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Hello, I will continue tonight’s celebration of the publication of the book, Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the Internet. 

The book opens with a prediction [*]:

Welcome to the 21st Century. You are a Netizen (a Net Citizen), and you exist as a citizen of the world thanks to the global connectivity that the Net makes possible. You consider everyone as your compatriot. You physically live in one country but you are in contact with much of the world via the global computer network. Virtually you live next door to every other single Netizen in the world. Geographical separation is replaced by existence in the same virtual space.
I will speak about netizen activity. My case study is from China but netizens are active in almost every society.

There are many situations in China where the activity of ordinary Internet users is that of citizens of the net-- netizens. These netizens are contributing to a cultural revolution and the development of the new citizenship of the 21st century. My study indicates that being on the internet increases a sense of collectivity and the desire to defend the use of the internet for all. I offer my case study to indicate a little how Chinese-speaking netizens have demonstrated that active participation can expose negative roles of the mainstream media and authorities and even academics and set some of the social and political agenda of China in the direction of greater citizen participation. In the process netizens are finding new forms and new means to assert their will and value to society. 

[*] But who are the netizens?

There are more than 731 million internet users in China, more than 95% on mobile devices. Many participate in online communities, some of whom also contribute to the over 280 million Chinese language microblogs, known as weibo (way bor). A smaller set of net users are active contributors to forum and chat room discussions. Among the users who actively contribute online, I would locate net users who are “netizens”, who practice some form of netizenship, that is, they defend the internet and contribute actively to it to affect social and political change.
I will tell the story of some online gamers acted as netizens

[*] Online Gamers as Netizens (2010)
Online game playing is popular all over the world. By one count there are over 1 billion online game players. Currently in China there are nearly 400,000,000 users who at least occasionally play online games of all sorts. At its peak there were over 5.5 million Chinese net users who were playing the Chinese version of the American massively multiplayer online role playing game [*] World of Warcraft. Most of the time, they would not be netizens in the sense I am considering. 

But for those net users who play World of Warcraft using servers in China, often there have been many pressures and restrictions that make their game playing use of the Internet frustrating and uncomfortable. New releases of the game have been delayed for months as the game companies negotiate with the government regulators over what content must be modified or which ministry is in control. In addition, especially after 2008, there was a major crusade against what the government, media and academics called "internet addiction". The government made concerted effort to control, stigmatize and eradicate some game playing. World of Warcraft became a target of much negative government and media attention. [*] Social pressure on World of Warcraft players from the media, teachers and parents included sending young people to retraining camps to "cure" them of their "addiction."

Playing World of Warcraft requires gamers to treat each other as equals and cooperate in their in game tasks, facilitating trust and friendships. Gamers discussed their common frustration and plight on forums within their games and on online general gamer's forums. Some set up their own game servers. A growing number found ways of registering and accessing game servers outside of China especially in Taiwan. The best known response that defended their gaming use of the internet and criticized their plight was a 64-minute animated video named [*] War of Internet Addiction. It was made with source footage from the World of Warcraft computer game itself using dedicated software known as machinima. 

[*]In War of Internet Addiction, World of Warcraft player characters (the 'Skeleton Party') do battle with the 'Green Monster' for control of the Azeroth continent. The Green Monster is a pun-like reference to the government's 2009 Green Dam Internet Content Regulation project. That project attempted to require all PCs in China to install software to filter "vulgar content". It was eventually withdrawn. 
[*]The characters also do battle with "Shouting Beast Yang" named after the real life Yang Yongxin, head of the state funded "Treatment and Rehabilitation Center for Online Addicts." To the gamers he is an example of a medical and academic establishment in collusion with the government in a paternalistic attempt to regulate their access to their leisure game playing. 'Shouting Beast' in Chinese is a homophone pun on the Chinese word for 'professor'. He is portrayed as an evil, manipulative, money maker, resorting even to shock therapy to torture young so called "addicts". 
The narrative and the action is full of parody and puns conveying a message of resistance and community solidarity in a long war for the right to use the internet to play games of their choice without government restrictions and control. But it also playfully criticizes rampant commercialism, social inequality in Chinese society and the abuse of power by satirizing social and political hot issues at the time. An example is portraying the corruption of traffic officials who extort money from ordinary car drivers in a scheme called "taxi entrapment." Or portraying two government ministries as evil gods.
Near the end of the video, rebel leader Kan Ni Mei, gives a long and impassioned speech addressing the internet-addiction treatment specialist, it begins:[*]

"Yang Yongxin, we are the generation that has grown up playing games. Over these many years people have changed and games have changed, but our love for games has not change and the weak and disadvantaged status of the gamers in this society has not changed.”
[I can try to play a few minutes of the video with English subtitling along the top of the screen and then read some more of the speech. [*] {click on the black screen --- click on the white strip at the top to go on}]
[*]"When we work hard for a whole day, come home to a high rent apartment, we face such a distorted version of the game, all we can feel is helplessness. Make no mistake. Yes, we are addicted, but not to the game itself but to the feeling of belonging that games give us. We are addicted to the friends and emotions we have shared over four years, to the nostalgia and the hopes and dreams we have placed in these games. . . . 

