The Digital City - Metaphor and Community

The Amsterdam Digital City, founded in 1993, is one of Europe's largest and well known independent community Internet projects. It was a 'freenet,' made up of free dial-up access, free e-mail and webspace, within which many online communities formed. As one of its founders I have lectured and written about de digitale stad (DDS) on numerous occasions.
 Not being involved in its daily operations, but still dedicated to certain aspects, this relative distance gave me the freedom to report and theorize about the inner workings of such a large system with tens of thousands of users.

Over a period of eight years the Digital City (www.dds.nl) went through many phases of growth and change, anticipating and responding to Internet developments at large. Reflecting its actual and symbolic significance, research about DDS communities and the history of DDS also expanded.
 The privatization of its online community services in late 2000 sparked a fierce debate amongst active users. Attempts were made to keep the public domain community parts of DDS out of the hands of commercial interests.
 By mid 2001 the turbulent history came to an end with the closure of the free access services. As of August 1, 2001 DDS was transformed into a regular commercial Internet provider offering broadband DSL services to a largely reduced customer base.

Considerations presented here are to be understood within the specific Dutch context of the nineties, a period of fierce neo-liberalism in a country once known for its opulent welfare state. Dutch independent Internet culture, driven by a demand for public media access, grew up in the economically fragile post-recession years of the nineties in a climate of permanent budget cuts in the state funded cultural sector. Non-profit Internet initiatives therefore had to find new ways to operate in-between the state and the market. The Digital City story tells of the difficulties in building up a broad and diverse Internet culture within a Zeitgeist of the 'absent state' and the triumph of market liberalism.

By the early nineties the (in)famous Amsterdam squatters' movement, which had dominated the social and cultural (and law-and-order) agenda of the previous decade, had petered out in the city's streets, but its autonomous yet pragmatic mode of operation had infiltrated the workings of the more progressive cultural institutions.
 The autonomous movement of the eighties had successfully occupied both urban spaces and the electronic spectrum (free radio and even a brief chapter of pirate television). The movement had built a sustainable alternative infrastructure beyond street riots and political conflicts. It was the time that the cultural centers Paradiso and De Balie,
 which were both at the vanguard of local cultural politics, embraced the 'technological culture' theme in their programming.
 In the beginning, this took the shape of a critical, if somewhat passive observation of the technologies surrounding us and of their risks, but it quickly evolved into a do-it-yourself approach. Technology was no longer seen as the preserve of science, big business, or the government. It could also become the handy-work of average groups or individuals. Mass availability of electronic hardware and components had created a broad user-base for 'low-tech' applications, something that in its turn spawned feasts of video art, robotics and other forms of 'industrial culture,' free radio and public access television and well attended cultural events where technology was rearranged and playfully dealt with.

The late eighties also witnessed the emergence of electronic networks. These were of course already in use with the military, banking and finance, and academia. A cluster of grassroots computer enthusiasts had also been building up a patchwork of so-called 'bulletin boards systems' (BBS) for some time, but it was the hackers' repeated and much publicized intrusions in the big network, known as the Internet, that bought electronic communications for the masses onto the political agenda. Thus was the demand for public access born. What made the Amsterdam situation special however, was the degree of organization amongst the hackers and their willingness to structure themselves as an open social movement. This enabled them to communicate with a wide audience and to negotiate their acceptance into society at large through journalists, cultural mediators, some politicians, and even a few enlightened members of the police force. After a whirlwind performance in Paradiso by the notorious German Chaos Computer Club (www.ccc.de) in the fall of 1988, the stage was set for the Galactic Hackers Party, the first open, public international convention of hackers in Europe, which took place in August 1989, produced by Caroline Nevejan, with Paradiso as venue.
 From then on, hackers had deftly positioned themselves between (media) artists, militants, and cultural workers.

The concept of public access media in Amsterdam was already largely in place thanks to the remarkably deep penetration of cable broadcasting (radio and television, with over 90% of households reached by the mid-80s). This cable system had been set up and was owned by the municipality. It was run as a public service, and its bill of fare and tariff rates were set by the city council. The council had also legislated that one or two channels were to be made available to minorities and artists groups--also as a way to curb the wild experiments of TV pirates--and so various initiatives sprung up whose offerings, to say the least, were far removed from mainstream TV programming. This peculiar brand of community television did not go for an amateurish remake of professional journalism, but took a typically Amsterdam street-level (mostly 'live') approach, on both the artistic and the political plane. Whereas the now co-opted TV pirates were thus successfully taken out, the presence on the airwaves of three non-profit 'cultural pirate' radio stations remained tolerated. All this resulted in a politically (self-) conscious, technically fearless, and above all, financially affordable media ambiance, something that was also very much fostered by the proliferation of small, specialized, non-commercial outfits in the realm of electronic music such as STEIM, Montevideo/Time Based Arts for both general and more political video-art, and the new media arts magazine Mediamatic. 

These developments contributed to a media culture in Amsterdam which was neither shaped by market-oriented populism nor informed by high-brow cultural elitism. The various players and the institutions in the field did get subsidies from the usual funding bodies and government agencies, but they have managed to retain their independence thanks to a mostly voluntary-based mode of operation and a low-tech (or rather: 'in-house tech') and low-budget approach. Also the shifts in funding practice, moving away from recurrent subsidies to one of project-linked disbursements, in keeping with the ruling market populism of the time, left their marks on the format of these activities. Many small-scale productions have thus seen the light, but the establishment of more permanent structures has been constrained. This in turn has led to the prevalence of a hands-on, innovative attitude, an ingrained spirit of temporality, and the deployment of 'quick-and-dirty aesthetics' by groups such as TV 3000, De Hoeksteen, Park TV, Rabotnik, and Bellissima (all active in the 'public broadcasting space' provided by the cable channel SALTO). 
 And not to forget the Digital City's own innovations in the realm of streaming media and Internet radio and television (http://live.dds.nl), which took place with the grudging approval of its own management. This 'edgy' climate also was the result in the relative absence of direct links between the new media culture and the political establishment. The emerging new media culture was seen by decision-makers as a buffer, an employment scheme for the creative surplus mobs, an in-between zone of sorts, far removed from the concerns of parliamentary democracy, 'significant' shapers of 'public opinion' and 'real' culture. However, if public access media in Amsterdam were not an instrument in the hands of the political class, this did not mean that they were non-political per se. It simply meant that there was no intervention from above, and more particularly, no censorship or even surveillance.

