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Most people would be quick to agree that the Internet has made a great impact on communications and in the business world, the full effects of which have yet to be determined.  What people might be slower to recognize is the effect the Internet has had on the social organization of special interest groups.  Because of the increased ability to communicate and coordinate action, people who once had little or no voice within a special interest group can now present themselves as a unified force with the ability to demand change, create knowledge, and redefine the very nature of their organizations.  An illustrative example of this effect can be seen within the science fiction community (SFC).  Using Morgan’s (1979) management metaphor of political power, this paper describes how the Internet has effected the entities within the SFC and projects an image of the future as the Internet continues to grow.

The Model
Morgan’s political metaphor describes an organization in terms of sources of power from which people can draw to strengthen their position within the group.  The following diagram, based on Morgan’s metaphor, maps the power-flow within the SFC as it currently stands.  There are four distinct groups in the SFC: the corporate players, the individual players, the fans, and the information agencies.  Essentially, each shares a near equal position in the organization but draws from different power sources to maintain status.  Analyzing which part of the SFC uses each power source forms a clear picture of the interactions between the groups. 
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Power Source 1: formal authority
Formal authority in the SF community is given on a top-down basis.  The corporate players have the largest amount and control most all that is given to the other factions.  Formal authority allows corporations to control the SF market in terms of copyright law, official merchandise, and virtually all aspects of SF projects.  Individual players have quite a lot of power initially as creators, but they often give up much of this power to the corporate level as a project gets underway.  A couple of notable exceptions are Anne McCaffrey and George Lucas who have continued to retain almost total control over Pern and the Star Wars universe respectively.  However, this is largely due to their involvement on the corporate level.  Information agencies like to eschew rumors and give fans reliable information.  Because of this, they are beholden to the corporate level which is where the “official” information originates that can give each information agency a reliable voice.
The Internet has yet to make any real changes to the structure of the power-flow in this area.  However, it has made communications smoother and access to agencies with formal authority much easier than before.  This is very important because, as Wilson (1977) notes, information only becomes knowledge when the general public is informed of an authoritative power’s sanction of its transformation.  In the future, power shifts may happen if a member of the SFC without any existing formal authority creates a Web site that gains recognition by virtue of the number of visitors it attracts.  This is especially true of Web sites related to information agencies and is on the verge of happening for many of these existing sites, such as those representing entities like the Science Fiction Channel or the official fan clubs.

Power Source 2: control of scarce resources
Scarce resources in the SF community are collectibles.  These can be anything from props used in filming to autographs to action figures.  The corporate figures obtain more power in this arena by determining what will and will not be released to the market.  They can also determine how much will be released.  An example is in the latest batch of Star Wars figures.  There were eight figures in the first wave that were packed 32 to a case with four of each figure being represented.  However, the battle droid came in four variations, so per case each variation was only represented once overall lowering the supply of any given variation.  The fans obtain power over scarce resources by acquiring rare items.  An example of a fan succeeding at this is Steve Sansweet.  Steve was a major Star Wars fan from the first day he saw the movie in 1977.  He began to collect all the toys, lunch boxes, school supplies, etc. he could find.  He even managed to collect many one-of-a-kind props.  As a result of all this, he eventually came to the attention of George Lucas, who was so impressed with Steve’s collection that he made him the Fan Ambassador for all Star Wars related projects.  Individual players such as authors and actors draw very little power from scare resources, even though it seems as if they should.  They rarely see the money from the sale of their autographs, are never allowed to keep any props or costumes from acting roles, and are not automatically sent merchandise related to their project, even if it includes their likeness!
The Internet’s major effect in this area lies in people’s ability to sell and trade collectible merchandise from remote locations.  This is the primary reason for the fans’ high amount of power in this area.  In previous years, congregations such as science fiction conventions were people’s only recourse for collectible transactions.  Now with virtual auction houses, newsgroups, and online shopping, the fans have the ability to buy and sell rare items from their own homes.  Individual players are just now starting to come on board with electronic commerce and should also gain some power for themselves in the future.

