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The Evolutionary Logic of Public Welfare Communities in
Emergencies: An Internet Ethnographic Study
on '"'The Thunderfire Volunteers"

Yu Fasheng , Zhang Shiyao( Central China Normal University )

Abstract; The outbreak of the new crown pneumonia epidemic has,to a considerable extent, promoted
the development of online public welfare communities that, with the advantage of transcending the limitation
of physical space, provide important online rescue in the event of emergencies. This paper attempts to exam-
ine the evolutionary logic of self-organization of online public welfare communities from the perspective of
synergetic theory. A representative online public welfare community that emerged in the fight against the new
crown pneumonia epidemic," The Thunderfire Volunteers" ,was explored by in-depth interviews and online
ethnography. It is found that online public welfare communities are founded under the effects of three order
parameters ; " social identity" ," opinion leader" and " cultural capital”. " Common goal" and " moral self-
examination and behavioral restraint mechanism" are the two controlling parameters that govern their adher-

ence to the servo principle. Due to the effects of disordering parameters such as '

' organization fragmenta-
tion" " self-degradation" , " weak regularity" and so forth, online public welfare communities are eventually
weakened and dissipated. In addition, compared with self-organized communities of other kinds, online public
welfare communities brought into being by emergencies can be characterized as " founded in crisis and dis-
missed after crisis" . In a media society of present day, groups are not all " crowds" in Le Bon’ s sense, and
they can instead be well-organized and cooperative as in the case of this article.

Key words: emergencies; public welfare communities ; self-organization ; evolutionary logic ; cooperative

groups
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