The view from cyberspace

‘Reading Lord of the Rings: The Final Attempt:’
an analysis of a web community

he Internet has had an enor-
Tmous influence on fan commu-
nities of all kinds. Soap opera
fans discuss plot twists, Xena fans
trade fan fiction, Star Wars fans
analyse movie trailers frame-by-
frame, and so on. The Internet has
made it extraordinarily easy for
devotees of any subject to find like-
minded people with whom to
exchange news and discuss their
passions. Lord of the Rings fans are
no exception; there were hundreds
of sites devoted to J.R.R. Tolkien’s
creation worldwide before the Peter
Jackson movie project began, and
the number mushroomed as soon as
it was announced. As a contributor
to one discussion group noted:2
The amount of Tolkien fan inter-
action which occurs over the
Internet every [day] is simply
staggering. | tried to develop an
approximate picture of it over two
years ago for a project | finally
had to abandon. | counted over
200 forums before | gave up.’

What we hope to do in this paper
is to contribute to the study of char-
acteristics of Tolkien readers, and
make some observations on the
topic of community on the Internet,
especially as it relates to fan com-
munities.

First, what goes into an online
community? Jenny Preece offers
this list of components:

*People who interact socially as they
strive to satisfy their own needs or
perform special roles, such as lead-
ing or moderating.

A shared purpose, such as an inter-
est, need, information exchange, or
service that provides a reason for
the community.

*Policies, in the form of tacit
assumptions, rituals, protocols,
rules, and laws that guide people’s
interactions.

«Computer systems, to support and
mediate social interaction and facili-
tate a sense of togetherness. 3

People and Purpose
In April 2001, Toronto writer, musi-
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This is certainly an interesting
community that has assembled
here. | have an almost uncontrol-
lable urge to run scientific experi-
ments on it. "People who read
the Lord of the Rings once a year
have a 43% lower incidence of
heart disease, report above aver-
age levels ofjob satisfaction, and
love citrus fruits.’1

cian, and cartoonist Debbie Ridpath
Ohi decided she needed to read The
Lord of the Rings before the first
instalment of the movie trilogy came
out at the end of that year. As a
filksinger,4 she was already familiar
with many elements of the story, but
had never managed to read the trilo-
gy the whole way through 5. She was
an experienced web forum host, with
an online diary called "Blatherings"
and a number of associated discus-
sion forums on filk singing and other
topics. For six years she also man-
aged an online writers’ community
with a 50,000 member mailing list6.
Posting reports on her web site as
she read each chapter was a logical
extension of her online diary project,
and she felt that inviting her friends
to comment on her observations
would encourage her to finish the
book. Later on she also mentioned
some other motivations:7
‘It would make me very happy if
my online journal helped encour-
age other Tolkien skeptics to try
reading Lord of the Rings, and
also help show them that the
Tolkien fan community welcomes
all potential "converts", even ones
who may not necessarily enjoy all
the battle scenes.’

The first participants were mainly
Debbie’s friends and people who
read her online diary regularly.
But when her site was reviewed on
the unofficial movie site
TheOneRing.net (TORN), a diverse
group of people from around the
world was made aware of her project
and joined the discussion.
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Policies and computer systems
Debbie initially set her site up as an
unmoderated bulletin board. As she
read each chapter, she would post a
brief essay about what she found
interesting or boring, how she felt
about the characters and plot, and
so on. Sometimes she added ques-
tions to stimulate discussion.
Readers did not have to register to
use this site; anyone could post a
reply to the list8. Replies would
include the poster’s name, linked to
their email address if they wanted to
include it, and the date and time they
posted. There was no way for the
writer to go back an edit a post in
this format. Earlier chapters
remained open for posting even after
Debbie had moved on, and in fact
they are still open, but we cut off our
analysis as of the day we posted our
consent form.