Power Source 3: use of structure, rules & regulations
The members of the SF community make use of structure, rules and regulations in much the same way as formal authority.  The corporate powers are the most powerful rule creators and enforcers, followed by individual players, information agencies, and the fans who have almost none of this control.  Power in this area is given to those members who can use the rules to their advantage.  About the only structure that fans create for themselves is “the line” at conventions and other gatherings.  However, this structure is flimsy at best.  An example is in the way fans recently stood in line for the toy stores to open with the release of the latest Star Wars merchandise.  The people stood in line patiently and politely until the doors opened.  Once inside, it was perceived that “the line” no longer existed, and chaos reigned free.
One effect the Internet is starting to have in this area is to help the members at the bottom of the hierarchy to level the playing field via virtual gatherings.  In a moderated newsgroup or online chat, all the people in attendance are equals and must play by the rules imposed by the moderator or chat host.  Although one might be inclined to give greater value to the words from GLucas than George673, both member’s ability to speak is equalized by the forum.  In fact, it is within the rights of the moderator or host to strike the comments made by GLucas if the need or whim arises.  In the future, the Internet’s communicative aspects may continue to chip away at the current hierarchical structure of the SFC by redefining even more rules.

Power Source 4: control of the decision process
Control of the decision process is an interesting source of power.  The people at the corporate level would like to think they control all the decisions, but they somewhat constrained by the fans and information agencies.  Both of these strata have an indirect hold on the decision process because they represent public opinion.  If a large number of fans write letters, create bad press for a project, or even boycott a project, this can force corporate powers to alter the outcome of decisions.  Information agencies can create the same effect by choosing what information is released and publicizing high or poor reception of a project.  Surprisingly, individual players often have the least control over the decision process, especially actors.  Authors and screenwriters lose most of their control once the sale is finalized.  Filmmakers have more, but eventual decision power always lies with the corporation.  One exception would again be filmmaker George Lucas, but this is largely because he is head of the corporation Lucasfilm.
The Internet’s effect in this area is once again that of deconstructing the hierarchy.  By amplifying the collective voice of the fans and information agencies of the lower echelons, the Internet has allowed these people to increase their influential power over the corporate and individual players.  An example of this would be an organized email barrage from a virtual fan group to force a television network to continue a show.  Similar to letter barrages of old, this system is made even more effective because the virtual group has a more widespread reach than a physical congregation.  This not only increases the number of correspondences within the barrage but also diversifies the senders so that it does not appear to be a coordinated effort from one location only.  This trend of focussing the power of individual voices into a singular shout will probably continue and increase in frequency as more people gain Internet access.

Power Source 5: control of knowledge and information
Although control of knowledge and information is still largely at the corporate level, it must be understood that this is only over the production of information, not the dissemination.  Thus, the information agencies have almost an equal power share here because their control is equal but of a different type than the corporate players.  The information agencies will often try to increase their power by securing an exclusive line to a corporate or individual source of information.  An example would be a major newsmagazine securing an interview with a filmmaker who generally never gives interviews.  Although individual players may supply the interviews to the magazines, for the most part, the choice to do so has to be approved at the corporate level, as does the content of the interview.  The fans are almost never in the position of creating new knowledge and can only disseminate what they have gleaned from other members of the SF community.
Here again, the Internet is shifting the flow of power away from the corporate level by increasing the capability of any one person to become a source of knowledge and information.  If a member of the corporate world happens to know a science fiction fan as well as a piece of sensitive information and tells the fan what he or she knows, then the fan has suddenly gained the power to become a source of this information with a few clicks of the mouse and strokes of the keys.  The Internet has made it possible for almost any voice to be heard and recognized.  Unfortunate drawbacks of this are, naturally, the extreme magnitude of such a security leak.  Whereas word of mouth and snail mail used to take weeks or even months to pass around a rumor, the Internet has shortened the time to almost nothing.  Thus, any leak of information is bound to be catastrophic.  
Additionally, because people have yet to be discriminating Web surfers and believe much of what they see on any page, a person now has the ability to create misinformation and pass it around as fact with alarming speed.  A recent example of this happened just before the opening of The Phantom Menace.  A fan created a mock-up of a “new” book that was to be released about the movie as a fun little page.  Many people visited his page and missed the tongue-in-cheek tone of his description and took it to be a real product.  The story was even passed on to a real news source before the page’s author was able to clarify the situation.  The future will no doubt be full of such examples until people learn that not every page on the Internet is from an authentic source.