Electronic activists were meanwhile poised for the next phase: the opening up of the Internet for general use. The hackers movement, operating under the banner of the HackTic group (which was also publishing a magazine with the same name, whose technical 'disclosures' annoyed the telecom to no end), threw up a coup by obtaining from the Dutch academic network permission to hook up officially to the Internet and resell the connectivity. What no one had anticipated, least of all the budding hackers 'entrepreneurs' themselves, was that all the 500 accounts which formed the starting base of the HackTic Network would be snapped up on the very first day. Not for profit access to the Internet was henceforth established early on as a norm of sorts in the Netherlands. Combined with the technological savvyness of the hackers, this created a situation in which commercial enterprise would follow and benefit from the existing creative diversity rather than riding the waves of the Internet hype and making quick money without any incentive to innovate or concern for public participation. In less than two years the hackers venture morphed into a profitable business, renamed Xs4all (access for all).

These developments did not escape the smarter elements of the government who were on the look-out for ways of modernizing the economic infrastructure of the country in the wake of the globalization process. Since electronic communication was also at the same time perceived to pose all sorts of possible threats on the law-and-order front, a two-pronged approach was necessary, meant to contain the 'menace' and to co-opt the 'whizz-kids'. Comprehensive and fairly harsh 'computer crime' laws were approved by parliament in 1993. The second big hackers convention in the Netherlands, Hacking at the End of the Universe (HEU), in the summer of 1993, responded to this potentially repressive climate with a PR offensive. By stressing the public liberties aspect, a coalition was formed between 'computer activists' and other media, culture, and business players who did not want to be reduced to mere consumers of the content and context agenda set by big corporations. The idea being that programmers, artists, and other interested parties, can, if they are moving early enough, shape, or at least influence, the architecture of the networks. This happens also to be the favorite move of early adopters, and enables one to gain ideological ascendance when influential projects are taking shape, a move suitably, if somewhat cryptically, called in German 'to take the definition of the situation in one's own hands' (Die Definition der Lage in die Hand nehmen). A form of DIY-citizens activism which in the late nineties would have been identified and re-labeled as 'entrepreneurial leadership.'

Elected politicians meanwhile were struggling with another 'situational' problem: that of their very own position amidst fast dwindling public support and sagging credibility. This was--not surprisingly--blamed on a 'communication deficit' for which a substantial application of 'new media' suddenly appeared to be an instant antidote. The clue was not lost on De Balie cultural center which approached City Hall with a freenet based proposal to link up the town's inhabitants through the Internet so that they could 'engage in dialogue' with their representatives and with the policy-makers. The system itself was to be installed by the people at HackTic Network, the only group of techies at that time that was readily available--or affordable. The Digital City was launched in January 1994 as a ten weeks experiment in electronic democracy. The response from the public was overwhelming. And in no time, 'everybody' was communicating with everybody else. With one exception though: the local politicians never made it to the new medium. 

The Digital City was an initiative of Marleen Stikker, the later director of the Society for Old and New Media (www.waag.org), then a staff member of De Balie. Before 1993 Marleen had organized projects on the crossroads between theater, new media arts and public debate in which technology always played a key role. In the festivals she got artists to work with interactive television, voicemail games, live radio and video-conferencing systems. During1993 Marleen shared her room in De Balie with Press Now, a newly founded support campaign for independent media in Former Yugoslavia. In order to keep in contact with peace groups and media initiatives on either sides of the conflict e-mail proved to be a vital communication tool. 

Marleen Stikker: "through the use of e-mail I got fascinated by the use of other possibilities the Internet at that time offered such as irc (chat), muds and moos (games), gopher (document directory), telnet and freenets. During the hackers gathering Hacking at the End of the Universe in August 1993 I began to look for people which could do the technical support for such a project. Those running the hackers camp were way too busy so I got to talk with a guy, a system operator working for Albert Heyn (the Dutch Wall Mart) who ran a BBS-system. I was very charmed by him but we unfortunately lost contact. Then two artists, Paul Perry and David Garcia, pushed me at the crucial moment to simply start so I went to the bookstore and passionately jumped into the Unix manuals."
 How did she come up with the name? Marleen: "When I was looking for a name David Garcia suggested The Invisible City after Italo Calvino's novel. I didn't find 'invisible' the right term so I changed it into Digital City. I was intrigued by the city concept, not in order to build a bridge to the geographic reality, as to metaphorically use the dynamics and diversity of a city. I was interested in the presence of both private and public spaces, the exchange between people and the way in which different cultures and domains meet. In a city science, politics and culture intersect."

Felipe Rodriquez, with Rop Gronggrijp the founders of the first Dutch ISP xs4all got involved in the discussion about Digital City at an early stage. Felipe: "it was Marleen who came up with the name. The reason we chose the city as metaphor was to make the functionality of the city easy to express. It allowed us to let our imagination run, and make connections with the available technology, and things one can find in any city. I was one of the persons that had to make the translation from the metaphor to the technology, and this was not always an easy job. It is easy enough to translate between a post office and email, and between a café and a chat room. But how does one translate a park into internet technology?"
 


