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How did we end up with a platformized Web?
Narrative 1: ‘Loss of innocence’

...or a‘fall from grace’, see:

Burgess and Baym, 2020.
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How did we end up with a platformized Web?
Narrative 2

» Zuboff (2022:2):,,...surveillance capitalism as a

THE AGE OF
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unified field of institutional development. Its four THE YALE LAW JOURNAL

already visible stages of development are examined

Amazon's Antitrust Paradox

through a two-decade lens on expanding economic CAPITALISM

operations and their societal effects, including

extraction and the wholesale destruction of privacy, the il
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consequences of blindness-by-design in human-to- AT THE »
human communications, the rise of Al dominance and FRONTIER O
epistemic inequality... Structurally, each stage creates N

the conditions and constructs the scaffolding for the SHOSHANA
next, and each builds on what went before’ (emphasis ZUBOFF

added).



How did we end up with a platformized Web?

Narrative 3

The Platformization of the Web:
Making Web Data Platform Ready

* APIs as a tool for creating platform

ecosystems as stellar systems made up of

‘connectors’ and ‘complementors’ (see: van
Dijck, Poell, De Waal, 2018).

 Shifting emphasis to ongoing genesis,
relationality (Mackienzie, 2018).
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Abstract

Two theoretical approaches have recently emerged to characterize new digital objects
of study in the media landscape: infrastructve studies and plotform studies. Despite their
separate orging and different features, we demonstrate in this articke how the cross-
articulation of these two perspectives improves our understanding of current digical
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framework for future case studies.
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Where are they (almost) all gone?
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An alternative explanation: ecological
epistemology and looking beyond ‘winners’

* Moving away from the metaphor of ‘power’ or
‘control’ or ‘force’ (see: Harries-Jones, 1996) and
towards an ecological, cybernetic epistemology
(Bateson, 1972, 1979).

* Digital ecology (Marton, 2021): digital ecosystems
as informed/cognitive, and not mechanical
systems. Allows to trace the dynamics that the
growth of platforms give rise to.

Research Paper

Steps toward a digital ecology: ecological
principles for the study of digital ecosystems

Attila Marton

Abstract
The noton of dgital ecosystems has become a fruatul metaphor for examinng the effects of digmalization across boundaries

larger ecosystem; (2) systervic wisdom—ecosystems have kmits, which
ecology—ecosystems are not mechanical but iformed, cogitive systems. As my contribution, | propose six avenues for
future IS research into digeal ecology

Keywords
Dagital ecosystems, digital ecology, Gregory Bateson, future 1§ research, ecological thinking, responsble digtaliation




Rooting this paper...

* ...inlongitudinal in-depth fieldwork
tracing the history of Couchsurfing, a
collaborative hospitality platform
(conducted 2013-2018 in the EU and
the US).
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Couchsurfing’s successful take-off

* Reviving the ideals of open collaboration

+ Riding the wave of social media /Web 2.0.
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* Emerging as an early harbinger of what became
known as the ‘sharing economy’.
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... and a series of turbulences or near-deaths

* 2006: technological crash and burn-out of the leader.
Rebirth thanks to volunteer mobilization.

* 2007: a crash of its ‘do-ocratic’ governance model.
Rebith as a top-down, formalized non-profit.

* 2011: charitable status denied and near-bankruptcy.
Rebirth as a Silicon Valley, VC-funded startup.

« 2015: startup failed. Saved by a private investor.

e 2020: another near—death due to border closures and
lockdowns.

Due to the impact of Covid-19, we need your
immediate help to keep Couchsurfing alive

Read more

Monthly contribution

10.99 zt PLN

All of us who are members of Couchsurfing believe in something greater
than monay, possessions, and status. It took over 14 years for the
Couchsurfing community to come together. Without your immediate
help, this community will be lost forever.

Pay with Credit Card

PayFal




Key insights
from the case

* The turbulences as a series of escalating
‘problems’ and ‘solutions’, an effect of
conscious purpose (see Bateson 1972,
440-447) - each solution gives rise to
novel, ever-bigger problem which in turn
requires ever-more expansive solution
(Mikotajewska-Zajac et al. 2022).

* Purposively deployed ‘solutions’ are
rather quick fixes and are likely to
become ‘self-perpetuating and
ecologically destructive games without
end’ (Ray, 2007, p. 864).




Key insights
from the case

» With each adaptation, the platform was
losing a portion of its flexibility to adjust -
it was becoming more and more
specialized and committed - dependent
on the chosen solution and less able to
cope with the crises in the environment
(e.g., COVID).

» Digitalization not only allows for tech
fixes to be developed much faster but for
systemic stress to shift faster and further
(Mikotajewska-Zajac et al. 2022).




Broader insights

» Platformization becomes unveiled as a runaway pattern:

platforms are prone to become locked in a patter whereby they need to resort to ever more expansive ad-hoc measures to survive in short-
term,

« atthe same time, they make entire societies dependent on their systems (Mikotajewska-Zajac et al. 2022),

« whatis more, platform dominance can only be achieved by trumping the previous leaders (Barwise and Watkins 2018), so they escape
forward.

« Dependence (e.g., overspecialization) is lethal to an ecosystem - because the unit of survival is not a
single organism (a platform) but a flexible organism and its environment (Bateson 1972, 451).

* The story of Couchsurfing is indicative of wider, ecological developments, by which a loss of

flexibility has become the price for escalating growth across the whole digital platform
ecosystem, only to be maintained by massive financial investments. It unveils the erosion of diversity

of ideas and organizational forms (Mikotajewska-Zajgc and Marton, 2022).



The role of ‘sharing economy’in intensifying
platformization

« A particular dynamic of intensification: Investors betting on future ‘platform A

winners’ after the financial crisis, especially ‘strong business models’. THE
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Considering the Web’s future

* Considering the health of the Web as an ecosystem and the continued diversity of
ideas it can maintain seriously to stop erosion and rebuild diversity of organizational
forms (Mikotajewska-Zajac and Marton, 2022). In particular (Marton, 2021):

» Considering erosion of the environment as likely ultimately lethal to digital platforms.
» Forgetting linear progress. Instead: circularities, death and rebirth as a continuation of life.

* Embracing ecosystems as patters of heterogeneous relationship - which do not materialise in homogenous
(e.g. market) terms.

* Platform cooperatives - problems and hopes.
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