From the Hyperlocal to the Transnational Villager: Renewing ‘Third Places’ through Digital Storytelling
Until lions have their own historians, tales of the hunt shall ever glorify the hunter (Ghanaian proverb)

As your colloquium held at the beginning of November indicated, the question ‘what constitutes a region’ is far more complex than we are sometimes led to believe by governments and policy makers.  ‘Wales’ may be easier to conceive of as a region than the ‘East Midlands’, for example, but it cannot be assumed that either refers to an ‘organic’, ‘natural’, or pre-given constituency.  Very much the same can be said of ‘community’.  Both concepts depend upon exclusions and presumptions about homogeneity and belonging.  Perhaps almost more than any other designated region in the UK, the East Midlands has almost no claim, through historical experience, cultural identity, language or dominant manufacturing patterns, to be thought of as a region.  Lace, mining, agriculture, shoes, textiles all characterise part of the region’s commercial history, but there is no singular articulation of identity.  Hence, the development of an ‘inclusive’ cultural strategy posed an extremely difficult set of questions.

Migration, and migrant cultures, form part of the region’s history and ‘inclusion’ has to take account of this.  I will try to argue that, instead of a regional policy which seeks to harness migrant experience to its larger project, it is necessary to start at an earlier stage by asking how cultural processes might, not express, reflect, or articulate, a ‘community’, but, on the contrary, how innovative and creative cultural processes might actually produce not communities, but a range of complex and diverse community identities.  In other words, echoing Margaret Thatcher, I will suggest that there is no such thing as ‘community’ but that there are cultural strategies which might produce new narratives of possible belonging, and that this is an ongoing set of processes. As Trinh T. Minh-ha says: ’the story depends upon every one of us to come into being. It needs us all, needs our remembering, understanding, and creating what we have heard together to keep on coming into being’ (Woman, Native, Other, 1989). Transformational cultural experience is at the root of what I wish to talk about.

As Steven Vertovec reminds us, most policy in respect of immigrants in the UK, cultural or otherwise, is directed towards African-Caribbean and South Asian ‘communities’, overlooking the fact that most migration in the past 10/15 years has not been from these regions, nor from areas with British colonial histories.  So, there are now many competing stories in any region which need to be taken account of. Maybe this very diversity could itself become a region’s identity.

Unlike Ulrike, whose paper was based upon very specific and already completed research projects, I will be talking at a fairly general level as the work I am planning, which will start with a pilot in January on digital storytelling with refugees in Nottingham, is very much in the future.  It will be predicated upon the question: can cultural activities create a community rather than interact simply with one which is already assumed to have a shared and coherent existence.  It will also start out with the assumption that regional identity can only come into being plurally – through regionally–articulated, belonging–identities.  The challenge will be to find a common medium of cultural expression – digital storytelling is the case I am taking – which transcends migrant, or ‘host’, particularity.

The fundamental question to be addressed throughout is: Is it possible to construct regional identities through the development of participatory cultural activities/actions – for example, digital storytelling?

To explore this question, I will be drawing upon a wide range of resources and sources – some from the area of participatory public art, others from open source and creative commons debates. If the principal aim of a regional cultural strategy is to maximise participation, then one task, readily acknowledged by policy makers, is to make visible and public marginalized groups – remembering that, by no means, will these all be minority ethnicities, as there are many categories of people who have been ‘de-territorialised’ from their own social environment or from taking part in cultural public life. Linda Phipps in her article ‘New Communications Technologies: A Conduit for Social Inclusion’, speaks of ways of tackling social exclusion in other than economic terms by considering skills as also ‘a non-work objective…as prerequisites for greater engagement within and across communities….Agencies seeking to tackle social exclusion need to facilitate access to skills for social purposes, self-respect, independence and to build “community capacity” as well as to grow “employment” skills.’