The freenet model was imported from the USA where early citizens' networks such as the Cleveland were already operational.
 The independent or tactical media element of freenets, run as non-profit initiative was combined with another rumor which had blown over the Atlantic, the 'electronic town hall.'
 The idea was that only an independent public domain could guarantee 'electronic democracy' (comparable to the role of the print media). It was not up to the state or local governments alone to decide how the political decision making mechanism was going to be transformed in the future network society. In order to get there the citizens themselves had to be empowered to use technology in their own, often weird and seemingly irrelevant ways. What had to prevented, in the eyes of the Digital City founders was a 1:1 copy-paste from the 'old' days of mass democracy with its political parties, television and the power of media moguls into the new electronic era. In order to prevent this from happening the Amsterdam group decided not to write manifestoes or reports with recommendations but to take the avant-garde stand and move into the terrain as soon as possible: establish a beach head, land as many troops as possible and occupy the entire territory.

The Digital City started as a temporary and local experiment. In the first half year DDS was not perceived as a non-profit organization or a business. The limitations of being a temporary project which was only going to last a few months (and therefore not in need of a legal title) determined both the early success and its failure in the end, eight years later. As a project, run out of De Balie, temporary funding could relatively easily be found. In the early days of DDS De Balie took care of the administrative side and provided the initiative with first a desk and then a small office space. It was almost a year after Marleen Stikker, the main force behind the Digital City project had come up with the basic concept, that office space outside of De Balie was found. Around mid 1994 a legal structure was formed: a non-profit foundation with a board consisting of experienced administrators, all of them neutral outsiders. The foundation had no legal ties to the users and the employees were not represented either. The Digital City freenet was founded as a cultural organization, not as a business. In 1994 the dotcom years were still a way off, despite Wired magazine giving a glimpse of what was about to happen. The Digital City had other ambitions, political ones. It was important was to get normal citizens involved in shaping the medium which until then had only been used by academics and hackers. The commercial tidal wave was about to happen, that much was clear. But would commerce really empower average users? No. With the history of radio and television in their minds, the fight over a public domain within cyberspace couldn't start early enough.

The prime cause of the Digital City's success was the freedom it granted to its users from the very beginning. This may sound trivial, but it is not, surely if you take the increasing control over net-use in universities and corporations into account (especially outside the Netherlands). Awareness of privacy issues, corporate media control and censorship was high and the necessity to use cryptography was felt early as was the right to anonymity while communicating via the Internet. The Digital City did not turn into a propaganda-mouthpiece for the City Hall, under the guise of 'bringing politics closer to the common people thanks to information technology.' The DDS-system was not the property of the Municipal corporation, even though many people assume this to be the case. In fact, DDS never received substantial subsidy from the municipality (the city council was one its biggest customers, though). In the end the 'netizens' were far more interested in dialoguing among themselves than to engage in arcane discussions with closed-minded politicians.

In 1996 Nina Meilof, who had a background in local television, was hired by DDS to organize discussions about local political issues, such as the--failed--attempt to restructure the municipality into a 'urban province,' the controversial house-building drive into the Y-lake at IJburg, the even more controversial North-South underground railway project, and the extension of Schiphol Airport which had the whole environmental community up in arms. The techno-savvy aspect aside, the main goal of DDS was to look at how to transcend immobile political rituals into new forms of online participatory democracy. To achieve this, the limits and limitations of the political game had to be well understood. Nina: "a major advantage of DDS remained its anarchic character. There were a lot of secret nooks and crannies such as text-based cafes in out of the way places. One could look into home-pages and find the history of that particular cafe, replete with the club-jargon, a birthday-list and a group-snapshot. There was a Harley-Davidson meeting point for instance, that coalesce around one particular café which brought out its own newsletter. These kind of subcultures were of course far more thrilling than the mainstream sites maintained by big corporate or institutional players. No way those sites would ever swing."

DDS looked for a balance whereby subcultures grew optimally without politics being discarded altogether. Precondition for this was the community system's independence. But that was costing money, and quite a lot to boot. By 1998 DDS had increasingly grown into a business with 25 employees and 70,000 regular users while wishing to retain its not-for-profit character at the same time. The management under Joost Flint was pursuing a policy of courting a handful of major customers who brought some serious money in. It was all about attracting projects which would fit into the DDS set-up, but that wasn't a totally friction-less process. DDS was divided into three components: a commercial department that hunted for the hard cash, an innovation wing which developed applications for corporate customers and the community aspect.

The 'virtual community' image was never really appropriate in this case. After a few years of hyper-growth DDS had turned into a multi-faceted amalgam of small communities who shared the intention of perpetrating the DDS system as an 'open city.' If anything DDS was a facilitator for communities, not a community itself. It is there that the central interface of the DDS played a key-role. The graphic user interface (designed mainly by Marjolein Ruyg) was so made in such a way as to provide an overview of the mass of information on offer. In keeping with the name of the system, the DDS web interface was build around the notions of 'squares,' 'buildings/homes,' and '(side-) streets,' but it did not show pictures or simulations of the actual (Amsterdam) city-scape, as many people expected. There were, for instances, 'squares' devoted to environmental issues, sports, books, tourism, European affairs, women, gay and lesbian issues, information on drug use, social activism and both local and national government. In between the squares there were tiny house icons pointing at the thousands of homepages. DDS also had its own cemetery, a web memorial for those who had passed away. Unlike Yahoo-type web directories, the interface was not pretending to give a full representation of the underlying activities. The central interface worked more like a guidance to give the vast project a look and identity without presenting itself as a portal.

Nina Meilof: "I was getting the statistics of the most popular 'houses' (= home-pages), so I went to look into them from time to time. Now we had a network of male homosexual 'houses' springing up. They showed pictures of attractive gentlemen. Those were popular sites. All this was fairly down-to-earth. Cars, drugs, how to grow your own weed, music sites with extensive libraries. There was also a massive circuit where you can obtain or exchange software, and some of these 'warez-houses' were up for one or two days and vanished again. You had Internet-games, that's an evergreen. But there was also a home-page dedicated to some very rare bird which turned out to be an internationally famous site attracting ornithologists from all over the planet. Yet other people freaked out on design or Java-scripts. And you had the links samplers. And don't forget the jokes-sites."

