Community Building

2.2. Community Building Tools

It has been proposed in Social Sciences that modern Communitarianism is intrinsically related to two opposing forces of enforcement and shared agreement.
 On the one hand members of a community are expected to act in a certain way and express common views and interests; this requires the power of enforcement. On the other hand, as Bauman argues, the ethical foundation of a community of individuals may only be established through sharing. The reality of competitive academic life echoes this dichotomy of the interest of an individual and communal sharing. 

The 3D visualisation community is a community with a shared interest in digital technology. It will grow in strength if this interest is sustained, fed on new ideas and opportunities, and broaden.  The community building tools that reflect the dichotomy of enforcement and shared agreement, proposed by Bauman, are those of enforced institutionalisation on the one hand, and communication (collaboration) based on voluntary participation on the other. Both may be present in a variety of forms: the traditional top-down organisation of academic activities and established, discrete conventions of individual disciplines, are increasingly complemented by bottom-up initiatives and convention-free methodologies.
The practitioners of 3D visualisation in the UK belong to a global community.  This community continues to grow owing to an ever wider network of professional contacts and collaboration on national and international levels. 

· The need for a sustained programme of national and international conferences 

Conferences and seminars have been the main platform for exchange of knowledge and expertise in ICT-based research. Live events of this kind allow for debate, stimulate ideas, encourage new contacts and collaboration, and disseminate research. A number of international and national conferences in the field did come and go; others have established themselves as institutions in their own rights. Science and technology is a focus for IEEE conferences in Computer Vision
; the SIGGRAPH Conference on Computer Graphics and Interactive Techniques (37th in 2007)
; the Information Visualisation Conference (11th in 2007)
, and many others.  3D visualisation features strongly in the programmes of interdisciplinary conferences in the area of Media and Visual Culture such as CHArt (23rd in 2007)
, EVA (some 80 conferences and seminars to date)
, VAST Symposium in Virtual Reality, Archaeology and Cultural Heritage (7th event in 2006).
 These present the science of visualisation to a non-technical audience in a more approachable way. 
Conference presentations are one of the best ways of keeping up with the latest technological developments and pilot applications, ahead of publication of research. (More in Chapter 3.5.2. Funding).
· The need for making conferences and other academic events widely accessible

Conference fees are prohibitive. The high cost makes attendance impossible for many who should participate. These events should be made free to participants whenever possible. Alternative ways of funding such events, including systems in other countries, should be looked at and emulated. (See also Chapter 3.5.2.)
· The need to facilitate participation in virtual conferencing

The unprecedented ease of electronic communication made it common for researchers to work together without being together or even knowing each other personally. The possibilities offered by Collaborative Virtual Environments (CVE), Access Grid and similar technologies are now allowing for remote participation in seminars and conferences. These facilities need to be made more widely available, so it is eventually possible for more conferences to offer virtual access to those who are not able to attend.

Virtual conferencing is particularly beneficial for collaborations involving digital material, including 3D visualisation. Participants may work together on the same computer model or other digital data in real time. This possibility has been demonstrated on many occasions, at Imperial College London using the inSORS Grid, in 2006, and elsewhere, but there is little evidence of this practice in the Arts and Humanities.    

· The need to raise awareness of industry events and encourage participation
There is much benefit to be drawn by Arts and Humanities academics and students from attending industry events, such as computing technology exhibitions and fairs. These are rarely advertised to the academic sector.  Although driven by market forces, some offer seminars, demonstrations and tutorials, enabling participants to gain knowledge of technology and techniques first hand, talk to experts and obtain advice.  The annual Nikon fair at the London Olympia may not seem of much relevance to the Arts and Humanities research, yet offers a programme of seminars and professional advice on computer graphics, colour science and digital imaging on every level of expertise. The event is free.
· The need to support small-scale events and informal meetings that raise awareness of 3D visualisation 

Large-scale international conferences should not distract from the importance of seminars in small groups, allowing for presentation of work-in-progress and informal discussion of research amongst peers. The ignorance of work undertaken by colleagues is not unusual among academics. Research projects may convene regular staff meetings but sometimes do not allow or budget for internal scholarly seminars. Where programme of such seminars is in place, it is found beneficial for better understanding of research issues.  In the case of 3D visualisation, such events provide an opportunity for its demonstration. Colleagues not on the 3D project have an opportunity to experience this technology first hand, at source and benefit from an informed commentary.  
· The need to review the top-down organisation structures within academic research
Academic and educational institutions have no longer hegemony over access to information, provision of knowledge and research tools. Google, Wikipedia, YouTube, Bittorrent, Napster, MySpace and other Web 2:0 initiatives force institutions to rethink their role as providers of information and educational instructors.
The aim of the Participatory Culture Foundation (PCF) is to ‘eliminate gatekeepers’ and ‘make mass media more open and accessible for everyone’. The Foundation provides open-source technology for video production and offers a step-by-step guide for ‘every stage of video production – from filming, to editing, encoding, publishing, and promotion.’
 

