 

- immediate in person; 
months/years for script 

- delayed (days or months) - real-time, almost 
immediate (12 hours 
maximum, span of globe) 

Active 
resistance 

- armed revolt, sedition   - sabotage, treason   
 

- mutation, terrorism   
(Galloway, 2004a) 

Passive 
resistance 

- betrayal, blasphemy   - red tape, entropy   
 

- randomness, noise 
(Galloway, 2004a) 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

13.  Economic processes, matter/energy use 

Primary 
production 
mode 

- agriculture - manufacturing  - manipulating information 
[communicating and 
computing] 

Labor type 
 

- slave or serf - free population compelled 
to sell labor on the 
market 

- individual entrepreneurs, 
freelancers  

Primary 
energy 
sources 

 

- organic [less concentrated] 
- wind [undependable] 
- water [not transportable] 

- coal to steam 
[concentrated, 
dependable, 
transportable] 

- solar and derived 
chemically and 
biochemically 
[transmitted, stored, and 
portable] 

Primary 
means of 
production 

 

- land claimed/guarded by 
overlords 

- serf-owned tools 

- capital invested by 
bourgeoisie 

- factories owned by 
bourgeoisie 

- art, models, software, 
media, services, nano 
and biotechnology 

- means of production 
owned by individual 
entrepreneurs 

Automation - hunting and gathering - physical labor - social labor 

Production 
 

- grown - manufactured and mined - created, invented, 
delivered 

(ideas and service) 

Market 
processes 

- sustenance, barter - marketplace sale 
- push (supply based) 

- auction 
- pull (demand based) 
- gifting 

Volume of 
energy 
used 

- minimal:  sustains 
biological life 

- significant: sustains prior 
uses and communication, 
manufacturing, 
transportation 

-  substantial and critical:  
sustains prior uses and 
coordination, 
programming, and 
biotechnology 

Energies 
distinguish-
ed 

- biological  
- fire, wind, water 

- [previous] 
- fossil fuels 
- chemical, atomic 

- [previous] 
- emotional (as 

distinguished from 
specific emotions) 

- additional to be 
distinguished 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

14.  Governance, power, authority 

Governing 
rationale 

 

- natural will using custom 
and art [Wesenwille] 

- rational will using science 
[Kürwille] 

- match of individual  to 
mediated group using 
purpose [Cyberwille] 

Governing 
domain 

 

- extends over time - extends in space to largest 
effective boundary 

- extends in time and space 
throughout largest 
practically-accessible 
“closed” system 
[currently the planet 
Earth] 

Violation 
response  

 

- repressive:  punishment for 
violation of solidarity 

- excommunication, 
banishment 

- restitutive:  maintain 
contact and social 
intercourse 

- exile, imprisonment 

- re-organizational:  re-
enable interaction with 
the group [therapy, skills 
enabling participation]   

- denial of access 

Power 
struggles 

 

- feudal overlords versus 
serfs 

- bourgeoisie versus 
proletariat 

- multiple and inclusive 
purpose versus singular 
and exclusive purpose  

Governance 
process 

- social pressure - hierarchical power - trust 

Decision 
making 

 

- wise elders  - via various forms of 
representative 
democracy 

- assessed volunteers, 
specialists 

- transparency and active 
disclosure  

- on-going assessment 

Transfer of 
power/ 
leadership 

- inherited or taken by force - via process or taken by 
force 

- as needed by goals 

Disciplinary 
mode  

- tithe, feudal tribute 
(Galloway, 2004a) 

- efficiency - debugging (Galloway, 
2004a) 

Political 
resistance 

- revolution   - disruption - disturbance, hypertrophy  
(Galloway, 2004a) 
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Category Characteristics of 

Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

15. External interactions 

Group status - survival - power, profit - reputation, responsibility 

Isolation 
 

- possible for periods of time 
- via “hiding” 

- less possible for 
remediated environments 

- via governance and 
military power and 
processes 

- borders 

- not possible for remediated 
environments 

- via individual and group 
“closed” minds (new 
information not 
recognized)  

Cooperation/ 
competition 

 

- both distanced and 
comparatively infrequent 

- cooperation and 
competition separate 

- continuous  

- simultaneous 
cooperation/competition 
frequent 

Structural 
coupling  

 