Statistics and comparisons
Demographics
Who participated in this discussion?
This was an amazingly heteroge-
neous group. Members reported
ages from 12 through to 51. Some
were reading The Lord of the Rings
along with Debbie for the first time;
most had read it several times, and
many had read it over ten times and
owned multiple copies. Occupations
varied widely, too; there were
schoolteachers, soldiers, graduate
students, homemakers, software
writers, and so on, all united by an
interest in one book. As Wellman
points out9
‘The relative lack of social pres-
ence online fosters relationships
with people who have more
diverse social characteristics than
might normally be encountered in
person This allows relation-
ships to develop on the basis of
shared interests rather than be
stunted at the onset by differ-
ences in social status.’
Participants were primarily from
Canada and the United States, and
other English-speaking countries
such as England and New Zealand



were well represented. But other
posters wrote In from places as
diverse as Sweden, Greece, and
South Korea. Everyone posted in
English, but although there were
several discussions on translation
issuesl0, in general nationality was
not a major topic of conversation. In
a discussion of popular television
shows, Paul A. Cantor speaks of the
“tribalisation of the audience ... the
flip side of ... globalisation"1l His
conclusions are just as applicable to
a book-based fan community:

In general, the Internet allows
people to break with traditional com-
munity configurations and group
themselves with anyone they
choose on the basis of perceived
cultural affinities. The main point of
all this talk of globalisation and trib-
alisation is that television in the
cable and the Internet era Is redraw-
ing the cultural map In ways that
increasingly ignore national bound-
aries.12

Gender was an important factor
in the demographics of this group.
More than one participant felt that
there were probably more female
than male posters in this forum
because of the tone and style of the
exchanges. A psychology student
from Sweden, for example, wrotel3

‘I remember sometimes thinking
that "it's so nice here, that’s prob-
ably because there’s so many
women around". Was | right? Or
was that just prejudice?’

Allison Durno is a close friend of
Debbie’s and one of the major con-
tributors to the "Final Attempt" proj-
ect. She also noticed this "feel":14

‘...it intrigued me how many
women in general were posting
over in that board, though I'm not
sure why. Part of it is that | think
of Tolkien fandom as heavily
male-based, though I'm not quite
sure if that's true. Part of it is
because other Tolkien message
boards I've lurked at do seem to
be heavily male. So, | wonder if
women posted more because the
board was run by a woman, if
there was a tone to the discussion
that was less-intimidating, if
Issues came to the foreground
that women found they had more
to talk about, If female-oriented
reports (from Debbie) just gener-
ated more female response.’

Interestingly, however, the statis-
tics show that 50% of the users used
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a masculine or probably masculine
name or identified themselves as
male, and only 22% were female or
probably female. 27% of the posters
used gender-neutral names and did
not identify themselves as male or
female15.

But the number of posts by gen-
der is also surprising, given this dis-
tribution. Most studies of online com-
munities conclude that men post
more and longer posts than
womenl6, but that isn’'t the case
here. The male participants posted
46% of the posts; the female partici-
pants, only 22% of the total posters,
wrote 40% of the posts; and the gen-
der-neutral participants wrote 14%.

However, the type of post by gen-
der seemed to follow the theoretical
norm for Internet posting behavior.
This norm predicts that women will
provide more "social glue" through
off-topic posts than men will. In her
study of three Usenet newsgroups
on science fiction television, Cromer
found that the groups with a higher
percentage of female members felt
more off-topic messages were post-
ed on their boards, and were also
somewhat more tolerant of them17.
Herring’s research also shows more
tolerance for off-topic posts by
women than by meni8

We divided the posts into three
groups: primarily discussing the
chapter under consideration; dis-
cussing anything else related to
Tolkien’s writings; and posts that
went completely off-topic, including
discussions of the upcoming movie.
Of the total posts by women, 32%
were on-toplc, 16% were Tolkien-
related, and 52% were off-topic. For
men, 43% were on-topic, 17% were
Tolkien-related, and only 40% were
off-topic. The distribution for gender-
neutral posters was close to that for
female posters, so we can hazard a
guess that these are likely to be
women because of the theory that
women are more likely to pick a gen-
der-neutral nickname than men19. If
this is so, there could be a more
evenly balanced gender and post-
ing-by-gender distribution than there
appears to be at first sight, but the
on topic/off topic distribution would
remain the same. (On the other
hand, the gender-neutral posters
posted far less as a group than
either the male or female posters.)

