Netizens and the New News

The Emergence of Netizens and Netizen journalism

Part I -- Introduction
I am happy to be here today and to have this chance to contribute to this conference to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the first international email sent from China to Germany and the collaboration of researchers that made this early email communication possible.
I have been asked to speak about the Netizen movement and its impact. The title of my talk is “Netizens and the New News: The Emergence of Netizens and Netizen Journalism”

Part II – About Netizens

First I want to provide some background.

In 1992-1993, a college student who had gotten access to the Net wondered what the impact of the Net would be.  

The student decided to do his research using the Net itself. He sent out several sets of questions and received many responses. Studying the responses, he realized something new was developing, something not expected. What was developing was a sense among many of the people who wrote him that the Internet was making a difference in their lives and that the communication it made possible with others around the world was important.  

 

The student discovered that there were users online who not only cared for how the Internet could help them with their purposes, but who wanted the Internet to continue to spread and thrive so that more and more people around the world would have access to it. 

 

He had seen the word 'net.citizen' referred to online. Thinking about the social concern he had found among those who wrote him, and about the non-geographical character of a net based form of citizenship, he contracted 'net.citizen' into the word 'netizen'. Netizen has come to reflect the online social identity he discovered doing his research.

The student wrote a paper describing his research and the many responses he had received. The paper was titled, "The Net and Netizens: The Impact the Net has on People's Lives". This research was done in the early to mid 1990s just at the time that the Internet was spreading to countries and networks around the world. 

The student posted his paper on several of the discussion forums known as Usenet and on several Internet mailing lists on July 6, 1993. It was posted in 4 parts under the title "Common Sense: The Net and Netizens: the Impact the Net is having on people's lives". People around the world found his article and helped to spread it to others. The term netizen quickly spread, not only in the online world, but soon it was appearing in newspapers and other publications offline. The student did other research and posted his articles online. 

In January 1994, several of the articles about netizens and about the history of the Net were collected into a book to be available via ftp to anyone online. The title of the book was Netizens and the Wonderful World of the Net.” Then in 1997 the book titled “Netizens: On the History and Impact of Usenet and the Internet” was published in a print edition in English and soon afterwards in a Japanese translation.

The concept and consciousness of oneself as a netizen has continued to spread around the world. I want to mention a few of the more striking early examples.
A netizen from Ireland put the online book into html to help it to spread more widely.

A review of the book was done by a Romanian researcher. He recognized that netizenship is  new  development and acts as a catalyst for the development of ever more advanced information technology.

In 1995 the student was invited to speak at a conference about netizens and community networks in Beppu Bay on Kyushu Island in Japan. The conference was held by the Coara Community network.
A Japanese sociologist gathered a series of articles into a book in Japanese titled “The Age of Netizens”. The book begins with a chapter on the birth of the netizen.

Also in the mid 1990s a Polish researcher was doing research connected with the European Union to try to determine what form of citizenship would be appropriate for the EU. Looking for a model that might be helpful toward understanding how to develop a European-wide form of citizenship, he found the articles about netizens online. He recommended to EU officials that they would do well to consider the model of netizenship as a model for a broader than national but also, a participatory form of citizenship.

Among other notable events showing the impact of netizens around the world are:
A Netizen Association formed in Iceland to keep the price of the Net affordable.

A lexicographer in Israel who wrote a dictionary definition for a Hebrew dictionary making certain that she described a netizen as one who contributes to the Net.

A Congressman in the US who introduced a bill into the U.S. House of Representatives called the Netizen Protection Act to penalize anyone who sent spam on the Internet.

While the word ‘netizen’ like the word ‘citizen’ has come to have many meanings, the student who had discovered the emergence of netizens felt it was important to distinguish between the more general usage that the media has promoted, that anyone online is a netizen, and the usage the student had introduced, which reserved the title ‘netizen’ for a social identity.