Power Source 6:  control of boundaries
Control of boundaries is again largely managed by the corporate entities.  They have a vested interest in monitoring almost every aspect of the SF community to protect their interests.  What’s more, they have the resources to do the monitoring out side of their own arena.  Information agencies are also in a position to control some of the boundaries because part of their nature is to infiltrate one group, glean information from it, and spread the information to the other members of the SF community.  Again, individual players and fans are bounded by their position in the SF organization and do not have much control in this area.
This is one area where the Internet has yet to make any real changes in power flow.  Over time, it may manage to erode some of the boundary control, but it will be a slow process.  Multi-media collaborations for Internet sites are, so far, the best example of boundary crossing.  As these collaborations increase, and especially as fans and individual players are brought into the collaborations, then current lines may become a bit fuzzier.  Until such a time, it is unlikely that the corporate players or information agencies will voluntarily give up their control.

Power source 7: ability to cope with uncertainty
The ability to cope with uncertainty is something the fans possess in the highest quantity.  These people have the lowest expectations for timelines of SF projects and are well-used to delays and cancellations.  Thus, they are better able to make last minute course corrections.  The corporate and individual players are often strapped with rigid deadlines and timelines and have more potential for catastrophe if those deadlines are not met.  Many of them are involved in more project than one and depend on both schedules to go as planned so that they can commit to each project.  The information agencies are equipped to cope with uncertainty because they are structured around a fluid commodity: knowledge.  Since what is known is always changing, the information agencies are able to plan for last minute breaking stories and get the new information out as quickly as possible.
The Internet’s main effect in this area has been to prime everyone to deal with uncertainty.  As anyone who has worked extensively with Web site production can attest, the Internet can be mighty unreliable at times.  Down phone lines, busy signals, ISP glitches, and coding hassles are inherent to any Internet project.  So far, this has made little difference in the attitudes of the corporate and individual players, but the future may tell a different tale as coping with ambiguity becomes habit instead of hassle.

Power source 8: control of technology
The control of technology is a large source of power because it has so many facets.  Each of the members of the SF community that draws from this source uses a different kind of technology for a different purpose in order to gain more status.  The corporate entities, for the most part, use technology in project creation.  This includes special effects for films, digital animation for video games, and electronic transfer of words for a book project.  This draw on technology helps them to create ever more dazzling projects to delight the fans and increase revenues from commercial sales.  The information agencies make use of technology to transfer information in and out of their organizations as quickly as possible.  This would include everything from the telephone to the fax machine to the computer network.  The fans use technology in two particularly interesting ways.  First, they use technology as a means of communicating with one another and drawing themselves together electronically, even though they might be very geographically dispersed.  Also, they use technology to re-create project aspects such as costuming and props to help enhance their shared reality.  Although the individual players make use of some technology, it is almost always in the same way a corporate entity would and usually just a means of communicating with the corporate entities.
The Internet has not changed this aspect of the managerial culture very much because no one entity took to using it as a tool any faster than the others.  They all approached it at roughly the same time.  However, the fans have been the most visible users of the Internet, therefore they have an appearance of having been affected the most.  It is difficult to say how the future use of the Internet will affect the four levels of power within the SFC and their control of technology.  Right now, it is safest to say that all of them will continue to increase their dependence on this vast network as a tool to meet their needs.