The fact that the women in this
group spoke up more than might be
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expected, given the gender distribu-
tion, might explain the "feminine"
feel. Five of the top ten posters by
number of words written were
female. It is also likely that the gen-
der and the behaviours modelled by
the person who originated the
board, and by Allison, who was the
top poster and took on a "hostess"
role, set the tone.
Characteristics of interactions:
rules and roles
From the earliest messages on this
forum there was a balance between
"scholarly" postings providing back-
ground to help Debbie understand
and appreciate Tolkien's works, and
"encouragements” that urged her to
continue reading and posting. As
time went on and the group got larg-
er, there were more discussions that
went off-topic. As noted above, the
percentage of women’s postings that
were off-topic was larger than that
for men. Off-topic postings often
help form a kind of "social cement"20
between group members.
Communities start defining them-
selves when they begin to develop
rules. In this case, concerns about
"spoilers" ruining the book for
Debbie by revealing too much led to
some posters appointing themselves
"spoiler police" as early as the chap-
ter "Farewell to Lorien". Even earlier
there were hints about the fate of Bill
the pony and the upcoming death of
a favourite character that influenced
Debbie’s reading. The situation
came to a crisis in the chapter "The
King of the Golden Hall," when
Debbie made a comment about how
meek and subservient Eowyn
seemed. This of course was a red
flag to those familiar with the whole
story, and one poster did reveal
Eowyn’s later pivotal role. As Allison
recalls2l
That was the spoiler that caused
me to call Deb at 7:00 in the
morning to warn her off the dis-
cussion boards and that freaked
her out so much she gave me
editing power for spoilers that
night... [Tjhat's how my role
stepped up on the page, once
Deb gave me "the keys" to be
able to erase spoilers from the
board. It rather startled me to see
how my role changed on the
board from that point on.’
Polite online behaviour is distinct
enough from face-to-face behaviour
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that it has its own neologism: "neti-
quette". And this was an exceptional-
ly polite board. The closest thing to a
flame during the whole history of the
forum was a single incident of one
poster calling another's post
"absolute rubbish". Even complaints
about spoilers were leavened with
humor and ‘emoticons’ to soften the
blow (as in one example where a
participant suggested posting decoy
spoilers). One participant pointed out
about the subsequent Silmarillion
discussion, in which many of the
same posters participated: 2
‘As heated up and controversial
as they were, the discussions
always remained fair, there was
always an undertone of mutual
respect and affection, even when
we disagreed and we never
called the other person stupid or
bashed him or her down in anoth-
er way when he or she held a dif-
ferent opinion.’

Is it possible that the subject mat-
ter - the works of J.R.R. Tolkien -
automatically led to more mature
and polite online behaviour?
Apparently not - several people
commented that the overall tone of
this board was far more mature than
that of other Tolkien discussion
boards they had visited. One went
so far as to call the behavior on
some other Tolkien boards "orc-
like"23. One poster wrote:24

‘...in_my opinion, the discussion
climate at the Final Attempt
board, and the subsequent
Silmarillion board, was a lot more
open-minded, tolerant and well-
educated than many others. That
is, most people seemed to be
genuinely ... and lovingly interest-
ed in the works and world of
Tolkien, and truly interested In
hearing other people’s points of
view. On many other boards
where I've lurked a bit, 1find that

people who don't have the
same opinion as the majority tend
to get bashed or ridiculed.’