It is this phrase ‘community capacity’ which I should like us to keep in mind throughout this session. I have also found the work of the Center for Reflective Community Practice (CRCP) at MIT very useful, in particular its key question: ‘If we are in a social, political and economic era in which information and knowledge are substantive forms of capital, what are the tools, processes, and strategies that can support poor and underserved communities in cultivating this form of capital for their own development?’ (http://web.mit.edu/urop/research/crcp.html) 
Linda Phipps extends the concept of social exclusion from poverty to emphasise ‘the ways that people are locked out of the social, economic, and political mainstream’ (Parkinson, 1998) by their role in society, and to shift focus to multi-dimensional disadvantage within the context of local communities, and to the role of ‘capacity building’ and community networks.
There is a fairly extensive social science literature on definitions of community which I do not have space to develop here, but one issue we may wish to consider in discussion is, as Lynne reminded me recently, whether online communities could be seen as threatening the idea of geographic or physical communities. It is my hope that there could be significant interaction/dialogue between online/offline communities through digital storytelling as a way of countering, what Oldenburg refers to as, the loss of community enhancing ‘third places’, places that exist for socializing outside of home and work (Oldenburg, 1989). In an interview with Saara Ord, Derek Powazek, author of Design for Community (2001), talks about organising an offline event based upon his website “fray” ( a site which has evolved into offline communities around the world): ‘Fray Day 5 came to ten cities worldwide. I organized the event here in San Francisco. The other nine were organized by volunteers from the community, all of whom I have never met. In one weekend, over a thousand people came out from behind their monitors to participate in a very real community gathering. In that moment, a virtual community became real.’ (http://www.sitepoint.com/print/powazek-design-community)
Joe Lambert, co-director of the Center for Digital Storytelling says that he has always thought of the center’s work as being about, what used to be called, ‘movement building’ - acknowledging its activist agenda - motivating people to change their behaviour, their policies, and to change the distribution of power and resources. ‘The tools of digital technology should be used to democratize voice and therefore empower more people than the prior set of analog tools in contemporary communication.’ (http://www.dstory.com/dsf6/newsletter_02.html)  

There is, I think, a tension in many official discourses between the ‘consumerization of human relations’ agenda, the need to ‘salvage’ disaffection and anti-social behaviour, to recuperate it, (Kwon p.142: Kester) and a genuine desire to extend the possibility of cultural participation in a democratic and egalitarian fashion.  The fact that every region, every authority, has to have a ‘cultural strategy’ is a result of all three tendencies.  Are these simply designed, as Grant Kester claims, to ‘simultaneously regulate the threat posed by systematic forms of critique and to compensate for the dysfunctional effects of the neo-liberal capitalist system’? Or, as the editors of the introduction to the Socially Engaged Forum express it:  ‘Within socially engaged approaches to arts practices there are widely differing dispositions, from what can be seen to be broadly in line with the government’s agenda – uni-directional activity of cultivating what are effectively better “citizens”/consumers where “collaboration” is largely symbolic – to attempts at an equality of engagement, where art is seen as a “medium for discussion with social reality”, as artist Jay Koh puts it.’ (http://www.variant.randomstate.org/9texts/KesterSupplement.html) 
This is a key issue which we may wish to pick up in discussion: is there the danger of producing a ‘welfare’ kind of cultural activity rather than one that questions social conditions through habitual deliberation?

My thinking has been prompted by, what has been called, ‘relational’ aesthetics, or, more precisely ‘relational politics’, and I borrow this concept from Nicolas Bourriaud, and elaborate on it from Jean-Luc Nancy.  Nancy argues that ‘there is no “self” except by virtue of a with which, in fact, structures it’.  His view that we need to re-think the question of community, that we cannot truly say ‘we’, and that we live ‘without relations’, no longer acknowledge the value of ‘being-together’, ‘being-in-common’, and ‘belonging’, lies behind much of what I am trying to say.  ‘We’, in other words, is something that needs to be created, not something that is self-evident, and it needs to be sustainable, even if always changing in practice. Arguably, ‘we’ is something that can come into being under the stimulus of a shared cultural activity, and, similarly, according to Nancy, ‘community is made of interruption of singularities […] community is not the work of singular beings, nor can it claim them as its works’. Deborah Battaglia captures this succinctly when she argues that ‘there is no selfhood apart from the collective practice of figuration. The “self” is a representational economy: a reification continually defeated by mutable entanglements with other subjects’ histories, experiences, self-representations; with their texts, conduct, gestures, objectifications’ (Battaglia, 1995:2). Or, as Charles Taylor puts it: intersubjective webs of interlocution.