In a talk he gave in Japan in 1995, the student explained:

“Netizens are not just anyone who comes online. Netizens are especially not people who come online for individual gain or profit. They are not people who come to the Net thinking it is a service. Rather they are people who understand it takes effort and action on each and everyone’s part to make the Net a regenerative and vibrant community and resource. Netizens are people who decide to devote time and effort into making the Net, this new part of our world, a better place” 


(Talk given at the Hypernetwork ’95  Beppu Bay Conference in Japan)

The second usage of netizens is the usage I am referring to as well. 
In his article “The Net and the Netizens” the student proposed that the Net “gives the power of the reporter to the Netizen.”  I want to look today at this particular aspect of netizen development by considering some interesting examples from South Korea, Germany, the U.S. and China.
III – South Korea and the Netizens Movement

In South Korea, over 80% of the population have access to high speed Internet. Along with the spread of high speed Internet access is the development of netizenship among the Korean population. During a recent trip to Seoul, I asked a number of different people that I met if they are netizens. They all responded yes, or "I hope so".
In South Korea, the overwhelming influence of the three (3) major newspapers on politics has led to a movement opposing this influence known as the "anti-Chosun movement." (Chosun Ilbo is the name of the largest, most influential newspaper in South Korea.)

Among the developments of this movement, was the creation of an alternative newspaper called "OhmyNews" by Oh Yeon Ho in February 2000. Mr. Oh had been a student activist and became a journalist for an alternative monthly magazine. He saw, however, that the alternative press monthly was not able to effectively challenge the influence over politics exerted by the mainstream conservative media in South Korea.  With some funds he and a few other activist business people were able to raise, he began the online daily newspaper OhmyNews.

Mr. Oh felt that some of the power of the conservative mainstream media came from the fact that they were able to set the standards for how news was produced, distributed and consumed. He was intent on challenging that power and reshaping how and what standards were set
for the news. The goal that OhmyNews set for itself was to challenge the great power of the mainstream news media over news production, distribution and consumption.

He had limited financial means when he started OhmyNews so he began with a staff of only four (4) reporters.

1) Selection and Concentration of Articles

To make the most use of this small staff, he decided to focus on
carefully chosen issues. Not only would there be carefully selected
issues, but there would then be several articles on these issues so they 

could have the greatest possible impact. 



2) Targeting Audience

The staff of OhmyNews decided to aim their coverage of issues toward the young Internet
generation, toward progressives and activists and toward other
reporters.

3) Challenge how standards are set and what they are

One of the innovations made by Mr. Oh was to welcome articles not only
from the staff of the young newspaper, but also from what he called
"citizen reporters" or "citizen journalists."

"Every citizen is a reporter," was a motto of the young newspaper, as
they didn't regard journalists as some exotic species. To be a
reporter was not some privilege to be reserved for the few. Rather
those who had news to share had the basis to be journalists. Referring
to citizen journalists as "news guerrillas", OhmyNews explains that:

"The dictionary definition of guerrilla is "a member of a small non-regular armed forces who disrupt the rear positions of the enemy."

One of the reasons for calling citizen journalists "news guerrillas"
OhmyNews explains, is that they found that citizen journalists would
"post news from perspectives uniquely their own, not those of the

conservative establishment."

This viewpoint, the viewpoint challenging the conservative
establishment was an important insight that OhmyNews had about the
kinds of submissions they were interested in for their newspaper,
submissions from those who were not part of their staff but whose
writing became a significant contribution to OhmyNews.

Articles submitted by citizen journalists would be fact checked,
edited, and if they were used in OhmyNews, a small fee would be paid
for them.

Articles could include the views of their authors as long as the facts
were accurate. In this way OhmyNews was changing both who were
considered as journalists able to produce the news, and what form
articles would take.

Basing itself mainly on the Internet to distribute the news, OhmyNews
was also changing the form of news distribution. 

