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Abstract

Since the 1960s, Professor Barry Wellman has been a pioneer in using
social network analysis in understanding communities and societies. Why did
he embark on this journey of academic inquiry? How did he build the
community of social network analysts? What has changed in this field that
traverses the boundaries between sociology and communication studies,
especially in this era of digital media? In this dialogue, Professor Wellman
discusses his career and the evolution of network analysis; the concept of
networked individualism, how it translates into Asian and Chinese contexts; as
well as his current work and thinking on a broad range of topics such as the
Internet of things and networked work.
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Academic Dialogue with Barry Wellman

Networked Individualism:
The Communication Way in the Network Society

BW:
JQ :
AZ :
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Barry WELLMAN
Jack L. QIU

Alice Renwen ZHANG
Maggie GAN

You began studying social networks, community, and computers
in the 1960s, a rather unusual decade, for academics around the
world, including in Hong Kong. Was there something special that
drove you to study networks then?

I started off as a community sociologist. I grew up happily in New
York City. I played on the streets with my friends all the time. I
loved sneaking around the metro and going down to Times Square
without my parents knowing it. So I knew cities were very happy
places. Then when I got to graduate school and I started to read stuff
that was so silly—all about cities being evil, and people being
alienated, and I knew that was wrong. It made me angry.

Fortunately, I had two very good mentors. I had Professor
Charles Tilly, who has passed away. He was a social historian and
urban sociologist. And I had Professor Harrison White who is still
with us in Arizona. Charles Tilly taught me all about how to look at
cities as networks, and Harrison White was really developing the
formal theory of social networks. So I was able to channel my
anger into thinking about networks, our communities as
networks, and how they help keep people happy, connected, and
supportive.

Then in 1967, I moved to Canada, to the University of Toronto.
That was a time when neighborhoods were in danger of being torn
down by the city government to build ugly high-rise projects. And I
went to a meeting to preserve the neighborhood. I looked around and
I thought everybody had come from a different neighborhood to
attend this meeting to preserve this one particular neighborhood.
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There was a contradiction here. I noticed all of these people worked
together—not because they lived in the same neighborhood but
because they had good social networks to each other.

Finally, I did the first study of East York, an area in Toronto. (Don’t
confuse it with New York.) It’s an area of working-class and lower-
middle-class people in Toronto. We asked people: who are your friends
and relatives, and where do they live? I remember looking at the
data—plain, old, boring SPSS print-outs—and being shocked. Only
13% of their friends and close relatives lived in the same area where
they did; 87% lived outside. Many of them lived even outside Toronto.
This was well before the time of cheap phone calls and cheap airlines.

So, that really convinced me: community was not in the
neighborhood, but within people’s networks.

Thinking back, how has the field of social network analysis changed
since the 1970s besides the obvious diffusion of computers
and software?

In the 1960s, 1970s, even 1980s, we were the revolutionaries. We
had to argue with everybody to develop the study of networks. In
1976, my wife and 1 developed the first society, the International
Network for Social Network Analysis (INSNA). We had 175
members. That was basically me going around and asking friends if
they would join. I was on research leave in England. I remember
going around and telling stories from one guy to the other, telling
each of them what the others were doing. We said there had to be a
better way to do that. So we started this social network analysis
society, and we told people: look, this is your second membership.
Your first membership is in communications or in sociology. But we
need something to link us up.

We started with 175 members. It has grown to 1,300 and the
email listserv includes 2,600 people. I think it’s been good. We also
founded a very informal journal called Connections. As in a
conference, where the major thing is not about the formal papers—
often some of us sleep through them—what really matters is the
informal connections and chats we make. We deliberately constructed
this journal to be informal and called it Connections. It had a lot of
information: who’s doing what, who’s moving where, who got tenure,
what’s your latest research happening? It was only refereed by me.
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The big change now is that social network analysis has become
established, a very well-developed field. The software is much easier
to use than in the old days. It’s pretty well institutionalized. It has
gone into two separate directions. One direction is that we do
interviews, asking people basic questions, like “who are your
relationships?” The other direction is big data collection, where you
use relational information gathered online from sources such as
Twitter, Facebook, or Wikipedia. You analyze a large chunk of
people, maybe ten thousand of them, and you see how they are
connected and what shapes these connections. You can get a lot of
powerful patterns going on.