The problem of coming into community through cultural activity under the auspices of an official institution or agency, referred to earlier is pointed out by Agamben when he says that ‘what the State cannot tolerate in any way, however, is that the singularities form a community without affirming an identity, that humans co-belong without any representable condition of belonging even in the form of a simple presupposition’.  Agamben claims that the most frightening community for the State is the one that rejects all identity and every condition of belonging that is based on singularity, and that wants not to belong but to appropriate belonging itself.’ (Agamben:87) [This is another discussion point: can a regional ‘identity’ countenance such a ‘community’?]

That is a fairly extreme position and a foreclosing one almost, but, at least, we need to consider how it is possible for cultural activity to function outside the realm of the proprietary, the competitive, and the mechanization of social functions.  Bourriaud speaks of needing to avoid the ‘empire of predictability’ and, in discussing what he calls ‘relational form’ (art taking as its theoretical horizon the realm of human interaction and its social context) he argues that ‘the role of artworks [and, I would suggest, cultural activity in general - RB] is no longer to form imaginary and utopian realities, but to actually be ways of living and models of action within the existing real.’ So, he sees cultural activity as being about encounter, dialogue, and, in Todorov’s terms, the need for acknowledgement / recognition as the essence of sociability.  Citing Marx, Bourriaud claims the work of art as a social interstice: trading communities that elude the capitalist economic context by being removed from the law of profit.  Alternative trading possibilities, in other words, than those in effect within this system and this is, perhaps, a very productive way of thinking beyond proprietary models of culture towards shared, peer-production.

Before finally moving on to digital storytelling and the possibilities offered by the net, I should like to refer briefly to three models of cultural activity that project a ‘we’ from the interruption of singularities and from marginal citizens.  All the activities raise questions of identity, belonging, and community-building.  All of these examples will be cited in order to stimulate discussion, and in the hope that some of you have seen the television programmes.

The first one was a four-part TV production based upon the formation of a choir in the Blackbird Leys area of Oxford.  None of the participants had previous experience and the idea was that, under the leadership of a professional conductor, they would sing ‘Carmina Burana’ at the Albert Hall with professional singers and orchestra.  The whole activity was ‘staged’ in dramatic/melodramatic terms – conflict, competition, jealousy, elimination – under the auspices of a massively patronising figure, Ivor Cuttlefield.  The point is that a ‘we’, admittedly very fragile, was formed for the duration of the project and that a traditionally middle-class cultural preserve was opened up to white and black men and women, of all ages, and it tapped into an aspirational desire.  More importantly, the regional Arts Council made funding available so that the activity became sustainable.

The second example, which might be called, sceptically, ‘salvage’ work, was a multi-agency project, ‘Leaps and Bounds’, co-ordinated by ‘Youth at Risk’ with the Birmingham Royal Ballet Theatre Company, and the TV programme was called ‘Ballet-Hoo’.  The idea was that young, marginalised, black, white, and Asian people, with a range of social problems, and anti-social behaviour, would be trained to a level where they could perform Prokofiev’s ‘Romeo and Juliet’ with the professional ballet company.  I don’t know about sustainability in this case.

In the third example, the Grassmarket Project worked with a group of ‘problem’ young people in a Roundhouse production of ‘The Foolish Young Man’, with just one professional actor.  The company has a sustained commitment to bringing drama to work in areas of conflict – Gaza, Kosovo etc. – and there is no question of its integrity, even if the process did seem top-down and designed to produce structures of discipline.

Whatever reservations one has about these projects, they, at least, are efforts to de-privilege elite cultural forms and to demonstrate that talent goes much deeper socially than our romantic and class preconceptions would suggest.  Again, this is a point for discussion – questions of control, decision-making, short-termism, empowerment or otherwise, agency etc.  Is the collaboration largely symbolic, uni-directional, lottery-funded, and designed to absorb antagonisms? Does it pathologise and individualise by seeking to remove the ‘problem’ from its deeper social, political and cultural contexts? 
An important contribution to the discourse about public space and community has been that of Rosalyn Deutsche who shows that the meanings of both are not pre-given but are conditional and formed out of struggles.  The same, I think, might be said of regional identity.  Deutsche argues that the term ‘public’ has democratic connotations – openness, accessibility, participation, inclusion, and accountability – and this is a key term throughout her arguments, especially where she cites examples of evictions and exclusions from public space in the name of ‘community’.  She also questions whether the task of democracy, or indeed regional identity policies, is to settle, rather than sustain, conflict.  This reminds me of the refrain from Leonard Cohen’s song, ‘Anthem’:
                             Ring the bells that still can ring

                             Forget your perfect offering

                             There is a crack in everything
                             That’s how the light gets in.

