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Abstract: This paper is part of a post-doctoral research project carried out at the Center for Media and Democracy in the Network Society (MODINET), University of Copenhagen. The paper focuses on the LEGO product Bionicle and discusses the relationship between media and communities in a commercial, social and political perspective. First, the paper places Bionicle in a conceptual framework. Second, it discusses the “clash” between Bionicle and the Maori community. Thereafter, the paper turns to a discussion of a Bionicle consumer community and a Bionicle brand community. The part concerned with the producer is relatively more empirical than that which concentrates on the consumer. This reflects the fact that the author is currently in the middle of the empirical research into the producer-side and has not yet commenced research into the consumer-side. Finally, the paper addresses briefly the usefulness of the concept of community.
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Introduction
LEGO is a Danish toy company world famous for its building systems based on the plastic brick. In 2001 LEGO launched Bionicle, taking the well-known LEGO product into the new terrain of Information and Communication Technology. Through Bionicle, among other products, LEGO moved “from bricks to bytes” (Hjarvard in Bondebjerg and Golding (eds.) forthcoming). By Autumn 2003, Bionicle will have four strings: 1) toys 2) videogames 3) a film on video/DVD which is launched in Autumn 2003 and, finally, 4) the internet. This study is mainly concerned with the internet version of Bionicle, i.e. Bionicle.com.

While Bionicle is not part of the LEGO brand, it is an endorsed brand, being LEGO’s intellectual property, and it incorporates the LEGO values: creativity, imagination, learning, fun, and quality. Thus, “When consumers see a Bionicle logo or an icon by the LEGO Brand they know what values are inherent and what to expect from the product” (The Bionicle Story, The LEGO Group, 2002:6). LEGO emphasises that symbolically the Bionicle story resembles the development of children on their way to adulthood, drawing on ideas of participation, cooperation and community building (The Bionicle Story, The LEGO Group, 2002). In particular, the idea of a community has played and continues to play a large role in the design of Bionicle. In fact, the notion of community is present in Bionicle in several ways and at several analytical levels. The purpose of this paper is to unfold the levels of community involved in Bionicle by LEGO.

Bionicle: Idea and Design

The Bionicle story is based on an idea of an Island community named Mata Nui, which is the home of the Matorans. The island has a myth of origin, i.e. the legend of Mata Nui. It is organised in six villages, each of which is the home of a particular hero, i.e. one of the Toas, who plays a vital role in the legend of Mata Nui. The heroes, in turn, have several symbols, for instance masks (Kanohi Nuva), which represent their powers.

The Bionicle story thus involves: a named population, a myth of origin, heroes and symbols. To this one may add a notion of homeland, assuming that Mata Nui may be characterised as a homeland. These four elements in the Bionicle story are very intriguing when seen in the context of community studies and, in particular, studies of ethnic communities.

Anthony D. Smith, who is one of the leading scholars in the field, has defined an ethnic community as: “a named human population with shared ancestry myth, history and culture, having an association with a specific territory and a sense of solidarity.” (Smith, 1986:32).  In other words, in defining an ethnic community, he draws on elements such as a myth of origin and association with a specific territory which are also present in the Bionicle story.