- little, slow (centuries) 
- unconscious 
 

- significant, moderately fast 
(decades) 

- conscious competition and 
cooperation 

 

- immersive, continuous 
- conscious loosely-coupled 

co-evolution 
- dances of rapidly-shifting 

purposes 

Coupling 
precipita-
tion 

 

- global trade routes 
- invasions 

- individual /group mobility 
- broadcast communications 
- nation state/business 

empires 

- idea, purpose, and 
entertainment routes  

- common problems 

Origin of 
conflicts 

 

- cultural  
- competition for natural  

resources 

- ideological  
- competition for land and 

energy 

- ontological  
- competition for idea 

implementation and 
protocol standards 

- translation problems 
(presentational to 
symbolic) 

Military focus 
 

- feudal  - nation state - gecyberschaft groups of 
purpose, including 
remediated military 
businesses for hire 

Goal in conflict 
 

- destroy, keep away 
- dominate (slavery) 

- conquer, empire 
- control (labor and 

resources) 

- bring to order:  
gecyberschaft protocol, 
tolerance of multiple 
truths, sustainable global 
ecology 
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Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

16. System organization 

Primary 
attention 
group 
organiza-
tion 

- gemeinschaft village - gesellschaft bureaucracy - gecyberschaft group of 
purpose 

Group pattern 
generation 

- inherited 
 

- constructed - iterated, cyclical, 
systematic 

Organization 
instantiation 

 

- in the manipulated 
biological, time-bound  

- in processes, space-bound - in media, software, and 
information, purpose-
bound  

Life cycle 
 

- natural (unconscious)  - conscious planning  to 
extend group life 
indefinitely  

- consciously planned,  
acknowledged, or 
recognized endings 

Structure and 
process 
change 

 

- structure and process 
inherited and closed to 
change 

- external forces exert 
control 

- structure and processes 
consciously developed 
then ‘frozen”  

-   minimal changes 
expected 

- full internal control 
expected 

- structure, processes, 
organization, consciously 
developed to work with 
acknowledged and 
emergent self-
organization 

- participative direction- 
setting expected 

System open 
to 

 

- matter/energy 
- limited information; no new 

information expected 

- matter/energy 
- moderate information; 

some new information 
expected 

- some changes in parts 
(members) 

- matter/energy 
- information, continuous 

new information 
expected 

- changes in parts 
(members) 

- new organization:  
conscious and conscious 
recognition of emergent 
self organization 

Levels of 
autonomy 

- little autonomy - group level:  bureaucratic 
hierarchy 

- individual, sub-group, and 
group 

Hierarchy/focal 
points 

- inherited (family, tribe, 
village) 

- economic or power based - information based, 
changing with 
requirements for attaining 
purpose  
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Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

17.  Dysfunctions 

Personal 
alienations 

- lack of personal choice 
- minimal individuation  

- individual as small unit with 
no connection to whole 
(cog in machine) 

- lack of personal center 

Single-level 
decision-
making 

 

- community-level decisions 
“greedy” at individual’s 
expense 

- isolated individual-level 
decision-making at the 
cost of the larger 
community 

- no-level:  inability to 
choose context or identity 
for decision-making  

Oppressed 
groups 

 

- serfs - proletariat workers - entrepreneurs serving 
groups with purposes not 
congruent with their own 

Misconception
s of reality 

 

- superstitions (limited 
understanding of causal 
relationships) 

- image as reality 
(propaganda) 

- no connection with 
physical reality 

Intransigence 
in POV 

 

- isolationists:  no 
understanding of any 
other POV 

-zealots:  too committed to a 
single POV 

- drifters: no commitment to 
any group or POV 

Communica-
tion break-
downs 

 

- little communication 
outside immediate 
surroundings 

- inability to communicate 
context and observations 
among specializations  

- inability to identity 
important messages  

- custom search creates 
blindness  to areas not 
selected  

Entertainment 
 

- survival driven -entertainment considered 
unworthy or dangerous 

- entertainment or 
happiness only purpose 

Outsiders  
 

- everyone outside the 
village 

- people with different 
demographics 

- users of different 
communications media, 
software, protocols 

Inclusion 
decisions 

 