This was a gigantic alternative and 'underground' world. In contrast there was also the official 'city' on the surface. The subject matter there was, in one way or another, 'democracy and the Internet.' For example for 6 months in 1996/97 there was an experiment on one of the 'digital squares' on 'traffic and transport issues,' sponsored by the Dutch Ministry of Public Works and Roads. Registered DDS 'inhabitants' with an e-mail address could react to such propositions as: "if we don't pull together to do something about congestion, traffic jams will never subside." Or: "aggressive driving pays: it gets you there faster." Or then: "the automobile is the most marvelous invention of the previous century." The experiment even boasted the luxury of a professional moderator, journalist Kees van den Bosch, who was inviting every month another high- profile politician to stir up the discussion. And the government was footing the bill. In the evaluation of the project van den Bosch said he was satisfied about the degree of participation. Yet it was easy to fall prey to an over optimistic estimate. Just a handful of participants generated an impressive amount of statements. Genuinely new ideas and arguments had been few and far between. The evaluation report also stated that little use had been made of the opportunity to obtain background data on the issues at stake. A large majority (say 75%) of the participants made one contribution and disappeared from view, whereas the remainder soldiered on and went deeper into the discussion.

Technology-wise DDS was not exactly a low-tech enterprise. There was an overriding ambition to be on the cutting edge in innovative technology. Nina Meilof: "we got heavily involved into streaming media combinations of Internet with radio and TV. The aim was to provide streaming facilities for all our users. We had to be well aware of the latest technical developments and nurtured a good relationship with the bandwidth owners. We wanted to prevent the situation in which people have to go to big corporate players if they want to put television on the net. We felt that these things too should be readily available to the greatest number, so that any private person could start a web-TV station at home."

The technical innovation push did not always square well with a large number of users' growing expectations regarding content, and the quality of public discussions. In the beginning phase of DDS there was that idea that the (digital) city was some kind of empty shell that would be filled up by users and customers, without very much intervention from the DDS staff. But that formula turned out to result in a very static system. Yet not very much changed in the DDS content-structure over the years. It remained unclear whether the Net really was such a good place to conduct a meaningful, in depth discussion. The first hurdle was of course the issue of moderation. Or to put it differently: was DDS a medium like others with editors who organized and edited (and hence, censored) the discussion, or was it some kind of digital remake of the Hyde Park Corner soap box? Within technical media there was never going to be absolute freedom. In the end there was always an owner (the one with the password) and someone who had to pay the bills. Those who cried 'censorship' clearly did not run an Internet forum themselves. But in the DDS case this wasn't so much of an issue as long as the users had the right to be left alone to do their thing.

Another question pertained to the much-vaunted urban metaphor of the Digital City.

What about its strictly local role, would that dwindle into insignificance? As a free community service provider DDS was faced the paradox that the local significance and the global 'non-located' online components were both growing exponentially. A few years after its launch no more than a quarter of the 'inhabitants' actually lived in Amsterdam yet DDS remained a Dutch-language site. The management for a long time maintained that upholding the Dutch language was a legitimate aim. For many users it was difficult to express themselves in English. The Internet was increasingly used in a very local or regional context, for example one could go on-line to check out the program of the night-club next door, or when the movies would start, etc. At the same time DDS never tried to impose its own (local) metaphor onto users. Nina Meilof: "the city metaphor stood for diversity, not for Amsterdam in particular. People settled in on the Net then went to look for 'neighbors.' These turned out to be living in the USA, but might as well be living nearby, ready to meet in a local bar and that happened all the time. And so you could be getting of the train in Groningen (200 km to the north of Amsterdam) one day, and the platform was crowded with people sporting 'DDS Metro Meeting' buttons, ready to have a MOO gathering in-real-life."

By the late nineties, Amsterdam, long known for its large and diverse alternative social movements, faced some major shifts in its cultural landscape. The once solidly unconventional activists had in large numbers relocated themselves as creators and managers in the so-called new media culture, which was largely (though not exclusively) ITC-driven. For quite a time after it started to come into its own, this new cultural landscape had remained remarkably free of influence by mainstream or commercial interests. The new media scene morphed into something very different from what the Amsterdam model of public digital culture with Digital City as one amongst many projects had become famous for.

In itself the notion of a public sphere within the media has already been solidly entrenched, thanks to the policy of the municipality to cable nearly every household by the early 80s, and to manage the system as a public utility like the water or electricity supply. So this approach was expanded into the realm of Internet access provision and associated new media facilities without much difficulty. However, the ongoing onslaught of 'the market,' and of its attendant ideology of commercialism and privatization proved increasingly difficult to resist. Like in many other global cities Amsterdam in the late nineties got into the firm grip of 'dotcommania.' With hindsight, what was actually amazing was how long the new media culture had remained nearly immune to the dictates of the corporate sector. Partially, this had been due to the fact that the traditional elite took a fairly lenient and sometimes even supportive view of this state of affairs. But at the same time they kept resolutely clear of any involvement into it, this according to the hallowed Dutch 'polder model,' which established a delicate consensus between state, business and trade unions on the basis of non-regulation.

Five years after its founding the Digital City had evolved from an amateur, low-tech, non-budget grassroots initiative into a fully professionalized, technology and business driven organization. And this culminated recently in its transformation from a non-profit foundation into a private sector ICT venture. Come December 1999, the astonished 'inhabitants' learned that the directorate of the DDS had opted for a corporate framework, and that community-building and support were no longer a paramount objective. By 1998-99 the free DDS facilities were available everywhere. Scores of new commercial providers and services had popped up all over the place (such as Hotmail, Geocities and even free dial-up providers), offering the same services (often more extensive, better ones) than the DDS was able to provide. The free Internet services advertised massively and attracted a customers pool far removed from the idealistic concerns that used to inform the original Digital City. This resulted in a substantial quantitative, but more importantly, qualitative erosion of the DDS user base. Even if the absolute number of accounts had risen to reach an all time high mark of 160,000 in early 2000, an analysis of the use patterns showed that these could no longer be considered conducive to community building or even to socio-politically relevant information exchange--homepage-building and upkeep for instance, no longer attracted much interest. The once so valuable webspace had turned into empty lots. Despite an overall growth of Internet use the Digital City began losing its attractiveness for common users.

