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1-Defining ‘Virtual Communities’ (Howard Rheingold) 
   Dscussion of virtual communities will be based on Howard Rheingold’s seminal work : 
« The Virtual Community Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier » 

 

 

 
"Daddy is saying `Holy moly!' to his computer again!" Those words have become a family 

code for the way my virtual community has infiltrated our real world. My seven-year-old 

daughter knows that her father congregates with a family of invisible friends who seem to 

gather in his computer. Sometimes he talks to them, even if nobody else can see them. And 

she knows that these invisible friends sometimes show up in the flesh, materializing from the 

next block or the other side of the planet.  

 
Since the summer of 1985, for an average of two hours a day, seven days a week, I've been 

plugging my personal computer into my telephone and making contact with the WELL 

(Whole Earth 'Lectronic Link)--a computer conferencing system that enables people around 

the world to carry on public conversations and exchange private electronic mail (e-mail). The 

idea of a community accessible only via my computer screen sounded cold to me at first, but I 

learned quickly that people can feel passionately about e-mail and computer conferences. I've 

become one of them. I care about these people I met through my computer, and I care 

deeply about the future of the medium that enables us to assemble. I'm not alone in this 

emotional attachment to an apparently bloodless technological ritual. Millions of people on 

every continent also participate in the computer-mediated social groups known as virtual 

communities, and this population is growing fast. Finding the WELL was like discovering a 

cozy little world that had been flourishing without me, hidden within the walls of my house; 

an entire cast of characters welcomed me to the troupe with great merriment as soon as I 

found the secret door. Like others who fell into the WELL, I soon discovered that I was 

audience, performer, and scriptwriter, along with my companions, in an ongoing 

improvisation. A full-scale subculture was growing on the other side of my telephone jack, 

and they invited me to help create something new.  

 
The virtual village of a few hundred people I stumbled upon in 1985 grew to eight thousand 

by 1993. It became clear to me during the first months of that history that I was participating 

in the self-design of a new kind of culture. I watched the community's social contracts 

stretch and change as the people who discovered and started building the WELL in its first 

year or two were joined by so many others. Norms were established, challenged, changed, 

reestablished, rechallenged, in a kind of speeded-up social evolution.  



 
… 

I remember the first time I walked into a room full of people IRL who knew many intimate 

details of my history and whose own stories I knew very well. Three months after I joined, I 

went to my first WELL party at the home of one of the WELL's online moderators. I looked 

around at the room full of strangers when I walked in. It was one of the oddest sensations of 

my life. I had contended with these people, shot the invisible breeze around the electronic 

watercooler, shared alliances and formed bonds, fallen off my chair laughing with them, 

become livid with anger at some of them. But there wasn't a recognizable face in the house. I 

had never seen them before.  

 
People in virtual communities use words on screens to exchange pleasantries and argue, 

engage in intellectual discourse, conduct commerce, exchange knowledge, share emotional 

support, make plans, brainstorm, gossip, feud, fall in love, find friends and lose them, play 

games, flirt, create a little high art and a lot if idle talk. People in virtual communities do 

just about everything people do in real life, but we leave our bodies behind. You can't kiss 

anybody and nobody can punch you in the nose, but a lot can happen within those 

boundaries. To the millions who have been drawn into it, the richness and vitality of 

computer-linked cultures is attractive, even addictive. 

… 
 
Most people who get their news from conventional media have been unaware of the wildly 

varied assortment of new cultures that have evolved in the world's computer networks over 

the past ten years. Most people who have not yet used these new media remain unaware of 

how profoundly the social, political, and scientific experiments under way today via computer 

networks could change all our lives in the near future. 

… 
 

Virtual communities are social aggregations that emerge from the Net when enough people 

carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of 

personal relationships in cyberspace.  

Cyberspace, originally a term from William Gibson's science-fiction novel Neuromancer, is 

the name some people use for the conceptual space where words, human relationships, data, 

wealth, and power are manifested by people using CMC technology.  

… 
 

CMC has the potential to change our lives... as individual human beings, we have 

perceptions, thoughts, and personalities (already shaped by other communications 

technologies) that are affected by the ways we use the medium and the ways it uses us. At 

this fundamental level, CMC appeals to us as mortal organisms with certain intellectual, 

physical, and emotional needs. Young people around the world have different communication 

proclivities from their pre-McLuhanized elders. MTV, for example, caters to an aesthetic 

sensibility that is closely tuned to the vocabulary of television's fast cuts, visually arresting 

images, and special effects. Now, some of those people around the world who were born in 

the television era and grew up in the cellular telephone era are beginning to migrate to CMC 

spaces that better fit their new ways of experiencing the world. There is a vocabulary to CMC, 

too, now emerging from millions and millions of individual online interactions. That 



 
vocabulary reflects something about the ways human personalities are changing in the age of 

media saturation.  

 
Please read this adapted version of Rheingold’s work with particular emphasis on the 
highlighted and italicized information. 