Another participant speculated
on the reason:2%

‘Having lurked a bit at some other
boards, the level of deep feeling
and thought at this board has
seemed to be a good deal greater
than the norm. | have seen some
boards that go into a similar level
of detail, but without getting down
to the real level of meaning. Also
we haven't had too many people

posting the kinds of comments
that seem to be mainly repetitive
drawn-out vowel sounds or Inter-
jections and which seem almost
the norm at some other boards.
Perhaps this is due to the median
age of the participants.’

Unfortunately, we do not have
enough information on the ages of
the participants to come to any real
conclusions, since only twelve of the
nearly 200 posters gave their ages.
As we mentioned above, it is unlike-
ly to be due to the subject matter;
while Tolkien wrote seriously and
many readers take him seriously,
this does not guarantee mature
behavior. Some posters mentioned
Tolkien "fanboy" sites as being par-
ticularly flame-ridden; these are
forums where the median age and
gender distribution are probably
quite different from the "Final
Attempt" group. A cursory look at the
"getting to know you" thread on the
later Silmarillion discussion board
does seem to indicate a higher
median age for this group than for
Internet users in general.

In an intriguing article titled
"Politeness in computer culture: why
women thank and men flame,”
Susan Herring surveyed male and
female posters on a variety of
boards and came to some interest-
ing conclusions. Both male and
female respondents said that they
valued polite behavior online, but
actual behavior was skewed by gen-
der. She speculated that [flor
women, a cluster of values emerges
that can be characterised as demo-
cratic, based on an ideal of partici-
pation by all and validation of others’
experiences ... For men, in contrast,
there is a valorisation of speed ...
and rational debate...". Because of
this value system, men may be more
likely to be annoyed by incompetent
acts on the part of other posters,
such as sending time-wasting mes-
sages and spam, and may respond
like "net vigilantejsj" and justify
flaming as "a form of self-appointed
regulation of the social order"26.

But this board was different.
While levels of computer compe-
tence and knowledge of Tolkien's
legendarium varied, at all times a
plea of ignorance invoked a deluge
of help instead of ridicule.
Participants in this forum exhibited
"reciprocal supportiveness," a value
that builds community and at the
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same time is "a means of expressing
one’s identity" and increasing "self-
esteem, respect from others, and
status attainment”. In contrast to
"real life";27
The accumulation of small, indi-
vidual acts of assistance can sus-
tain a large community because
each act is seen by the entire
group [italics added] and helps to
perpetuate an image of gener-
alised reciprocity and mutual aid.’

Participants in this group also
seem to value and reward (by
responding and praising) a similar
group of communication or perform-
ance skills to those observed in a
soap opera discussion group by
Nancy K. Baym: "humour, insight,
distinctive personality, and polite-
ness"28. For the "Last Attempt"
group, it also seems that knowledge
and the ability to share it in an
informative but not condescending
way are appreciated.

Performance is one way individu-
als establish an identity online.
Participants also use distinctive
names or nicknames, and employ
strategies to associate their screen
names with a distinct personality;
"Katarina" and "Katerina", for exam-
ple, sensitised the group to the sub-
tle difference between their names
through joking exchanges and per-
sonal revelations about where they
lived and their occupations. On
many boards, including the other
forums on Debbie’s site, participants
use signature lines that include
meaningful quotes, but the original
"Last Attempt" forum did not allow
this.

One interviewee, though, may
have hit on the real reason why the
tone of this board was so comfort-
able. A strong leading personality
can influence an entire community: 29

‘It felt kind of like entering Deb's
living room, where a nice, long
party was going on. My guess Is
that the real life community
around Deb has a truly friendly
atmosphere, or flavour, and that
flavour was contagious. All us
who entered digitally became
infested with it, and adapted to it
quickly. ... 1soon got the Image of
Deb as the host and head of the
table, the object of celebration
had it been a birthday party, and
Allison acting as the perfect host-
ess, going around and checking
on everyone, introducing people
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to each other and handing out the
hors d’oeuvres, if you know what |
mean.’