This seems to be something that our increasingly authoritarian national and regional governments forget as they seek to build their so-called ‘respect’ agendas.

For Deutsche, and this goes back to something I said at the beginning, public art (and, by extension, public cultural activity) does not occupy or design physical spaces, or address pre-existing audiences, but constitutes a public, calls a ‘we’ into becoming by engaging people in political discussion or by entering a political struggle: the cultural is political.  Public space is, therefore, a space that emerges from practices by users: it is a reflexive space, a social space, not an empirically identifiable location. It is a site of contestation and conflict, not something which is self-evidently ‘there’.

This paper originated from my reading of a book by Miwon Kwon called One Place After Another: Site-specific Art and Locational Identity and, in particular, chapter four where she examines a Chicago project, ‘Culture in Action’, 1993, as an example of new genre public art.  The emphasis in this genre is very much on active public/community participation.  Focus was on process and interaction: the dialogical; engagement.  Activist and communitarian in spirit, the event was designed to produce ‘art in the public interest’ which intersected with issues of social justice etc.  There is a shift in emphasis from artist to audience, from object to process, production to reception – ‘demediatized’. (Kwon)

Some of the projects worked with already defined pre-existing ‘communities’, in the sense of looking prescriptively for a community to fit a project (with the attendant problems I have already discussed), while others ‘invented’ or ‘generated’ communities with all the instabilities of identity and subjectivity associated with this kind of experiment.  The idea of a cultural process which has a critical and generative effect, I will return to later when discussing storytelling, especially in respect of disempowered, under-represented, and marginalized groups, while seeking to avoid, what has been called, the ‘colonization of difference’.  Hafthor Yngvason (Yngvason, ‘The New Public Art’) distinguishes interestingly between two modes of public art practice which he calls “integrationist” and “participatory”.  The former, he says, is constructed around a vision of society as ‘communities integrated around a single conception of the “human good” – i.e. a conception that can be responded to in an unproblematic fashion and revitalized through simple design such as a public plaza’, (quoted in Kwon: 143) [perhaps rather like those forms of promotion and commodification by the professional-managerial class in official agencies and also like so many regeneration and cultural strategy policies].  The latter mode – participatory - is seen as predicated upon an idea of society as ‘marked by a “plurality” of visions of what is good, and of the good of association itself’.

The ‘good of association itself’ is the basis of my later argument about the value of digital storytelling, especially with regard to sustainability and a process of continuous negotiation, means of producing alternative possibilities of collective activity/action.  This would make, what Kwon calls, a ‘projective enterprise’, modelling a new and complex relational process and challenging habitual spatiotemporal experience. (Kwon: 160).  The cultural theorist, Linda Singer, very usefully argues that we can think of the community not as a referential sign but as a ‘call or appeal to a collective praxis’. (Kwon:207). Associational justice is seen as the absence of ‘patterns of association amongst individuals and amongst groups which prevent some people from participating fully in decisions which affect the conditions within which they live and act’ (Power and Gewirtz, quoted in Cribb and Gewirtz, 2003: 19).
As a preface to my discussion of digital storytelling, I want to comment briefly on the potential of, what has been called, ‘commons’ in information, culture and knowledge, a means of cultural exchange through non-market and decentralized production.  I have found the work of Yochai Benkler, Law Professor at Yale, most useful in articulating the need to build a core common infrastructure.  Benkler argues that the profit-based, mass media environment has produced two dominant effects – the Berlusconi effect – ‘the disproportionate political power that ownership over mass media outlets gives its owners or those who can pay them’.  The other he calls, the Baywatch effect – ‘the systematic displacement of public discourse by the distribution of commodifiable entertainment products’. (Upgrade 2003 vol. IV, No. 3, June 2003)  Douglas Rushkoff also values the internet, above all, not for its content but for its contact, ‘the good of association itself’ I referred to earlier: ‘to connect strangers’.  In an important intervention in an online debate, Rushkoff argues that: 