(Once a week a print edition was produced from among the articles that appeared

in the online edition during the  week.  There was a need to produce a print edition 

in order to be considered  a newspaper under the South Korean newspaper law.)

The long term strategy of OhmyNews was to create a daily Internet
based newspaper superior to the most powerful South Korean newspaper
at the time (the digital version of Chosun Ilbo, the Digital Chosun)

In its short 7 year existence there have been a number of instances
when OhmyNews succeeded in having an important impact on politics in
South Korea. A few such instances are:


1) Helping to build what became large candlelight demonstrations
against the agreement governing the relations between the U.S.
government and South Korea. This agreement is known as the Status of
Forces Agreement. (The U.S. has approximately 30,000 troops in South
Korea.)

2) Helping to build the campaign for the presidency of South Korea
for a political outsider Roh Moo-hyun in Nov-Dec 2002

3) Helping to bring to public attention to the death of a draftee from stomach 

cancer because of poor medical treatment in the military.
Articles in OMN helped to expose the problem and put pressure on the South Korean
government to change conditions

4) Helping to create climate favorable to the development of online publications
 -

IV Telepolis – the Online Magazine

In Germany a different form of online journalism has developed. One influential example is Telepolis, an online magazine created in March 1996 to focus on Internet culture.  The online magazine is part of the Heise publication network.Telepolis which celebrated its 10th anniversary last year, has a small staff and also accepts articles from freelancers for which it pays a modest fee. It publishes several new articles every day on its web site and also has an area where there is often lively online discussion about the articles which have appeared. The articles are mainly in German though some English articles are published as well.
Describing Telepolis in 1997, David Hudson writes:

“Over eight hundred articles are up (online), many of them in English, and people are reading them. The number of pageviews is rumored to rival that of some sites put up by well-established magazines. So…Telepolis has actually done quite a service for some of the more out of the way ideas that might not otherwise have become a part of European digital culture.”

(David Hudson, Rewired, http://www.rewired.com/97/1010.html)

One example of what I consider Telepolis’s important achievements is the fact that the day after the Sept. 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center, a series of articles began in Telepolis questioning how quickly the U.S. government claimed it knew the source of the attacks, despite the fact that no preparations had been made to prevent the attacks. A lively discussion ensued in response to the articles. Serious questions were raised comparing what happened on Sept. 11 and the ensuing attacks on civil liberties using Sept. 11 as a pretext. Comparisons were considered and debated comparing Sept 11 and the response of the U.S. government with what happened in Germany with the Reistag fire and the rise of fascism. Describing the response he received to his articles in Telepolis, the journalist Mathias Broeckers writes:
“Never before in my 20 years as a journalist and author of more than 500 newspaper and radio pieces have I had a greater response than to the articles on the World Trade Center series although they were only published on the Internet. Although? I reckon it’s rather because they were only to be found in the Internet magazine Telepolis, and soon after on thousands of Web sites and forums everywhere on the Internet, that they achieved this level of response and credibility.”
(Mathias Broeckers, “Conspiracies, Conspiracy Theories and the Secrets of 9/11”, Progress Press, June 2006)

Similarly before the U.S. invasion of Iraq, I wrote an article for Telepolis about the large demonstration held in New York City on Saturday, February 15, 2003. In the article I proposed that the demonstration would have been even larger but for a number of  obstacles the U.S. government put in the path of those wanting to protest the U.S. invading Iraq. A significant discussion among the readers of Telepolis followed in which the issues raised in the articles were carefully examined and other sources used to fact check the article and to compare the view I presented with that that appeared in the more mainstream press.
.
V- Blogs in the U.S.

There is no U.S. online publication equivalent to OhmyNews in South Korea or Telepolis in Germany. There are a number of blogs, which often challenge the reporting of  the mainstream media in the U.S. or which respond, often critically to U.S. government policy and actions.

One blog I have found particularly interesting is the blog “China Matters.”