As a platform for discussion of local issues, the DDS receded in importance, despite various efforts to trigger debates around important political events. Because of this, by 1999 the DDS had basically been turned into a facilitation structure providing the usual ICT services to its 'clients,' most of which see it as a convenient funnel for one-to-many, Dutch language interchange, and with little care for the 'community' as a whole. The decline in the quality and the social usefulness as a whole had been unmistakable. Keeping the Dutch language on the outside layers of the interface and as the principal medium of transaction was indeed said to be the sole remaining distinguishing feature of the DDS as a community network. But inside its wall DDS was as intercultural as the Internet itself.

Another constraining aspect of DDS's operations, and the one which ultimately resulted in its corporatization, laid in the structurally weak and insecure nature of the early days when the DDS was conceived as a temporary experiment. However, when the (somewhat ad hoc) decision was made for a permanent status, investments in hardware and bandwidth together with increasing (underpaid) staff numbers, necessitated ever larger disbursements. This capital was not easy to get within a structure characterized by a hybrid and often somewhat uncomfortable mix of community service, technology R&D, and (first tentative, then ever increasing) commercial activities. Meanwhile, neither the Amsterdam municipality nor the Dutch state were prepared for various reasons to provide for recurrent subsidies after their initial disbursements and also the European Union, which was approached later, declined to do so. Europe's arguably biggest and well known non-profit Internet community project was left in the cold and, thanks to merciless Third Way policies, forced into the market.

This left contract work for, and sponsorship by, the corporate sector as the only remaining avenue for resources mobilization, together with a not-inconsiderable amount of more or less obscurely tendered consultancy and hosting jobs for various public and semi-public bodies. Advertisement revenues from web banners were modest but not enough. This crisis mode of operation, besides not sitting very well with community-building and community service in general also gave rise to an increasingly obfuscating rhetoric of public-private partnership masquerading as policy. As could be expected the hybrid business model (having to do a bit of everything at the same time) proved elusive in the end and this lack of direction left the DDS fatally underfunded. Surrounded by a booming IT-sector the DDS-management were both forced and lured to go the dotcom way.

Last but not least something needs to be said here about the management culture and choices which, either by design or by default, presided over the unhappy evolution of the DDS fortunes. Very early on, the opportunity to turn the Digital City in a truly self-governed networked community were put aside in favor of an allegedly more efficient, but in the end messy and contentious 'executive' model of governance. Users were absent on the foundation board. Before long, the 'inhabitants' grew tired of the paltry instruments of participation given to them, and DDS coordinator, later self-appointed director, and finally co-owner Joost Flint could exercise his authority unchallenged, which he chose to do in the opaque issues- and debate-dodging style that is the hallmark of the stubborn and rigid Dutch regent class. The original co-initiator of the Digital City,  'mayor' Marleen Stikker had left DDS already around 1995, to co-found the Society for Old and New Media, together with the Paradiso staff member Caroline Nevejan.

As far as the decision to go corporate was concerned and in parallel to similar developments such as the sale of Hotmail to Microsoft, it was obvious that the DDS management, besides other considerations, must have had individual account value and brand visibility firmly in mind. While the latter aspects were quite firmly evident in the Netherlands--and even world-wide, the former had reached absurd multiples of thousands of dollars per unit at the height of the dotcom/IPO/convergence craze that characterized the last months of 1999. The actual realization of these wet dreams, however, remained somewhat clouded as long as the complex issues pertaining to the new ownership structure had not been sorted out. The former DDS foundation was split in three autonomous branches, consolidated in a holding.

Hapee de Groot worked at DDS as a content manager in the years 1997-99. Like Joost Flint, the director, Hapee had a background as a radical squatter activist. According to Hapee there have always been two sides to DDS: the outside and the inside. "In the beginning there was no difference between the two. The whole of DDS was a collective, everybody was doing everything. No bosses or dedicated persons. It was a tight group of interested people working for a good cause, a feeling that I recognize being activist. The inside DDS slowly changed but the outside picture did not."
 When Hapee joined DDS there was already a division of labor in place with a sales department, programming department, one for the techies, the public domain department and administration. Hapee: "the head of the organization was Joost Flint. At the time it was still a foundation, not supposed to make profit, but internally it had grown into a top-down organization. Nothing could be done without permission of Joost. The board of the foundation received its information from Joost. It was the board, in collaboration with Joost which developed the future of DDS. The internal structure concerning the division of labor may have been inevitable. Combined with an open internal structure it could have worked perfectly. But there was no open structure. Access to the board was monopolized by Joost Flint." The lack of transparency was the reason why Hapee de Groot left in 1999 to work for the One World development portal.

Digital City, like most of new media initiatives described here, lacked basic forms of internal democracy. In a backlash against the democracy overkill of previous decades with its collectives and workers' councils, these NGO-type organizations were ruled in a pragmatic autocratic fashion. Because of the lack of money in the cultural sector, the general interest in building up a democratic structure remained absent both on the side of management and employees. Hapee: "after a decade of activism a lot of people, having a lot of energy, were looking for new opportunities. Some of them joined the NGO communities as subsidized unemployed workers. Others worked in media projects such as DDS. They became so involved, almost obsessed, in their jobs that they completely identified themselves with work, thereby closing down the possibility for others to unfold their ideas." Back in the exciting pioneer years when everyone participated in the construction of the Big Internet, it was just not done in the Dutch cultural sector to ask questions about ownership, power relations and working conditions. Demands to participate in ownership and power structures, if at all expressed, were categorized as 'old economy' remnants coming from losers, cultural pessimists and other negative forces aiming at undermining the constructive and positive atmosphere inside the new media organizations and companies.