However, it may be considered problematic to draw parallels between Bionicle and ethnic communities. The first objection to such an endeavour would be that Bionicle is a commercial construction of the virtual kind. Nevertheless, the constructed aspects of Bionicle are not necessarily an obstacle when comparing it to an ethnic community. In community literature, it is often stressed that in the last analysis all communities are constructions. Therefore, the fact that Bionicle is a construction does not necessarily render comparisons to ethnic communities obsolete. Thus, while one should be cautious of exaggerating the parallels between Bionicle and ethnic communities bearing in mind the commercial and virtual nature of the former, it appears that there are important commonalities in the conceptualisation of Bionicle and an ethnic community. In fact, in Spring 2001 a particular ethnic community, namely the Maories of New Zealand, argued that the commonalities between their community and Bionicle were too overwhelming and they launched protests against the LEGO company, arguing that Bionicle used Maori names and myths, thus abusing the Maori culture. The Bionicle community was a bit too real - at least in the eyes of the Maori people.
The significance of this “clash of communities” between Bionicle and the Maori people draws attention to the tendency of global products to appropriate material from local communities, which are often characterised by distinct cultural heritages embedded in myths, symbols and collective memories. This tendency transcends geographical borders, and thus the boundaries of Europe. In the case of Bionicle, it involves a producer (LEGO) from an EU member state (Denmark) allegedly drawing on names and myths of an indigenous community (Maori people) literally from the other side of the world (New Zealand) in order to develop a product (Bionicle) which is sold across the world. While research has often emphasised local appropriation of global material and most notably technologies, it seems that in the case of Bionicle we are witnessing the apparently equally important global appropriation of local material (Silverstone and Hirsch, 1992; Silverstone, 1994).
The designer of Bionicle explains the relationship between Bionicle and the Maori community as follows:

AD: ”You know, I am a big user of these documentary programmes so I cannot say that I have not seen stories from, what is it called, the Islands down south, where they sailed in canoes back and forth and so on, but I would like to say in this context that the story (Bionicle) has absolutely nothing to do with it…al though there are mountains with snow and there is a volcano, I guess it does not take a lot of imagination to get the idea that it (Bionicle) looks like a tropical island, or Hawaii or something like that. And, of course, their (the Maories) culture is fascinating and their language is different, you know, many of the names are inspired by the sound of that language…however, it is only a matter of linguistic inspiration…”

(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)
The designer states that there is no story link between Bionicle and the Maori community. The inspiration has only been on the level of linguistics. However, he is, of course, familiar with the history of, among others, the Maori people, having watched many television programmes about indigenous communities in the south. Yet, these cultures are not considered as separate solid units. Instead, they contribute to a fluid notion of culture which is not attached to one single location and one people. This highlights how apparently solid cultures rooted in distinct communities may become fluid with the intervention of media. In the case of Bionicle, the designer is inspired by television programmes about indigenous communities in the south. He uses this inspiration to build a virtual community which draws conceptually on many of the same notions as ethnic communities and which is linguistically inspired by the Maori language. We are placed at the centre of the relationship between local communities and globalising tendencies.

