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The paper aims to discuss issues and identify research questions associated with the Web.  I chose Social Aspects (quite a big section—40 pages) because the Web is “computing embedded in a social setting”.

ISSUE 1:  The Web is a set of layered representations with formalisms (in syntax/semantics) which ultimately have to map onto human discourse, i.e. link to the thought processes and language guiding human actions, to the formalisms that enable the computer to fulfil the operational requirements via the Web, particularly in the Semantic Web which aims to deliver “know-how” as well as information.  Most linkage techniques use Ontologies in trying to make mappings to, and within, a context of use.  But where is the interface to be drawn when you want the computer/Web to do as much work as it can to give maximum support but not enforcing unsympathetic modes of action or thought on users?

ISSUE 2:  ~This focuses attention on Reasoning and Artificial Intelligence.  The authors claim that most effective applications utilise syntax formalisms and numerical computation (e.g. de Dombal’s Differential Diagnosis System which used Bayesian probabilities on numeric records rather than representing human expert’s knowledge of process).  The problem is that much human cognition is situated (i.e. contextual) and moves through logic, associations, metaphor and judgements often using a variety of modalities.  So, recommend the authors, aims should be modest, e.g. assisting by making information more understandable, reliable, focused, and easy to get at, and perhaps ontologies and learning objects should be viewed this way.

ISSUE 3:  A further problem is that information on the Web is continually changing (150 million websites tracked and 10% “lost” in 9 weeks) and contains inconsistencies.  [They talk of paraconsistent logics to localise the effects.]  But the Semantic Web, with its emphasis on processes, holds the promise of automating information processing so inconsistency could cause difficulties.  Also, the Web has a decentralised structure (one of its advantages) and, if (consistent) structures are imposed, then you could bring in constraints and strengthen conformity.  Sometimes it is the inconsistencies that stimulate thought.

ISSUE 4:  We could look at these problems the other way through Communities of Interest.  What can we gain by looking at their patterns of interaction within communities, especially as the Web/Internet has introduced new ways of interaction, e.g. WIKIs, Blogs, Webcams, and Facebook.  However, analysing the types and patterns of interactions is tricky, particularly when you are sharing not only information but knowhow.  So, we have issues of significance, relevance, quality, and authority (we have talked of these in previous meetings) and endorsement measures and impact factors.  And this brings us to:

Issue 5:  The issue of trust, defined as “confident expectation” (and 20 pages is given to this issue)—trust of the system, the community (in its aims and practices), and the individual.  An example is given of eBay and how they seek to establish trust through ratings and metrics.  But, even if you can get them, can people’s opinions about materials and other people be valid enough to form a “Web of Trust”?  The authors quote the FOAF Project (page 91).  Also, the authors conclude that “understanding how trust can be extracted out of Web-like structures in social networks” is a central, future research topic.
And they raise a final Issue about Web Morality and “Good Behaviour”.

And there is a final Suggestion—that Web/Designers and Web/Masters need to think about organisation and presentation in ways which try to take account of these issues that will make sense in the future (i.e. that they attempt to anticipate the future in these respects, at least in the medium term).
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