The author of the blog is anonymous, using the name “China Hand”. He introduces his blog by explaining that U.S. policy on China is very important, yet there is relatively little information presented about China to the public in the U.S.

China Hand writes:

“America’s China policy evolves with relatively little public information, insight or debate. In the Internet age, that’s not desirable or justifiable. So China Matters. The purpose of this website is to provide objective, authoritative information and to comment on matters concerning the People’s Republic of China.

An important role the China Matters blog played recently was to help provide information about the U.S. Treasury Department’s actions to freeze North Korean funds in a bank in Macau, China, the Banco Delta Asia (BDA) bank.

To fill in some background. In September 2005, an agreement was reached to serve as a foundation for negotiations among the six countries negotiating a peace agreement for the Korean Peninsula. Shortly afterwards, the U.S. government announced that it had taken an action under the U. S. Patriot Act to freeze $25 million of North Korean funds held in a bank in Macau, China. This action stalled any continuation of the negotiations until the money would be released and returned to North Korea via the banking system. 

The China Matters blog posted documents from the owner of the Bank in China demonstrating that no proof had been presented to justify the U.S. government’s actions. The publication of these documents made it possible for pressure to be exerted so that the problem with the frozen funds could be resolved and the money released to North Korea, paving the way for the resumption of the 6 party talks.

VI – Netizen journalism in China

China, like the U.S. doesn’t appear to have an online newspaper or magazine like OhmyNews or like Telepolis. There are, however, a number of active online forums and blogs 


Perhaps one of the most well known recent activities of Chinese bloggers is known as 

 “the Most Awesome Nail House” saga.

A nail house, according to an article in OhmyNews, is the name given by real estate developers to describe the building of an owner who opposes moving even when his property is slated for demolition.
This past February, a blogger posted a photograph of one such building on the Internet. The picture spread around the Internet.  The building was owned by Yang Wu and his wife Wu Ping. It was the building where they had lived and had a small restaurant. The nail house was located on number 17 Hexing Road, Yangjiaping, Changqing, 

Real estate developers planned to build a shopping center on that spot and had successfully acquired all the surrounding buildings. Yang Wu and his wife, however, were determined to resist until their demand for what they felt was fair compensation was met. 
In September 2004, demolition of the surrounding buildings began and by February 2007 only Yang’s building remained. The developers cut off the water and electricity even though this was illegal.
The story spread not only over the blogs but soon also in the Chinese media. At one point, however, the story was not being reported in the Chinese press. A blogger from Hunan, Zola Zhou wrote on his blog , “I realize this is a one-time chance and so from far far away I came to Changqing to conduct a thorough investigation in an attempt to understand a variety of viewpoints.”
On his blog, Zola reports that he took a train and arrived two days later at the Changqing train station. On his way to the nail house, he stopped to have rice noodles, and asked the shop owner what he thought of the nail house saga. Along the way he spoke to other people he met. He reported on the variety of views of the people he met on his blog. Some of those he spoke with supported Yang Wu and Wu Ping. Others felt Yang Wu and Wu Ping were asking for a lot of money. (20 million RMB) and that the developer was justified in refusing to pay such an outlandish amount. Another person told Zola that Yang Wu was only asking for the ability to be relocated to a comparable place and that the developer was offering too little for the property.
After arriving in Changqing, Zola reports on his blog that he bought the newspapers and looked to see if there was any news that day about the Nail House saga. He reports he didn’t find any coverage, though he was told there may have been some in the paper from the previous day.
One of the surprises for Zola in Changqing was to find that other people who were losing their homes and businesses had gathered around the Nail House hoping to find reporters to cover their struggles against developers. 

