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About Community Arts & the Internet Critical Guides

Community Arts and the Internet Critical Guides are being developed to 

nurture critical Internet practices among grassroots culture-makers. 

Pitched at community artists, cultural development workers, and educators, 

the guides explore the idea that being a critical cultural producer in the 

Internet era involves more than learning software and making content – 

it demands an understanding of how to contribute and respond to 

emergent modes of participation and connection. 

The guides outline conceptual and practical ideas to use as critical

points of departure in projects that involve the Internet and other digital 

communications networks. 

Community Arts & the Internet Critical Guides are the work of Pip Shea and 
form part of her PhD inquiry. They were inspired during a period of fieldwork 
at CuriousWorks, an Australian organisation whose practices lie at the 
intersection of emergent network technologies and creative learning. 

The booklets were created with the support of the Queensland University of 
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Innovation (CCi).

Author      // Pip Shea
Date        // November 2012 
License    // CC Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported

 

communityarts 
andtheinter.net



This guide considers the development of online community networks from 

the perspective of community arts practitioners. It explores multiple aspects 

of making networks, to help practitioners develop appropriate Internet 
practices�o�OFUXPSL�TPMVUJPOT�UIBU�UBLF�UIF�TQFDJmD�OFFET�PG�JOEJWJEVBMT�BOE�
communities in to consideration. The guide promotes critical approaches to 

online community building, to encourage the continuation of creative 

practices beyond community arts projects. 

In the following pages, you’ll be offered 6 considerations to help you 

navigate the process of developing online community. Regardless of what 

type of online network you want to nurture, the guide will provide some food 

for thought regarding the most appropriate solution for your project.

A Summary of the 6 Considerations:

1. longevity, the network’s shelf-life; 

2. interoperability, whether the network ‘talks’ to other relevant software;

3. usability, the experience of the user; 

4. hackability, whether the network can be modified;  

5. invisibility, the less visible implications of use; 

6. governance, community guidelines, voice, and community management.

Introduction



"MUIPVHI�JU�T�EJGmDVMU�UP�LOPX�IPX�MPOH�ZPVS�OFUXPSL�NJHIU�nPVSJTI�FTUJNBUJOH�
how long it will remain in use is something to consider. The proposed life 

span of the network will help determine suitable technological solutions, 

based on such things as software stability and ongoing costs. 

Understanding the social implications of both temporary and ongoing 

networks is also important. In some situations, there will be a minimal impact 

if a network is there one day and gone the next; but in others, this might 

affect whether the project has a lasting impact. 

Practitioners should also bear in mind that network participation will ebb and 

nPX��*O�PUIFS�XPSET�QBSUJDJQBOUT�XJMM�CBJM�PVU�PG�UIF�OFUXPSL�TP�DPOTJEFS�JU�BO�
acceptable form of action to plan for (Lovink 2005, p12).

Longevity.

The network’s shelf-life.
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An example might be:

Community artist Fatima is about to lead a Scratch project with a group of 14 
year old girls (Scratch is a programming language that makes it easy to create 
interactive media). Fatima wants there to be an online community aspect to the 
project so the girls can share the media they make, then rate and comment on 
their peers’ work. Fatima decides to use the existing Scratch online community 
for her project, as she feels the girls have a level of creative agency that will 
enable them to become involved in a wider media sharing network. She is 
aware this ‘community’ might be temporary, but is confident this will not have a 
negative impact on the individuals involved.

Questions to ask yourself:

1. What are the reasons for making the network temporary/ongoing?
2. How stable do I need in the networking technologies to be? How do I 
measure this?
3. How can I manage my own expectations of participation levels?



Interoperability describes the ability to interface with, or ‘talk to’ software and 

hardware. If two things are interoperable, the lines of communication are 

PQFO�BOE�nPXJOH��-JLF�NPTU�UIJOHT�UIJT�QSPDFTT�DBO�CF�QFSDFJWFE�BT�IBWJOH�
QPUFOUJBM�CFOFmUT�	JOOPWBUJPO�BOE�DPNQFUJUJPO
��BT�XFMM�BT�QPUFOUJBM�
drawbacks (security and accountability) (Gasser and Palfrey 2007). 