Growth of the community

A viable community grows and
changes over time. One way a com-
puter-mediated community can grow
is through members’ interacting out-
side of the forum where they met,
and thus reinforcing their bonds.
Etzioni and Etzioni conclude that a
"hybrid system" that combines the
best features of face-to-face and
computer-mediated communication
would "allow the special strengths of
each system to make up for the
weaknesses of the other;" a group
that communicates both ways would
have the superior level of interper-
sonal knowledge generated by face-
to-face contact in addition to the
memory-storage capabilities of a
computer community30. But meeting
face-to-face to reinforce bonds can
be problematical for such a widely
scattered group, and may be more
probable In a situation where the
community members have more in
common and are more likely to have
reasons to meet, such as an aca-
demic community whose members
are likely to attend the same confer-
ences.

In this case, aside from Debbie,
Allison, and one other filk musician
whom they already knew, only two of
the interview respondents seem to
have met in person at the time of the
writing of this paper. (The authors
met Debbie and Allison in person for
the first time when presenting this
paper at a conference in their home
town.) However, many of the intervie-
wees reported that they have
exchanged private emails with other
participants from time to time or vis-
ited their personal websites. Wellman
calls online ties "intimate secondary
relationships" - they are moderately
strong, but operate only "in one spe-
cialised domain." Yet they can
become more intimate over time, and
he speculates that the "limited social
presence and asynchronicity of com-
puter-mediated communication” only
slows the development of stronger
ties and does not mean they will
never occur3L

While the on-topic discussions
were the main purpose of the board,
it was the off-topic exchanges that
provided the social glue. As
Haythornthwaite et at. point out,

"such wanderings [off topic] may ...
be taken as a sign that the group is
becoming a community"32. We noted
above that we counted posts that
discussed other Tolkien works as on
topic. But discussions also ranged
farther afield to other fantasy writers,
Tolkien-inspired music and art, the
Peter Jackson movies, and so on.

At times participants also talked
about their personal lives, some-
times tying it in with the chapter
under discussion. One member
compared the departure of Frodo to
his father’s serious illness, which led
to both expressions of sympathy and
empathy, and to even deeper con-
versation about the scenes in ques-
tion. This caring behaviour is anoth-
er example of a community forming.
As one European interviewee point-
ed out, at some point one’s personal
comfort with the group shifts from
protecting one’s privacy to caring
about belonging:33

‘After the 11th September howev-
er | had some different concerns:
Not about privacy, but about get-
ting lost: | suddenly realized that if
someone disappeared completely
from these boards and even did
not answer to emails we would
not be able to find out what
became of him or her. | think [two
other members] know my real
name, and | am happy about this.’

Another way a community grows
is by developing its own in-jokes.
Debbie started this early on - on
May 3rd, in her initial comments on
the chapter "The Shadow of the
Past", Debbie said, "If anything
nasty happens to the Hobbits in the
Shire, I'm going to be upset (unless
it happens to only the Sackville-
Bagginses, of course)"34.

Participants found it very amus-
ing, and she began using variations
of it in her chapter reports, some-
times for a humorous effect and
sometimes more poignantly, as In
her comments on "The Land of
Shadow", where she says "NOTH-
ING BAD HAD BETTER HAPPEN
TO SAM!"35.

But the main way this community
has grown has been by branching
off into new projects. Reading The
Lord of the Rings with Debbie was
from the beginning a finite project,
and on June 4th, about two-thirds of
the way through the trilogy, Big Mike
observed:36

‘There are lots of web sites where

30

we Tolkien fans can get info, but
this has really become a gather-
ing (or Moot) of regular Tolkien
loving people. Just like the feeling
at the end of the book (wishing
there was another 1000 pages to
read) | hope some how we can
continue this small community
after Deb finishes.’