The Maories, in turn, claimed that aspects of their culture and most notably words and myths appeared in the Bionicle story. Thus, they experienced a trivialisation and commercialisation of their culture. This may be considered in the context of the thesis put forward by Naomi Klein in her book “No Logo” (2000). She argues that the world of brands involves three types of exploitation: 1) exploitation of the consumer; 2) exploitation of the workforce in the third world; 3) and most important in this context, exploitation of third world culture through its commercialisation. Klein is influenced by the debate between liberals and multiculturalists which took place in the 1990s. One of the cores issues of that debate is if there is a right to culture (see for example, Tamir, 1993; Kymlicka, 1989; Kymlicka 1995). However, in case of Bionicle vs. the Maori community this debate is complicated by the fact that global media do not observe boundaries whether geographical or cultural. The possibility of considering culture as a property which one can claim a right to is thus complicated.  Culture and along with it the myths, symbols, and memories it embraces is apparently available to everyone and may be appropriated into an all together different context. In particular, the appropriation of indigenous cultures for commercial purposes has received attention in this context and several suggestions have been put forward, exploring how culture may be considered a property comparable to, for instance, intellectual property (Howes in Howes, 1996, Ch. 8). Al though these efforts are admirable, bearing in mind the exclamation of the famous nineteenth century French anarchist Proudhon “property is theft”, seeking to adapt indigenous cultures to, for instance, U.S. or EU law may represent yet another layer of appropriation. It is problematic as such to seek to make culture tangible let alone material in particular when bearing in mind that most indigenous cultures are based on an oral rather than a written tradition. However, it appears to be even more problematic to seek to apply property law to an indigenous culture which does not itself have a notion of property.
The “clash of communities” between Bionicle and the Maories were settled in the autumn 2001 when LEGO and representatives of the Maori people entered a dialogue. It resulted in LEGO refraining from employing any further Maori names and agreeing to draw up a “code of conduct”, i.e. a map which indicates the appropriate use of indigenous languages and cultures for commercial purposes. Ultimately, the Maori representative Maui Solomon expressed his satisfaction with the efforts of LEGO to enter a dialogue with the Maori people. In so doing, he argued that the Maori people did not wish to isolate themselves. Instead, they asked for proper recognition (Politiken, 26th August 2001).
Bionicle and its users
When the designer developed Bionicle he wished to create a story which was “deep” and which went beyond other toys. His hope was to create a product which could capture the attention of children and maintain it. Initially, he imagined Bionicle as a film. However, at the time it was not possible to make such a film. Therefore, he lacked a media through which to communicate the Bionicle story. In this situation, the interplay between different media and the internet was ascribed paramount importance. The Bionicle story was spread out on several media, e.g. CDs and printed media, each representing a particular part of the story. Thus, the different media complement rather than substitute each other. The internet, in turn, serves as the point where all the different parts of the Bionicle story come together. Furthermore, it constitutes the place where users can engage and discuss various aspects of Bionicle, for instance, in chat-rooms.
From its launch in 2001, Bionicle has developed a fan-base which is quite extensive as well as intensive. It is estimated to include between 300.000 and 400.000 users who have in some cases developed their own fan-sites which exist independently of the official Bionicle-site by LEGO. These group of users are sometimes referred to as the Bionicle consumer community, indicating that a virtual community of Bionicle users is in the process of developing. According to the designer, this community is so involved in Bionicle and communicates so intensively that sometimes he becomes aware of new Bionicle products through the consumer community rather than the producer LEGO. Additionally, he gets inspiration for the future design of Bionicle in the chat that takes place in the community.

AD: “Its obvious that the internet is important, it brings the story together the most. This is also where you become a part of the community which is developing and the place where you feel that you can log on and chat. They (the users) are really asking some pretty weird and deep questions and there is really elaborate knowledge out there. In particular, there are two sites which are fan-sites and very serious. And those two, there are news – basically there are news every day – and there are chat rooms with galleries and all sorts of things. Sometimes we pick up things there before we get them from LEGO because users go out and take pictures, for instance, of American products which we have not seen yet and which suddenly appear. They update on sort of an underground level.”

Author: “This means that you actually use the consumer community?”
AD: “Absolutely.”
Author: “For inspiration?”
AD: For instance, a figure becomes popular, it may be a bi-figure we have in the story. But it becomes very popular and the users say that they would like that figure to have a more prominent position, for instance, in the comic…then at some point something may be written in which this figure gets a more important role. I think that the real fans experience that there is some kind of contact and that something is happening. Of course, we would like to develop that even more, you may say to create a proper community where you could really…anyway, we have a common cultural base consisting of these Bionicle things.”
(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

This raises the question of what a consumer community actually is. In other words, at what point does a group of users constitute a community? This is a question which applies not only to Bionicle. It has been discussed in relation to a variety of internet-sites which at least claim to house virtual communities of some kind (Jones, 1995; Smith and Kollock (eds.) 1999). Asking the Bionicle designer what he means by a consumer community he answers:
AD: ”I mean a place where you log on daily and see if there are any questions for you, if you can contribute in some way, if there are questions in the community which you can help to answer…”

(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

In his description of the Bionicle consumer community, the designer emphasises active and regular participation which may be considered as an expression of commitment to the community. However, the question whether this constitutes a community or if it is, in fact, more appropriate to speak of a Bionicle user group is difficult to determine without carrying out research into the consumer-side of Bionicle. However, according to the designer, a Bionicle consumer community is in the process of developing.
The future of Bionicle

