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3. Rationale, cont'd: "authorship" and social software 

In many ways, social software challenges a number of concepts we take for granted.
Take "authorship," for example. How relevant is the traditional notion of a single
author/creator/originator in an environment in which ideas and information are freely
shared?

When we think of "the author," we usually think of

"the actual person who writes ..."
"the linguistic subject" (whose main sign is the pronoun 'I')
"the narrative persona who may, or may not, be represented in any particular piece of writing" (During, 1992, p. 123).

But Michel Foucault--French historian, literary critic, and philosopher--argues that "an author" should be re-defined negatively or "against"
such taken-for-granted concepts. He argues that we should, instead, reconceptualize authorship in terms of its effect, or what he calls the
"author-function." By this he means the different uses of authorship in different writing situations and genres. For example, the "author"
of a romance novel, or of an online fan-fiction story, may be pseudonymous. The "author" of a corporate annual report is often the
company itself. In science writing, authorship is often collaborative; arguably "a scientific paper is not 'true' or 'false' by virtue of the name
that signs it" (p. 124).

Like Roland Barthes in his 1967 essay "Death of the Author," Foucault challenges the modernist notion of "the author" as "founding
subject" or originator of "meaning" (During, 1992, p. 122). Like Barthe, Foucault argues that we must displace the importance of the
author in our interpretation of texts. In that sense, indeed, "the author" is dead, a theoretical move which allows more room for
reconceptualizing authorship. As well, for Foucault, to challenge standard definitions of authorship is also to challenge the modernist
equation of "the author" with "property" (p. 124), an equation which acknowledges and validates the "power of the state to demand use-
value of all knowledge" (p. 123).

While Foucault theorized this reconceptualizing of authorship well before the advent of the internet and decades before the availability of
social software, it's not difficult to see how the concept of "author-function" applies to social software. Displacing the author engenders a
wide range of questions pertinent to the production and sharing on knowledge allowed by social software, such as ...

Who truly "owns" a work of online fan-fiction?
Does it really matter who has created an internet meme?
Why do so many people upload web sites and allow anyone to link to them without demanding compensation?
On YouTube, what's more important: who created the video, or the video's function?

Could this new culture of sharing, exchanging, and appropriating ideas be driving nails into "the author's" coffin?
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