Power Source 9: use of networks and informal organizations
The use of networks and informal organizations is something that is largely avoided by the large corporations.  They much prefer all information and activities to go through “official channels” because so much of the action at this level is tied to property rights.  The corporations also force this sort of thinking on the individual players, though here it is not quite as strongly enforced.  The fans, however, rely very strongly on informal connections for organization of fan events and for shared information.  Although rumors and misinformation often hamper them, this does not keep the fans from using the informal networks both within fan circles and in communicating with the more official sources.  An example would be a fan who gains information about an upcoming movie because his sister is part of the set crew.  The information agencies also make use of informal networking as a means to getting a foot in the door to more officially sanctioned information.  Also, there is some reporting of what rumors are circulating, and to get this information, the agencies need to remain in close friendly contact with the fans.
As was covered above, the fans have definitely increased their pre-existing advantage in this area by using the Internet to widen their networking abilities.  However, members of the corporate world and individual players are starting to use the Internet for informal networking as well.  They have a long way to go if they expect to catch up to the established structures the fans have in place in this network.  However, there is a chance for a power shift to occur sometime in the future as a result of the increased Internet use in the upper echelons of the SFC.

Power Source 10: control of counter-organizations
Counter-organizations in the SFC largely consist of unofficial fan clubs or Internet sites.  Both the corporate players and the information agencies have a stake in shutting these down.  Unofficial sites are where many of the rumors about projects begin.  They are often purposefully started by these groups as either a joke or as a test to see who is listening to them (although it should be noted that some instances of misinformation are honest mistakes).  This can prove to be very detrimental to a given project as well as make the rest of the SFC lose credibility because of negative publicity.  Additionally, if too many people “buy into” a false organization, it can steel members away from an officially sanctioned one.
Oddly enough, the Internet has served to increase the corporate power over the counter-organizations.  Because of the incredible search capabilities of engines such as Yahoo! and AltaVista, it has become much easier to identify and destroy sources of misinformation or unofficially sanctioned groups.  Although not every counter-organization’s site will turn up on a search engine’s result list, the ones with strong word-of-mouth (read, the most dangerous sites for legitimate companies) are the ones most likely to surface.  Again, the future for this power source is somewhat uncertain.

Power Source 11: symbolism and management
Symbolism and management of meaning is not something that happens on a group level, such as in a corporation or information agency, but on an individual level.  At the level of the individual players, the actors are the members of this stratum most likely to be concerned with this power source.  Since they have so little formal authority or control of information dissemination, their power stems from public perception.  By taking part in SF conventions and documentaries, they give the appearance that they care about the SF project as much as the fans do.  The fans themselves draw power from the symbolism largely in the way they pull elements from a shared reality, such as the Star Trek universe, and make those elements part of their outward appearance.  The more “authentic” a costume appears and the more recognizable an element it represents, the more the fans are able to raise themselves in the esteem of their peers.  The more correct the details and craftsmanship of an outfit is, the more knowledgeable and legitimate its owner appears, and therefore more dedicated in his or her personal fandom.
The Internet has proven to be just another outlet for the fans to demonstrate their control of symbolism.  On a Web page, if a fan is able to create an authentic looking font, clever animated .gif, or upload a MIDI of a popular SF theme, then he or she gains more power within the SFC just as if the site were a costume worn at a convention.  The corporate players have taken a cue from the fans in this area and have managed to snip away a little power for themselves by creating “authentic” Web sites for their projects.  A clever example of this is at the Sliders Web site through the Sci-Fi Channel’s homepage.  There, fans are treated to pages that seem to come from the alternate dimensions shown in each episode, complete with faux banner ads for products from that world.  The pages are sometimes extremely clever and have attracted a lot of positive feedback on the correlating message boards.  In the future, it is uncertain to say how this power source will be affected since it is one of the minor elements of managerial culture and thus more subtle in its effects.

Power Source 12: gender
Essentially the fans are the ones who draw power most heavily from gender roles, and they do it in an unexpected way.  Through years of exposure to forward thinking science fiction that portrays men and women as more equal, the fans are sometimes more likely to adapt this attitude and not let gender stereotyping get in the way of clear communication.  This makes for a much stronger network in the fan community and helps them to build themselves as a power base.  Although members of other strata may have acquired a similarly balanced view, the fan stratum is where one can see a more conscious effort to promote equalitarian thinking.
The Internet’s prime effect on this power source has been to establish the gender neutral personae.  By allowing people to be seen as only a handle that is often enigmatic, the Internet has also allowed them to disguise themselves as the opposite sex or even a person of ambiguous gender.  Since the fans, and perhaps the individual players, are the ones most likely to be participating in using a handle online, they are also the ones most likely to reap the rewards of this type of gender control.  It seems unlikely that this would change much in the future.

