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The Community Memory Project 
916 Par~er St. Ber"eley, CA 94710 415-841-1114 

Direct social interaction increasingly has been 
displaced by a nett-lOrk of industrialized social relattons. 
}foclern alienation, nerfp:cted uit'!1 tlle aid of electronic 
oedia, has become identified with these media - 
particularly vrith the computer and television. The 
COmJilunity lfel'lOrV Projp.:ct is an attenpt to demonstrate the 
poss ihlity of usin~ computer technology to supnort an 
expansion of puhlic space rather than to reinforce passivity 
and powerlessness . 

The COr.Jl1l.unitv Nemorv svstem uill he a decentralized 
public information network based on sMall , r:1ouern CQIJPuters. 
Terminals in high - traffic locations like coffee ,ouses, 
laundror.tats and the offices of cor:tr.lunity groups \1ill provide 
unmediRted access to a powerful communications tool for 
pooling and exchanging information of any kind. l1essages 
will be tyned into the svstem on a typewriter- like keyhoard 
and will be displayed on a TV screen or orinted on paper. 

The purpose of Comt!lunitv Hemory is to support the 
direct and unmediated exchange of information. Co~nunity 
~e~ory could he us~d'to discuss issues, exchange 
infornation , nal:e connections be~Jepn r,roups and individuals 
'<lith coClrrton interests, prepar r. neHsletters , and aid the 
nlanning , decision naking and day - to-day work of 
federations , cooperatives and collectives. 

The designers of CorulTlunitv l1enor~1 would like to see a 
l-lO rld not broken un into nation-states or corporate states, 
hut one built UDon many overlaDfling r egions of concern, fran 
household to region to globe , vlhere decisions are made by 
all those affected . 1,1e see Community HeMorv rl.!'> a. harhinger 
of the technics that uill allow non-hierarchical vet 
coordinated decision ~aking on a social level - - and as a 
Qeans of enhancin~ our power to h r inr about the prerequisite 
social transformation . 

The CO!1r.unitv i""eMorv nrograns h.Rve heen under 
development for several years and are almost complete . 
Village DesiGn, a Berkeley- hasprl 'lon- profit groun , is hoping 
to find the money to set up a denonstration of 10 to 12 
terminals in the Bay Area in 19U1. Village Design puhlishes 
the ~uartcrly Journal of Communi tv Conmunica.tions, available 
froo PO llox 996 , Berkeley , CA 9l..7:JI . Subscriptions are $9 
pe r vear, S12 outside the t:S, or $2 . 50 for a saople copy . 

A rai1!'h1et on the Community Hef1lory Project 
for 51.00 fron 916 Parl:cr Street, Berkelev, CA 

s 
• r 

is available 
96713 . 



Community Memory - truly public acc~ss 

tn response to the question ~what application of comput~rs 
will bring about the greatest impact o n the form of ~ociety ". the 
nearly uniform answer one receives is: computee confeeencing. 
Public computee infoemation utiliti~s have found univ~es~Lly that 
theie confeeencing services consistently outpace all other 
services in terms of usership. The effic~cy Qf conferencing ha~ 
been demonstrated within laege organi7.ati o ns from it~ inc~ption. 
when NASA developed a networked conferencing syste m to facilitate 
the Apollo program. . 

When one examines the body of software available to be usen 
to implement computer co nferencing. one is struck by the 
aechitectural similarities among the various packag~s. tt is ~s 
if development on computer conferencing software had stoppeo in 
1977 with the exception of cosmetic or variational diffeeences . 
There are great differences internally between conferencing 
software meant to reside in a coeporate mainframe computer and 
soft .... ace for the hobbyist "BBS" (bulletin bo'ard system), however, 
all such systems handle their information in a sim i lac fashion. 
using a linear scrolling system of organization . 

Using one of these systems is as if the user has entered a 
library from medieval times. There ace scrolls available to be 
unrolled and read, but no indexing system aside from the names of 
the scrolls and the numbecs given to each entry on them. Only 
o ne scroll may be examined at a time and one ' s contribution may 
be entered only at the end of the scroll. Once entered. the 
contribution may not be altered except (i n some systems) by 
complete erasuee. 

