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Concerning “Smart Mob” Media

A recurring theme throughout Smart Mobs by Howard Rheingold is the ongoing adoption of flexible communication technologies by groups of people interested in staying in contact with one another who may be otherwise underserved by traditional communication outlets.  Examples of teenagers in Scandinavia and Japan who utilize the mobile communication technology of texting (SMS) to keep contact with a particular social network are cited.  Further examples describe how similar technologies have enabled groups of activists to efficiently stay in contact and make great strides through their peaceful protests despite attempts at disruption (Philippines and Seattle).

Both of these groups have utilized these new technologies in response to a need that was unfulfilled by traditional means of communication and media.  They have adopted them out of a desire or necessity to communicate in ways these devices are just beginning to enable.
The book goes further and introduces similar communication enabling technologies currently in development by technology, communications and research institutions throughout the world.  Many of these seem promising and will perhaps offer unprecedented modes of communication for all people.  
Of particular interest to me are the groups and individuals working to develop freely accessible wireless networks of 802.11 or WiFi transceivers.  These “mesh networks” promise a mobile always on connection to the internet or the local network via wireless Ethernet adaptors that bypasses current high-cost and increasingly regulated wired broadband methods for internet access (DSL and Cable modems).

This discussion struck a cord within me that hasn't been struck since I discovered the possibilities opened by the internet for distribution of my own work and that of others I respect.  While the internet has grown and proliferated to an extent that many of my original dreams have been realized, it has unfortunately, as expressed in the book, come under recent attack by traditional media, individual and corporate greed and legislation.  The free and open modes of communication made possible by the internet are in a somewhat fragile state and may not be very free and open in the foreseeable future if current trends continue. 

One of my biggest concerns of late has been the well known consolidation of media interests into the hands of a few (the media oligarchy) which can be said to be almost promoted by legislation in our governments.  It is in the possibilities of subverting these trends that I look forward to new technologies in the hopes that traditional media are unable to evolve fast enough to meet the challenge these technologies will pose to their power structures.  If these technologies are developed and deployed at a fast enough pace then perhaps individuals may have enough time to have their voices heard in an unedited and unbiased manner.

As previously stated, the internet has done more than its share to promote the alternative voices that are often not represented by traditional media.  Continuing along this path, new technologies will need to come to the forefront to outrun the looming barriers of greed and legislation. 
With that said; while reading of the various new technologies and their social implications, fanciful visions danced in my head of technologies I might contribute to so as to further my goals of open and free channels of communication for all.  This brings me back to WiFi mesh networks and possibilities offered by such development and subsequent community deployment.
As my background and continued interest lies in the area of individually and independently created media (audio and video) and the distribution of such, I dreamt of utilizing several of the technologies discussed in the book to develop a model for free and unlimited distribution and usage.  While much of what I thought of regarding this is infeasible given the current state of these technologies, I believe that it is worth outlining and moving along a path that could lead to development of such when the technologies reach a more capable stage.  What follows is the reasoning behind and an outline of those thoughts. 
Creation of personal media has taken dramatic steps in recent years starting with home personal video camera and has landed firmly in the digital age with readily available software and hardware for editing and small scale distribution (CD and DVD burning).  Combinations of these technologies with recent advances in wireless data networking and standardized codecs (MPEG 4) are beginning to forge a new frontier.  The liberation of this frontier by a possible combination with a distribution model that bucks the trend of media consolidation and a one to many broadcast model is appealing.

Traditional broadcasting technology has always utilized the radio spectrum and is currently moving towards digital standards.  Unfortunately along with these new standards there is increased fear of new technology and the powerful means it offers for further unintended uses of this media.  These fears have lead the media related  corporations to seek legislative shelter that may cripple individuals interested in fair use and furthermore may have consequences that could have a dire effect on the abilities of individuals to use technology in a free an uninhibited manner.

This fear and its consequences are troubling and make the point that traditional media will use whatever means necessary to retain the power and control the have over the airwaves and to further that control into other more open and free technologies.  It is precisely this control and the possible extensions of this control that need to be subverted and placed back into the hands of the public so that free ideas and knowledge may continue to flow.
For this I turn back to WiFi and the possibilities it offers in combination with Peer-To-Peer (P2P) technology.  A WiFi linked network of computers or devices running a P2P protocol for personal audio and video sharing and live distribution could in effect bypass the current one to many structure of traditional broadcasting and effect a many to many style of media distribution such as SMS has throughout Europe and Japan.
This P2P network could run on the internet as a whole but will most likely encounter limiting factors such as blocks by various ISP’s, such is the reason to develop with an open wireless model in mind.

While webcams and streaming video have greatly broadened the ability of individuals to access and distribute media they still have quite a few limiting factors.  First and foremost is the cost of bandwidth to host such media, especially in a live distribution model with any kind of reliability.  This is the second reason for which to look forward to free and open community built WiFi mesh networks.  They offer the possibility for distribution without cost constraints for bandwidth.  If a P2P protocol for live video and audio distribution is developed into this model many of the current limitations of video on the internet have the potential to be overcome.
Of course, bandwidth of WiFi networks is currently too low for a wide range of video transmissions and therefore the model will have to be developed on a request by request basis with very intelligent routing through a P2P video network.  This intelligent routing can take place via a self-organizing network of machines running the P2P software and furthermore would entail an automatic “sheep that shits grass” philosophy such that any user who utilizes the resource for reception of content would in effect become a re-broadcaster of that content on any network they are connected to that contained an individual who also is interested in that content.
Since WiFi is a radio based and therefore inherently a multicast technology (every node on a local network receives every packet that flows on the network) bandwidth issues are somewhat reduced when multiple local area individuals are viewing the same content.  The re-broadcasting only needs to take place when the content is not available on a second network containing a user that requests it.  This re-broadcasting can be developed in such a way that when a user requests a connection to a specific stream, any user of the software in the vicinity will forward the request on down the line to a user currently viewing or listening to the content for distribution back up the chain in a manner that maximizes the efficiency of the available network to network bandwidth.
This type of P2P networking capability is constantly being refined by those decedents of Napster who are developing more decentralization and anonymity into the software.  These developments towards decentralization and anonymity make such networks difficult to control and readily lend them to content that can be controversial.  It is precisely this the nature of this technology that lends it to the distribution of content that would otherwise not be in the interest of traditional media and allow it to be sustained through attempts to thwart it. 
While not entirely feasible as of yet, a free and open network of wireless devices for the reception and transmission of audio and video content could dramatically reshape the face of media and therefore control in the world.  It is this reshaping that I would like to take part in.

Overall I have just given a tip of the iceberg concerning my thoughts and the potential for smart mob enabling technologies as influence by the reading of this book.  I realize as presented in the book that there are great potentials for danger in these types of technologies and any effort towards their development needs to be thoroughly thought through.  All said and done, I want to express that I am certainty not the anarchist that I might sound in this rant.  I am merely interested in the empowerment of individuals to make their voices known through whatever means available.