The Internet holds no philosopher’s stone – there’s no God to emerge from the medium … But there is something that can emerge from people 
engaging with one another in ways they hadn’t dreamed possible, before.  While the internet itself may never produce the genuinely cooperative society so many of us yearn for, it does give us the opportunity to model the kinds of behaviours that may work back here in the real world. (Edge,The Reality Club, June 2006)
It is this modelling which, it seems to me, is the crucial issue in digital storytelling, modelling which may lead to forms of association, online and offline, which go beyond the ideological positions of a number of storytelling organisations/sites which focus on the individual. For example, from Capture Wales, a BBC initiative:

What kind of stories work best?  Personal stories.  Lots of people make stories based on their family album but digital stories can be about anything – love, work, hopes, fears, the past, even the future.  Your story doesn’t need to have a beginning, middle and end.  What’s most important is that it shows your point of view. (www.bbc.co.uk/Wales/capturewales) 
The emphasis is obvious – it decontextualizes and desocializes by stressing ‘personal stories’ and ‘your point of view’.  An alternative approach might seek to ‘disintermediate’ what might seem to be a top-down system, and work towards peer production and a collective praxis: think of the 1984/5 Miners’ Strike, for example, and the kind of impact public storytelling might have had.  Benkler’s advocacy of the networked public sphere is constructed around his idea that ‘we cluster around topics we care about.  We find people who care about similar issues.  We talk.  We link.  We see what others say and think.’  In this way, communities can be engendered in regions and across regions, resocialized through an alternative, network-based distributed system of media: ‘the emergence of social production and peer production as an alternative to both state-based and market based, closed proprietary systems, which can enhance creativity’ (op.cit).  Daniel Meadows, the BBC photo-journalist, who launched the pioneering storytelling project, Capture Wales, described the project in this way:
I’ve thought of Digital Stories as ‘scrapbook television’.  Short, personal, multimedia tales.  They are rich on feeling and – because, in theory, anyone can make them, and publish them anywhere – they have potential to be a very democratic type of storytelling.

The Wales of Capture Wales is not the media cliché post-industrial Wales of pit closures and quaint folk in pointy hats, Shirley Bassey, Tom Jones, Catherine Zeta Jones, and lovelorn sheep.  No, it’s the personal story of a country talking to itself.
The idea of a ‘country talking to itself’ and the potentially democratic model of storytelling both suggest ways of harnessing this practice to other regions in search of ‘plural visions’ of identity.  As I have said, there are workshops for community groups, facilitators, interested individuals and ‘young people’, with open sessions, as well as festivals in Wales. There are at least 1000 stories collected, half by Capture Wales, and twenty, or more, projects throughout North and South Wales, as well as activities in Swindon, Herefordshire, the Midlands, and the North-West.  So the possibility of off-line community-building is there, alongside the web communities, thus blurring the boundary between the physical and the virtual.  The Center for Digital Storytelling in Berkeley currently has 17 areas of focus, including educational programmes, disability issues, labour organising, social activism, marketing/branding, public health and social services, and oral/Local history.  They also have Digital Clubhouses nationwide, storytelling centres for seniors, disabled and youth groups.  This indicates how multimedia narratives, consisting of text, voices and images have the potential to extend well beyond the horizon of simply ‘personal storytelling’, not that I have a problem with this as something of value in itself.  In the words of the Mass/IMPACT (Improving People’s Access to Computers and Technology): ‘through digital storytelling participants are transformed from mere consumers of media to producers of media: often arriving to the point of seeing themselves, their communities and use of technology from a different and enhanced perspective’. (www.massimpact.org/projects/digital_storytelling/index.shtml). 