This "sceolling" system is best suited for users .... ho are 
facile with the written word. who know how to o rganize their 
thoughts and marshall their arguments in written docume nts. 
Academic seminars come to mind when analogous situations ace 
considered. This is reasonable. considering that confecencing 
arose within an engineering environment and came to public 
availability through academic systems (the first and most 
influential of which was the "EIES" system of the Ne .... Jersey 
Institute of Technology, created by Murray Turoff and Starr 
Roxanne Hiltz), 

Most people in their daily interactions do not submit 
themselves to such discipline. Accordingly, a "chat" featur~ has 
developed o n many BSS systems which allows for instantaneous 
communication among many users, usually without creating a 
record. This, most similar to the chaos of Citizen ' s Rand radio. 
has proven entertaining but not particularly useful . 

Electronic mail, or e-mail, p r ovides a method of sending 
messages feom one user to another. or to a lis t of receipients . 
Both sendee and receipient must connect to a given computer or 
computer network in o eder to exchange e-mail. Naturally, the 

• sender must know the identity of the recipien~. 

1 
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The ~ommunjty Memory P~oject was formed in 1977 by 
the oc~anlzers of a 1973 experiment in making computer power 
accessible to the public. A database management system was 
created and was set up with two terminals in public places in 
Berkeley and S an Francisco . Users could walk up to the terminal 
and examine messages left by others as well as leave messages. 
The system was described as "an electronic bulletin board" to 
prospective users, perhaps the first time that phrase was 9iv~n 
public circulation. Host significantly, the messages were 
categorized by the users themselves using whatever words they 
wished -- the database management system would create new indices 
where necessary. 

The operators noticed a far wider range of proposed 
tran~actions than they had anticipated. and a high degree of 
enthusiasm among the users. 8y not requiring that all messages 
fit under preset categories, the system had provided an outlet 
for the same sort of creativity that most people use in ordering 
their everyday communications. 

Sensing that a new possibility had been uncovered, the 
operators continued development wo r k after the initial project 
had been discontinued (in January of 1975) . In 1977 The 
Community Memory Project was established as a non-profit 
corporation and much software development was done. A second 
system of four terminals in Berkeley was established in 1984 and 
operated until 1988, when it was closed down in anticipation of 
the next system, which went into operatio n in August of 1989 and 
remains in operation to date with eleven public terminals . 

Community Memory is a system which exists to serve the 
purpose of helping people who use it to locate appropriate 
communication partners for whatever reason may be desired. Onc e 
the partners have located each other, their interactions are best 
carried out through other channels_ In a. cet:t.ain sense.J this is 
the function served by the town square, the village marketplace, 
or the agora of the Greek city-states . One spends time in these 
environments overhearing conversations, interjecting comments, 
soliciting sugges tions for communication partners. in coming to 
know and be known by the ot her participants. Once o ne has 
learned who one should speak with, the discussion moves into 
pc i vate. 

2 



Commu n ity Memo r y is therefore a confe e e ncing system which 
allows its users to: 

1 . select an i n teeest aeea (forum) by usi ng index woeds, 
2. seaech foe messages withi n the forum by using index words 

or by examining the latest ent r ies, 
3. exami n e commen ts wh ich othee users have attached to any 

message, 
4 . add a comment to a n y desired message, 
5. add a message to a forum or attach the message to several 

forums simultaneously, 
6. range among several forums and display a set of messages 

from each forum. 
7. display a message based upon its unique "tag" number, 
8. attach several index words, not necessarily 

restricted to a pee-existing list, to o ne's message, 
9 . return later to edit the message o n e has prp.viously 

entered or to edit its index woeds. 

The analogue to Community Memory is fae from the academic 
seminar . It is rathee the uncontrolled discussion which takes 
place in public places, or on unofficial notice boards where 
comments may be attached to posted items. It is designed to 
provide the necessary mobility of information which is necessary 
in approaching the ideal of a free market. It should be seen as 
a method of ensuring orderly public accessibility to a 
constantly-changing body of information which is created by the 
public itself. 

Community Memory operates on a computer which uses the Unix 
V operating system. 386 type AT computers are the least 
expensive such machines at the current time. A special "front
end" program has been written to run on ordinary PCs, XTs and ATs 
which allows that machine to become an "intelligent terminal" and 
to interact with the Unix computer in the fastest and most 
efficient way. rt is ironic to note that all other conferencing 
programs re~uire that the user run software on the personal 
computer which reduces it to the primitive status of a terminal . 

The Unix V "back end" computer on which the Community Memocy 
software runs may be accessed by modem connection through 
telephone lines. Back end computers may intercommunicate, and 
data may be exchanged between them. Thus, two .Community Memory 
systems on opposite sides of the earth may exchange information 
items on a daily basis. or even more frequently. 

3 
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