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This paper deals with a common issue within modern GIS: is GIS a tool which is used as a supplement to scientific thought, much word-processing software is used to create and publish documents, or should GIS be regarded as a science, which could foster new thought, and taught as a science.  Educational institutions must decide whether to offer GIS at an undergraduate or scientific research level.  Using a GIS-L email list debate as input, the final evaluation suggests that GIS be viewed in three contexts: tool, toolmaking, and science.  However, more discussion, or further research / collaboration is suggested, due to the persistence of the issue.

The underlying research or input data of Wright, Goodchild and Proctor points to a GIS-L discussion list in 1993, on which they perform their analysis.  By observing submissions to the email list, the researchers attempted an analysis of email postings, keeping in mind and mentioning the lack of structure / monitoring of such email lists.

The researchers sought to analyze and cite email submissions from various individuals, with consent, in the GIS field.

The methodology perceived here is an introduction to the field and issue, a short introduction to electronic discussion lists as an overview, a summary of the GIS-L discussion.  Following this is an analysis of the posts, concluding with three positions on GIS, where the three contexts mentioned earlier are expanded on.

The structure of the argument is to introduce the issue / hypothesis, refer to the data input, perform analysis, and make recommendations.

One issue, which arises from this paper, is the validity, or lack of, using an email discussion list server as an input type to research and / or analysis.

From a context of validity, I see the email list as an excellent input type to research.  Email lists cross the traditional borders of discussions and communications throughout government, academia and industry.  Participants are able participate in an open forum in the field, which is not controlled (outside of basic moderation) by organizations or groups with tailored interests or motivations.  Politics and money play less of a part in a list such as this, which gives participants a better chance at a fair input to discussion, regardless of income, position, orientation and / or socio-economic status.  This communication medium celebrates the Internet concept as a whole, fostering communication.  In this context, GIS-L was an excellent input type for the researchers to do their study on.  I found the cited posts and analysis very interesting, new and unique compared to traditional methods, as well as informative.

From a context of lack of validity, perhaps another input type, or reference to a paper with one, could have strengthened the argument of GIS in three contexts, and / or given a different view of the discipline.  At the same time the Internet celebrates communication development, many questions and unknowns exist, which must be taken into account.  The researchers take into account some of them in their study, such as the thought process when posting, or how to present discussion, i.e. citing information and confidentiality.  Some further issues worth noting is the validity of those posting to the list, as GIS practitioners / professionals.  There exist many technical issues, which could facilitate abuse of posting to lists as someone else’s identity, or as an anonymous identity, which could compromise security and identity of individuals.

While technology exists today for encryption of information for security, as well as public key infrastructure (PKI), these methods are not yet mature into the mainstream of technology consumers.  Some research, performed or referenced, on this subject would have been beneficial to the paper to give readers a better treatment of email list servers and properties of them.

In summary, I found this article very interesting to read and comprehend, which gives a strong treatment of the GIS “tool or science” issue, and could lead to further discussion and / or development.
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