So far, this paper has argued that Bionicle can be conceived of as a story which draws conceptually on some of the same elements as ethnic communities. It involves a named population, a homeland, a myth of origin and heroes and symbols. This construction of Bionicle is part of the efforts of the designer to tell a “deep” story which goes beyond the average toy product. Furthermore, the paper argued that a Bionicle consumer community may be in the process of developing al though the notion of community should be used with caution.
If we pursue the analogy between ethnic communities and Bionicle a little further, one of several intriguing questions is how LEGO, may seek to develop, increase and intensify Bionicle. In other words, how does the producer take Bionicle to a higher level of social organisation, which involves more user participation.
Within research into ethnic communities it is generally acknowledged that the level of social organisation which succeeds the ethnic community is the national community. The national community has a higher level of social organisation than the ethnic community because, apart from the elements which constitute an ethnic community, it also involves: “…common legal rights and duties for all members” (Smith, 1991:14). If this is applied to Bionicle, it raises the question as to whether it is possible to conceive of a version of Bionicle in which users are assigned rights and obligations contributing to more participation and engagement – at least in theory if not in practice. In discussing the future of Bionicle, the designer addressed the possibility of involving the users even more:
AD: ”Obviously, we would like – it would be the ultimately dream if you imagine – now I am going to describe utopia – if you (the user) were actually given a location…maybe it was already taken. However, the reason for this would be that another user somewhere in the world had already chosen it…So if you choose to log on late only lousy locations would be available…you could also imagine, if you did not visit your location at least once a week, it would be gone or downgraded…Simultaneously, if you logged on regularly and exchanged experiences and so on, you would help to shape the story. This would be the most fun…”
(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

However, the designer emphasises the ethical and moral issues that may arise from such a scenario:

AD: ”Maybe it could get all religious and a bit scary, you know. What if you ( the user) think it is much more fun in that world than the real world. This could constitute a problem for LEGO, which actually wants what is best for your child…It would be problematic if you only wanted to be there. Then again, how do you find the balance? Things develop. What do we want to bring this to? You could ask the question: How engaging should this be? How much time should people spend on it?”

(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

The designer imagines a version of Bionicle which would include far more consumer involvement. However, the designer stresses that the level of user participation has to be balanced with a responsibility towards the welfare of children. The concern for the well-being of children is paramount for LEGO since it is an integral part of LEGO’s tradition and it is incorporated into the LEGO brand. Thus, LEGO has to strike a balance between on the one hand its commercial interests and on the other hand its image of being a company with a set of pedagogical values and practices.
However, the idea of generating more user participation is not necessarily a negative feature. It may lead to user empowerment:
AD: ”If you imagine that you could have referenda. There would be a whole…there were people in all the locations and you could have a referendum…”

Author: ”You are talking about the users?”

AD: “Yes, if you imagine that some things had to be decided upon. For instance, if we (Bionicle) had something new, where, what should it be used for, should it be divided among people or used for making something new or what ever. And then you could call for a referendum. All the things that Bionicle consists of, within all kinds of fields – science and so on – the most fun would be if it could be developed into a method of education…”
(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

The designer discusses the possibility of introducing referenda into Bionicle in which the users vote on the distribution of resources on the Island and their proper use. He envisions using Bionicle as a instrument to teach children democratic practices. This could, in turn, be incorporated into an educational system based on the Bionicle story but extending far beyond it. This scenario is particularly interesting when bearing in mind that the Bionicle users are generally children from the age of 7 to 14 – an age in which children learn democratic practices, for instance, in school. In this perspective, Bionicle may have a significant empowering potential for children, which may, in turn, foster and facilitate future participation in social or political contexts. A relationship may thus be created between private commercial networks and civic networks.

However, a compromise between commercial interests and pedagogical values and practices still has to be reached - on two levels. First, the children consider Bionicle to be “cool”. Emphasising the educational aspects of Bionicle and placing it in a school context may not be considered particularly cool by the users and may, in fact, damage the brand. Second, the moral and ethical issues which were discussed above reappear:
AD: ”…it would be a project which is started via Bionicle. However, the point it not to go down and buy LEGO-bricks – basically. It it about teaching you a lot of things. Giving you a model of thinking about…but then again, is it because you want to influence the kids and make advertisement. It is…it becomes a moral question of whether we really want this. What if it suddenly gets so far and becomes so popular that you actually have power, you end up with this monster which is out of control.”