Interoperability becomes a big issue for community artists when projects 

require the use of several ‘free’ software services that need to communicate 

with each other. 

The idea extends beyond technical communication, to describe solutions 

that make creative content interoperable – for example, whether the network 

offers Creative Commons licensing for content uploads and remixing. 

Whether the network ‘talks’ to other relevant software.
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Interoperability.

An example might be:

Community artist Waleed is about to lead a locative media project with a group 
of refugees. The creative output of the project utilises a smart phone augmented 
reality app to display remixed music videos. Waleed’s challenge is to find an 
app that will run on all the major mobile platforms, that ‘talks to’ free mapping 
software. If Waleed is unsuccessful, he can elist outside help, or shift the scope 
of the project. 

Questions to ask yourself:

1. Will the project benefit from choosing network technologies that offer 
interoperable protocols and formats?
2. How can I plan for interoperability issues that might arise? 
3. Does the network allow creative content to become interoperable?



The needs and potential desires of the user must be considered when 

devising community networks online. A balance must be struck between 

choosing technologies they can use, and technologies they can learn to use. 

4PNF�QFPQMF�XJMM�CF�BHJMF�MFBSOFST�PUIFST�XJMM�IBWF�EJGmDVMUZ�JODPSQPSBUJOH�
new technologies in to their lives and creative processes. 

A good way to assess usability is through developing an understanding of 

your participants’ “communicative ecology” – the various devices and 

applications they already use to communicate (Hearn and Foth 2007). 

By developing a picture of existing technologies, practitioners are less likely 

to make assumptions about what people are using, how they are using it, 

and what they might want to use.    

The experience of the user. 

3
Usability.

An example might be:

Community artist Jove is about to lead a digital animation project with a group 
of young men. She wants to develop a temporary online community as part of 
the project, so the men can share their work with each other. After conducting 
some activities with the group about the ways they use the Internet, she realises 
that participation in the online community will mostly happen via mobile 
phones. She then goes about trying to understand what the implications of this 
method of participation will be.

Questions to ask yourself:

1. What kinds of technology do my participants have access to?
2. How might my participants want to be involved in the network?
3. What other kinds of tools and technology might this particular group 
respond to?



Hacking, or modding (modifying) can be thought of as a form of DIY 

intervention that aims to subvert designed systems. It is a method of 

traversing digital technologies that allows users to manipulate tools beyond 

the original intention of the designer. 

Modding practices are well suited to community arts and informal education 

as they encourage practitioners to overcome the limitations of software 

platforms, innovating in subtle ways.

 

The wonderful thing about the hacking process in relation to the Internet is 

that it brings “political questions back in to the light, subverting closed and 

hidden functions and uses of networks” (Von Busch and Palmas 2006). 

8IFUIFS�UIF�OFUXPSL�DBO�CF�NPEJmFE�

4
Hackability.

An example might be:

Community artist Sonny, is about to lead a digital photo sharing project with a 
group of teenagers. Sonny decides to use Flickr to develop a community online, 
as their open API (application programming interface), allows for accessible, 
legal modding of their photo sharing service. As Sonny develops the project with 
the group, he scours the already available software hacks. He and the group 
decide that in order for their ideas to be realised, further hacking of the Flickr API 
must occur. No-one in the group has the software programming skills to do this, 
so they employ a computer science student from a nearby university to make it 
for them.

Questions to ask yourself:

1. How might I mod the technology with my existing skills?
2. How might I mod the technology through research and experimentation?
3. How might I collaborate with others to mod the technology?
 