This is how Hapee described the management takeover inside DDS: "at some point Joost started to put 'coordinator' signatures underneath his email messages. Some time later, with the commitment of the board, he was assigned director. In that time there were no staff meetings and Joost only talked to one staff member at the time. He has tremendous capability to play individuals and even groups off against each other. He monopolized the information for the board, thereby preventing team-discussions. This made it possible for him to continue to work on his hidden agenda and preventing others from having one. Later on a kind of management-team came into existence. All the team members had to achieve their targets, except Joost, because he had his responsibilities towards the board. If one questioned this publicly you were invited for a job audit. In such one to one conversations one would always lose the discussion."

To go back to the wider context, the fundamental problem which remained untouched was the outline of an open, public domain within cyberspace. In fact the digital public domain had not even been precisely defined--despite numerous and sometimes outlandish fantasies and speculations. The question was which instance was going to take responsibility for non-commercial culture in cyberspace. More importantly even: who was going to 'own' the concept, the content, and finally 'public' cyberspace itself? It was clear--in the Netherlands at least--that political parties had withdrawn from this debate. They were prepared to put money and energy into making their own viewpoints available online, but that did not make for a public independent platform. Bringing government services online was unrelated to the question of how electronic democratic decision-making should be take place. Nor were financial injections into the IT-sector a real solution. The 'knowledge nation,' a favorite concept toy of politicians, bureaucrats and their consultants was too vague of a term to provide a precise and critical analysis of who was going to own and manage the public information infrastructure. In this age of convergence between 'platforms' what was in fact called for was a successor to the public broadcasting system. But only a few regents were willing to put this question on the table. With national telecoms in the process of privatization the question of who was going to define, design, finance, roll out--and manage--the digital public infrastructure couldn't have been less palatable.

As a result of the Digital City board having only neutral members not involved in the daily operations, Joost Flint and his partner Chris Göbel convinced the board to hand over the ownership to the two of them. Joost and Chris were to become co-directors and the only shareholders. The chief asset was their ownership of the domain name dds.nl. The web design and hosting business had only been modest and had to operate in a highly competitive market. The value of the user database was uncertain as no one really knew the accuracy of the figures. Also it was highly uncertain how many users were in fact willing to continue their online activities within a privatized Digital City.

During the year 2000 Joost Flint and co-director Chris Göbel spent most of their time implementing their privatization plans. In according with the old board four LTD's were founded: a Services Ltd., DDS Projects Ltd., DDS City Ltd. and DDS Venture Ltd. Then, in late 2000 the public domain section (DDS city) was closed. This was the signal for many to take action. In January 2001 a group of DDS users decided to put the sales of the public domain part of DDS on hold. 400 people joined ranks of a DDS users' association, whose goal it was to take over the Digital City of Amsterdam from its present 'owner,' the DDS holding, and preserve, if not its entirety, then at least substantial parts of this public domain in cyberspace. Provisionary statutes of the future association were posted on the site after due consultation of the constituency on the mailinglist. Various areas of 'governance' (legal, financial, technical, political, public relations, etc.) were identified and tasks apportioned amongst the ad interim 'councilors.'

Beside subjects pertaining to the (self-) organization of the users' association, a lot of discussion was devoted to the future of the DDS, presumed that it was going to be taken over. Consensus had in any case inside the users' association been reached on scuttling the principle of free services as a holy cow, though it may be retained if practicable. For the remainder, there is still a lot of discussion about 'what to salvage' from the 'old' DDS, subsumed under the header 'historic monument,' and whether large numbers of (by necessity, 'passive') accounts should be retained at all costs, or if on the contrary the 'new' DDS would be firmly geared towards the active participation 'networked community' format. However, neither the general assembly of the users association, nor the ad interim council of the association had very much influence on the ultimate decision-making process within the current structure of the Digital City, the DDS holding, its two shareholders. Negotiations between the association and the holding did not go anywhere and within a few months the initial energy amongst DDS-users vaporized. In the end the conflict boiled down to the primal question who owned the actual dds.nl domain name. DDS-founder Marleen Stikker: "the social, cultural and democratic potential of the Internet has yet to be realized. All the more sad, therefore, that the commercialization of DDS resulted in the relegation of the organisation's public mission to a secondary priority. The name Digital City should in my opinion never have been privatized."

Felipe Rodriquez regrets that DDS by mid 2001 had become an ordinary Internet provider (ISP). "ISPs are providing a product whereas a freenet intends to create a community of people. DDS became an ISP in the end, because there was no other way to fund its activities in any other way. As a community the DDS was a very interesting experiment. When it was forced to become a business much of the focus on the community aspect was lost." Felipe doesn't believe the Freenet model to be applicable in 2001."Today the Freenet model would not work, because Internet access and services have become a commodity. They are available to almost anyone in the western world. Today other communities exist on the Internet such as slashdot or nettime." The choice to become a business has destroyed the DDS community. But according to Felipe there was also another reason for the decline. "In order to maintain a community an
organization needs leadership that knows how to communicate online, how to resolve conflict and how to create a pleasant environment. People from Hacktic had quite a lot of experience with online communication. I had run a bulletin board for a number of years and had been involved in many online discussions. When DDS started the Hacktic people already had the ability to communicate online and maintain the peace. When Hacktic after a while pulled out of the project, communications from the DDS to its community became more formal and distant. Flame wars in its discussion groups were poorly dealt with, creating an image in the community of a shy and incompetent management."

It was this inability to communicate, both within the more or less random group of users which had formed the users' association to save DDS, and between the users' association and DDS holding which let to tragic ending of Digital City as a public domain initiative. Reinder Rustema had taken up the initiative to save DDS in December 2000. He wrote to me about the lesson he learned from half a year organizing, negotiations and internal fights within the users' association of which Rustema was a president of the board until he stepped down. "What is the digital public domain? It used to refer to a certain place where people could meet and gather. It is difficult to talk in terms of places on the Internet. Hence the metaphor of the Digital City to make this clear. The dispute with DDS holding in the end was only over the use of the domain name. Owning the physical machine is less relevant as long as the domain is yours. You can make the domain name refer to any machine you wish, the machine does not even have to be your property, just one which you have enough control will do."

