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The two networks I am looking at are ultimately social networks, not technologically created or mediated networks. Social networks are fascinating to me, much more powerful and supple than any technologically created structure that exists so far, as they respond ultimately to changing social relationships, which themselves can engender further huge change and evolution. In the broadest sense, technical networks we create, as humans, necessarily reflect our own sense of relatedness; related need of one concept to another, relatedness of interlocking ideas and ultimately, interlocking networks of personalities carried on the backs of humans. As such, I view technical networks as being, as a set, less complex than social networks. By keeping technical network structures in the periphery of analytic frame of reference, I would aim to break apart and analyze social networks in the same way I would analyze a technical network. As an exercise, then, I will look at these two networks through the tools I might apply to a technical network.

Network #1: Social Network of long-time families on Maui

Nodes: This network has nodes that vary with the path one of these active members takes on a given day, but includes mostly private kitchens and living rooms. Other active nodes include Costco, The Kaahumanu Shopping Center, Maui Medical Center, school parking lots, the sidelines of sports fields and courts, The County and Federal Buildings, IHOP, Cupies and several hairdressing salons/barbershops.

Content: Content passed throughout the network is primarily associated with achievements and failures of the carriers or extended family members of those. Information such as business success, talent, good deeds, school achievement, marriage information along with information about alcoholism, business failure, evidence of deception, cheating, erratic social behavior, divorce, death or abuse. Content is transmitted based purely on address and previous behavior of carriers you are perceived to have close connection to. The information you transmit adds to your value as a carrier, unless you are shown to be a bad carrier.  If your address is a high-value address, you may receive a good deal of information. If you have a low-value address, you may receive warnings or nothing at all. 

Protocols: Protocol is actually negotiated at the micro level at point of transmission, but falls within general rules of acceptable behavior. Information should generally be worth speaking about, should be something that can be judged, something that relates to other information, and information should definitely be useful in relation to the general health of the network. For example, information about child abuse is highly useful, but less often shared due to its potency and likelihood of extreme counteraction. Information about grades one’s child receives at school is very common and least likely to provoke extreme action.

Transport: Human carriers transport the information via their disparate methods of human transportation (walking, cars, etc.) and via mail, telephone, and information submitted to the local newspaper, the Maui News.

Package: A package consists of a single piece of information in the form of a verbal sentence or in the form of a visual aid, such as a photograph.

Addressing: The addressing system is very complex, but based roughly on kinship. A person’s last name is their primary address. Addresses are virtual and are assigned to a general group of carriers with common social bonds. Older families in Hawaii tend to have had over 3 children. The mass of immigrant labor arrived in the mid-1800’s and gradually, through the roughly 4-5 generations since then, has intermarried and produced prodigious numbers of decedents. The hermetic nature of island society for most of the intervening years created a social network of common interlocking kinships and common employment and leisure activities that have bonded members to each other. Addressing is based primarily on recognition of an individual’s last name. If the person is known directly, the addressing process stops there. If the person is not known at time of transmission, there is a rapid question and answer phase during which the degree of separation and the strongest social bond is identified (whether it be a common cousin, a common school or common soccer team). Addressing is based purely on previously understood protocol. The closer the degrees of separation, the potentially greater and greater value of the information passed. Strong mitigating factors bypass these normal addressing rules: The failure of a carrier, the failure of a node, or the perceived weight of the information. Sometimes information is broadcast, bypassing the addressing system (i.e. announcements of death).


One address:
RAUL NOHEA GOODNESS



Network 2: The Inter-office mail system at the United Nations HQ in NY.

Nodes: Offices, units or sub-units are nodes on the network. These are prescribed by a strict and heavily negotiated hierarchy of offices throughout the UN system.

Content: Content includes printed and physically compiled data – software, visual aids, and other materials in various media types (CDs, tapes, etc.)

Protocols: The protocol for transmission is outlined specifically by an office manager when you begin your job, or upon request. The mail must always be able to be contained by a large orange/manila envelope. The contents must not damage other items in the system (liquids that spill, irregular shapes that tear the envelope). The contents must have an address that is legible to the mail carriers. The contents must not be excessively heavy (there is a different protocol for heavy items).

Transport: Transport is handled by the mail carriers who wheel around large canvas bins. The routes and carriers are centrally organized by a UN mail office. Interoffice mail is collected methodically, building y building, floor by floor, unit by unit. The mail is then transported to a central location and re-sorted. The re-sorted bundles are then divided into packages for the mail carriers to redistribute on their regular routes via canvas bins on wheels. These large bins travel between buildings as well as within.

Package: The package itself is a hilariously old-school large manila envelope with various markings on it. The package is a physical item, but can contain data in various forms, digital and analog. The package must not be more that 5 lbs.

Addressing: The addressing system is very primitive, but suffices for most purposes. On the face of each package, there are two lines to input address information. The first line is the name of the recipient. The second line is the exact desk location of the recipient. The desk location has several subcomponents. My address is S-3035H. The address is read left to right. Here’s a breakdown.