- insufficient external  
inclusion  

-  extermination of other 

- competition where 
cooperation is more 
appropriate 

- extermination of other 

- purpose or inclusion too 
large for resources 

- extermination of other 

Goal dysfunc-
tions 

- focus on survival leads to 
closed society 

- focus on capitalism leads 
to inappropriate 
emphasis on financial 
measures 

- focus on purpose which 
excludes required 
infrastructure 
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Gemeinschaft 
Characteristics of 

Gesellschaft 
Projected Characteristics of 

Gecyberschaft 

18. Function, purpose 

Functionality 
 

- provide biological 
sustenance 

- generate economic wealth 
- upgrade living conditions, 

extend basic education 
- defend/extend ontology 

and governance modality  

- generate social wealth  
(sustainability, 
entertainment, 
knowledge, wisdom) 

- coordination of all human 
beings and/or beings 

- solve complex problems at 
global level  

Social period 
primary 
attention 
group 
purpose 

- continuity 
 

- control or profit  -co-evolutionary 
sustainability 

- responsibility and trust 
- entertainment 

Autonomy of 
purpose 

 

- none 
- single goal 

- very limited 
- limited goals 

- significant freedom with 
constraints 

- multiple goals 

Individual level 
purpose  

 

- safety and security  
[Maslow level 2] 

- belonging 
[Maslow level 3] 

- esteem, reputation, 
responsibility 

[Maslow level 4] 

Individual 
autonomy 

 

- very limited 
- limits arise from 

environment 

- limited 
- limits imposed externally 

- substantive but not 
unlimited 

- limits imposed internally 
(individuals self limiting) 

Largest 
geographic 
responsibil-
ity 

- village  - nation-state/alliances of 
states 

-global  

Responsibility 
over what 
time period 

- assumed to be unchanging - one-to-three generations; 
focus on present 

- several centuries (past and 
future) 
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 APPENDIX D  
 

OVERVIEW OF TIMELINE FOR SELECTED PUNCTUATIONS IN COMMUNITY FORM 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       printing press        steam  engines factories  telegraph  computer internet   
1400 1500 1600 1700 1800 1850 1900 1950 2000   

 

humans develop initial 
gesellschaft traits 

(200 years) 

gesellschafts 
primary 

group form 
 (100 years) 

gesellschaft  
group form 

unstable 
 (50 years) 

gemeinschafts primary group form 
(more than 400 years) 

humans develop initial 
gecyberschaft traits 

(50 years) 

gecyberschafts 
primary 

group form 
 (25 years) 

gecyberschafts 
form unstable 

 (10 years) 

humans develop new 
initial traits 
(10 years)

gemeinschaft form 
unstable 

 (100 years) 

2025 2050 

 
nano technology? 
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APPENDIX E 
 

EXAMPLE OF A CONSCIOUS INDIVIDUAL CATALYST  
FOR CHANGES IN ORGANIZATIONAL FORM:  DEE HOCK 

 

 In the 1970s and 80s Dee Hock (Chaordic Commons, n.d.) developed the 

Visa credit card organization which was, at the time, a unique form of for-profit 

organization:  a decentralized, non-stock, for-profit membership institution to be 

owned by competing-cooperating financial institutions throughout the world.  As 

part of the process of creating this organization, he worked with a small group to 

determine some organizational processes which would enable powerful, long-time 

competitors to work together.  Hock documented the organizational principles 

they developed in a paper for the World Business Academy Perspectives as shown 

below: 

•        It must be equitably owned by all participants.  No member should 
have intrinsic preferential position.  All advantage must result from 
individual ability and initiative. 
•        Power and function must be distributive to the maximum degree.  
No function should be performed by any part of the whole that could 
reasonably be done by any more peripheral part, and no power vested in 
any part that might reasonably be exercised by any lesser part. 
•        Governance must be distributive.  No individual, institution, and no 
combination of either or both should be able to dominate deliberations or 
control decisions. 
•        It must be infinitely malleable yet extremely durable.  It should be 
capable of constant, self–generated, modification of form or function 
without sacrificing its essential nature or embodied principle. 
•        It must embrace diversity and change.  It must attract people and 
institutions comfortable with such conditions and provide an environment 
in which they could flourish (boldface in the original, Hock, 1995, ¶ 38 ). 
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Complex systems theory characterizes these principles as the simple rules which 

enable complex systems to generate emergent behavior.  The emergent VISA 

organization was more successful than anyone would have forecast at the time; it 

became a $1.75 trillion enterprise jointly owned by more than 20,000 financial 

institutions in more than 220 countries and territories.   