"We know it’s impossible, but we still swim tirelessly to the North Pole, to the edge of the (global) map, to the place where there is no water, but we still can’t see that icy land! In the past year, I, just like others who love this game, diligently go to work on a crowded bus, diligently consume all kinds of food with no concern of whatever unknown chemicals (they may contain). We never complain that our wages are low; we never lose our mental balance due to those big townhouses you bought with the money you took from our meager wages. We mourned and cried for the flood and earthquake; we rejoiced and cheered for the manned space flight and the Olympics. From the bottom of our heart, we never want to lag to any other nations in this world, but in this year, because of you, we can’t even play a game we love whole-heartedly with other gamers all over the world.
"Thanks to all you so-called Brick Owners (a homophone for, expert) and Shouting Beasts (a homophone for professor), aren't there enough eulogies, cosmetics and anesthetics? Every day, you have nothing else to do but enjoy your prestigious social status, and point at us from an ethical high ground. Have you ever wondered why five million gamers are collectively taking this Net poison (as you so describe our addiction to the virtual game), and the deep-rooted social reasons that are covered?
[*]"We are so accustomed to silence, but silence doesn’t mean surrender. We can’t stop shouting simply because our voices are low; we can’t do nothing simply because our power is weak. It’s okay to be chided, it’s okay to be misunderstood, it’s okay to be overlooked. But it’s just, I no longer want to keep silent."
Shouting Beast Yang answers this speech in a condescending voice, "Nice speech! But it is useless! You have a voice, so what? The power behind me can easily overwhelm all of your voices." 

But by the end of the video, Shouting Beast Yang is defeated but warns another Beast will be selected giving the impression that the war will go on. 
The idea for the video and the director of its creation uses the online name Corndog. He is a player and lover of World of Warcraft. He and some other gamers had made two previous videos and were asked in online forums to make another. He gathered a technical team of about 100 gamer volunteers, most unknown to him and used online chat sessions and email to discuss the character emotions and the dubbing, sending files back and forth by email. It took three months of very time consuming voluntary collaborative online work to make the video. Corndog was at the time a 26 year old network engineer in Beijing. 

On January 21, 2010, War of Internet Addiction was posted on a few video sharing sites. It was viewed and forwarded and pointed to so that it had millions of views and comments within a few days. It capture the attention of tens of millions of gamers but also many others and not only in China but around the world. Some netizens added Chinese subtitles so speakers of different Mandarin dialects could understand it. English subtitles were added by a Chinese student in NYS. In the comments posted on the video sharing sites and elsewhere many said they were moved to tears because the video captured so well their own feelings of the hardship of life as a gamer but also in general. One gamer added: "This is a rare and outstanding production; after viewing this [video],basically every World of Warcraft gamer can sympathize [with its message]… in WoW everyone is equal, we can become friends with anyone, we can team up with anyone; the only thing that matters is that I like it, I can play how I want to play, I can develop as I want to develop;…I love World of Warcraft, I love this game, and love the friends I have made in this game!' Some of those who commented in addition questioned the government's right to interfere with the use of the net for leisure game playing and by extension other aspects of normal life. 
Discussion:

In China the average amount of time users spend on the internet is almost four hours per day. Many gamers likely spend more than that. For over half the population of China, being online is a normal part of their everyday life. War of Internet Addiction appears on the surface as a video created for a rather restricted constituency. But it has been viewed and shared and commented upon by so many millions of people because it captured their grievances and desire for change. So in fact it served a larger purpose. 

Corndog and his collaborators served the public purpose of airing the grievances of the World of Warcraft gamers, defending the rights of online gamers and criticizing restrictions and control in their society. The video defended and cried for the right of gamers to the internet they want without undue government or social interference. To me, they were netizens. As were those who helped distribute links to and copies of the video. Together with many other netizen-created videos, spoofs, memes, the creators of War of Internet Addiction contributed to an emerging culture from the bottom up, a culture able in a playful but serious way to present grievances, make criticisms and rally communities to represent themselves. For the most part, they have learned how to even satirize and criticize the censorship without being censored.

[*] Conclusion

The net empowers people in every society toward a greater participation in more and more aspects of their societies.

Some of that participation takes the form of watching over the media as with the anti-cnn website or defending the ordinary people and gamers rights as in the video War of Internet Addiction. 
[*] Netizens everywhere are contesting for a better society. Their acts are spreading as online users find ways to contribute to, as Michael Hauben wrote, “a revitalization of society. The frameworks are being redesigned from the bottom up. A new more democratic world is becoming possible.” 
-------------------------

[*]Thank you for your attention.
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