One such person offered Zola some money to help the young blogger’s expenses.
“I’d never come across a situation like this before,” he writes, “and never thought to take money from people I’d help by writing about, so I firmly said I didn’t want it, saying I only came to help him out of a sense of justice and that it might not necessarily prove successful.” Zola explains that he wondered if accepting the money “would lead me to stray further and further from my emerging sense of justice.” Eventually, he let the person buy him lunch and later, he accepted money to be able to stay in a hotel room for a few days to continue to cover the story on his blog. Also Zola eventually asks Yang Wu’s wife Wu Ping what her demand of the developer is. Her answer, he writes, is “I don’t want money. What I want is a place of the same size anywhere in this area. 
Zola had heard a rumor that Wu Ping could hold out for her demands to be met by the developers because her father was a delegate for the National People’s Congress

Zola asks Wu Ping if her father is a delegate for the National People’s Congress. Wu Ping responded that “No” her father wasn’t a delegate. She had had some background, however, reading law books and had had the experience of going through a law suit which she won. But Wu Ping didn’t want a law suit against the developer because she said that “A lawsuit goes on for three to five years. I may win the law suit but I end up losing money.”
In April, the Awesome Nail House was demolished. 
In preparing my talk for today, I sent Zola email asking a few questions. I  asked him what the outcome was of the Nail House struggle. He said that Yang Wu and Wu Ping were given another house and 900,000 RMB for what they lost during the time they couldn’t operate their restaurant.

I also asked him, “Do you consider yourself a netizen? Can you say why?” He answered, “Yes, I do. Because I read news from Internet, Make friends from Internet, communicate with friends by Internet, write a blog at the Internet. 
Another example of  netizen activity  on the Net  in China is the story that Xin Yahua posted about young people in the provinces of Shanxi and Henan  being kidnapped and then subjected to slave labor working conditions.  Families reported the disappearance of  young people in the vicinity of the Zhengzhou Railway Station, bus stations, or nearby roads. A discovery was made that a number of young people had been abducted and then sold for 500 yuan (about $62) to be used as slave labor for illegal brick kilns operating in Shanxi.

On the evening of June 5, 2007, a post appeared on the online forum at “Dahe Net”, which attracted much attention and many page views. 
The post appeared as an open letter from 400 fathers of abducted children. The letter described how when the fathers went to the local government to ask for help they were turned away, with the excuse given that the kilns where the slave labor conditions were being practiced, were in a different police jurisdiction from where the abductions had taken place. “Henan and Shanxi police pass the buck back and forth,” the letter explained.
“Who can rescue them,” the letter asked. “With the governments of Henan and Shanxi passing the buck to each other, whom should we ask for help? This is extremely urgent and concerns the life and death of our children. Who can help us.” 

Xin Yanhua, a 32 year old woman who was the aunt of one of the abducted young people, wrote the letter. She originally posted it under an anonymous name (as Central Plain Old Pi). Her nephew had been abducted, but then rescued and returned home by some of the fathers looking for their own children. She was grateful to those who found her nephew and wanted to find a way to express her gratitude. Originally she tried to offer the fathers who found her nephew money, but they said “This is not about the money. This is about the wretched children.” She tried to get the local newspapers and television to cover the story. The 400 word article that appeared in the local newspaper didn’t lead to any helpful action. The TV coverage wasn’t followed up with any further stories. Nothing resulted from it. Xin Yanhua finally drafted the letter from the 400 Fathers of the Missing Children and posted it in an Internet forum. 
The forum moderator placed the post in a prominent position on the Dahe Net forum and posted it with some of the photographs from the Henan TV Metro Channel coverage. It was subsequently reposted on the Tianya forum. As of June 18, the Dahe post generated more than 300,000 page views and the reposting of it at the Tianya forum had generated more than 580,000 page views and many many comments.  Many of the comments expressed dismay that such conditions existed and expressed  empathy for the victims and their families.
A few weeks later Xin Yanhua posted a 2nd letter titled, “Failing to Find their Children, 400 Parents petition again.”