(Author’s translation of interview in Danish with the Bionicle designer)

Using Bionicle for educational purposes and possibly incorporating it into the existing educational system may be quite problematic because Bionicle is still a commercial product. Placing it in the context of childrens’ education would constitute a form of advertisement and possibly also a way of disciplining consumers.
The Bionicle brand community
LEGO’s vision of Bionicle is that it draws on ideas of participation, cooperation and community building. The notion of community figures prominently in the literature on branding, giving rise to the notion of “brand communities” (Bressler and Grantham, 2000; Kapferer, 2000; Gregory and Wiechmann, 2002). In particular, this body of literature stresses the point that communities involve some degree of loyalty which is considered desirable in an increasingly competitive market. The notion of community is applied to the company and its employees as well as the consumers (Hagen and Schultz, 1999, 2002, 2003).
So far, this paper has concentrated on the perspective of the producer. The possible operations of the consumer have thus been downplayed. However, it is vital to incorporate these operations into the analysis because only then can the question be addressed if the consumer actively appropriates products, implying that they are adapted to the circumstances and conditions of the consumer. The concept of appropriation is associated, first and foremost, with Roger Silverstone and his analysis of the appropriation of technologies into everyday life (Silverstone and Hirsch (eds.) 1992; Silverstone, 1994). Furthermore, the idea of user appropriation has been employed by Michel de Certeau in his book “The Practice of Everyday Life” (1984). Working with the literature of Michel de Certeau also implies dealing with Michel Foucault since de Certeau responds to Foucault’s writings on discipline and power (Foucault, 1977).
As mentioned above, from the perspective of the designer, a vision of Bionicle with a high level of user participation is considered intriguing al though it has to be handled with great care. In this context, LEGO speaks of the goal of “creating an emotional bond between the Bionicle Brand and the children” (The Bionicle Story, The LEGO Group, 2002:16). We are confronted with a notion of the actively engaged consumer having hitherto unseen extensive as well as intensive relations with the producer, taking part in a brand community which is allegedly about much more than just a product. In fact, the product is only of secondary importance. At the core of a brand community is the notion of a brand which represents a set of values. In the case of Bionicle by LEGO these values are, as mentioned above, creativity, imagination, learning, fun and quality.
As discussed above, this scenario may be described as one of increased consumer participation possibly leading to consumer empowerment – in theory if not in practice. However, in a Foucauldian perspective, a high degree of disciplining of the consumer is expected to take place in the above scenario. From this point of view, it is hardly adequate to describe the strategy involved in constructing brand communities as one of consumer participation leading to consumer empowerment. Instead, we are witnessing an attempt by the producer to discipline and steer the consumer, which can be seen in the context of the governmentality thesis. The concept governmentality is developed in relation to government and administration. However, its emphasis on identity, or rather identification, and community makes it very interesting to apply to the market (Dean, 1991, p. 6 and 32-33). In this perspective, the emphasis is on the presuppositions about the individual upon which market decisions are based. The market does not determine the individual. Instead, it promotes, facilitates and fosters various capacities and qualities. It is successful to the extent that individuals experience themselves through these capacities and qualities.