Recently, data visualization has become popular. Some social
scientists have become more expressive, even artistic, in their
approaches. What’s your take on this so-called “aesthetic turn”?
One thing I really reject is treating network only as a technique. To
my mind, it’s a way of thinking; it’s a way of approaching the world.
I was very pleased that your student Alice Zhang is reading our
Networked book, and she told me that she likes Chapter 2 a lot
because it is about social networks as a way of thinking. That’s really
important. Technique is easy. You can run it on the computer. But you
have to see the world as composed of networks rather than groups, be
they Chinese communes or American neighborhoods. It’s important to
think of the world as composed of many networks. In fact, some of
the best analysis of network is done by anthropologists who have
gone into villages and communities, and gotten very thick data.

Compared to sociology, communication is a much younger
discipline, which sometimes causes a certain degree of scholarly
anxiety. What are the most promising contributions of sociology
to communication studies, and vice versa? Do sociologists also
learn from communication scholars?

I feel more comfortable with communication scholars than I do with
sociologists. Some years ago, I was honored by the International
Communication Association (ICA) when they gave me a very strange
award, called the Other Fields Award. It says: while you are not a
communication science scholar, you have taught us something and
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we will give you a prize for that. This was about bringing the notion
of social networks into communications.

In sociology, right now most of the work is analyzing and being
angry about race, male sexism and social class. While these are valid
concerns, I see in the field of communications more shared interest in
connectivity: how people are relating to each other. So sociology is
bringing into communication studies the sensibility of foregrounding
race, class, and gender; but also using social network methods. We
study internet networks, how an internet community is a network,
how people find social support on- and off-line.

Yet, I was distressed in looking at some communication studies
that look only at online relationships.

One of the things that I really want to emphasize is something
that our research has shown in almost all cases: people’s online and
offline relationships really are the same. People you see in person are
the people that you know online. I’ve met some wonderful students
here and some wonderful colleagues. Now that I’ve seen them in
person, I will be much more comfortable answering emails from
them and talking to them. But if I did not know them, I’d just say it’s
another person bothering me, and I won’t pay attention to that.

How do you see culture and networks? Are social networks in
Asia really more collectivist? Or, some may say, today’s Chinese
kids, growing up in one-child families, can be more individualistic
than westerners, for example, the baby boomers—at least they
have to share with their siblings?

Well, actually most baby boomers only have one sibling in most of
their families. But I have been thinking about that as I’ve lived in
Singapore for a few weeks. Is it an Asian society with western traits,
or a western society with Asian traits? I think the answer is both.

I have been thinking about the relationship between East Asian
societies and the concept of networked individualism. I’ve only been
there for a little over a month. And I will be crazy to give any serious
answer to this question. But my feeling is that both things are true.
For example, the students that I’ve been talking to and observing in
Singapore are more family-centered than North Americans or
Western Europeans. Everybody went home for New Year. In fact, I
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don’t know what to do for New Year because all my friends were
with their families. They spent several days or one week with their
families, something very few of my relatives and friends in North
America would do.

On the other hand, I think if you take a comparatively time
perspective, people are more individualistic. As you said, they are
two generations. There are those using their mobile phones, and there
are those using physical mobility, more access to cars, buses, and
trains to engage in the essence of networked individualism, which is
in multiple different communities, not just bound up in a kinship
group. So it’s been a big change going on.

One of the students in my class is from Mainland China. She
said, ““You know, I don’t have brothers or sisters. So it’s a little hard
for me to find social support.” I said, what about your cousins? She
said, no, my cousins are competing against each other because they
are single children and their parents want each of them to be the best
and push out the other members. I don’t know as it’s just one case.
But I found that interesting. She said we rely on our friends, and our
friends are becoming the new networks. She’s 25, and it may be
different when she’s 40. It’s interesting to see how this develops.
Clearly things are changing all the time.'

As Chinese, we are most impressed by one of your unusual
honors: a set of questions in the 2007 English exam for the
national college entrance examinations in Jiangsu Province was
about your concept of networked individualism. Some time ago,
you have also written about guanxi. How do you see the implic-
ations of network theory, especially networked individualism, for
us to understand Chinese societies today?
First, I don’t know how and why my networked individualism
concept made its way to Jiangsu. I’d love to find out about that. Even
more interesting, I’d love to learn the answers that the Chinese
students gave to that question; I could have written a book about
what they thought about that. But it’s probably buried in the archives.
What is my feeling about China now? First of all, the students I
work with are from the mainland, not from Hong Kong. They are in
Toronto, now. What I notice is that Chinese people work very hard
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and they are venturesome. The fact that they are coming into cold
Canada, so far from their family, is really important. Of course,
Skype and WeChat can really help a little bit, but it’s not as good as
hugging somebody.