How will academic institutions respond to the bottom-up instruction currently available from a variety of sources? Will they resist or embrace this shift? 

Will young people choose an academic course (and the dept package which goes with it) to learn 3D visualisation or rather join the Google Earth community to draw instruction from the Google SketchUp 3D modelling software? The program is offered in two versions, for casual and professional use; the former is free.

· The need for a wider recognition of the validity of bottom-up developments
By launching Photosynth software in its trial, pre-beta version, Microsoft Live Labs pre-empted the competition, but have also demonstrated Microsoft’s recognition of the role of the user. ‘We thought it important to get it out there early, though, because our roadmap is still wide open, and we know that the best ideas for how this technology might be used may not come from us.’

In the summer of 2006 Ars Virtua, a media centre and gallery ‘located entirely in the synthetic world of Second Life’ announced a call for artists in residence, offering the applicants a possibility of exploring ‘a new type of space that leverages the tension between 3D rendered game space and terrestrial reality, between simulated and simulation.’
 This call and similar opportunities sent a shiver down the spine of museum curators. Although art galleries are not strangers to online community-based projects, this call, like similar initiatives, signalled the loss of control and influence over the curation of art.  The independent foundation, Eduserv was quick to follow with the announcement of grants available to educational projects in Second Life.
 
 ‘This morning I was asked to set up a Facebook account for our organization […] I believe that my superiors wish to use Facebook to attract a younger audience and raise our profile with more web-savvy people as a step towards the online PCF in a few years time.’

This comment from a member of the museum staff is yet another sign that the recognition of bottom-up initiatives is already present in the world of art and education.  There is a demand (alongside considerable criticism) for these popular initiatives to be embedded more firmly in the academic institutional structures and strategies of UK higher education. 

� Bauman, Z. (1997), Communitarianism in Postmodernity and its Discontents, New York: New York University Press; Bauman, Z. (2001), Community. Seeking Safety in an Insecure World, Cambridge UK: Polity, p. 172. See also Shaun Best’s review of both titles at http://shaunbest.tripod.com/index.html.


� The American Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers, Inc. sponsors some 300 conferences annually, www.ieee.org/web/conferences/home/index.html.


� The Special Interest Group on Graphics and Interactive Techniques (SIGGRAPH), www.siggrah.org.


� 11th Information Visualisation Conference, 3-6 July 2007 at ETH, Zurich, Switzerland.


� Computers and the History of Art (CHArt), www.chart.ac.uk.


� Electronic Imaging and the Visual Arts (EVA) international conferences, www.eva-conferences.com.


� VAST Symposium in Virtual Reality, Archaeology and Cultural Heritage, 7th annual conference organised jointly with the ICOMOS International Committee for Architectural Photogrammetry (CIPA); and a VAST seminar co-located with IEEE).


� The Participatory Culture Foundation a non-profit organisation based in Worcester, MA USA, and staff in other parts of the world. Edited citation sources: � HYPERLINK "http://participatoryculture.org/" ��http://participatoryculture.org/� and http://www.getmiro.com/create/.


� Google SketchUp. Model your world. Dream. Design. Communicate, at http://sketchup.google.com/.


� Source: Microsoft Live Labs Photosynth, http://labs.live.com/photosynth/sysreq.htm?collection=sanmarco/index1.sxs


� I’m grateful to Linda Spurdle of Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, for drawing my attention to this call. See her message posted on 5th December 2006 to the Museum Computer Group List at mcg@jiscmail.ac.uk. Citation after and further details are at � HYPERLINK "http://arsvirtua.com/residence/" ��http://arsvirtua.com/residence/�.


� Eduserv (http://www.eduserv.org.uk) is a self-funding educational charity registered in England. Eduserv raises funds through such services as Athens, which facilitates access to online resources, and the software licensing scheme, Chest.  There is more about the Eduserv grants in the Chapter 3.3.2. Funding.


� A comment by David Salmon, posted to the Museum Computer Group List (www.jiscmail.ac.uk/mcg), 2 July 2007.
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