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I S S U E S  &
Shari Caudro n on her social

formula for a wired world:

Passion + people = co m m u n i t y

V I RT UA L WOR L D S ,
R E A L CON N E CTION S

S H A R I C A U D RO N

T
h e r e’s a lot of talk
these days about the
sad, socially isolat e d
st ate of No rt h
Americans. We’re a

lonely lot, studies claim. Our
communities are dying.
R e l ationship are on the brink.
Sure, we’ve got plenty of connec-
tions on the In t e r n et. But these
a r e n’t re a l r e l ationships, at least
not according to the researchers.
Real relationships involve peo-
ple who listen and underst a n d
and support and truly know one
a n o t h e r. Real relationships are
not a list of names in a My S p a c e
address book. 

But I don’t want to talk about
loneliness or social isolation or
the death of community. At least
not yet. In stead, I want to talk
about Barbie collect i n g.

Barbie collecting is not the
kind of thing you’d normally
read about in the op-ed page s .
It’s not the kind of thing I nor-
mally write about either. 

But bear with me.
Three years ago, as part of re-

search for a book about passion-
ate fanatics called Who Are Yo u
Pe o p l e ?, I ventured in a Barbie
c o nvention. I didn’t go to the
Barbie convention because I’m a
Barbie kind of gal. In fact, I nev-
er even played with the doll as a
child — I was more a build-a-
f o rt - a n d - go - p r et e n d - c a m p i n g
kind of girl, as opposed to a
d r e s s - y o u r - d o l l - a n d - go - p r et e n d
shopping kind of girl. 

I couldn’t possibly under-
stand why people liked, no,
loved Barbie. And that’s ex a ct l y
w hy I went. See, I’ve never had a
f a n atical passion that gra b b e d
my attention one day and didn’t
l et go. Because of this, I was cu-
rious about people who did. Pe o-
ple like Barbie collectors. 

I walked into the conv e n t i o n
and saw lots of cheerful women
dressed in pink, with little Bar-
bie dolls sticking out of their
purses. I cruised the sales floor,
where I learned the diff e r e n c e
b etween a Bubble Cut and a
Tw i st ’n Turn. I attended work-
shops on costume design and
“limb reconst r u ct i o n .” And I was
— I admit — secretly amused by
the whole pink Barbie world. 

And then I met Judy Stegner,
a 43-year-old collector and sin-
gle mother from Fo rt Wo rt h ,
Texas. 

Judy and I sat down and she
began to tell me, her voice a
deep Texas tw a n g, how she met
her Barbie friends. 

“Well … it was Th a n k s g i v i n’
night in 1998 and my son Ju st i n ,
who knew I loved Barbie, said to
me, ‘Mom, there’s probably a
c h at room where you can talk
with other Barbie people.’ I
l o o ked at him like he was cra z y. I
mean, I didn’t know any t h i n’
about the In t e r n et or chat
rooms. Ju stin had to do ev e ry-
t h i n g. He found a site, logge d
me on, even gave me my screen
name. I was online that night
talking to Barbie people until
two in the morning.” Ju d y
laughed and rolled her eyes. 

“But you know,” she said, “the
Barbie collectors I’ve met on the
In t e r n et are great people. I
mean, I never could have made
it without ’e m .”

I put down the bottle of wat e r
I ’d been holding. “W h at do you
m e a n ,” I asked, “that you could-
n’t have made it without them?” 

Judy exhaled. “We l l ,” she said,
“ m aybe you heard about this. In
S e p t e m b e r, 1999, there was a
shooting at Wedgwood Baptist
Church in Fo rt Wo rth in which
s ev e ral kids were killed.”

I told her I vaguely recalled a
st o ry about a man who’d en-
tered a church during a youth
rally and randomly st a rt e d
s h o o t i n g. 

“Th at’s the one,” she said. “He

murdered seven people that day,
including my son Ju st i n .” Ju d y’s
brown eyes grew pink with
tears. “He was my only child.”

I looked at Ju d y, stunned by
the information. The whir of
noise and act i v i ty around us
came to abrupt stop. I smelled
c o ffee from a nearby coffee cart .
I noticed the glossy deep green
l e aves of a potted plant.
Through the window behind
Ju d y, I could see silent business
people, their bodies bent for-
ward, hurrying to work or meet-
ings or other very import a n t
places. How could this woman,
how could any b o d y, go on with
the routine of life after some-
thing like this? 

Judy continued. “Well, my
Texas friends gradually dropped
out of sight after my son was
killed. I mean, I don’t blame ’e m .
Th ey didn’t know what to say.
But my Barbie friends … they
called or wrote me ev e ry day.
Th ey sent me money. Th ey sent
care packages. Th ey helped ra i s e
thousands of dollars for a tu-
ition assistance fund in Ju st i n’s
name. Th ey also contacted Mat-
tel. Can you believe that? Th ey
c o n t a cted Mattel and the com-
p a ny sent me a special col-
l e ctible Barbie and a handwrit-
ten note the fi r st Ch r i stmas aft e r
Ju stin died. My Barbie friends
even had a special Angel doll
made for me.” Judy paused to
raise her glasses and wipe aw ay
tears. “I’m so blessed. This is the
c l o s e st circle of friends I’ve ev e r
h a d .” 