But is it possible for consumers to resist, and perhaps even reject, this mode of steering exercised by the producers? In addressing this question, de Certeau’s writings are extremely illuminating. De Certeau takes a similar starting point to Foucault, setting out to perceive and analyse operations’ proliferation within technocratic structures and the deflection of their functioning into details of everyday life, amounting to a generalised “discipline”. However, in contrast to Foucault, de Certeau is concerned with the multitude of tactics taken by groups or individuals already “caught in the net of discipline”, allowing them to resist being reduced to it (de Certeau, 1984:xiv-xv). Through various forms of “everyday creativity”, people adapt in order to escape. Thus, de Certeau distinguished between “the power of the weak” expressed in tactics and the “power of the strong” involved in strategies. The distinction between “the power of the weak” and “the power of the strong” is matched by, among other things, the consumer-producer dichotomy. However, it is greatly developed and expanded upon because both the producer and the consumer are considered to produce although under very different conditions. While the production of the producer is explicit and visible, the production of the consumer is characterised by “quiet activity” and by its quasi-visibility, since it is not expressed in its own products, but rather in the art of using those imposed on the consumer (de Certeau, 1984, p. 31). In this perspective, everyday activities such as reading, talking, cooking, playing, etc. become potentially highly political enterprises, implying constant manipulation by the consumer aimed at avoiding the disciplining mechanisms fostered and facilitated by the producer (de Certeau, 1984:xix). Thus, conflicting modes of production are taking place in the consumer-producer nexus and this may have consequences for Bionicle.
The articulation of the Bionicle Brand as founded upon the LEGO values is complicated by de Certeau’s point that producer strategies employed to establish and sustain a brand community is matched by consumer tactics the purpose of which it is to avoid the disciplining mechanisms fostered and facilitated by the producer. Thus, an analysis of Bionicle by LEGO has to include an examination of whether and if so the extent to which the Bionicle story and related products are appropriated by the users. It also needs to determine whether the user appropriation is in line with the expectations of LEGO and, can thereby be considered an expression of the user interpretation which LEGO anticipates, or whether it gives rise to patterns of user interaction and action which are fundamentally different to LEGO’s vision of Bionicle. It is vital that research into brand communities includes these observations in order to do justice to the complex relationship between producer and consumer. Otherwise, the notion of brand communities risk being reduced to a strategy of producers eager to assert themselves in the market, which ignores the powers – however “weak” - invested in the consumers.

Concluding remarks
Initially, this paper concentrated on the perspective of the producer and it was debated how the producer may seek to incorporate the consumer into a so-called brand community in which the focus is turned away from the product towards the brand. This includes a higher level of user participation which may lead to user empowerment – in theory if not in practice. However, moving into the terrain of appropriation and working with de Certeau implied a quite different understanding of the consumer. He or she is certainly more active, however, in quite a different way than intended and anticipated in the discussion of brand communities. In the perspective of de Certeau, consumer activity does not imply consumer participation. Instead, consumer activity entails manipulation by the consumer aimed at escaping the disciplining mechanisms involved in the production of the producer. Thus, we may be witnessing competing paradigms of production associated with the producer and the consumer respectively which may, in turn, have implications for Bionicle.

It is often argued that the concept of “community” is indeterminate and problematic. Therefore, it is worthwhile briefly to consider the usefulness of the concept. One of the core criticisms launched at the concept of “community” is that it has associations to the notion of “gemeinschaft” which implies: “stability, coherence, embeddedness and belonging” (Wittel, 2001:51; see also Craig, 1998. For a criticism of this definition of community; see Sennett, 1998). In the analysis of Bionicle, the notion of community is employed at three levels: 1) In constructing Bionicle, the designer has been inspired by ethnic communities, 2) The designer speaks of a Bionicle consumer community, and finally 3) Bionicle may be considered as a brand community. The notion of community is quite appropriate to apply to the Bionicle story because the designer considers it to be a so-called “deep story” which involves embeddedness and belonging. In relation to the idea of a Bionicle consumer community, it appears that a group of Bionicle users is emerging who participate actively and regularly in chats, etc.. However, it is far from certain that this group constitutes a community bearing in mind the above definition. Finally, the concept of community is useful in the discussion of brand communities because it stresses the emotional bond that the producer seeks to establish between the brand, the company and the consumer. Thus, with the possible exception of the Bionicle consumer community, the notion of a community is quite useful in exploring Bionicle. Ironically, this is the case precisely because it implies “stability, coherence, embeddedness and belonging”. Faced with an increasingly competitive market, these characteristics are considered valuable and attractive - at least by the producer. The position of the consumer still remains to be examined.
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