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Online Deliberation Reflection
Deliberation is as old as language itself, and has been transferred from medium to medium, each with its own advantages and disadvantages to bring to the table. “When people deliberate,” writes John Gastil, professor of Communication, “they carefully examine a problem and arrive at a well-reasoned solution after a period of inclusive, respectful consideration of diverse points of view” (8). Online formats, therefore, are not exempt from the possibility of deliberation. My online deliberation project found itself traveling to a site purporting to deal with an issue important to my own Civic Issues Blog, Race. The Root is an interesting deliberative environment, especially given that it labels itself “Black News, Opinions, Politics, and Culture.” Apart from a possible informative outlet, the deliberative potential of this kind of cultural perspective on news is immense. Even further in, many of the articles have very rich discussions going on in them, and some are even titled in such a way as to facilitate deliberation. One article, for example, began with the question “Do You Know About the US Drones in Africa?” a question which seems almost certain to stir up some discussion and thought (Williams 1). Given that race can take on a certain taboo quality in modern culture, it becomes doubly important to know what a wide variety of individuals think about it, and The Root does a good job of helping to define this often invisible sociopolitical reality through a different takes on current events that draws from a particular cultural experience.

In the spirit of encouraging and participating in active deliberation, I took a look at three recent articles of interest: “Do You Know About the US Drones in Africa?”, “Fired: Air Passenger Who Used N-Word and Slapped Crying Child”, and “Chris Dorner: A Question of Race?” All three were news topics of some recent interest, with the first being a larger issue of geopolitics, and the latter being smaller domestic issues. Interestingly, the first received significantly less attention than the second and third, with the reaction drastically different for each. As I am writing this, the first has received one like, the third has received one comment, and the second has received ten unique comments, a few of which were in turn commented on by others. The vastly different reactions could possibly be traced back to some of the language I used in my comments, and the decisions I made when posting them.

In the first article I took the approach with one of my WIP blog categories in mind, offering diversity of opinion. In John Gastil’s words, “The hallmark of an oppressive society is the absence of a rich and varied public sphere where citizens can convene to debate vital questions of the day” (16-17). Contrasting this, a free society is one that encourages a rich and varied public sphere, a problem that can become frequent on internet sites. Given that the internet has a huge variety of websites for people to access, it is possible for people doing their daily web surfing to never encounter points of view that they disagree with, because the sites people are interested in are likely to be sites that agree with their personal beliefs. Likewise, it’s possible that a sort of “spiral of silence” effect might be occurring in websites that cater particularly to one demographic, as those with conflicting points of view fail to share them for fear of being ostracized (Gastil 61). I noticed that the discussion seemed to be rather negative against the article, pointing out various things it should or could have mentioned (Apprendix A). The reason that I probably didn’t get a response was that my post was too long, and that I didn’t take the opportunity to reply to another post instead of making my own, new one (Appendix B). I don’t think the comment was sufficiently directed and focused to achieve deliberation in the way I intended, and that’s why it failed, in addition to the length of time between the article being posted and my responding to it. However, I did make an attempt to add variation to the opinions presented by giving a significant contrast to the words of previous users.

The second comment actually stirred up a lot of deliberation and discussion, not all of them very kind towards me. The story concerned a 60-year-old airline passenger who slapped a young African American child and called it a “nigger baby” in front of its mother. In a continuation of the original story, The Root found that the man had been fired, and I put out the question of whether it was okay to fire someone based on their own racist ideology (Appendix C). I took the view that they shouldn’t, and responses were mixed. A few, in original comments and responses to my post, took an emotional, vitriolic response to the issue and virtually ignored some of the larger issues at hand (Appendix D). There were some further opposing forces in the face of deliberation I find this tends to be a larger problem online than in person, because the veil of separation between people in an online discussion is much greater than in a face-to-face discussion, so there are fewer risks to letting one’s emotions go unchecked in an online format. Other commenters misinterpreted the intention of my post as saying that the company’s action was illegal because it went against the freedom of speech (Appendix E). My intention was to talk about the action that I preferred, rather than one that was in any way legally mandated. In this case, my inability to be clear about what exactly I meant by “freedom of speech” hindered the discussion by lowering the quality of the responses and their relevance to my original post. However, some discussion was to be had, and if someone decides to read my further responses and clarifications, this may lead to some food for thought, preferable to no discussion at all.

The third post also more or less failed to attract any deliberation except for a simple agreement, which didn’t make very much sense to me (Appendix F). I think the failure in this came from the fact that I stated most of my conclusions, rather than providing questions for other online patrons to think about. I did attempt to go against the grain once more, but it was almost entirely useless because it wasn’t directed toward anyone. I think part of the failure was my inability to use Gatil’s first part of the deliberative process: establish a solid information base in order to make sure that everyone was on the same page (20). While the commenter on my post must have been referring to some event, I did not have sufficient knowledge to understand it. This leads to another important detriment to online deliberation: its brief and impersonal nature precludes some of the nuances that help in-person deliberation work. When speaking to one one’s friends, one has some sense of their intelligence level and the breadth of their reading, so as to make points that would appeal to their values and build up from their current knowledge. Online, things are so brief that it’s nearly impossible to develop that kind of deliberative process.