Reinder doesn't see much future for shared communal domains like DDS. "Never again would I want to be dependent on an organization for my domain name. For some years now there is this trend to buy your own domain name. I have now also made this step. Just like a cell phone number I see everyone ending up with their own personal domain name. You will be able to find public spaces in USENET, mailinglists, chats, MUDs and other virtual places. These 'places' have been there when we first discovered the Internet and also happened to be the interesting parts of DDS. They won't go away. Interesting projects will just adopt another name and move away from systems such as DDS."

The strategic issue raised here relates to the problem of local and global. Net activists and artists are confronted with the dilemma between the presumingly friction free machinic globality and the experience that social networks, in order to be successful, need to be rooted in local structures. Internet culture pops up in places where crystals of (media) freedom have been found before. At the same time the Net is constantly subverting the very same local ties it grows out of while creating new forms of 'glocality.' The choice global or local is a false one. Even though urban and spatial metaphors in general may have exhausted themselves there is little to be found in the mathematical emptiness of 'pure' disembodied virtuality. Discontent within the Digital City project in the spatial metaphor existed right from the start. Due to Dutch pragmatism no 'metaphor police' was established to look into identity, language and nationality.
 In that sense DDS was, more than anything, a social experiment in Internet freedom with only a few hints of what   political liberty in the technological future could look like. The lesson of the Amsterdam Digital City, now simply a regular commercial provider offering DSL broadband services, is, if any lesson, an economic and legal one and deals with the high art of staying independent in an increasingly commercial environment, and of no longer being able to rely on government support in matters of public interest. 

� Research presented here draws from my ongoing collaboration with Patrice Riemens. This article has been partially based on material from the following (English) publications: Creating a Virtual Public, The Digital City Amsterdam, in: Mythos Information, Welcome to the Wired World, Catalogue of the Ars Electronica Festival, Karl Gerber, Peter Weibel (ed.), Springer Verlag, Wien-New York, 1995, pp. 180-185; The Monkey’s Tail: The Amsterdam Digital City Three and a Half Years Later, in: Possible Urban Worlds, Urban Strategies at the End of the 20th Century, INURA (ed.), Birkhäuser Verlag, Basel-Boston-Berlin, 1998, pp. 180-185 (earlier version posted on nettime, June 16, 1997); Amsterdam Public Digital Culture: Contradictions among User Profiles (together with Patrice Riemens), posted on nettime, July 20, 1998; Amsterdam Public Digital Culture 2000 (with Patrice Riemens), in: RiskVoice, 002, Stiftung Risiko-Dialog, St. Gallen, pp. 1-8, October, posted on nettime, August 19, 2000. Another version, in German, appeared in the Telepolis web magazine: �HYPERLINK "http://www.heise.de/tp/deutsch/special/sam/6970/1.html"��http://www.heise.de/tp/deutsch/special/sam/6970/1.html�. Much of my thinking about DDS goes back to an unrealized hypertext project from early 1995 in which I mapped the (critical) DDS discourse. Other related material in the interview I did with Michael van Eeden, DDS sys-op and founder of the Metro MOO (in Dutch), posted to nettime-nl, November 29, 1996. 





� A overview of DDS research papers in English: � HYPERLINK http://rrr.dds.nl/dds/index.html ��http://rrr.dds.nl/dds/index.html�. The official history DDS page: � HYPERLINK http://www.dds.nl/archeo ��www.dds.nl/archeo�. A critical analysis from an outsider's perspective, written in mid-1998: Stefan Wray, Paris Salon or Boston Tea Party? Recasting Electronic Democracy, A View from Amsterdam, 


� HYPERLINK http://www.nyu.edu/projects/wray/teaparty.html ��http://www.nyu.edu/projects/wray/teaparty.html�. 





� Debates about the privatization of DDS, mainly in Dutch, can be found on the server of the DDS users' association � HYPERLINK http://www.opendomein.nl ��www.opendomein.nl� (originally �HYPERLINK "http://viodds.dds.nl"��http://viodds.dds.nl�). In April/May 2001 Zenon Panoussis made an online archive of 6.248 homepages he managed to trace back on the public domain DDS servers and downloaded: �HYPERLINK "http://dds.provocation.net/rst/"��http://dds.provocation.net/rst/�. For insiders' reports see Patrice Riemens, Last Update on the 'Refoundation' of the Amsterdam Digital City (DDS), nettime, March 22, 2001; Patrice Riemens, Michael ('Mieg') Van Eeden on the current situation with DDS, nettime, February 19, 2001; Patrice Riemens, 'Refoundation' of the Amsterdam Digital City Update: 1st General Assembly of the DDS Users Association, nettime, February 16, 2001; Patrice Riemens, 'Refoundation' of the Amsterdam Digital City (vioDDS): Update, nettime, January 31, 2001. 


 


� More on the relation between urban strategies and media tactics of Amsterdam's 1980s squatters movement in: Adilkno, Cracking the Movement, Autonomedia: Brooklyn, 1994. Online version: � HYPERLINK http://www.desk.org/bilwet ��http://www.desk.org/bilwet�. More information on recent squatters' movements worldwide can be found at � HYPERLINK http://www.squat.net ��www.squat.net�. 





� URLs: � HYPERLINK http://www.paradiso.nl ��www.paradiso.nl� and � HYPERLINK http://www.balie.nl ��www.balie.nl�, two buildings situated almost next to each other on the Amsterdam Leidseplein square.





� The term 'technological culture' was introduced by Michiel Schwarz, a researcher and editor who worked at De Balie cultural center in the late eighties/early nineties. Schwartz organized numerous debates, conferences and publications on technology and society in the Netherlands and also worked as a consultant for the Dutch government. URL: � HYPERLINK http://www.doorsofperception.com/doors/who/schwarz/ ��http://www.doorsofperception.com/doors/who/schwarz/�. 





