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Online public discussion

• The present: Centralized and proprietary
• Owned and operated by large media companies
• Top-down influence on participants and topics
• Users exploited for commercial gain

• The past: Decentralized and free
• Distributed ownership and control
• Bottom-up influence on participants and topics
• Operated by and in the interests of users

• The future:
• How did we get from there to here?
• Where are we going?
• What does this teach us about (offline) societies?
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Social media yesterday

• World Wide Web
• hypertext information system
• 1989: invented
• 1991: open to public
• late 1990s: popularization

• Usenet
• discussion system
• launched in 1980
• millions of users by 1984
• 1000 sites by 1984
• 300 000 new messages per day in the 1990s
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Social media yesterday

  

Usenet

alt comp sci talk soc

culture

turkish

politics

article

article

article

article

article

article

welsh

tamil

malawi

Each newsgroup is
named by a series
of increasingly
specific hierarchical
terms.

history

ancient

article

article

article

article

article

article

article

article

article

Each newsgroup 
contains articles—
messages that are
related to the topic
of the newsgroup.

The same article can
be sent to multiple
newsgroups, a
process called
crossposting.

Any article can be
responded to,
making chains of
messages called
threads.

Usenet is organized
into a tree-like
naming system, with
hundreds of top-
level hierarchies.

misc rec news
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Social media yesterday

“I posed questions on Usenet, mailing lists
and freenets. Along with these questions, I
would attach some worthwhile preliminary
research. People respected my questions
and found the preliminary research helpful.
The entire process was one of mutual respect
and sharing of research and ideas. A real no-
tion of ‘community’ and ‘participation’ takes
place. I found that on the Net people will-
ingly help each other and work together to
define and address issues important to them.
These are often important issues which the
conventional media would never cover.” Michael Hauben (1973–2001)
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Social media yesterday

“Awareness that we are members of the hu-
man species which spans the entire globe
changes a person’s point of view. It is a
broadening perspective. It is very easy for
people to assume a limited point of view
if they are only exposed to certain ideas.
The Net brings the isolated individual into
contact with other people, experiences, and
views from the rest of the world. Exposure to
many opinions gives the reader a chance to
actually consider multiple views before set-
tling on a specific opinion. Having access to
the ‘Marketplace of Ideas’ allows a person to
make a reasoned judgment.” Michael Hauben (1973–2001)
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Social media yesterday

“The Net has only developed because of the
hard work and voluntary dedication of many
people. It has grown because the Net is in
the control and power of the people at the
grassroots level, and because these people
developed it. People’s posts and contribu-
tions to the Net have been the developing
forces.”

Michael Hauben (1973–2001)
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Social media yesterday

“Much of the development of Usenet owes a
big thanks to the early restrictions on com-
mercial uses. Where else in our society has
the commercial element been so clearly sep-
arated from any entity? Forums of discus-
sion and communication become clogged
and congested when advertisements use
space. Because of the voluntary actions of
those who use and redistribute Netnews and
e-mail, people on Usenet feel it wrong to
assist commercial ventures…Rather, people
fight to keep it a resource that is helpful to
society as a whole.” Michael Hauben (1973–2001)
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What happened?

• How did we get from the free and open Internet of the past to today’s
centrally controlled, profit-driven Internet of today?

• How and why did the people of Usenet allow this to happen?
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What happened?

• Economic forces
• Usenet was developed by volunteers working for their own needs and at their
own pace

• Commercial interests were able to efficiently develop solutions that were
better in certain respects

• Demographic shift
• Usenet assimilated its users into a cohesive, cooperation-minded community
• Influx of new users in the 1990s was faster than the community could
acculturate them
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Where do we go from here?

• Will online society ever abandon big social media?
• Will it return to the by-and-for-the-people model of times past?
• Will we continue to allow our personal data and conversations to be
commodified?
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Open, decentralized social media networks
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Usenet lives!

• Usenet is still around today
• User base has shrunk considerably, but is now relatively stable
• Essential administration and maintenance work still being carried out
• Usenet might be a model for a future modern but egalitarian discussion
system
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Administering and maintaining Usenet

• The Internet Engineering Task Force publishes Usenet protocol standards
• Developers write the software for news clients, servers, etc.
• Newsmasters operate news servers
• The Internet Systems Consortium maintains a list of moderators and relays
• Each top-level hierarchy may (or may not) have a managing entity
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The Big 8

• comp.*
• misc.*
• news.*
• rec.*

• sci.*
• soc.*
• talk.*
• humanities.*
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The Usenet Big-8 Management Board8
8

• Established to streamline the administration of
the Big 8

• Organizes community discussions on the
creation and removal of Big-8 newsgroups

• Implements the corresponding decisions in
concert with the ISC

• Helps maintain a canonical Big-8 newsgroup list
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

2005 Established by former moderators of news.announce.newgroups
2014–2017 Board gradually becomes defunct
Apr. 2020 Board reconstituted with the blessing of its former members; weekly

business meetings instituted
From: board@big-8.org
Newsgroups: news.announce.newgroups
Subject: Status of the Big 8 Management Board
Date: Thu, 30 Apr 2020 01:06:49 EDT

This is an official communication from the Big-8 Management Board. Please note that followups are set to
news.groups.

After a careful review of the Big 8 Management Board’s activity and process, all remaining members of the Big 8
Management Board opted not to consider re-election and instead have voted to install two new volunteers as
the new members of the Big 8 Management Board. These two volunteers are:

Tristan Miller
Jason Evans

We believe these volunteers have the technical and social skills necessary to maintain the Big-8. Please give
them your support while they develop their vision for the future mission and goals of the Big 8 Board.

Kathy Morgan, Chairperson Emeritus
Bill Horne, former Chairperson
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

Aug. 2020 Website redesigned and reorganized: https://www.big-8.org/
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

Aug. 2020 Members become maintainers of GNU STUMP and GNU WebSTUMP
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

May 2021 Board joins Open Collective Europe
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

Oct. 2021 First new newsgroup created since 2013 (comp.infosystems.gemini)

From: board@big-8.org
Newsgroups: news.announce.newgroups,news.groups.proposals
Subject: RESULT - comp.infosystems.gemini will be created
Date: Fri, 22 Oct 2021 10:22:26 EDT

RESULT
unmoderated group comp.infosystems.gemini

The Last Call for Comments (LCC) on 2021-08-10 initiated a five-day
period for final comments. Following this comment period, the Big-8
Management Board has decided by 3/3 consensus to create unmod-
erated newsgroup comp.infosystems.gemini.
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History of the Big-8 Management Board

continuously Public outreach activities:
• Talks at openSUSE+LibreOffice Conference, Hackers Congress
Paralelní Polis, LibrePlanet, etc.

• Reddit AMA
• Various Usenet tutorials published online

  

Required  
Magic
advanced technology

Reviving Usenet
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Conclusion

• Usenet…
• is a well-established, decentralized discussion network
• is built on open standards and free software
• is robust and resistant to censorship
• is respectful of users’ digital freedoms
• is still in active use and maintenance
• has much to offer over today’s discussion forums and social media platforms
• is ready for your participation and support!

12