How is China changing? I really don’t know. What I do know is
that two years ago I went to the first conference in China about social
networks. It was held in Xi’an. I was so impressed by the scholars I
saw there. These were often people trained in the west. Or, like your
students, they were trained by people with western training. So
immediately I went to a friend, Vincent Chua, at the National
University of Singapore, and said: let’s put out a journal issue about
social networks in East Asia and Southeast Asia. We put out a call
for papers and we were fascinated—we got 18 really good papers.
They have come out in the American Behavioral Scientist volume 59,
numbers 8 and 9. The issues show many similarities to the west, but
it also shows the importance of kinship. They show how people keep
long-distance ties going, especially using digital media all the time.

Recently, the “Internet of things” has become a popular topic. Do
you think it will also influence how individuals connect? If so,
how?

Let me say, I am frightened by the Internet of things because the
government surveillance possibilities are huge. For example, that the
camera recording us will talk to the government and say we are
sitting together. In our latest journal issue of American Behavioral
Scientist about networked work, we have one study about people
wearing sensors on them. They are mapping who is close to whom,
who is communicating with whom. That’s a lot of information.

But surveillance could be good news. You may want to know
where your best friends are, and they may want us to know. So we
will have wearable equipment to tell us about that. When I see
students such as Alice and Maggie, I could just pull my ear, say a
few words, and all of a sudden your biographies will come up. And |
will know a lot about you, whether you like it or not, such as that
you are very interested in fashion, social networks, and you’ve come
from certain place in China. It will enhance our knowledge of each
other, if it doesn’t give us too much information.
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Steve Mann, Jason Nolan, and I invented a term called
“sousveillance”. In surveillance, sur is the French word for looking
down. Sous is the French word for looking up. It would be nice if we
know what the authorities are doing. Why not? When they will meet,
what kind of money they are making, what kind of deals they are
doing? So we have some possibilities watching the powerful people,
just as they have the ability to watch us.

We invented another term, “covelliance”, which means we
watch each other. I'm sure that everybody is on some social media
and checking their friends: what they are doing today, what they are
saying today. I’'m on Twitter with some of you. You find out what I’'m
thinking and doing. I can check on people by using Renren—or
Facebook in the West—and find out who they saw today, what they
are doing, what’s happening. There is a lot of mutual observation. To
my mind, it’s too much. I’'m among the few people in North America
who are not on Facebook, because I don’t want everybody in the
world to know what I am doing at every time. [ do go to Twitter a
lot, and I’'m @barrywellman. If you want to follow me, that’s fine.
But I won’t follow you back, because it’ll be an overload. I'm very
careful about what I put on Twitter and what I don’t. We get used to
these various means of communicating. Back in the old village days,
people always knew what each other were doing during the day. Now
our village is so much larger, maybe ranging for ten thousand
kilometers. It’s also much more heterogeneous than before.

Your new interest is in networked work. Why do you think this is
an important topic worth studying?

I think the world of work is changing. I assume everybody in this
room right now work with bits, rather than atoms. We don’t build
things, we don’t mine things, we don’t grow things. What we do is
using characters and drawings to communicate information. When
that switch happens, it’s very powerful. It means you no longer have
to work in a big factory, no longer even in a big office.

You can consider working at home as many people do in China,
in Hong Kong, and certainly in North America. You just push those
bits around. It’s not perfect. You still need to see people in order to
develop trust and catch up with the gossip. But once you do that,
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you’ll be happy to work with people at a distance. So you and I
could collaborate on an article over the thirteen-hour time difference
between Hong Kong and Toronto. Actually it works very well as a
relay race: You work on it and send me something when you go to
sleep. And when I wake up, I get the same information. It’s almost a
perfect time shift.

The other thing is, once you work in bits, it’s easier to move
around and work in multiple teams. So that’s what we called
networked work. You don’t just sit in a cubicle and smile at one
person. You work for multiple groups that often reorganize, maybe
short-term or maybe long-term.