The media converged from around the country to cover the story.  As a result of the posts and discussion on the Internet, state officials issued directives and the Shanxi and Henan provincial governments initiated an unprecedented campaign against the illegal brick kilns.
When Xin Yanhua was asked why she had done the posts, she emphasized that she didn’t want fame or credit. The Internet had become the only option to obtain aid for the situation. She had wanted to express her gratitude to the parents who had rescued her nephew even though they hadn’t been able to find their own missing children. Xin wanted to be able obtain justice. 
This cases is yet another in a growing list of cases of citizen activism on the Chinese Internet and another sign that the government is listening to the online chatter,” one post explained.

I hope that these examples help to show that, “Focusing too closely on Internet censorship overlooks the expanded freedoms of expression made possible in China by the Internet,” as one Chinese computer researcher has commented.
Conclusion

The few examples I have had the time to present are just the tip of an ice berg, to indicate that already the Net and Netizens are having an impact on our society. The impact on the role the press and media play may have different expressions in different countries as my examples demonstrate with respect to South Korea, Germany, the U.S. and China. But in all these instances the Net and Netizens are having an impact not only on the role of the media on society, but on the very nature of the press itself.
I want to draw your attention to this cartoon which I feel expresses a question I hope we can discuss after my talk.

Show cartoon

In the cartoon there are several scientists (palentologists) who have come to look for something they have been told is very large. They are discussing whether they should turn back as they don’t see anything. But if you look carefully at the cartoon, you can see that they are standing in the midst of a huge footprint. The problem is that it is so large that they can’t see it.

I want to propose that like the cartoon the Internet and Netizens are having an impact on our society, which can be difficult to see but yet may be very large. I want to propose that we don’t make the mistake of turning back because we can’t see it.

----
Notes

1) “The issue of Internet censorship in China…is routinely met with criticism from human rights groups and Western observers. But the issue of internet censorship and access to information in China is far more complex and nuanced than  these criticisms and many Western media reports suggest….This kind of news indeed happens in China but its importance is overemphasized,” said Hu Yong , chief consultant at ChinaLabs, and Internet consultancy in Beijing.” Focusing too closely on Internet censorship overlooks the expanded freedoms of expression made possible in China by the Internet,” Hu said, “It’s much more free and open than people imagine.” From PC World, “China celebrates 10 years of Being Connected to the Internet”,  Finding Freedom behind China’s Great Firewall, 5/17/2004

Appendix

Describing the concept of netizen he proposed that netizen was not just anyone using the net, but those users who treated the as something that they wanted to thrive, to grow and to flourish.

 

The very event we are having here today is a sign of how the netizen spirit of helping to spread the net so it could grow and flourish is as much a part of the development of its development as is its technology. 

 

Michael also recognized that the Net gave the power of the reporter to the netizen. What you might ask is the power of the reporter?

 

And how does this all relate to China and the impact of the Net on China?

 

To answer this question I want to take a detour. I want to offer some examples from experiences I have had writing for the German online magazine Telepolis and the Korean online newspaper OhmyNews. Then want to look at some recent events in China where netizens have had an impact on the news.

 

In 1992-3, as part of research done for a college assignment, the student, 

Michael Hauben, posted a series of questions and some preliminary research about the developing network on Usenet newsgroups. (Usenet is a worldwide discussion forum.) He also posted his questions on a few Internet mailing lists. Michael was surprised as replies to his questions began to arrive in his mailbox. Through subsequent posts, and analyzing the replies, he recognized that a new form of consciousness, a new identity was being acquired by many of those online who who wrote him. A number of the replies he received indicated how people online were not only interested in how the developing Net was contributing to their own lives, but also many were seeking to spread access to the Internet to others.

The college student had seen the concept of net.citizen referrred to online. He felt that what he had recognized from the responses he received to his questions was that there was a new form of citizenship developing online. He explains that he contracted the phrase net.citizen that was sometimes used by people online into netizen and described the new development as a new consciousness, a consciousness of oneself as someone who had a new identity because of their activities on the Net. 