S-3035H

S: The building the desk is located in. There is only a small group of buildings considered to be in the HQ system in NYC. Not all of them are publicly identified due to security reasons. Additionally, there are buildings of so-called “UN Agencies” that are not included in the official HQ Interoffice Mail System, including UNICEF and World Bank. In this case, “S” stands for Secretariat, the primary building of the Secretary of the UN.

30: The floor where the desk is located, within the previously designated building. In this case, the 30th floor is indicated.

35: The office where the desk is located. There are offices large and small, numbered according to how many desks are located within it. Like a street that has numbers associated with the amount of street frontage it takes, the sides of floors have 0-50 and 50-100 associated with their address. In each building the numbers are standardized, so that each north side of the building is always 0-50, for example. In this case, the 47 indicates a large office on the east side of the floor.

H: The desk itself. The desk may be located in its own room, in a cubicle, or in an open floor space. The letters are assigned starting with the person with the highest rank, usually the head of the unit or office holding the A position. Below that, a strict hierarchical system is followed to designate who gets which office. However, deviations from this system are rampant. The addressing system at the office level is ultimately within the hands of the head of the office, who assigns floor space and proximity to his/her office according their perception of office needs. The letters, therefore, in some offices reflect a hierarchy, with the lowest persons (interns) with the later letters. However, in most cases, the letters simply designate a desk according to a highly personal system devised on the fly by the head of the unit. This system reflects professional evaluation of the value of the individual’s work, perception of need for proximity, actual position in the hierarchy, and purely social likes and dislikes of the people involved. In this case, the “H” is the physical desk I sit in, in a cubicle outside an office fairly important in the Unit.
Similarities and dissimilarities

There are more differences than similarities between these two systems. In one, the informal social network on Maui, the addressing evolves and changes every time a transmission is passed from carrier to carrier at any given node. The content of the transmission often has high impact, and is meant to rearrange the social status of the people involved. Each package is therefore very significant, or is rejected and it falls out of the network. In the other network, the overall addressing system does not evolve until a job or position is added or deleted. The network is heavily embedded in physical spaces, with very little deviation.  The only deviation is at the micro-level, at the highest level of granularity, where the office head creates a very personal and informal system arbitrarily.

There are also differences in central organization. In the UN inter-office mail system, the routes, nodes and protocols are highly centralized; each package is transmitted according to a system with centralized rules. If you deviate from that protocol, the central mail system will lose the package altogether, since there is no place for a return address. Lost messages are lost for good. Due to the long-term employment status of many carriers in the system, the likelihood of this happening is low, however, since they can see the “place of last address” and route it back to an office mail coordinator who is often able to identify the package.

In the Maui social network, there is no central location for transmitting packages. Packages are often transmitted in reaction to an event (birth, death, etc.), so since these events can happen to any person on the island, the person who carries the message can be anyone. There are, however, areas or groups of more heavy transmission, and nodes where packages are exchanges very quickly. Mini-groups of carriers, who act as investigators, will often heavily circulate throughout the network, gaining information and retransmitting it according to their understanding of protocol. (My grandma and her friend are one such group who gossip heavily at the salon and at Costco.) There is also a good deal of overlap with official professional employment, with people in governmental positions having greater access to information due to their designated job of collecting information. Overall, though, information is fairly decentralized.

One other major difference is the ability for sub networks to exist. In the Maui social network, sub networks do exist, with a small group of people exchanging information between themselves, and a designated person acting as a router to the larger network. In the UN mail system, this is not the case. Sub networks do not exist on the physical mail level. There are often shared Ethernet hard-drives, and there is email, but the protocols for those types of document sharing/transmission are entirely different.

One small but critical similarity between these two networks exists, however. At the micro-level of addressing: the fluid nature of the individual relationships can affect addressing dramatically. Because both systems were created in response to human social relationships, I would define them both as social networks. Though largely dissimilar to the very decentralized and rapidly evolving Maui social network, the UN Mail network does allow for change at the highest level of granularity. If the working or social relationship between two people changes within the office, the address of a person can change as well. And this is also the case with the Maui social network. In any conversation or series of conversations, the relationship between two people may change, provoking need or desire for greater intimacy or greater distance. The changes in the addressing systems happen very quickly, evolving to reflect the status of the carrier and the information he/she carries.

The address systems of both networks are evolving ones that change in response to human relationships. This is true at the UN too, but the change is just slower, in order to preserve the strength of the overall structure towards daily activities. If the office head is involved in a highly evolving relationship, or made aware of this, the desk placement of one or both people can change. If you extend this upwards, this is true of heads of offices to each other, and heads of heads of offices. The professional and personal relationship of the head of my office is very good with the Under-Secretary General, ensuring a high floor in the most important building within the system. The relationship has evolved; previously, our unit was located in a different building altogether and on a low floor. The continued advocacy of the head of my office, along with proof of professional value of himself and all people in the office changed the perceived worth of the unit, therefore changing the address. In both networks, then, the human relationship is central force, changing the addressing to suit its needs.  This key similarity, to me, defines both of these systems as social networks. A network where human social relationships change the shape of the network is a social network.
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