I couldn’t think of a single,
c o m f o rting thing to say and felt
ashamed because of it.

S u d d e n l y, Judy jumped to her
f e et. “Let me show you some-
t h i n g,” she said. 

I sensed Judy Stegner was
used to putting other people at
ease over her grief. 

She grabbed her conv e n t i o n
tote bag, pulled out a quilt and
unfolded it on the bench in front
of us. The quilt, made to honor
her son’s life, featured 18 hand-

s ewn panels created by her In-
t e r n et Barbie friends in Califor-
nia, Texas, Oklahoma, Mi c h i g a n ,
Virginia, New York and Aus-
t ralia. The back of the quilt was
covered in a white flannel swat h
of vintage fabric covered with
Barbie silhouettes. 

Judy bent over and ran her
hand along the soft material. “I
c a n’t imagine how much that
c o st ,” she said. “Th at’s pra ct i c a l-
ly antique.”

I left Judy Stegner and wan-
dered through the Barbie con-
vention with a new, unex p e ct e d
p e r s p e ctive. The passion for Bar-
bie dolls may appear trivial to
outsiders, but it seemed that the
c o m m u n i ty that had formed
around those dolls was any t h i n g
but. 

For the next three years, I
continued my inv e st i g ation into
f a n atical passion. I spent time
with ice fishers, Star Wars fans,
p i geon racers, and die-hard fans
of Josh Groban (who call them-
selves the Grobanites and en-
c o u ra ge each other to Josh on)!
Throughout my travels, some
version of the fi n d - a - p a s s i o n ,
fi n d - a - c o m m u n i ty st o ry was told

over and over again. 
For example, I met a young

a u t i stic man who’d never had
social relationships of any sort
until he found “furries,” people
who shared his interest in ani-
mal art. 

I met adult Le go users who
used to pursue their hobby
alone in basement rooms, who
now happily meet in person
with other adult Le go users —
o r, as they explained, with peo-
ple who “get them.” 

I met fans of the decades-old
Andy Gr i ffith Show who — aft e r
c o n t a cting each other on the In-
t e r n et — now meet regularly in
person to watch reruns in their
own living rooms.

Ma ke of that what you will.
But I began to sense to there’s
more to these quirky communi-

ties than meets the eye. It’s a
phenomenon I sum up with the
e q u ation: Passion + people =
c o m m u n i ty. 

Get people together around a
common interest. Allow them to
talk about that interest without
fear of ridicule, and somet h i n g
t ranscendent occurs. The inter-
e st expands. Relationships deep-
en. And soon you’ve got nurt u r-

ing communities wherein autis-
tic people are finding their voice
and doll collectors are making
quilts to help each other surv i v e
hard times. 

Which brings me back to all
those studies on social isolat i o n ,
l i ke Robert Pu t n a m’s famous
2000 book Bowling alone. Th e
time I spent traveling the coun-
t ry with passionate fanatics has
led me to conclude that commu-
n i ty is not on the decline, nor
are we more socially isolat e d
than ev e r. 

Sure, Rotary Clubs and bowl-
ing leagues and homeowners’
a s s o c i ations may be losing
members, but it’s because peo-
ple are finding other, more per-
sonally rewarding ways to fi n d
c o m m u n i ty, and that is by fi n d-
ing others who share their niche

i n t e r e sts. And there are simply
too many of these potential in-
t e r e sts — collecting action he-
roes, pimping old Fords, squeez-
ing the accordion, etc. — for any
st at i stical surv ey to track. 

So why the persistently nega-
tive reports about social isola-
tion? Because I believe we’re in
t ransition, a place where many
older people (the same folks most
l i kely to be at home and respond-
ing to social surv eys) are still try-
ing to get comfortable with on-
line expression. The more com-
f o rtable they get using the In t e r-
n et as a place to search for like -
minded souls, the more comfort-
able they’ll become with the
friendships they foster online,
and the more likely they’ll be to
venture out into mutually sup-
p o rtive in-person communities. 

Ever since Alex de To cq u ev i l l e
j o u r n eyed across the continent
in the early 1800s, No rth Ameri-
ca has been known as a place for
joiners. And we’re still joining
t o gether — but in new e r, more
c o l o rful and quirky ways. 

Socially isolated? Not hardly.
National Po s t
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‘ My Texas friends gradually dropped out of sight after my

son was killed. But my Barbie friends, they called

or wrote every day’
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From doll collectors to pigeon racers, the Web is hatching 

millions of niche social networks. 

As Shari Caudron reports, sometimes your best friends 

are the ones you meet online
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