The experience of online deliberation is one that I think all those of my generation will come to know at one time or another. Going at it with a more scholarly and deliberative focus helped me understand the limits of the medium rather than accepting them as normal. Online deliberation may have its obvious benefits: speed, ubiquity, and the complete removal of spatial concerns being a few of them, but there are still some things holding it back. Deliberation over the web suffers from a lack of diverse viewpoints, little if any common knowledge base, and a usually impersonal nature that precludes more in-depth discussion. However, knowledge of these limits may help to lessen them, and possibly make online deliberation a better source for thought, consideration, and problem-solving for all of us.

Appendix

A

Eranoswatch
WHY THE ROOT.COM CANT'T MANAGE TO BE MORE SERIOUS AND PROFESSIONAL WHEN PUBLISHING PIECES RELATED TO AFRICA?  
Honestly, while I think there are legitimate questions about the conditions and implications of the US policy designed to fight terrorism in Africa, I doubt this post raises the ones really worth raising.  


B

RCL Project

What a fascinating article! I'm very interested why the drone war in Africa doesn't get as much attention as drone strikes in the Middle East, which does not in turn get as much attention as Michelle Obama's choice of hairstyle. A sad state of affairs to be sure, and one that makes me want to recommend this article to just about everyone I know. What are the continuing repercussions of causing civilian casualties in other sovereign nations? What are the consequences of a developing nation, having become economically important and politically influential, being run by people who remember American drones killing their friends and neighbors? 
 
The issues involved here are hugely complex, and I have no doubt that this article leaves out some important aspects of the African condition. However, I don't think this article was intended to provide a comprehensive overview of every issue involved in African geopolitics (especially when you can have entire college majors devoted to the subject). Rather, if we look at it as a way to inspire interest in readers who may not even know what's going on involving drones in Africa. In that regard, I would consider it a success. 
 
I also have to comment about the undertones relating the policy of drones in Africa to the history of colonialism. While it's hyperbolic to call the two equivalent, in my opinion there's definitely a connection between the earlier colonial mentality and the current mentality involving drone strikes. It all stems from a disrespect for the sovereignty of states (mostly due to their comparative lack of military and economic power). In this, Africa is only a symptom of a larger problem, and I believe Americans need to more heavily consider the ramifications of such attitudes going forward.

C

RCL Project

While I don't think anyone will defend the actions of the man who slapped the child and yelled racial slurs, was it really okay to fire him from his job? He did commit a violent crime against a helpless toddler, and yell racial slurs while doing it, but he's already going to answer for that through the legal system, isn't he? It could be that the motivation for firing the man had nothing to do with his presumed racist tendencies, but what does everyone else think?  
 
I personally don't think that a company should have the right to fire any person because of an opinion they hold, no matter how irrational, mean-spirited, or unpopular that opinion is. Freedom of speech and liberty of conscience are important to the maintenance of a deliberative society, and I don't think anybody deserves the unilateral right to decide who does and does not have a good point to contribute to society.
D

Mongo_slade

I’ve got two responses to your post: 
 
1) That’s a well thought out, cogent argument 
2) I don’t give a rat’s [CENSOR] 
 
Anybody who’d assault an 18 month old BABY, is a low life piece of [CENSOR] sorely in need of an a$$ whupin’. 
 
Not only am I glad this piece of scum lost his job, I hope he now has no health insurance and contracts pancreatic cancer so he can die a slow, painful death without adequate treatment. 
 
I also hope he hasn’t accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and savior so that once he dies, he can burn in hell for all eternity.  
clarke101

Folks trying to justify their and other peoples ignorant unacceptable behavior by hiding behind that freedom of speech crap makes me mad enough to slap the s**t outta somebody.
E

QuietThoughtsII

I own the company, you have your freedom of speech, I have the freedom to have people I want working there, or not...

Anonymice

Nonsense. A private company has a right to fire anyone they want. Freedom of speech only protects you from being censored by the government. It doesn't mean any company has to put up with an employee they don't like. 
 
This website can delete my posts if they want - doesn't violate my freedom of speech. A restaurant can kick me out for being vulgar. I just can't be jailed for it. 
 
Glad they fired him. Society should do a better job of rejecting racist jerks.

F

RCL Project

I have to wonder to what extent race played a part in Dorner's case. After all, it's common wisdom that police officers are a sort of fraternity in and of themselves, and speaking out against a fellow officer is often more taboo than some kind of abuse of power might be. LAPD, with its long history of race-related incidents, will probably receive scrutiny that other departments would not get, but this is not necessarily a bad thing. I think a lot of the problems that come when discussing race involve questions about its existence and relevance. Whatever people choose to believe, there is an underlying racial divide in our society, and though race is a cultural rather than a biological concept, it is nevertheless real.
fresno500

Once Dorner came out against a fellow officer his career fate was sealed. That is the thin blue line.

Works Cited

Gastil, John. Political Communication and Deliberation. Los Angeles: SAGE Publications, 2008. Print.

Mills, Charles W. The Racial Contract. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1997. Print.

Williams, Edward W. "Do You Know About the US Drones in Africa?" The Root. The Slate Group, 16 Feb. 2013. Web. 21 Feb. 2013.