Almost Immediately another
poster suggested a group reading of
The Silmarillion, and many other
readers chimed in agreeing to the
suggestion. Soon Allison stepped in
to organize a forum for a chapter-by
chapter discussion, and it got under
way in July 2002. Other forums were
soon added to the "Talking Tolkien"
section of Debbie'’s site. There are
now eight very active forums for par-
ticipants discussing different
aspects of Tolkien's writing and
related works, including the Peter
Jackson movies, books discussions
on The Hobbit and Tolkien’s essay
"On Fairy-Stories" (soon to move on
to other works and authors), and
comments on Debbie’'s comic strip
"Waiting for Frodo". There is even a
forum devoted to discussing this
research project. The "Talking
Tolkien" forum has begun to take on
the characteristics of a literary salon
(as many online discussion groups
do when they have multiple forums
and threads), where guests can drift
around the room listening to and tak-
ing part in a variety of conversations;
sometimes one discussion will dom-
inate, and almost everyone will be
paying attention to it, and at other
times small groups will be convers-
ing all around the room.

Conclusions

The question remains: Is this a com-
munity? And more generally, can
any group that rarely or never meets
face-to-face really call itself a com-
munity? For one thing, most of the
participants in Debbie’'s "Last
Attempt” and associated forums
seem to think of it as a community
themselves, albeit a limited one. As
one interviewee put it, he enjoys
conversing and considers the other
participants his friends, but "there is
also a sense of distance"37. One
interviewee did express doubts
about the entire concept of comput-
er-mediated community, calling her-
self "cautiously enthusiastic”, and
feeling that her experience with the
"well-educated, widely read" people
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on Debbie’s board, while exciting
and fun, still made her "realize the
limitations" of CMC and feel that it
could never truly replace face-to-
face interactions38.

This community grows and
adapts to new members and new
topics of discussion; bonds between
members are strengthened by occa-
sional outside interactions; it has a
shared history demonstrated by in-
jokes and references to earlier
threads; and it has developed its
own rules and roles which adapt to
new situations as needed. Quoting
Haythornthwaite et al. again:3

The question of whether or not
one can find "community" on-line
is asked largely by those who do
not experience it. Committed par-
ticipants...have no problem in
accepting that communities exist
on-line, and that they belong to
them ... Even before the develop-
ment of virtual communities, peo-
ple usually cycled between multi-
ple communities [Mjodern
neighborhood ties do not fill all of
a person’s community needs ...

Virtual communities are only a
part of a person’s multiple com-
munities of interest, kinship,
friendship, work, and locality.’

Howard Rheingold, in his The
Virtual  Community, concluded
"whenever CMC technology

becomes available to people any-
where, they inevitably build virtual
communities with it, just as micro-
organisms inevitably build
colonies"40.

Critics of online communities
sometimes worry that virtual ties can
take over a person’s life and cut
them off from "real life" and face-to-
face communication. Wellman and
Gulia offer an interesting perspec-
tive on this question:4L

‘Although people now take tele-
phone contact for granted, it was
seen as an exotic, deperson-
alised form of communication
only fifty years ago ... We suspect
that as online communication is
rapidly becoming widely used and
routinely accepted, the current
fascination with it will soon
decline sharply. It will be seen

much as telephone contact is now
and letter-writing was in Jane
Austen’s time: a reasonable way
to maintain strong and weak ties
between people who are unable
to have a face-to-face encounter
just then.’

What would Tolkien himself have
thought of a web community?
Would he have considered it one
more incarnation of his "deplorable
cultus"42? Would it have confirmed
his deep distrust of technology? Or
would he, like Pippin, say "l wish we
could have a Stone that we could
see all our friends in ... and that we
could speak to them from far
away!"43. Community is always a
good to be striven for in Tolkien's
world, and the "Final Attempt" web
group is an example of a supportive,
but limited, community that serves a
need of its members that may not be
addressed by other relationships in
their lives - a need to examine and
discuss the meaning of The Lord of
the Rings in a mature and thoughtful
environment, and encourage new
readers to do the same.
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