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Reifying Cost in a Non-Linguistic Symbolic System

Openstudio is an online art exchange created by the Media Lab’s Physical Language Workshop in 2005.  It provides a virtual economy in which users create, buy and sell digital drawings; it is a signaling system in which artwork functions as the primary signal.  These artworks efficiently signify the creativity, talent and time resources of their creator. (Miller, 2001) Most importantly, openstudio reifies the notion of signaling cost: the price of a drawing corresponds with the cost of producing it, in time and in talent.  This reification of cost is needed to create a set of shared meanings; in a non-linguistic system such as openstudio, signalers and receivers are hard-pressed to converge on agreed attributions of meaning and status.  However, pouring all the rich possibilities of meaning inherent in a drawing into a numerical value comes at a price.  Closed, virtual economies cannot trade in the subtle, textured signals that both open economies and linguistically-grounded signaling systems take for granted.

Functionally, openstudio is a fairly simple system.  Users create drawings with a simple tool provided by the web interface
.  These drawings are posted to the site.  New drawings are viewable on the main page.  All one’s drawings are viewable on gallery and inventory pages specific to the user.

Signaling theory offers a framework that explains the reason why people participate in openstudio: it provides a system in which one’s creative ability can be assessed publicly.  These assessments offer the potential for praise, and public praise is a key means to achieving high status.  (Glazer & Konrad, 1996)  Signalers attempt to send out signals that indicate their quality; receivers signal their assessments back to the signalers, modulating the signalers’ reputations.  Beautiful, clever, or otherwise interesting work should improve the reputation of the signaler in the minds of the receivers.  Ugly or tasteless ones will lower his status.  Note that it is not necessary that the signaler be driven by status impulses; he need not be trying consciously to increase his status among his peers.  He may just feel a personal creative need to draw pictures (Miller 2001).  However, public presentation of his works requires that his work be judged.  Any receiver viewing it cannot avoid having some thoughts about the drawing, one way or the other.  Like the colorful, poisonous frog and his would-be predator, the system functions to signal status even if its participants are not consciously controlling their signals’ meaning.

How do signalers gain knowledge of their status in openstudio?  Systems in which signalers can neither perceive nor be affected by receiver interpretations of their signals are not signaling systems; signalers gain nothing from such systems and ought not to waste energy on them.  Both signalers and receivers must benefit from the signaling system.  In digital environments, these interactions can be carefully managed.  The normal modes of feedback for art – verbal praise, awards, monetary compensation – can be included or omitted at the designer’s discretion.  Indeed, openstudio largely excludes the richest and most common mode of feedback – written and spoken language – from its interface.  Even in signaling systems in which the primary signals are non-linguistic – clothing fashion, for example – these signals only become meaningful as shared language is produced to judge them, from fashion critics, writers and consumers.  Openstudio now includes tags, but these word-atoms do not come close to the richness of speech or unrestricted text.  A quick glance at openstudio tags reveals that they are almost always descriptive and only rarely evaluative.  Openstudio also eliminates gossip; users cannot share their assessments of a creator and his work. 

For the most part, it would seem that receivers cannot tell signalers what they think of their work.  Any meaning a drawing may have would remain unavoidably private.  In the context of signaling theory, the drawings would have no meaning.  Openstudio is a symbolic system – drawings are representations of objects and ideas
 – but these symbols tend to be dense, ambiguous and novel.  They only truly become symbols – they only gain meaning – as a group begins to grant them some conventional, agreed-upon referents (e.g., “sad,” “funny,” “hip.”).   Indeed, aesthetic, fashion systems will tend to naturally resist these labels, lest the signals become too conventional.  (Davis, 1994)  How can an aesthetic system without interactions between signalers and receivers create a system of meanings?

Openstudio solves this problem by reifying the concept of signaling theory “cost”: drawings are assigned a quantized value of virtual currency by the signaler.  Users start with a fixed amount of this currency, called the “burak.”  They can buy a drawing for its advertised price.  Owning a drawing allows the user to edit it, though this seems relatively rare.  Rather, a receiver’s purchase of a drawing seems to indicate his approval of the work, and by extension, of the artist.  Users can resell a purchased drawing at any time for a new price; certain users may buy a work because they think they can resell it for a higher price.  They are betting that the work will be well-liked by other openstudio members.  Even though signalers assign a price to a drawing, these assignments will not be arbitrary if the user is interested in maintaining a positive supply of buraks
 – arbitrarily high prices will mean drawings won’t be purchased.  Arbitrarily low prices will not reward the signaler for the effort he has put into his creation.  This is the way real markets are supposed to work, of course; they should find the right price for a given good.