� The Galactic Hacker Party was going to be the first in a series of international hackers' gatherings held in The Netherlands every four years in August: Hacking at the End of the Universe (HEU) in 1993, then Hacking in Progress (www.hip97.nl) in 1997 and Hackers at Large (� HYPERLINK http://www.hal2001.org ��www.hal2001.org�) in 2001.





� URLs of some of the media-related cultural organizations in Amsterdam: �HYPERLINK "http://www.desk.nl"��http://www.desk.nl� (cultural/commercial content provider) � HYPERLINK http://www.tv3000.nl ��http://www.tv3000.nl� (cultural/commercial service provider)��HYPERLINK "http://www.montevideo.nl"��http://www.montevideo.nl� (Dutch Institute for New Media Arts), �HYPERLINK "http://www.steim.nl"��http://www.steim.nl� (Laboratory for Electronic Music), � HYPERLINK http://www.bellisima.net ��http://www.bellisima.net� (experimental cable TV group), � HYPERLINK http://www.hoeksteen.nl ��http://www.hoeksteen.nl� (live cable program on politics and arts), � HYPERLINK http://www.desk.nl/100 ��http://www.desk.nl/100� (free radio station), �HYPERLINK "http://www.mediamatic.nl"��http://www.mediamatic.nl� (design company, plus (former paper now) online magazine for new media arts and theory), �HYPERLINK "http://www.anma.nl"��http://www.anma.nl� (Amsterdam New Media Association), �HYPERLINK "http://www.dds.nl/~virtplat"��http://www.dds.nl/~virtplat� (Dutch Virtual Platform), � HYPERLINK http://www.doorsofperception.com ��www.doorsofperception.com� (Design conference and website). �


� In December 1998 the Internet provider was sold to the Dutch telecom KPN by its two founders, Rop Gronggrijp and Felipe Rodriquez. More about the history and context of xs4all: http://www.xs4all.nl/uk/absoluut/history/overname_e.html, � HYPERLINK http://www.xs4all.nl/~evel/beat.htm ��http://www.xs4all.nl/~evel/beat.htm� and � HYPERLINK http://www.hacktic.nl ��www.hacktic.nl� (online archive of the HackTic magazine).





� E-mail interview with Marleen Stikker, August 2, 2001.





� E-mail interview with Felipe Rodriquez, July 28, 2001. 





� The Cleveland Freenet initiative goes back to 1984. For those interested, this is one of the definitions of a freenet: "a public network that gives you free access to community news and information, as well as basic entry to the Internet. Think of a freenet as an electronic town since it has a post office for your e-mail, a library for research, and bulletin boards for community events." (� HYPERLINK http://www.maran.com) ��www.maran.com)�. On October 1 1999, at the height of the dotcom craze America's oldest community computer system had to close because of a lack of funding (see: nettime, October 4 1999). There is an attempt under way to restart the Cleveland initiative: � HYPERLINK http://new.cleveland-freenet.org/ ��http://new.cleveland-freenet.org/�. More on the community network movement in Doug Schuler, New Community Networks: Wired for Change, New York: Addison-Wesley, 1996. Recommended reading is Howard Rheingold's interview with Doug Schuler: http://www.salon.com/11/departments/rheingold.html.





� The electronic town hall concept is usually traced back to a proposal Ross Perot made during the 1992 US-presidential elections and the use of e-mail by Bill Clinton as a part of his campaign strategy. 





� This was Louis Rosetto's strategy for Wired as Howard Rheingold once described it to me which later became known as the 'first movers' strategy for dotcoms.





� Interview (in Dutch) conducted in early 1997, see nettime posting, June 16, 1997.





� Peter van den Besselaar and a group of students at University of Amsterdam over the years have done a few surveys about the shifts in the DDS user base. URL: �HYPERLINK "http://swi.psy.uva.nl/usr/peter/publications/1998kyoto.pdf"��http://swi.psy.uva.nl/usr/peter/publications�.


See also the research of Els Rommes who has written her Ph.D. about gender issues inside DDS (publication forthcoming). Also: Rommes, E., van Oost, E., Oudshoorn, N., Gender in the design of the Digital City of Amsterdam, in: E. Green, A. Adam (ed.), Virtual Gender, Technology, Consumption and Identity, London/New York: Routledge, 2001. pp. 241-261. URL: �HYPERLINK "abstract"��http://www.infosoc.co.uk/00108/ab4.htm�.





� Interview with Hapee de Groot, posted on nettime, January 14, 2001.





� Marleen Stikker, The Internet as Public Domain, in: The Waag Society (ed.), Metatag, 26 Hits on Technology and Culture, Amsterdam: The Waag Society, 2001, p. 19 (Dutch/English), based on an interview with Geert Lovink (in Dutch) posted on nettime-nl, March 7, 2001.





� E-mail interview with Reinder Rustema, July 30, 2001. Reinder's DDS research, done for his MA thesis, can be accessed via his own domain: � HYPERLINK http://reinder.rustema.nl ��http://reinder.rustema.nl�. 





� For a general debate on the spatial metaphor, see individual contributions of Brian Carroll and Pit Schultz and the debate between these two 'electromagnetic' scholars on the nettime list. Pit Schultz, there is no space in cyberspace, September 9, 2000; Brian Carroll, Redux: 'Spatial Discursions' by Robert Nirre (responding to Pit forwarding Robert Nirre's Ctheory article to nettime on February 13, 2001); Pit Shultz, re: 'Spatial Discursions' - no space, February 14, 2001; Pit Schultz, no space III, March 13, 2001; Brian Carroll, No Space Like Cyberspace, April 20, 2001. Brian Carroll, Seeing Cyberspace, The Electrical Infrastructure is Architecture, July 15, 2001. Brian Carroll's research can be accessed through � HYPERLINK http://www.electronetwork.org. ��www.electronetwork.org.�











