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Abstract 

 

The Internet is revolutionizing human communication. With it, new ways of exchanging 

information are created, enabling intimacy even without significant physical proximity. 

This thesis seeks to examine one Internet community,  “ The Republic of Pemberley”, a 

virtual community in English about Jane Austen’s books and life.  It addresses the 

relationships that are forged online, the trajectories of the community’s members as 

they discover, join, participate in and leave the group and the ways the community 

structures itself.  Two main methodologies are employed in this research; Ethnography 

and in depth interviews, all conducted over the Internet. The study argues that, apart 

from serving the most dedicated Jane Austen fans by providing them with a place to 

discuss the minutiae of Austen’s work and life, Pemberley functions as a scene for strong 

social interactions and the creation of friendships online and beyond. 
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1. Introduction 

This being the age of listservs, blogs and connectivity, no one needs to experience 

anything solo anymore. Every subject, no matter how strange and unlikely, has now a 

niche – or several - on the Internet, a virtual place where likeminded people gather to 

discuss and dissect. These places are generally named virtual communities, a term 

coined by Howard Rheingold in his 1993 book of the same title. Online, one can, for 

example, post at the Ice Chewers Bulletin Board (icechewing.com), discuss at the Men’s 

Long Hair Hyperboard (mlhh.org) or join the Jews for Jesus (jewsforjesus.org) among 

countless web based communities. In 1996, a volunteer committee – mainly ladies - 

dedicated to the work of Jane Austen, started the seed of what is now the “Republic of 

Pemberley” (www.pemberley.com), a place for the Truly Obsessed – their caps, not 

mine.  

It is into this peculiar world that I chose to dive to research online communities. 

Through Pemberley society, an outline of the functioning of this contemporary form of 

association will be derived. I set out to investigate how those communities structure 

themselves, how they function hierarchically, how participation occurs and what 

motivates members to join and interact online. Pemberley, as a model, was chosen for 

technical as well as personal reasons. If one googles “Jane Austen”, among the first 

results to appear on the screen, right after the ubiquitous Wikipedia and Google’s own 

pages, will figure the Republic of Pemberley. Named after the estate of Mr. Darcy, the 

dashing Austen character from the novel Pride and Prejudice, Pemberley is a well 

organized online community dedicated to all things Austen. I share a keen interest in 

Jane Austen’s books and adaptations and the prospect of spending a few months 

immersed in Regency England was quite appealing. Moreover, a community with a 

limited scope in its subject would provide interesting dealings that are more related to 

the members – and their ways of acting and interacting – than with the information 

being exchanged. After all, Austen wrote only 6 books, more than 200 years ago, and her 

work has been dissected and discussed over and over again. In this sense, any fan could 

be an expert and the community’s playing field would be leveled. Members’ popularity, 

status and recognition would depend on other factors than the matter being conveyed 

http://www.pemberley.com/


5 
 

and exchanged, as there isn’t much new information that can be uncovered about the 

author and her books (or so I thought). 

Although, by the very nature of the community, fan culture and fandom permeate 

Pemberley, I chose not to write about it in this study.  By focusing more on the 

community than on the subject that motivates it, I hoped to broaden this research and, 

to some extent, create a study that could perhaps be applied to other types of 

communities.   

Background 

The definitions of the word community revolve around the concept of a restricted group 

within a particular society, whose members share some common features. Traditionally, 

the word has often been used to refer to a group that is organized around common 

values and is related to social cohesion within a shared geographical location, generally 

in social units larger than a household. 

The internet has enabled the birth and development of a new type of society, one that 

has never existed in any other period of history: information society. In this society, 

heavily networked, new modalities of community are being developed: virtual 

communities. I use the term broadly, to refer to communities that exist predominately 

online. In this sense, online and virtual communities are synonymous.  

But can any gathering of people in cyberspace characterize the formation of a 

community? Or shall the defining factors for traditional communities - proximity, 

cohesion and preservation - apply?  

As Howard Rheingold states in the online version of his book on virtual communities, 

“People who use computers to communicate, form friendships that sometimes form the 

basis of communities, but you have to be careful to not mistake the tool for the task and 

think that just writing words on a screen is the same thing as a real community” 

(Rheingold 1993).  
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Online communities are relatively new to the web. Nevertheless, they spring from the 

very roots of the internet. In the early 1970s, the Internet emerged as a tightly-knit 

community of USA’s Defense Department scientists exchanging research data. 

According to Preece, Maloney-Krichmar and Abras (2003), the origins of virtual 

communities date back to 1971 when the Advanced Research Projects Agency Network 

(ARPANET) started using e-mail. This network would lead to the development of dial-

up bulletin board systems (BBS) which allowed people to connect to remote computers 

and participate in the first discussion boards. Soon, as universities and private research 

labs hooked in, more and more participants began forming sub-communities. In 1979, 

so-called Usenet groups, which enabled computer users to post messages in bulletin-

board fashion, developed and blossomed into thousands of ''newsgroups'' focusing on 

everything from Apple’s Macintosh software to The X-Files TV show. 

Since then the Internet has exploded due to the creation of web browsers, as well as the 

development of communication technologies such as broadband, digital subscriber line 

(DSL) and satellite communications. Groups of people of all sizes now communicate via 

email, chat and online gatherings and services like MSN, Friendster, Facebook and 

Yahoo! Groups. Other examples of online organizations are collaborative encyclopedias 

like Wikipedia. Web logs (blogs) allow users to create their own content and also to 

comment on the content of others. The technology also allows users to create virtual 

identities and to make "friends" with other users. The definition of virtual community 

becomes as complicated as the variety of technologies that drive it. Are e-mail lists, 

message boards and chat rooms virtual communities? What is the difference between 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) and online community?  

To try to answer these questions, I will use Pemberley as a map. Pemberley is a case in 

point, to help me investigate what factors create a virtual community, how these 

communities structure themselves, including how they function hierarchically, how 

participation occurs and what motivates members to join and interact online.  How, if at 

all, is this virtual community different from a traditional - in person - community?  
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2. Theory/Literature Review 

In order to help me address these questions, I review recent literature about 

relationships, social interactions and the Internet. 

3.1 Relationships Online 

 

 

 

 

 

“On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog” 

Cartoon by Peter Steiner published by The New Yorker on July 5th, 1993. 

The above cartoon, which was published in The New Yorker in July 1993 and is still one 

of the magazine’s most reproduced works, can be seen as a symbol of a noticeable 

moment in the Internet’s short history. In the early 1990’s the Internet had not yet 

become mainstream and the cartoon generated a flow of discussion in the established 

media. The rapid growth of the Internet has been accompanied by questions about its 

impact, both positive and negative, on society and users. Back then, Internet critics 

supported an apocalyptic vision of the subject. One recurring concern involved “Internet 

addicts”, whose Internet usage had become excessive, out of control, and severely 

disrupted their lives. Many reports of Internet abuse started to appear in the popular 

press, citing anecdotal evidence1. It was gradually becoming popular “knowledge” that 

the Internet user was at best a nerd with no social skills who spent his life underground, 

                                                           
1 For example, New York Times, 1995. Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/1995/09/21/garden/parent-child-practicing-safety-

on-the-internet.html?scp=10&sq=internet&st=nyt 
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at worst a pedophile lurking in the shadows. In between, an unattractive person 

pretending otherwise2. 

The cartoon epitomizes that vision as it implies that the anonymity of the Internet leads 

to mistaken and often purposefully misleading self-representation. In fact, among many 

academics surveying the new medium, there was the fear that the Internet fostered and 

stimulated misrepresentation.  

A study by Janet Morahan-Martin and Phyllis Schumacher (2000) on compulsive or 

problematic Internet use discusses this phenomenon, suggesting that the ability to self-

represent from behind the computer screen may be part of the compulsion to go online. 

The study surveyed 277 undergraduate Internet users, a population considered to be 

high risk for pathological Internet use, and hypothesized that pathological users would 

be more likely to be lonely and to be socially disinhibited online, due to the anonymity of 

the medium. 

Academics also worried about the impact of computer use in social participation and 

general wellbeing. Robert Kraut et al.’s study analyses the effect of Internet usage on 

community involvement (1998) and claims that, in comparison to face-to face 

communication, online relationships are “weak” because they are built around narrow 

subjects such as interests or issues. In the study, the authors used 73 American families 

to examine the effects of the Internet on social involvement and psychological well-

being. In this sample, the Internet was used extensively for communication. 

Nonetheless, greater use of the Internet was associated with declines in participants’ 

communication with family members in the household, declines in the size of their 

social circle, and increases in their depression and loneliness. The authors called the 

effects a “paradox” because participants in the sample used the Internet heavily for 

communication, which generally has positive effects.  

Interestingly, in a 3-year follow-up of the original sample, the authors found that 

negative effects dissipated over the total period. The participants in the original study 

were an opportunity sample of families in Pittsburgh, possessing high social 

involvement and strong social ties, compared with the population as a whole. In 1995 

                                                           
2
 dog – a popular slang to describe an ugly girl 
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and 1996, when the survey began, few of their family and friends had Internet access. 

The participants’ computers and Internet access were provided by the study. “One 

possibility is that using the Internet disrupted this group’s existing social relationships. 

Had the study begun with a more socially deprived sample or when more of the 

population was online, their use of the Internet for social interaction might have lead to 

more positive effects”. (Kraut et al. 1988:3). The results in the first study showed that 

Internet use was associated with declines in family communication, numbers of people 

in local and distant social circles and increases in loneliness, depressive symptoms, and 

daily-life stress. Except for the increase in stress with more Internet use, the effects were 

not significant over the longer period. The same was true for loneliness, which 

significantly declined with Internet use during the second period, after increasing within 

the first. 

However, even after the findings of the second study, the authors warned about the 

potential bad effects of Internet usage in social relationships. Although “(p)eople with 

fewer social resources could use the new communication opportunities online to form 

connections with people and obtain supportive communications and useful information 

otherwise missing locally (…) it is possible that people with strong local relationships 

might turn away from family and friends if they used the Internet for social interaction”. 

(2001:6). 

Not all researchers took such a pessimistic view. Danah Boyd’s position has always 

conflicted with the earlier academic thinkers in relation to social networks and 

community building. Boyd’s work (2002, 2004, 2006) deals with social software and 

identity online. She argues that friendships on social sites, while different from offline 

relationships, are no less valid: they simply have their own context in which they need to 

be understood. In a more recent article (2008) discussing identity and participation in 

the social network Friendster, she contends that our thinking about digital communities 

is still in the shadows of the “global village”, the powerful metaphor that describes how 

new communication technologies empower personal relationships across vast 

geographic and cultural differences (McLuhan 1962). Proposing the contrary position, 

she writes: “Recent research, however, suggests a different social emphasis: Rather than 

initiating relations with strangers, instant messaging, email, and other digital 

communication tools are used primarily to maintain relationships with people in close 
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social proximity” (2008). She posits that one cannot apply the rules for community 

bonding and traditional definitions of friendship to this arena as it is a fundamentally 

different space which has to be understood in its own context. According to Boyd, the 

first wave of online communities revolved around topics or activities, being much as 

Kraut et al. claim, weakly built around interests and issues (1998). More recently, 

though, social networks are defined through relationships (Boyd 2009). 

Most early scholars could not see what was coming. Perhaps it was to be expected that 

they would compare the Internet with other contemporarily introduced media such as 

television and fail to apprehend the true revolution that was about to occur when the 

new medium, especially the world wide web, became accessible to large portions of the 

world’s population. Although the technology that enables online communities has 

changed enormously over the years, the biggest change lies not in technology but in who 

is using it. “The increase in online access by all kinds of Americans highlights the fact 

that the Internet population looks more and more like the overall population of the 

United States”, indicates a Pew Internet Report (Packel and Rainie 2001: 2). This 

change was not restricted to the US and has been seen in societies throughout the world. 

Along with a dissemination of Internet usage, came an increase in networking and 

convergence. According with the aforementioned Pew Report, 84% of all Internet users 

indicated that they contacted an online community and 79% identified at least one 

group with which they maintained regular online contact. 

The fact is that the web, by its nature, fosters relationships and collaboration. The digital 

revolution enables the gradual progression from the mass media – whose symbols are 

TV, radio, press and cinema – to individual forms of production, dissemination and 

storage of information. Here, the flow of information does not obey the hierarchy of the 

tree, from “one-to-many” as the previous media do, but is multiple, from “all to all”. We 

are seeing the transition from the model of mass communication to the network model 

(see Castells 1996), in which the discourse, instead of being directed to communities, is 

generated within them, helping to constitute such communities, in a fully decentralized 

way. Unlike the users of other media, the web user is not only a consumer but a 

producer and the time spent online, differently from the time spent watching television, 

for example, might be, and increasingly is, also a time of social engagement. 
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3.2 Virtual Communities 

Members of these new virtual communities relate to each other and behave as residents 

within the borders of their societies in fresh ways, only now starting to be surveyed and 

mapped. Amy Jo Kim in her book Building on the Net: Secret Strategies for Successful 

Online Communities (2000) suggests a system to understand membership in online 

communities, specifically membership lifecycle. It states that members begin their life in 

a community as visitors, or “lurkers”. After breaking through a barrier, what she calls 

“membership ritual” (2000: 118), people become novices and participate in community 

life. After contributing for a sustained period of time they become regulars. If they break 

through another barrier, called “leadership ritual” (2000:118), they become leaders, and 

once they have contributed to the community for some time they become elders. 

Although Kim writes from the perspective of communities’ creators or administrators – 

her book purports to be a design handbook for networked communities – her method 

and categories can be also observed in less designed groups. In Pemberley, a community 

not at all designed but formed almost in an ad-hoc manner, perhaps a similar 

progression in membership could be observed. 

“Newcomers arrive and must prove themselves before being fully accepted. Natural 

leaders emerge and take charge of running the show. And old timers sit on the side line 

telling stories, performing rituals and kvetching about how much things have changed”. 

Kim’s description (2000: 116) could be applied to most communities; churches, 

playgrounds, workplaces. She, however, is describing virtual worlds of cyberspace and 

instructing her readers, supposedly community builders, on how to create an 

environment that fosters these social roles.  

Kim’s book is at times very schematic, classifying and categorizing much beyond the 

necessary, perhaps a necessity when writing about communities created for commercial 

purposes, which should follow a business model. Apart from that, the book is full of 

technical information about software and programs which, for the most part, are already 

obsolete. Nevertheless, I applied her categorizations to my “organic” community, and 

tried to find her practical concepts within Pemberley. One of her useful definitions deals 

with the need of communities for having gathering places. In this sense, a TV program 

audience, for example, as enthusiastic and committed to the show as the fans may be, 
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cannot be considered a community of viewers because they lack a way of communicating 

with each other and getting to know each other better over time. Identifying Pemberley’s 

“gathering places”, not just in terms of virtual spaces but also the tools utilized to 

“gather” is one of the aims of my research. Kim suggests different approaches to creating 

gathering places and integrating them in the organizational structure of the community, 

depending on such factors as the size of the community and the goals one wants to 

achieve. Most commonly in non-commercial communities would be a “theme” 

approach, which she also calls a “metaphor” (2000: 52), with the theme deriving from 

the content. Kim also addresses the concept of branding; how to position a community 

by determining its qualities at first glance through images, language and page layout. 

Finally, she focuses on community ground rules and the means to enforce those rules 

and let them evolve through time, to keep pace with the changing needs of the 

community.  

 

3. Research Questions 

 

Why does someone join the on-line community of Pemberley? 

What roles do community members engage on? 

What activities are associated with these different roles? 

Do Pemberley members use the site to “make friends” and socialize instead of/along 

with discussing Austen? 

 

 

5. Methods 

There are two main methodologies that are employed in this research and both come 

from a qualitative perspective in the media/cultural studies and the academic field: 
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Ethnography and in-depth Interviews. Due to the type of field, virtual instead of 

presential, both methods have been modified to fit the research’s demands.  

5.1 Ethnography 

The Republic of Pemberley is a complex world. It is strictly non-profit, supported by 

rare donations, a few quaint Austen items sold in the Pemberley Shoppe online and a 

slim percentage of the sales of Austen books by Amazon, linked directly from the 

homepage. Structurally, the website comprises a number of different forums – boards - 

each run by an administrator and with their own specific subjects and set of rules. There 

are 23 different boards, including one for each of Austen’s books, as well as Life and 

Times (about Austen’s life in Georgian/Regency England), Virtual Views (about 

adaptations of her novels) and Ramble (general topics and community business), among 

others. Aside from that, the Republic of Pemberley has special Jane Austen pages, with 

detailed information about the author and related subjects, as well as a public Facebook 

profile and Twitter tongue-in-cheek updates. 

All this information, and much more, can be gathered just by browsing the main links in 

the homepage. But If I was to understand the ethos of the community and how it really 

works, rather than how it purports to work, I would have to immerse myself there and 

allow their obsession with Jane Austen to become somehow mine. As Uwe Flick 

observes, addressing ethnography and participant observation, “(…) practices are only 

accessible thorough observation, interviews and narratives merely make the accounts of 

practices accessible instead of the practices themselves” (2006: 215). Flick is referring to 

in person observation, not virtual, but many of the features applied to the former are 

also valid to the latter: the selection of a setting, the definition of what is to be 

documented, descriptive observations that provide an initial general presentation of the 

field, focused observations concentrated on aspects that are relevant to the research 

questions and so on. On the other hand, online observations have distinguished 

characteristics not shared by traditional fieldwork. The researcher has access to people 

that could not be otherwise reached and to practices that only exist in cyberspace. 

Moreover, as Flick articulates, “mediated communication can be spatially and 

temporally dislocated. You do not have to be at the same time or space to observe what 
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is going on among members of a virtual group. (..) Virtual ethnography is never holistic 

but always partial” (2006: 264). 

Furthermore, one of the main points of controversy of ethnography/field observation 

became moot in my study: it would not make any difference whether I was a participant 

or nonparticipant observer. Pemberley, as a community, would not change a bit because 

of my involvement.  Robert Kozinet’s article on “Netnography” (2002), one of the first 

studies to use the term to define ethnography on the internet, although focused on 

marketing research online, presents tentative guidelines for the new method that are 

useful for other kinds of researches. One of the points he mentions is the possibility of 

conducting entirely unobtrusive observations. “Lurking”, an activity loaded with sinister 

meanings in daily life becomes a natural form of gathering data online.  

Kozinets also proposes categories for classifying participants of online communities that 

I kept in mind when observing Pemberley’s members: “Tourists lack strong social ties 

and deep interest in the activity (they often post casual questions). Minglers have strong 

social ties but minimal interest in the consumption activity. Devotees have strong 

consumption interests but few attachments to the online group. Finally, insiders have 

strong ties to the online group and to the consumption activity and tend to be long-

standing and frequently referenced members. (..) Preliminary research reveals that 

devoted, enthusiastic, actively involved, and sophisticated user segments are 

represented in online communities by insiders and devotees” (2002: 65).  

After observing the community for a longer period, I changed my mind about the 

difference between observing and participating. In fact, during my ethnographic 

research, I would rather call myself “experiencer”, following Mary K. Walstrom (2004a), 

in her studies of online support groups. As she states, the participant experiencer 

“entails the role of active contributor to the group being studied”. This role specifically 

refers to a researcher who has personal experience with the central problem being 

discussed by group participants” (Walstrom 2004a: 175). In my case, surveying 

Pemberley for weeks on end, reading the boards, waiting for posts that interest me, 

“friending” members in order to understand them better, I was experiencing the 

community, in one of the many ways it is supposed to be experienced. How can I call 
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myself, then, a mere observer? I shall return to this point in the concluding chapter of 

this work. 

Much as observing a community and community rituals in person, “my” Netnography 

involved visiting the community to observe daily life there. I started logging into the 

community every day for a few hours, gathering information and writing notes as I read 

the different boards. Soon it became a pleasant part of my daily routine: I would check 

my emails, read the main news in the papers and enter Pemberley to check the updates 

since the day before.  

One cannot create a recognizable identity in any group without interacting with its 

members. In virtual communities such as Pemberley, interaction is done by posting. 

Writing about an investigation she conducted about a community dedicated to 

discussing soap operas in the US, Nancy Baym, in Log On: Soaps, Fandom, and Online 

Community (2000) found dramatic differences in the participation rates among the 

group. “Most posters rarely contribute, merging into an anonymous collective. Other 

people’s messages appear again and again. These heavy posters become particularly 

responsible for personalizing an otherwise anonymous environment and for setting the 

tone of the group”. These findings agree with other works on the subject (Donath 1998) 

but apply to communities constructed around dynamic themes. In the case of soap 

operas, for example, there is a noticeable increase in the number of posts and posters 

after a particularly interesting episode is broadcast. In the case of Pemberley, though, 

centered on Jane Austen’s six books, which were published more than 200 years ago, 

there is no new external input comparable to a new soap episode. Therefore, whatever 

motivates members to post messages, to respond and to interact must be generated 

within the community itself. As part of my daily visits, therefore, I started counting the 

number of posts displayed in each of the main boards and, when possible, identifying 

the author of the posts, in the hope that some kind of pattern would emerge. This 

yielded mixed results, as will be discussed in Chapter 6. 

5.2 Interviews 

Although ethnography as a methodology does not prescribe any mandatory method, 

asking questions came naturally as a complement to my observations. Since the 

beginning I have wanted to understand certain practices and, especially, the motivations 
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behind some specific acts within the community.  For example, I wondered about how 

long new members would merely watch before they started intervening in the forums 

and what prompted the interventions, or what would lead someone to become one of the 

elders of the community. Interviewing members seemed to be the best way to find out 

and it was proven so during my previous work in Pemberley. I decided to maintain the 

online medium and conduct my interviews by writing, rather than by phone. I knew 

there would be some issues, as a lot of nuance is lost when a dialogue is carried out in 

writing instead of verbally. As Annette Markham comments in a 1988 book about her 

experiences online, the “nonverbal, the paralanguage, the mannerisms or demeanor of 

the participant” are lost in writing (1988: 70). In addition to that she adds that, because 

writing takes much longer than talking, being a good interviewer online means being 

patient. But Markham also notices that not everything is more difficult online: “(t)he 

great advantage of doing my study online was that my range was not limited by physical 

space. I could contact people in any geographic location, interview them online, and use 

the interviews, which became “transcribed” in the process of doing the interviews, as the 

basis of my analysis”. (1998: 63). From previous experience I knew that MSN or Skype 

chat were the most fruitful methods for a long distance interview, because they allow the 

interviewer to adjust the questions during the interview, according to the answers. 

However I had also found out that not everyone was comfortable with chatting online. 

For my interviews, then, I decided to be flexible and allow the interviewee to choose the 

medium in which we would communicate. Email was the method of choice of many 

participants, sometimes followed by chat when they became more familiar with me and 

my questions. This, in itself, is a finding that supports the idea of “progressive 

socialization” fostered by the website. Some of my interviewees also suggested video 

chat instead of writing, a request I denied for practical reasons as well as for the sake of 

homogeneity.  

My approach was to single out some participants of the community according to their 

membership status, selecting members from each stage of their lifecycle in the 

community according to Amy Jo Kim’s description (2000), follow them for a while by 

reading their posts in the different boards and then interview them in depth to confirm 

some ideas and gather new insights and information. I wanted to perform at least two 

interviews with each of the categories: visitors, novices, regulars, leaders and elders. My 

goals were only partially fulfilled, as will be explained in the results chapter.  
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Finally, following a notion acquired in my previous research, I wanted to survey and 

interview a former and possibly dissatisfied member of Pemberley, as well as gather 

information about that person from the community’s leaders.  One of the weaknesses of 

Pemberley as an object of observation is the homogeneity of approval shown by the 

members.  In the first phase of my research, I had not found anyone who did not 

support the community’s guidelines, as rigid as they might seem to an outsider.  Perhaps 

that should be expected, as the website is very clear about the community’s rules and 

does not make any special effort to attract the general public.  Nevertheless, some form 

of discord could only add to the research as I believe that by contrasting transgressive 

attitudes with accepted behavior among the members, the “borders” of the community 

become clearer.  I wanted to see Pemberley from a discontented perspective, by 

interviewing an ex Pemberlean with a grudge. This proved to be the most difficult and 

elusive task of the observation phase of my research, but also provided many insights 

about the structure and processes of Pemberley. 

For the first phase of my research, I conducted 9 qualitative interviews with 

Pemberleans: two administrators and 7 members. I am generally calling interview the 

process of gathering information from a subject on private, one-on-one interaction. For 

this study, I used different methods to carry on my interviews, all of them through the 

Internet: swapping emails back and forth, Facebook chat, MSN Instant Message and 

Skype chat. My method of finding interviewees in the community was simple: Although 

Pemberley does not encourage its members to disclose their email address, even 

warning against it for security reasons, some members still post their emails in the “Bio” 

board referred to above. Of the 100 members I surveyed at least half posted their email 

addresses. I gathered 30 emails in the board and sent an initial message, explaining 

briefly the object of my study and asking for help in the form of an interview. As I had 

already introduced myself in the “Newbie” board, I was able to say that I also was a 

Pemberlean. My email elicited a bit more than 10 answers and was followed by a more 

detailed account of my project and a request for an online interview. I then offered the 

member the possibility of choosing the medium through which the interview was going 

to be conducted, as well as the time and day. As I stated above, my interviewees were 

selected according to opportunity, without consideration as of the type of member they 

were (except for the administrators, of course). 
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My first respondent preferred Facebook chat and, after adding her as a “friend” I did the 

interview over 40 minutes on the 27th of November of 2009. The interviewee was a 

woman in her early forties, working from home, mother of 2 young children and living 

in the Midwest of US. Although she was extremely friendly and helpful, the interview 

was not a success. It took me a while to realize that Facebook chat is not a good medium 

to conduct interviews, especially with unknown subjects. I sent my questions and she 

took some time before answering them. I then thought she had not received the 

questions, as sometimes happens in Facebook chat, and wrote them again. This created 

a lot of confusion and in the end she became frustrated with my eagerness and 

“shouted” at me: I AM THINKING! (by a widely accepted Internet convention, using 

capital letters means shouting). Incidentally, in 2010, Facebook changed this feature, 

creating an icon in the chat window to symbolize writing. 

Because of what I had learned with the first interview, I decided to be more forceful and 

press for MSN or Skype. Some people backed off, possibly for fear of letting me add 

them on MSN or Skype. But in the end I was able to make 6 other interviews with 

Pemberleans of very different types. I talked to a young man in Argentina, a middle aged 

woman in the countryside of England, a Belgian female graduate student and 3 women 

in the US: a retired teacher, a young stay at home mother and a 35 year old lawyer. All 

interviews, except for one, were conducted during the weekend of 28-29th of November, 

2009 and lasted between 20 and 40 minutes. Both MSN and Skype have a fundamental 

feature for this kind of interaction (a rather formal dialogue between people who do not 

know each other – in short, an interview): when someone is writing, this information is 

conveyed to the other person in the chat. Because of this, I was able to time my 

questions in a much better way than with Facebook chat. Early, in most of the 

interviews, I got a good sense of how the interviewee’s thinking/writing processes 

functioned and reacted accordingly. Although it was not possible to use non-verbal 

probes such as smiles, body language and touch, there are some conventional Internet 

signals that can function in the same way. Acronyms like LOL (laughing out loud), for 

example, “emoticons” () and even non-words such as “hmmm”, replaced those probes 

and helped the interviews flow.  

In common, apart from their obvious love for all things Austen, all interviewees were 

extremely polite, helpful and interested in my study. Most of them wanted to talk about 
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Austen, the books or some adaptation, and were a bit surprised when I steered the 

interview away from her and back to the community (although I had explained more 

than once that my work was about online communities, not Jane Austen!).  Most of 

them are “heavy” users, visiting the community at least twice a week and posting 

frequently. This was somewhat expected from the people that responded to my request 

and agreed to be interviewed: they were especially interested in Pemberley and had time 

to spare. Using Kozinets’ classifications, I would say they were all devotees. The 

administrators must be classified as insiders. 

Initially I asked a few backgrounds questions, just to “warm up” the interview. I had 

most of the answers already, as they were written by the interviewees themselves in 

their Bio page. The interview proper consisted of 4 or 5 main questions about their 

participation in online communities in general and Pemberley in particular, about the 

time consumed by the website and about their habits when posting and reading posts. I 

also wanted to know how they felt about the strict rules of the community and whether 

they have had any problems with the administrators, such as having a post deleted or 

moved to another board. In the end I asked for comparisons with face-to-face 

interactions, especially in the context of book clubs, and how they form impressions 

about the people they interact with online. 

The administrators were more elusive. There is a manager email in the website and I 

wrote to that address asking for an interview.  I had to be much more explicit in my 

email than when I wrote to the other members because Pemberley has a no-homework 

policy, enforced very seriously.  There is a section explaining that the website should be 

used by people “that have a desire to join a community of like minds” not a “need to get 

information”.  They even list “tip-offs that a poster is not here just to play” (such as 

communicating urgency, even desperation, for answers).  Still, I did not receive any 

answer at first. Browsing the Pemberley profile at Facebook, I found a post from one of 

the administrators and wrote her a Facebook email (an internal email that can be sent to 

anyone in Facebook, even if you’re not “friends” with them). I was very persuasive and 

asked her to forward my request to the main administrator. After a few days, the main 

person answered herself, sending me a very friendly message offering to answer any 

question I had by email. I tried to convince her to chat with me on MSN but to no avail. 

We exchanged 5 or 6 emails, until I was (almost) satisfied with the answers.  
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Interviewing by email proved to be even worse than by Facebook chat. I had difficulty 

finding the right tone and the right wording for each question. At first, I was too short 

and the interviewee did not really understand what I wanted to know. Then I explained 

too much and my second email was very prolific. She, on the other hand, gave me 

wonderful answers, written in clear, beautiful language (I later found out she is a 

published author of novels).  

Many of the doubts I had about how the website is managed were answered by her 

emails. I conducted also a brief MSN interview with the other administrator, but it did 

not uncover much information.  

 

5.3 Two Phases 

As explained above, this research has been completed in two separate moments, 

October/November, 2009 and January/May, 2010. First, over a period of three weeks, I 

observed the community and conducted interviews for a previous paper. Afterwards, 

having decided to extend the scope of my research to fulfill the thesis requirements, 

another batch of observations and interviews were executed.  

The main difference between the two periods was my understanding of the community 

and, as a consequence, my standing within it. When I initially entered it, as a first time 

visitor, I perceived the “landscape” and the “inhabitants” as one would react to any new 

and unfamiliar environment. The second time around, however, I was an insider, 

someone who knew the main ways of the community, understood the lingo and was 

familiar with many of the locals. My status within the community, therefore, 

conditioned the ways I was able to interact with the members and do my work. Initially, 

I worked mostly randomly, absorbing the community as a tourist, seeing what they 

wanted to show me and interacting with the members on their terms. Later, I gained 

control and executed my work in a more strategic and purposeful way. 

For the first part of the interviews, for example, for lack of better means, I gathered 

random email addresses that were posted in one of the boards and contacted the 

members asking for interviews. This process could be qualified as shady at best, since I 

did not have the agreement of the community’s leaders to conduct my work. In addition 

to that, I was restricted to interviewing the people whose emails I had access to, 
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regardless of what type of members they were. In contrast, the second batch of 

interviews were officially sanctioned, even encouraged, and I was able to choose my 

interviewees according to what they say in their posts. Unlike the first time around, I 

had demands about the kind of member I wanted to interview.   On the other hand, I felt 

that I could adapt to the interviewee’s chosen method, as I already understood 

interviews conducted through writing. Additionally, as a member of the community, 

someone “known and trusted”, as I felt I had become, I was allowed to write an official 

post asking for collaboration from the other members and I was more selective. The 

community’s main moderator wrote a seconding post to mine, as seen below in an 

excerpt of the forum “Ramble”: 

Study about the Republic of Pemberley   Written by claudia 

t (1/21/2010 12:53 p.m.) 

Hello Pemberleans, I am studying online communities for my master's thesis at Stockholm 

University and using the Republic of Pemberley as a model. I need to interview members 

about participation in the community and am looking for volunteers. The interviews will be 

conducted either via Skype chat or MSN and I promise they don't take too long! If you can 

help me, please write to me at claudiatenen@hotmail.com. Thank you and I hope to hear 
from you soon... 

Claudia has permission to post here (nfm)   Written by 

Myretta (1/21/2010 1:45 p.m.) in consequence of the missive, Study about the Republic of Pemberley, 

penned by claudia t 

 

As a researcher, then, if I compare my two experiences in Pemberley, I was a 

lurker/visitor the first time around and almost a regular the second time. In those 

capacities, I initially saw Pemberley in a general way and in more detail later on.  

6. Results   

6.1 The Landscape: Field Observation 

The Republic of Pemberley is a spin off from a mailing list that still exists, Austen-L, and 

started in 1996 as a message board about the novel Pride and Prejudice. Although Jane 

Austen has always been a popular subject among literature enthusiasts, novel readers 

and academics, the creators of Pemberley felt that there was a place missing for Austen 

http://www.pemberley.com/bin/ramble/ramble.cgi?read=203902
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obsessives, where they could indulge in their passion in the company of soul mates, 

without the fear of feeling criticized for their exaggeration. The founders have tried 

Austen book clubs for years but had always felt that the other participants did not get 

the author the same way as they did. Even the original mailing list was too mild for 

them. “The roots of this community were a support group for people addicted to Pride 

and Prejudice”, states one of the original masterminds of the website. The community’s 

mission statement, therefore, was “a haven in a world programmed to misunderstand 

obsession with things Austen”.  

To familiarize myself with the community, I started visiting it regularly for a few hours a 

day. I would enter a forum and follow a thread from beginning to end, and then pass to 

the subsequent thread. Around two weeks of posting are on display in each Forum page 

and the full archives are accessible through various kinds of searches. The default view 

is by thread, reversed by date but the user can customize this to better suit his needs. As 

the messages are displayed in a tree mode, showing the first message and the 

subsequent comments in hierarchical order, when browsing the messages the reader 

gets a good idea of the exchange, who answered whom and what topics are being 

discussed. Although the messages are not swapped in real time, as they would in a chat 

room, the overall impression is of a conversation between a few of the members about 

any topic. Sometimes an administrator will intervene, suggesting formal alterations in 

the posts, such as the use of better language or avoidance of abbreviations. Eventually 

they will ask for an exchange to stop altogether, move a comment to another board or, 

more rarely, delete a post. 

After a few days, I thought I had an initial idea of how the community worked. I also 

developed a system to observe. One of the features of the site is a link for all the 

messages posted in the last 24 hours. I started looking at those, following the threads of 

each message backwards. In this way, I felt I was more connected to the current state of 

the community. Although it does not function in real time, like a chat room, the 

community is quite lively, having received an average of 20 new messages per day 

during the time I monitored it. Some boards are busier than others, attracting more 

original posts and comments. Every time I found an interesting subject, quote or 

message, I would copy and paste it to my notes, along with the relevant information, 

such as date, name of the poster and forum.  
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The fact that Pemberley’s design is based on message boards, defines its character to a 

large extent. Message boards, by their nature, are asynchronous, which means that 

people do not have to be in the same (virtual) place at the same time to have a 

conversation. Because of this, message boards can foster conversations that happen over 

a period of days, weeks, and months. There is no need to be fast, as in a chat room, and 

the community’s pace comes across as gentle. 

Threaded boards stem from a major topic, which branches into a series of threads that 

are by-products of the initial conversation, as a party that divides into small groups of 

people. At any given moment, Pemberley’s boards show several different threads 

(conversations) under the same general theme. For example, in May 15th, 2010, the 

“Emma” board had 8 different threads: one about the personalities of the main 

characters (just two lines), another about an adaptation of the book by Bollywood, which 

generated more interest (four lines). There was also a thread about BBC’s adaptation of 

Emma which was quite popular, subdividing in 5 separate sub threads and generating 

many commentaries, and so forth. 

Anyone coming into Pemberley has to “go somewhere”, i.e. has to choose a place to visit 

in the website, unlike the participants of mailing lists, who passively receive messages in 

their mail boxes.  Like traditional communities, which have meeting places such as the 

Pub or the office lunchroom, online communities also need common places where 

members interact. 

Pemberley’s gathering places, where the members can meet and socialize, can be divided 

in 3 types. All constructed under the Austen theme, there are the novels’ boards (7), the 

community boards (9) and the “slightly off the Austen track” boards (8), where, for 

example, other authors are discussed. One of the busiest forums is “Virtual Views”, 

where non-Austen adaptations for film and TV are discussed. I expected discussions 

about period films and such. Instead, during the weeks I surveyed the board, the main 

topics were “Project Runway” and gossip about “Dancing with the Stars”, two popular 

American TV shows. 

The community also promotes group reads, scheduling 2 books per year, over 5 weeks in 

spring and autumn. Although I had thought of the group reads as a dynamic chat among 

the members, the reality is much more sedate. I followed the Pride and Prejudice read 
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during April 2010 and discovered that it is just a concentrated discussion about the 

book, not unlike the P&P board, but busier: there were 2657 messages during the 5 

weeks of the read, in comparison with an average of 180 messages in the board in 

another period of 5 weeks. I would argue, then, that the group read is just a “gathering 

place”, a way for the community to attract traffic. 

There is one official offline meeting per year, which they call AGM, annual general 

meeting, although it did not happen in 2010 due to too few members interested. Apart 

from that, members who live near each other tend to meet when there is an Austen 

related exhibition or play in their respective regions. Those meetings are registered in 

one of the boards. I did not delve much into the offline gatherings, as I felt it was outside 

the scope of this research but I am sure they would generate interesting contrasts with 

the online meetings. 

 

6.2 Demographics 

Considering the community’s intentional narrow appeal to the truly devoted, I couldn’t 

help fantasizing about wandering souls, for years looking for likeminded Austen fans 

among neighbors, friends and relatives and never finding enough connection…. And 

then the Internet came along and there were hundreds of ardent devotees who could be 

reached by a mouse click. I asked one of the interviewees, who had told me she started 

coming to Pemberley to discuss “Emma” and “Mansfield Park”, why she couldn’t have 

discussed the book with someone she knew. She answered that she had tried with her 

husband, who also read the books, and with different friends but  

“no one knew anything about Jane Austen, not in the level of detail that I 
was interested in discussing (..)The need to communicate with people who 
have the same passion may be why we all end up there. It seems people 
like us tend to be isolated. In general, we do not have many people around 
us who understand our passion and are as engrossed as we are. Finding a 
community like this on the internet is like finding long lost friends you 
never knew you had”. 

Although the interviewee’s statement refers to her joy in finding a forum to discuss her 

doubts and questions about Jane Austen and her books, I’d argue that one of the 
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attractions of Pemberley is the likemindness among the members. Echoing Boyd 

(2009), the community is defined by the relationships, in this case almost like a support 

group where members can gather to find approval. 

But who were Pemberley citizens? In my initial period in Pemberley, I conducted a 

survey about the number of members and who they were. Pemberley has a “newbie” 

board, where visitors are invited to introduce themselves and “apply for citizenship” in 

the Republic. This is done by checking the list of names in use and choosing an original 

one. Unlike most websites, Pemberley encourages its members to use their real names 

instead of aliases. This is part of the ethos of the community, a civil and polite place 

mirrored in an English village of a bygone era, in which people are expected to comply 

with the protocols of life in a gentle society.  Although anonymity has been taken as one 

of the hallmarks of the internet, protecting people’s privacy, anonymity, in fact, might 

harm online communities.  According to Pemberley’s founders, letting people remain 

anonymous while engaging in public behavior does not encourage them to behave 

civilly.  

My “native” name became Claudia T, as there are other Claudias in the community. 

Apart from the newbie board, mandatory to be visited if a person intends to post at 

Pemberley, there is a voluntary “Bio” page, named “Pemberleans”, where members can 

write a bit about themselves by answering structured questions. This is usually done 

after the person has been following the community for a while.  Approximately one in 

four members chooses to post a bio, a number that has remained constant since the 

beginning, according to the administrators.  

There are around 2.000 names in use at Pemberley and 658 bios posted since 1999. I 

used 100 (5%) of those in my survey, picking backwards from the names posted in the 

past year. I cannot state with certainty that this survey is accurate, as the sample was not 

chosen using the necessary statistical rigor, but, nevertheless, it offers a picture of the 

community’s demographic at the moment.  

More than 92% of the community members are women. Of the 100 members surveyed, 

only 7 were men. The predominance of women is caused not only by the object of the 

community - Austen’s books having been favorites among women for countless 

generations – but also because Pemberley is driven by matriarchal governance, 
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according to the terms stated in their homepage. “The guys who stick around the 

community (including our sole male site committee member) seem to like this about us, 

and don't try to change us. The best sports are comfortable enough with themselves that 

they can have fun with the novelty of an imaginary women's nation, and have no urge to 

dim our collective light or improve us”  

Their ages vary evenly, according to the chart below: 

 

The Republic of Pemberley strives to be a part of England in its aesthetics and moral 

values. It is, however, a very American place as it was created and is maintained by 

Americans. The members are also mostly Americans, with Europeans, including the 

English, the second most common citizens. For reasons explained further in this work, 

all the administrators/committee members are American.  
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15%
12%

22%
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As for the members’ occupations, a majority are students, comprising high schoolers, 

undergraduates and graduate students. Teachers are also common among the members, 

as are stay at home mothers (SAHM) and retired people. “Other” includes lawyers and 

various professionals as well as less qualified workers.  

 

 

 

Most of the members arrived at Pemberley through Internet search. About half 

discovered Jane Austen by seeing one or more of her books adapted for TV or Film (the 

BBC 1995 Pride and Prejudice adaptation, with Colin Firth, is a huge favorite).  

6.3 Roles: From Newcomer to Oldtimer 

I wanted to employ Kim’s terminology and characterizations when choosing the 

subjects, and try to find, follow and interview 2 types in each category: lurkers, novices, 

regulars, leaders and elders. In the course of the work, though, it became clear that 

lurkers, by their own nature, were impossible to map. It is self explanatory, really; if one 

is just checking the community, not interacting in any way with their members, one 

leaves no trace and, therefore, cannot be found. In addition to that, I realized that by 

asking members what made them join the community, I would have a good enough idea 

of what lurkers were like. After all, everyone had lurked before becoming a member. As 

for the “elders”, I’d have to say that in Pemberley, this role is mixed with the role of 

leader. Instead, I looked for a former member to interview and was lucky enough to find 

one.  

7%

32%

4% 2% 3%

24% 24%

Teacher Student SAHM Retired Writer other not informed
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 6.3.1 The Resentful 

This member had been one of my contacts in the first part of the research but ended up 

not giving me an interview, mainly because she was not comfortable with online chat. 

But I had found her name in many posts in the community and decided to send her an 

email asking for an extensive email interview. I thought about using her as a “regular” as 

she appeared to have been in the community for quite some time. She, whom I call J, 

answered that unfortunately she was no longer part of the Pemberley community and 

did not really want to talk about them. Bingo! I wrote back asking for the interview 

anyway and she complied.  

J’s trajectory in Pemberley was not typical, according to her. She joined the community 

and started writing posts early on, as she has been interested in Austen since she was 

young. J is English and felt she had much to collaborate, especially about the costumes 

of the country at Austen’s times. However, the site moderators acted very possessively 

and did not want her to comment about general topics in the specific forums. She told 

me, for example, that once she posted a comment about the dresses described in Pride 

and Prejudice, saying that they do not follow the strict fashion of that decade and giving 

specific explanations about the cut and color used at the time. Although many people 

responded to the post, asking questions and clearly showing they were interested, the 

“Pride and Prejudice” moderator asked J to move her post to the “Life & Times” board, 

which she refused to do. Her post, along with all the commentaries, was then deleted. 

According to J, this kind of incident happens many times in the community and it is 

mainly caused by a sense of ownership from the part of the administrators. Eventually, J 

stopped posting in Pemberley and created her own Austen blog, www.austenonly.com, 

where she can be “both editor and writer”.  

According to the administrators, though, J wanted to bend Pemberley to her views, 

instead of adapting to life in the community by following the rules.  Alternatively, she 

could have left early, as happens frequently with dissatisfied users.  Situations like this 

are not common in Pemberley,  “where people tend to be much less troublesome”.  In 

fact, J had wanted to become a board administrator but was not accepted and that was 

what prompted her to leave. I went back to J to confirm that information, but she did 

not reply. 

http://www.austenonly.com/
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 6.3.2 The Elder 

The main community administrator, MT, is one of the founders of the website and 

clearly a leader and elder (I nicknamed her “Queen Bee”). She was my source in the first 

phase of the research but, the second time, my main interviewee for the leader role was 

K. K is lovely, always welcomes new people with the kindest words and tends to 

moderate the boards in a non-confrontational way, as I found out by following her posts.  

When asking people to stop discussing some subject, for example, she is disposed to 

sweeten her harsh words with emoticons or little jokes. For the interview, we exchanged 

a few emails and had a one-hour chat interview on Skype.  

In a period of two weeks in February 2010, I counted 61 posts by K, mostly moderating 

the boards but also discussing some subjects. I asked her whether she was not already 

tired of discussing the same subjects over and over again and she replied that, yes, there 

were some topics that she no longer wished to discuss but that sometimes a new point of 

view will catch her eye and she will get into the argument yet again. In addition to that, 

in true community elder style, K will join the discussion sometimes as she says: “because 

she has not done so in a while – so my point of view will be new to some of our newer 

members.”  

I inquired about how Kim’s “leadership ritual” - when regulars in the community 

become leaders - plays out in Pemberley. K explained that she had joined the P&P 

board, from which Pemberley evolved, in 1996 and has continued to be very active in the 

community since then, including joining other members for lunch meetings. In those 

lunches, there were many discussions about community policy and she was invited to 

become a committee member and to moderate one board. K said that all the committee 

members and moderators have met in person several times, which seems to be the ritual 

in this particular case. It is no coincidence, then, that all administrators live in the US. 

This is noteworthy, as it would point to a group within the group, one that expands the 

borders of the virtual community to the real world.  

 6.3.3 Lurker to Novice 

Novice members were easy to find. By looking in any of the books’ posts, there are 

always new names, asking mostly simple questions. The first one I chose, M, posted a 
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question in the “Mansfield Park” board asking whether first cousins often married at 

Austen’s time (Fanny and Edmund, the two main characters and lovers are cousins). 

She was answered and started posting other questions in other boards. I initially 

interviewed M by email and then we had a brief msn chat, just to clarify a few issues. 

She explained that she participates in several online forums and tends to “lurk for while 

before deciding to join”, since she likes to have the feel of the site and the attitude of the 

general population before committing. Before coming to Pemberley, M had tried 

another Austen community but felt that they sounded like “teenagers crushing on Mr. 

Darcy” (Colin Firth). What prompted her to “delurk” in this case was that she had seen 

the BBC adaptation of Emma and did not think that the actress who played the main 

character was “true to form”. In fact, M disliked the characterization so much that she 

“felt really compelled to say so and discuss”. As she lives in the US and the show was 

broadcast just in England, she did not have anyone to discuss it with (she saw it online, 

a pirate version). Apparently I missed her first conversations, in the Emma forum, 

having found her just by her “cousins” post on the other board. Following Kim’s 

description of the “membership ritual”, when visitors would break through a barrier to 

become novices, M “delurked” and became a Pemberlean by creating a nickname to be 

used in the community and writing a little about herself on the “newbie” board. 

As the instructions of the community clearly state, when staying in Pemberley, one must 

go through this ritual before posting. The website also encourages the newcomers to 

read the FAQ and advises that “before bursting upon the scene and posting (one should) 

spend some time getting to know us and what we talk about”. In fact, there are several 

posts by the administrators answering “wrong” posts by newcomers, guiding them to the 

correct form of entering the community. 

Even as a novice, I’d argue that she was stimulated to participate in the community by a 

wish to share her interest with like minded people, much as one would initially make 

friends in the real world, by sharing a common interest. 

During my field observation, I noticed a curious pattern about posts and, by 

consequence, visits to the boards; Novices are inclined to post at the books’ boards, 

usually asking questions connected to the characters or the plots. This is easily justified, 

as most people come to Pemberley after having read one of Austen’s books or seen one 
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of the TV/film adaptations. These new members often know little about the subject and 

tend to ask questions that have already been asked a number of times. Nonetheless, one 

of the site’s guidelines demands that new people should be allowed to bring up what 

might seem to the regulars like “done-to-death topics, without shunting them bluntly 

back to the archives”. According to the administrators, every topic has come up before 

anyway and newcomers should be allowed the pleasure of discovering them. 

Regulars, on the other hand, having perhaps exhausted their initial curiosity, come 

mainly to the community boards such as “Ramble” – where topics of general interest 

and community conversation happen – and “Milestones” – a board where members 

share one another’s joys and sorrows. Those boards do not carry conversations about 

Austen, her works, her time, or anything else Austen related. They are just gathering 

places for friends to meet and socialize. Naturally, those boards are much less rigid than 

the topic related boards and much less moderated. And yet, some rules apply, such as 

the banning of discussion about sports, politics, religion and any other divisive subject. 

Also forbidden is asking for advice about writing, as one of my interviewees found out 

(A). 

 6.3.4 The Regular 

I had found A’s post, titled “is this writing any good” in the “Ramble” board, followed by 

50 lines of (awful) poetry. The moderator posted an answer, saying that he should not 

ask for critique at Pemberley and that she would delete the post. I contacted A thinking 

that he would be a good “displeased with Pemberley” interviewee. He agreed to be 

interviewed but, instead, turned out to be very pleased with the community, which he 

frequents regularly. A told me that he does this sort of thing once in a while, just to 

“shake things a little” but he means no harm and the administrators know it. He lives in 

NY and often meets in person with some of the members that live in the region, 

including some of the committee members. He especially enjoys being the only guy in 

the meetings and one of a few in the community itself.  

A’s participation in the community started a few years ago, when a girlfriend was doing 

a paper about Pride and Prejudice for a college course. He helped her out, googled 

Austen and came to Pemberley. According to A, the relationship ended long ago but 

Pemberley remains. Since then, he has read all the books, discussed many topics and 
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now participates mainly in the “Ramble” board, where “you can post about diverse 

topics like life, philosophies, recent events, culture. In the other boards, such as Library 

and the book boards, there’s only so much that can be discussed, and that relies on 

someone coming up with an interesting topic”.  

7. Conclusion  

Some of my research questions arguably could have been answered before this study 

even started.  Why does someone join Pemberley?  Well, probably because they are 

fascinated/obsessed by Austen’s work and their friends and relatives cannot take that 

passion anymore.  What roles do community members engage in? As explained, I aimed 

to place members into specific categories, according to their position in the community: 

lurkers, novices, regulars, leaders and elders. 

On the other hand, the activities connected to some of the categories were less expected.  

For sure, novices talk and discuss the minutiae of Austen’s work and life.  But after they 

become regulars, they tend to move their interest to the general boards and discuss 

everything else, from cake recipes to gossip, from their own troubles to world politics.  

Meanwhile, the leaders and elders moderate the whole lot, “sprinkling” their wisdom 

and experience over the community.  Additionally, leaders tend to meet regularly 

outside the borders of the community.  One can even say that being accepted “offline” is 

a requirement to become a leader! 

My findings agree with Danah Boyd’s ideas about the current wave of digital 

communities (2009).  Although Pemberley is an “old fashion” community, built around 

topics (or ONE topic), the regular Pemberleans develop relationships among themselves 

and use the community’s playfields to maintain social proximity. 

In a book published in 1996, Sherry Turkle, wondering about the decline of urban life 

and social spaces, wrote (1996: 235):  

“Technological optimists think that computers will reverse some of this 
social atomization, touting virtual experience and virtual community as 
ways for people to widen their horizons. But is it really sensible to suggest 
that the way to revitalize community is to sit alone in our rooms, typing at 
our networked computers and filing our lives with virtual friends?” 



33 
 

Almost 15 years later, I think the answer would be “yes”. 

The problem with Turkle’s approach (and most of her fellow theorists at the time) was 

the dichotomy she postulated; people would continue to retreat into homes and 

consume mediated entertainment, now also in the form of the computer, instead of 

interacting with each other and socializing. I would argue that the internet has changed 

that by fostering mediated socialization. There is no such dichotomy anymore, as several 

contemporary examples indicate; there would be no “tea party” movement, for one, as it 

was only made possible by the Internet revolution.  (One may question their politics but 

that the grassroots type organization was enabled by online gathering and social media 

is undeniable).  

Likewise, what Pemberley as a community shows is that people that would be isolated in 

their obsession for Austen gather and discuss and then move on, either to explore other 

subjects and interact – as friends do - or away from the community. People come for 

Austen and stay (when they do) also for each other. The fact is that, after an initial 

period when most members explore the books’ boards, possibly exhausting their 

questions and comments about Austen’s characters and plots, in a second phase, those 

members that stay tend to start posting on the other boards, discussing general matters 

only marginally connected to Austen. Those who stay are much more consumed by 

Austen than the average reader and have usually had a hard time finding other 

likeminded people. The community helps validate their devotion but also allows them to 

move on and discuss other subjects. 

Friendships are fostered at Pemberley.  After the initial period of Austen related 

interactions, the community functions as a social network, with special rules and 

etiquette that appeal to these special demographics, composed of polite and literary 

people, arguably a bit uptight.   

I offer a single post as an example.   It was posted on the “Milestones” board, it does not 

relate to Austen in any way and it was answered at least by 13 members congratulating 

the birthday girl.   

Rome, the Queen and I   Written by    (4/21/2011 5:20 p.m.) 

Tradition has it Rome was founded on April 21. 

And Queen Elizabeth II was born on April 21. 

And so was I. I am 48 today! 



34 
 

 

 

This research has several limitations, the obvious one being how much the mediascape 

has already changed since I started this study.  Between the middle of 2009 and now, 

there has been an explosion in social media that cannot be ignored.  Facebook, in 

particular, where people officially define themselves not only by their identities but by 

their networks of friends and family, seems to validate the idea of socialization online.  A 

comparison of social media and online communities would certainly enhance this study, 

especially because the lines that separate the two types of media are already blurring.  

After all, chat and socialization can be found everywhere online, from supermarkets’ 

websites to the NYT comments sections. 

Going to the other direction, interacting with a Pemberley group during one of their in 

person meetings might offer new insights and information.  After so many interviews in 

writing, it would be rich to interview face-to-face.   

Surveying another community, centered on another theme altogether, could provide 

contrast and validation to my findings as I believe that patterns and behaviors within 

online communities do not depend on the community’s subject and will be duplicated in 

many other virtual spaces.    

Although I explained in the Introduction my reason for not touching Fandom in this 

work, I acknowledge that, nevertheless, one might say that I have not asked (or 

answered) the most obvious question: what function or what meaning does Austen and 

Pemberley fill for these women's everyday lives.  My answer to that is that the fan side of 

Pemberley does not appeal to me as much as the community side.  I started a small 

survey of fan fiction at Pemberley but felt that it deviated from the research’s main 

object, a study of online interactions.   Additionally, to do justice to the subject of fan 

culture, a much more comprehensive study would be necessary; one that maps 

practices, identities and expressions of fandom. Maybe for the Doctorate? 
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8. Final Thoughts 

And what about myself? What kind of a Pemberley member have I been? As stated 

previously, Walstrom’s idea of a participant experiencer was closer to my life in the 

community than the simpler notion of observer. After all, I had to go through some of 

the community’s rituals in order to be accepted by the members: I lurked for a while, 

looked for an unused name to identify myself, introduced myself in the “newbie” board 

and posted in several boards. In addition to that, I followed some of the group reads, 

read extensively about Austen related matters and revisited many passages of half-

forgotten books. I was very smitten by the Republic of Pemberley during the first part of 

my research and wanting to continue to interact there was one of the reasons that led 

me to choose this subject for my thesis. In the whole process, though, I learned much 

more about the subject than would really interest me were it not for the research and I 

found out that I am not nearly devoted enough. Therefore, I would like to propose an 

additional category to Kozinet’s and Kim’s member terminologies; that of the “fed-

uper”, a member who has had enough! I am one of those and I am ready to talk about 

basketball or discuss the pros and cons of recycling, anything but Jane! What’s more, I 

suspect that the community would embrace this type of member; they are used to this 

kind of criticism, as this quote from the FAQ makes clear: 

“Don't you all like the film and TV adaptations a little too much? Too much -- for what?” 

They are truly and proudly obsessed and if someone is not….well, they should just leave!  

I therefore do. 
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