 Concerned about global problems and organizational form, Hock retired 

from the VISA organization and used his business experience to think about the 

changes in society and the problems faced by the human race, developing a theory 

of organizational form which he named chaordic: 

It is almost impossible these days to read a business article or participate 
in a seminar without stumbling over such popularities as "learning 
organizations," "empowerment," or "reengineering." It is equally common 
to encounter in the scientific community the study of complex adaptive 
systems, commonly referred to as "complexity."  I find it cumbersome to 
either think or write about fundamental principles underlying both 
physical systems and human institutions in the terms unique to either 
business or science. So after grubbing in various lexicons for a suitable 
word to describe the kind of organization discussed here, it seemed 
simpler to construct one. Since the knowledge pursued is believed by 
scientists to lie on the knife's edge between chaos and order, the first 
syllable of each was borrowed and Cha–ord (kay–ord) emerged. 
 
By Chaord, I mean any self–organizing, adaptive, nonlinear, complex 
system, whether physical, biological, or social, the behavior of which 
exhibits characteristics of both order and chaos or, loosely translated to 
business terminology, cooperation and competition (italics in the original, 
Hock, 1995, ¶ 1-2). 

  

 In 1993, in an address to the Sante Fe Institute, Hock presented four 

conditions for catalyzing institutional change, as follows: 
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1. Creation of a dozen or more examples of new, successful chaordic 
organizations. Ideally, these organizations will span such diverse areas as 
education, government, social services, commerce, and the environment, 
to demonstrate that chaordic concepts have universal applicability. 
Develop methods and resources to help both existing and new institutions 
through the process of reconceiving themselves. 
  
2. Development of visual and physical models of chaordic organizations 
so that people have something to examine, experiment with, and compare 
to existing organizations. The models must contain the ethical and 
spiritual dimensions generally lacking in current models. In addition, 
computer simulations will need to be created to allow people to quickly 
see how clarity of purpose and principles allow institutions to self-
organize, evolve over decades, and link in new patterns for an enduring 
constructive society.  
     
3. Development and dissemination of an impeccable intellectual 
foundation for chaordic organizations. The intellectual foundation must 
integrate the economic, scientific, political, historical, technical, social, 
and philosophical rationale for such organizations and establish the 
common language and metaphors necessary for widespread understanding 
of chaordic concepts.   
 
4.  Creation of a global institution, itself a successful example of chaordic 
organization, for the sole purpose of developing, disseminating, and 
implementing chaordic concepts of organization, linking individuals, 
institutions, and groups of all kinds committed to institutional and societal 
reconstruction in a vast web of shared learning. It must enable people to 
pursue new organizational concepts in unique ways, on any scale, at 
anytime, for their own reasons (Chaordic Commons, n.d., A brief history 
of the chaordic alliance section). 

 
 
Since that time, Hock has founded several chaordic organizations, worked as an 

author (Hock, 1995; 1999) and lecturer, and advised many leaders and 

organizations (including Peter Senge, founder of the Society for Organizational 

Learning also discussed in Chapter Eight).  A sampling of the gecyberschafts that 

Hock (Chaordic Commons, n.d.) has directly affected are: 
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 the Northwest Atlantic Marine Alliance, whose purpose is to restore 

and enhance an enduring Marine System supporting a healthy 

diversity and abundance of marine life and human uses through a 

self-organizing and self-governing organization; 

 the United Religions Initiative, whose purpose is to promote 

enduring, daily interfaith cooperation, end religiously-motivated 

violence and create cultures of peace, justice, and healing for the 

Earth and all living beings; 

 the Appleseed Foundation, whose purpose is to effect and enable 

constructive, systemic change leading to a more just, equitable, 

sustainable society;  

 the Community Alliances of Interdependent AgriCulture, whose 

purpose is to enable people to create food and farming systems which 

improve and sustain ecological, economic and social health through 

systemic, community-based, self-organizing governance; and  

 the Geodata Organizational Initiative, whose purpose is to enable the 

effective, equitable flow and ethical use of accurate, accessible 

geographic information to improve the health of the Earth and of our 

economies and communities (A brief history of the chaordic alliance 

section) 