So, the price of a given drawing will tend to reflect its desirability, which reflects its goodness, which reflects the skills of the creator, which determines his status.  Desirability is linked with the cost to produce the signal – this cost comes from the time (and talent) needed to make the work.  The cost to receive the signal is nothing; all drawings are viewable.  However, the receiver may want to purchase a drawing to signal his approval to the creator.  Further, a purchase creates a public link with the creator, which allows the receiver to take part in the creator’s status.  This receiver cost equals the signal cost: it’s the number of buraks the drawing is going for.  Over time, one’s total burak holdings and one’s transaction volume – both made public by openstudio – function as numerical indicators of status.  The nuances of the beauty and meaning of each drawing get poured into these numbers; they function as a kind of shorthand for status granted by the openstudio community.  The burak does not merely mediate status in the openstudio community; it creates the system by which such status evaluations can be made.  

This economic system makes possible other assessable signals as well.  Openstudio shows a list of given user’s “exhibitors” – those who have purchase his work, as well as a list of the artists he is exhibiting (“exhibitees”).  It also makes available information about how works pass from one user to another.  This social information allows users to associate their status with others’ publicly.  This system would not work without the burak; the cost of artwork and  the scarcity of buraks mean that users cannot build arbitrarily long lists of exhibitees.  Their lists must mean something.

Openstudio makes deception rare not through its economic system, but through other aspects of its design.  A deceiver in a system like openstudio wants to raise his status with works he did not create.  Of course, pre-existing social rules (rules encoded in the superego, if you’re feeling Freudian) are likely most responsible for the rarity of deception in openstudio.  But openstudio makes it functionally difficult to copy someone else’s work.  Each drawing is editable only by its owner.  The worst one could probably do is be unoriginal.  This is of course still bad; unoriginal works will not sell.  Creators will not have much incentive to make such pieces.  In an instance in which one appeared, it was tagged “rip off” – a rare, punishing, evaluative tag.  In general, deception is not a big problem in openstudio, given its structure and the community involved. Deceptive signals are not much cheaper than honest ones; rare deceptive signals can be publicly punished. 

If openstudio solves its big problems with the burak and its smaller problems with other design decisions, what problems may persist regarding the reliability of its signals?  First, as Davis notes, there is not accounting for taste.  Different groups will value drawings with different metrics; a fifteen burak drawing will be a bargain for Joe and a waste for Mary.  This is a general property of packing a lot of information into one numerical value: it can’t all be fit in.  Specifically, the burak “binarizes” the approval process – people either buy a user’s work, or they don’t.  A user can tune his price downward until his piece is sold, but he is still left with a number.  The sum total of one’s sales provide more information than one sale, but still – the number only goes so far.   Further, the market is not perfect, sales are not independent: the timing of a post, the general level activity of openstudio and a variety of other factors may or may not influence the likelihood of a sale.  

Further, buraks have no value outside openstudio.  Since currencies are symbolic, they only gain meaning and relevance in proportion to the number of different types of goods they can be used to acquire.  A US dollar means something because it is part of an open economy, monopoly money means much less because it is not.  Virtual currencies can have value as they begin to correspond to a web of desired scarcities, whether virtual (powerful swords, spells in an online game) or real (programming talent, time).  Examples include gold in Everquest or Second Life Linden dollars.  The burak has a much weaker correspondence to desired scarcities.  Its meaning to a given user depends more on that user’s personal feelings about openstudio and his general personality than it does on a clear agreed-upon value.

Because of all these mitigating circumstances, the burak cannot be a perfect measure of how well regarded a given piece is.  But it need not be.  Openstudio trades depth for simplicity in its status evaluations.  To be sure, linguistic feedback would provide more information to a creator; there is a reason art classes tend to involve reviews rather than numerical assessments.  The burak eases the costs associated with signaling status evaluations, but it must in turn impoverish these signals’ richness.  It would  be worthwhile to explore how the community of openstudio members resident in the lab – those who both buy each others’ work and provide in-person feedback – may differ from users who are not physically near other users.  The interplay between online numerical assessments and offline linguistic evaluations may furnish the key to a signaling system that is both rich and efficient.
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� The Physical Language Workshop has plans to expand the creative tools to include audio tools, poetry interfaces, and more.  Since they are as yet unavailable, I will not consider them here.


� Abstract expressionists may debate this point.  I do not restrict a drawing’s referents to objects in the physical world; they can refer to emotions or other concepts.  This should be a sufficiently dilute definition to be generally acceptable.


� Admittedly, this may not be a safe assumption, especially since buraks have no value outside openstudio.