Digital communications networks can be described as consisting of seven 

layers: the physical layer, link layer, network layer, transport layer, session 

layer, presentation layer, and application layer. Most Internet users are only 

conscious of the application layer, as this is the part of the network 

infrastructure that is most visible to them e.g. software interfaces. 

Multiple human and non-human actors affect your network use in those other 

6 layers. These include software protocols, government policies, and private 

DPNQBOJFT�XIP�PXO�UIF�TVCNBSJOF�DBCMFT�UIBU�DBSSZ�OFUXPSL�USBGmD��

When designing and making your network, think about how the structures 

and dynamics of these various levels of network infrastructure might affect 

your project and your participants. 

The less visible implications of use.

5
Invisibility.

An example might be:

Community artist Kim is about to lead a digital storytelling project with an LGBT 
group. Some of the participants do not want their sexual orientation or gender 
reassignment to be made public, but they do want to share their stories online. 
Kim is aware that many commercial media sharing platforms sell information to 
third party advertisers who create user profiles associated with computer IP 
(internet protocol) addresses. This can lead to targeted Internet advertising that 
has the potential to reveal sensitive inofrmation. Kim decides to use a 
WordPress installation on her own server, to allay concerns her participants 
might have regarding such practices.

Questions to ask yourself:

1. How might I describe who or what controls the network technology? 
2. Does my project suit the terms and conditions the technology specifies?
3. Am I compromising my own, or my participants’ security or privacy by 
choosing a commercial or proprietary networking technology?



Network governance – this concept may sound dull, but it is an important 

aspect of online communities. You and your participants will need to make 

decisions about what tone of voice to foster in the network; what boundaries 

to implement via community guidelines; and, how to stimulate, moderate, 

and nurture the network using community management techniques.

Different projects will have different governance considerations. These might 

CF�CBTFE�PO�mOBODJBM�PS�IVNBO�SFTPVSDFT�PS�DVMUVSBM�BQQSPQSJBUFOFTT��

Make decisions based on a realistic assessment of how much energy you 

and your participants have for network governance. This will help manage 

the expectations of all the project stakeholders. And remember … 

“governance does not suck” (Bacon 2009, p213). 

Voice, community guidelines, and community management.

6
Governance.

An example might be:

Community artist Shonagh is about to build a password protected online 
network, she hopes will become a permanent resource for the community she 
is working with. Shonagh facilitates a series of meetings with her project’s 
steering committee to discuss how the network will be governed. Fortunately, 
all the stakeholders see the ongoing success of the network reliant on a 
part-time community manager, and they commit to funding the role. The group 
also agrees that the community guidelines will be developed once the 
community manager has been appointed. 

Questions to ask yourself:

1. What tone should the network have?
2. How should the community guidelines be configured?
3. How will the network be managed? Who will manage the network?



Deploying Internet technologies and practices in a community arts context, 

involves a survey of what is appropriate for a given project. This process 

requires practitioners to think broadly about experiences of technology, to 

readjust their practices, improvise, and create or dismantle boundaries.   

This booklet‘s approach to online community building as a creative activity 

involving a conceptual inquiry, guides practitioners beyond existing or 

dominant ways of thinking, helping them preempt issues and articulate 

appropriate approaches - the lasting effect of this method being that 

QSBDUJUJPOFST�CFDPNF�NPSF�XJMMJOH�UP�SFnFDU�PO�UIFJS�BDUJPOT�BOE�NPUJWBUJPOT�
BOE�NPSF�PQFO�UP�EFTJHOJOH�DPMMBCPSBUJWF�TZTUFNT�UIBU�BSF�iBO�BSUGVM�mU�
between technique, tool, human, moral, and environmental limits” 

(Drengson 1982).

Open Conclusion...
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Community artists must be vigilant in regard to 
the hidden biases of technical processes. 
They should be prepared to change these 
processes and the art forms within which 
they use them; to mutate them until they 
better suit our purposes. 

Owen Kelly (1984) Community, Art, and The State: Storming the Citadel 
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