One other, important outgrowth from CDS has been the establishment of Third World Majority, a new media training and production resource centre run by a collective of young women of colour dedicated to developing new media practices that affect global justice and social change through grassroots political organising. Their principal organising focus is the community digital storytelling workshop, based upon an approach that ‘integrates aspects of popular education, creative writing, oral history, facilitative filmmaking, and digital media manipulation. Once again, the emphasis is on diversity, plurality, and the development of multiple community perspectives on important life issues, and providing a forum ‘for communities to tell their own truths in their own voices’. TWM sees story as being at the centre of the connection between theory and practice, a reflective activity which helps to build links both within and across communities. (http://www.cultureisaweapon.org/cdsm/mainframe.php)

The key figure in TWM is the co-founder, Thenmozhi Soundararajan, who previously was the director and founder of the CDS’s National Community programmes in which she developed the framework for community-based and relationship-building digital storytelling, and worked with more than 200 communities in the USA, using portable technology to create new community-based venues and helping to make them self-sustainable. Interestingly enough, she is also in residence at the MIT Center for Reflective Community Practice, and is deeply concerned with the fact that ‘we devalue the ways that culture creates political power’ and sees ‘Story [as] the critical connection between personal subjective experience and larger political action, between individual and collective action’ (in Lambert, J., Digital Storytelling:137) Linked with TWM is ‘Silence Speaks: Digital Storytelling for Healing, Resistance, and Violence Prevention’, which provides violence survivors, witnesses and prevention advocates with the opportunity to create short digital videos about their experiences.

Something that the artist Stephen Willats has said might help to direct this phase of my discussion.  This is taken from a text ‘Transformers’, written in 1988:

I consider the act of “transformation” to be a fundamental creative act, basic to expression and survival…..within every person there lives the transformer – and ….the initiation of transformations is essential to each individual … expressing their self-organisation, their self identity.  But while I can see … the … transformer … latent within everyone, I also recognise its social inhibition – for the repression of self-organisation … is implicit in the norms, rules and conventions of what we are led to call normality.  (www.variant.randomstate.org/4texts/Jane_Kelly.html).
Willats has worked non-prescriptively in collaboration with a range of already existing ‘communities’ and has also helped to generate provisional communities around particular projects, based upon an ‘open-ended process of dialogical engagement, which produces new and unanticipated forms of collaborative knowledge’. (Grant Kester)
Transformation is, potentially, at the core of the worldwide, storytelling project.  For all its uncritical presumption of ‘community’ as one of its ‘captive’ themes, and based as it is upon a public broadcasting region, with its emphasis on ‘personal stories’, the Capture Wales project does convene workshops and festivals offline, and does make space for comment and critique.  It may be in time that online contact between storytellers is made possible and that ‘communities of interest’ are generated from what is, on the face of it at present, an individually-based project.  Its site has extensive links to other sites and, through these, contributors may open up alternative possibilities: ‘communities of common concern on a global scale’, as one site puts it.  I am sure that there are gatekeepers and moderators on all these sites, perhaps anxious to confine the stories to the romance of the camp fire, but their powers to control and direct are necessarily limited.  Joe Lambert, one of the founders of the San Francisco Digital Media Center, now the Center for Digital Storytelling, Berkeley, likens the CDS activity, by analogy, to independent film’s relation to Hollywood.  Lambert says that in a world ‘where digital becomes synonymous with special effects and the generative narrative of games, we use storytelling to ground the use of digital tools in the search for meaning’ (www.nextexit.com/dap/conv2.html) This is an interesting distinction which shifts the focus from the technical to the discursive possibilities of the medium. 
Lambert subtitles his book, Digital Storytelling, ‘Capturing Lives, Creating Community’ and the work of CDS has been described as ‘combining artistry and technical savvy with multiple media, a keen sense of social justice, and a belief in the transformative power of narrative, these innovators have established digital storytelling as the communicative genre’ (Glynda Hull, endorsement on back of the Lambert book).
There are, already, literally thousands of digital storytelling resources and archives and, properly funded, there is still time to capture the oral/visual history of regions, as well as creating contemporary testimonies and documentaries – open-ended, so that people can add to the site.  There is even Joe Lambert’s Digital Storytelling Cookbook – with its seven elements of good digital storytelling.  The Digital Storytelling Festival in Colorado, as reported by Scott Rosenberg, raised a number of important questions about ‘who owns stories, who gets to tell them, why some stories work and others don’t and what happens to a broadcast-dominated society when suddenly everyone is at least potentially a producer and distributor of media?’  These are a few issues which we might like to take up in discussion.  We might also like to think about something else which Rosenberg discusses, the spectre looming over digital storytelling of a growing interest from the corporate world, seeing it as another branding opportunity.  This development is seen as inevitable by Tom Peters, the so-called management guru, a position he articulated in an article (1997), ‘The Brand Called You’, with us all as ‘free agents’ becoming custodians of our own ‘personal brands’.  As Rosenberg, an advocate of disintermediatization, says, ‘Why think of ourselves as brands when we can be bards’.  As Joe Lambert hopes: ‘We imagine that communities of people sharing stories will emerge! ‘There’s something about the mix of photography and voice and music and words in this process that leads to the real breakthrough: the self-awareness that emerges through story.’  Lambert’s CDS uses a personal, first-person writing style (‘Listen deeply – Tell Stories’).  The CDS has links in Alaska, Melbourne, Wellington, Toronto, Malmo, Hawaii, and Wales, of course, run in conjunction with Cardiff’s Centre for Journalism Studies, and the Community Action Network of the UK.
Everything that I have been saying, hopefully, will encourage us to consider the potential in digital storytelling for contributing to the formation of regional identities through cultural strategies that engage as wide a range of people as possible and against essentialising categories, eg. Ethnicity.  What I have not had time to discuss is ‘citizen journalism’ or ‘participatory media’ but ‘You tube’, ‘My Space’ and, now, ‘My Sun’, and the digital channel Trouble, are, or will be, very familiar to most of you as part of the new social networking age.  The Guardian headline put it rather wittily, ‘Have you got news for us?’ (06/11/06).
One other source/resource I would mention is called We Media, an interesting shift from the first person singular insistence of CDS.  This is an online publication by Shayne Bowman and Chris Willis, subtitled ‘How audiences are shaping the future of news and information’, and produced by the MEDIA Center at the American Press Institute, a non-profit research and educational organisation.  One question it poses, which ties in with what I am saying, is ‘What is the role of the storyteller in this epoch?’  One spectacular success story they report on is the South Korea online news site, Ohmynews, with 2 million readers a day, and produced by 26,000 registered citizen journalists.  As the writers say, ‘this collaborative online newspaper has emerged as a direct challenge to established media outlets in just four years [since 1999]’, and ‘Ohmynews has embraced the speed, responsiveness and community-oriented nature of the Web’.  Has, they ask, the ‘Daily Me’ been replaced by the ‘Daily We’!?  The rest of the publication, as its title suggests, is devoted to tracing the rise of ‘we media’ – communities of interest linked to new social patterns, collaborative and social media, conversation-based and symbiotic: democratized through a new media ecosystem.

