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(:l)}ll])lll.]li(ll]il] power is fl't':]llt'll[]l\ touted as the silver
bullet that will tame many of our contempaorary crises,
But what basis in tuctis there lor these leaps of techno-
logical enthusiasm? Are they just convenient rationaliza-
tions for not perturbing the status quo?’ Computers do
have the potential to adter our lives in new wavs, but how?

Whatis the nature olocal computing and what can we
do about 1!

[ software were developed by individuals tor their own
use at ther own behest, the social nature of computing
Illi‘_:lll not exist. Of course, the Opx site scenarions closer
to the truth: eroups of people develop software for others
to use—usually atthe behest ol other people. Software
aels mtentions into o series ol instrucuons that can be
transterred from one location to another.,

Social computing deseribes any tvpe of computing
application m which software serves as an intermedian
or i locus for a social relaton:

* when people communicate via newsgroups such as
cimall or multiuser dungeons (MU Ds);

® when governments devise policies involving soltware
and network development;

® when people le:

n and teach about computers;

® when groups of people develop software;

® when private records are kept on individuals;

® when workplace tasks are defined by soltware; and
influenced

decisions of life and death

by software.

* when are

I would like to sav this special section covers all the
arcas circumscribed by the coneept of social computing.
Although we fall short of that unattainable goal, T am
pleased at the deep and diverse foravs our featured
authors have made into this murky territory. These
articles explore some of the more nmportant perspectives

of social compuung and illustrate some ot the thorm
| assues we have betore us, Each author highhghts eritical
| questions that must be addressed:

{dree qn
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How have mternatonal relatonships shaped the
development of computing and what opportunities now
extst for dehining new priorities? Gary Chapman
discusses how the changed international elimate presents
aunique opportunity for us to redefine a national vision,
and makes recommendations on how to accomphish it

What are community members doing with computers
to address community, educational, and democrati
needs at the local level? Doug Schuler details the com-
munity computing movernent and its principles. oppor-
tunities, and risks.

How do computers in the workplace act to maintain
or alter power relations among emplovees?! Andrew
Clement explains how power relationships are detined
and maimntaned Iill'(lilq']l software mediation. His arn-
cleis a provocative and perceptive study of the notion
ol computers and empowerment.

How are the social and technical spheres Iinked and
how are these hnks accommodated? Batva Friedman
and Peter Ho Kahin diseuss educatonal approaches thae
will help developers of technological svstems better
mtegride social needs.

I software causes harm, who is accountable? Helen
Nissenbaum's article examines the problem of & com-
puterized socicty devord ol accountabilicy, and addresses
the challenge of maintaining accountability tor the
impicts of computing

The social nature of soltwire 1s imescapable, Incach

eximple featured here, software established social rela-

tions at a distance, moditving existing social patterns
When this phenomenon repeats over and over again, the
implications—both exphcit and mmplicit—are protound.
Moreover, these new relations are lorming the initial
players on which tuture relations will be built, The
design decisions that are being made now will deeply
influence the way we interact with others in the future.

Participating in the development of social computing
I8 an opportunity we simply can not ignore.
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