Power source 13: structural factors that define the stage of action
Fans are also the ones most capable of drawing power from the structural factors that define the stage of action, mostly because they are these structural factors many times!  They are the ones who determine what sort of a reception a project receives and what sorts of information they wish to hear.  Additionally, they form an indirect link to the other structural factors such as economic base and geographical distribution.  Because of this, the fans can use these elements to not necessarily direct the action, but at least suggest a course to the powers that be.  An example of this is when the corporate movie studios decide to which theaters a movie will be released based upon the fan data they have collected.  Also, the fans are less susceptible to changes in the structural factors because, as was mentioned above, they are the people better equipped to deal with unexpected changes.
Here, as has been seen for many of the other sources, the Internet has served to strengthen the fans’ voice for defining the stage of action by allowing more people to have their say.  Through online polling, informal perusal of fan Web sites, and reading of fan email, the corporate powers are now able to discover the wishes of the fans more reliably and much faster than ever before.  In a way, this almost gives the corporate powers more control in this area not because they create the structural factors, but because they now have more power with which to utilize the structural factors to the greatest profit.  It will be interesting to watch this see-saw of creation vs. utilization power control over the next few years.  Certainly it is much easier to watch on the Internet more than anywhere else.

Power Source 14: power one already has
The final source of power in the managerial culture is the power one already has.  This is a power that is accessible to everyone except the fans.  Movie house, publishing houses, authors, actors, and libraries may already be established in other communities long before entering the SF organization.  For example, Patrick Stewart, who became most noted for his role as Captain Picard on Star Trek: The next generation had done extensive work as an actor in the Royal Shakespeare Theatre for many years.  The Science Fiction Library in Liverpool gained much of its status from the university to which it is attached.  However, the fans in the SFC are usually just mainstream people with no pre-existing power to give them any voice.
In this area, the Internet can make a difference by increasing the visibility for any entity in the hopes of increasing its power and helping entities maintain their power levels.  These days, it is almost expected that any company worth its salt will have an online presence.  To do without one is to be thought of as something less than a serious contender for the consumer’s dollar.  Movie production companies are to the point where a project’s Web design is included in the initial budget planning as a given expense.  Fans who wish to increase their standings are also subject to the idea of no site equals no identity.  And, of course, most information agencies would be at a loss if they did not take advantage of the incredible communicative powers of the Internet.  The future will probably demonstrate an increase in this expectation so that eventually, nearly all of the members of the SFC will have a Web presence.

General Predictions for the SFC
At present, the power flow of the SFC, as with many organizations, is in a stage of transformations from a strict hierarchy headed by corporate entities to a heterarchy with many clusters of power.  The key factor in this transformation is the increased availability of information to people in all four strata.  As has been demonstrated, the Internet is largely responsible for this increase and will continue to be a major influence as more people gain access and become familiar with the Web as an information tool.  However, along with increased use and access comes increased confusion as the signal to noise ratio decreases, thus making any voice with authority hard to hear in a cacophony of misinformation.  Since much of Web surfing is based on Bates’ (1989) principle of berrypicking during an information search, it is easy for a person to start a search at one site and become progressively removed from authoritative information as footnotes are chased via the hyperlinks.
In response to the confusion, information agencies stand a chance to drastically increase their power across the board by becoming the discoverers and repackagers of valid information.  Librarians and other information professionals may become the most important members of the SFC even if they have no personal interest in science fiction themselves and are merely meeting the needs of their patrons.  Perhaps this sort of distance is something that will make them even more effective at sorting out the signal from the noise because they will not be swayed by the desire for false information to be true, which is the impetus for most successful rumors.
In the end, all that can be safely said about the effect of the Internet on the SFC in the future is that it will continue to force changes within the power flow of the organization, and that it will be as interesting to watch as any space battle on the silver screen.
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