Open source and free software technology, the creative commons, have obviously helped these changes, and ‘through these emerging electronic communities, the Web has enabled its users to create, increase or renew their social capital … [they are] a powerful extension of our social networks’ (WeMedia).  To achieve a sense of belonging is a powerful motivation for most forms of participation.  Social activity, virtual and offline, is enabled because, as John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid argue:

‘Documents do not merely carry information, they help make it, structure it and validate it.  More intriguing, perhaps, documents also help structure society, enabling social groups to form, develop, and maintain a sense of shared identity …. Shared and circulating documents, it seems, have long provided interesting social glue’ (The Social Life of Information).  
So, as people’s social worlds expand globally, new arrangements are also coming into being which link them more deeply to the place they live: glocalization, Robertson called it. As Seyla Benhabib has argued, what is needed is ‘a civic culture of public participation and the moral quality of enlarged thought’ (Benhabib, 2002: 140).
To conclude: what I have been trying to stimulate discussion about is, what has been called, the ‘participation revolution’ in which, as Yochai Benkler claims, the balance of power is gradually being shifted to people in the production of knowledge, goods and services.  Like him, it is my hope that we may be approaching an era in which resources are not always subject to proprietary ownership and outputs are shared, so that a new economy might emerge as a revolutionary source of new value. Joe Lambert tells a nice story which I should like to borrow to end this session. He says that his father handed him a book (Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward) with the message: not that utopia was possible, but that we have a moral duty to imagine it. 
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