To ordinary readers, “networked individualism” may still seem to
be a self-contradictory because it consists of two antonyms.
Could you explain it more? Why we need this concept? How to
keep interpersonal connections while maintaining individual
autonomy?

The Networked book was written with Lee Rainie, the head of the
Pew Internet & American Life Project. We only talk in this book
about North America. But we think the concepts are very applicable
to China, Southeast Asia, Japan, and Korea. There are also Korean,
Italian, and Chinese versions out. I am very happy that the book was
translated into Chinese by a team led by Prof. Yang Boxu at Peking
University and then checked by my student Chang Z. Lin in Toronto
just to make sure that everybody was happy. I don’t read Mandarin
or Cantonese at all. I am just really happy this is happening.

This question is from Mo Guang Ying—Manual Castells
proposed the rise of network society in the 1990s. How do you
compare your conceptualization of networked individualism to
his notion of network society?
Thanks to my former student and continuing collaborator, Dr. Mo
Guang Ying for proposing this question. She recently finished her
PhD dissertation about network work and network scholarship. And
she’s going to have a great career.

I have great respect for Manual Castells. I’ve known him since
1975, when the only thing he wanted to talk about was social class.

21



22

Communication & Society, 37 (2016)

AZ:

BW:

Then he discovered women and started to talk about gender as well
as social class. Then he came to California and he wanted to talk
about lifestyles as well as gender and social class. Then he
discovered Silicon Valley, and he wanted to talk about the Internet
and about mobile communication.

Castells, my wife, and I actually worked together in 2002 in his
Catalonia. We studied how the Internet society was operating in
Catalonia, which includes Barcelona, in the northeastern part of
Spain. We found some very interesting things. One that really struck
me was that so many more people lived with their families than in
North America. Another thing is that even way back then, the
Catalans used mobile phones to communicate with each other.
Because so many Catalans lived with their families, they usually met
in cafés. They would go to a café, pull their phones out, and they sit
there but involving their phone-friends in communication.

Manual Castells’ great trilogy, The Rise of the Network Society,
really was talking about macroscopic things. Lee Rainie, my co-
author, and I both got many ideas from the book. We tried to
incorporate them into the research that the Pew Internet studies are
doing. And we did that, in the writing of our book Networked: The
New Social Operating System. Certainly the concept of networked
individualism built on Castells” work on what happens in network
society. So I am happy to share the affinity with that great scholar,
Manuel Castells, who was also your professor, Jack. We have two of
your students here so they are Manuel Castells’ intellectual
grandchildren.

Networked, the book you coauthored with Lee Rainie, has been
translated into several languages. Now the Chinese version has
come out. What would you like to say to Chinese readers?

I’'m very happy that the Chinese version has come out. I’'m not going
to make money from it, but I hope I will have millions of readers. I
want to welcome the Chinese readers. I want them to think about the
concept, which again was developed only by looking at North
America, not even Western Europe. To what extent does it make
sense in China? The patterns may not be as strong in China as in
North America. But think back to your parents’ generation, and
earlier in your generation: how much change has happened?
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Especially think about the work situation: how people work in
different places and move around; how people get innovation,
creativity, and knowledge from the world; how they work around
some of the constraints that the Chinese government puts on them.
It’s a game of finding information when people block it. (Of course,
China is not the only government that does that.)

What about young researchers who are just beginning to do
social network analysis in Taipei or Shanghai, Hong Kong or
Singapore? Do you have something particular to tell them?

Keep doing it. Make good research. You can do it in a number of
ways. | have two students going into a bar in Singapore this
weekend. They are interested in with which people sit next to each
other, which people hang out with each other, by ethnic group for
example, and also by sexual orientation. You can do in-depth
interviews, which is what we did for our last study. You can do
surveys. And you can get big data, which is what governments are
doing. Governments are clearly mapping your network and my
network. You should be careful about that. Imagine if you can get
hold of the data—I know my friend Rich Ling, who works in
Myanmar and Singapore, studying the social networks of telephone
users: who calls whom, why did they call, when did they call. You
can get a lot of information if you have good relationships with the
telephone company, for better or worse.

Note

1 Please refer to Chua & Wellman (2016).

Selected Works by Barry Wellman and colleagues

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Barry Wellman’s
selected works.
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