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Abstract

This study offers continued research on the Reddit Digital Mandala phenomenon r/place. The research
provides a background understanding of sand art/mandala as an ancient communication, art form and
technology. A historical precis of the r/place mandala events provides details on the process and
construction of the mandalas of 2017, and 2022 in which defined themes emerged giving insight into user
preferences, motivations, and participation. Employing Digital Ethnographic collection and analysis for
this study, the 2023 mandala experience is examined with consideration of variables affecting users:
ownership of Reddit and data, pricing for participation, and technology enhancements with Atrtificial
Intelligence and software application use. Considering these variables, major themes again emerge as
direct response, disclosing characteristics and behaviors exhibited by the r/place mandala community,
Reddit and Redditors and Al investors as a whole.
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Introduction

Reddit is a social media website with a large, devout following. This platform is a place for discussion,
sharing, communicating, and commiserating, just to name a few activities. Reddit has numerous ““subreddit”
pages which specialize in specific topics, created by and for its users. These subreddits are indicated by
using an “r/” and then the name of the specialty/focus. Subreddits are closely supervised for content and
appropriate use by moderators. Some moderators are paid by Reddit, but most are unpaid volunteers who
are merely fans of the boards and pages they moderate. In addition to the web-accessed main Reddit site,
over the years specific apps have been developed for mobile devices which some users have found easier
to access and use.

In 2017, Reddit created a subreddit on April Fool’s Day with the goal of creating an interactive digital
picture, or digital “mandala.” The subreddit, “r/place,” was created for participants to post a colored pixel
on a white background not more than once every five minutes. With this rule in place, after 72 hours of
availability, all new user-generated art was stopped, and the resultant picture archived. Five years after that,
again on April 1%, 2022, Reddit made an r/place subreddit canvas available for new postings. This time, the
size of the canvas doubled over four days of availability. But this time, Reddit abruptly switched the palate
from one of many colors to only white pixels being available; the canvas essentially faded away. The
popularity of this second r/place event had also grown over the five years since the first.

85


mailto:william.pendergrass@faculty.umgc.edu
mailto:jcompomizzi@fau.edu
mailto:scibellid@winthrop.edu

Issues in Information Systems
Volume 25, Issue 1, pp. 85-102, 2024

The expectation was that the next event would be available in another five years, however Reddit had other
plans for its subscribers. On July 20, 2023, Reddit made r/place available again, for five days of posts. This
change poses the question: Were there specific circumstances which contributed to the change in periodicity
of one of Reddit’s most popular community collaboration events? If so, would those circumstances play
out in major themes in the mandala itself? After examination, many reasons were discovered for the change.
These reasons and the subsequent results to the mandala canvas are the focus of this research, a continuation
of an earlier research project on digital mandala artwork on the Reddit social media subreddit, r/place.

Background

Understanding the concept of mandala through the generations of human communication, impacts
understanding of the r/place digital mandala phenomenon. Throughout history, sand painting art has had
several evolutions through several cultures. This art and communications form remains “a special graphic
symbol to meet with the need of communication and record” (Yang, et al., 2019, p. 559). Sand paintings
may be abstractly geometric, visually graphic, or illustrative, and can describe “stories, events, scenes,
emotions, beliefs, instructions, decisions and more” (Pendergrass, et al., 2022, p. 10). For the most part,
sand paintings are meant to be temporary — of the moment. The research of Pegna, et al. (1999) speculates
that sand painting has existed for at least a millennium among Native American tribes and among Tibetan
monks as part of their religious rituals. As they write, while the Navajo language describes “sand paintings,”
the Tibetan language uses “mandala” which for consistency will be the term of reference used throughout
this study (Pegna, et al., 1999, p. 696). Colored sand has been the component of most people’s idea of
mandalas. The temporality of sand carefully laid in structured patterns has also facilitated the destruction
of the art. This process of creation and destruction also aligned to the deeper meaning of the act — mandalas
showing the temporal nature of life; created from nothing then obliterated in the end. Similarly, if the goal
of the process is not obliteration but communicative permanence, there must be a stopping point for the
process. In either case, the mandala starts, evolves, and then ends. The Reddit digital canvases of the r/place
projects are in a way our modern-day mandalas, similar to the sand paintings throughout history. Instead of
colored sand, digital mandalas use colored pixels, affixed to a canvas of a determined size and for a
determined time.

To date, Reddit has held only three r/place mandala participation events: in 2017, 2022, and 2023. Each
r/place event included its purpose statement: “There is an empty canvas. You may place a pixel upon it, but
you must wait to place another. Individually you can create something. Together you can create something
more” ([Reddit], 2017). Each of the three mandala events were slightly different in how they approached
the canvas: how long the canvas was available, and when and how Reddit stopped participation. Other than
some system restrictions/limitations including the variety of the color palette, the dimensions of the initial
canvas, when, how and if it expanded, and whether it faded to white or abruptly stopped, the mandala was
free for anyone or anything to post anything. The canvas was managed by the participants themselves.
Therefore, the trends of the participants dictated the frequency and type of posts seen or destroyed. Certain
themes rose and fell over the course of the three events. This free-range approach steered the participants
to trends based upon their moods and priorities — the priorities of the subreddit groups who organized
themselves and came up with their themes and desired posts.

The Reddit-dictated availability of the mandala was perhaps the most notable limitation. While no direct
announcement of an overarching frequency was solicited, the fact that the first two events had both started
on April Fool’s Day, five years apart, would tend towards an assumption as to the frequency of the events
— every five years beginning on April 1%. The fact, however, that the third iteration began the year after the
second one, and the fact that it was delayed more than three months beyond the date periodicity of the
others, could lead to the question, why the change? Were there factors which prompted the change? If so,
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did these factors affect the participants’ outcomes/posts and major themes? How were each of the three
mandalas similar or different in content, themes, and tone? All these are the questions posed and results
examined in this research.

Methodology

Previous academic examinations of Reddit as a social construct require an introduction related to the chosen
methodology. As a social construct, this should begin with anthropology and ethnography. Cultural
anthropology, broadly defined as the study of humankind, evolved into prominence from the late-19" and
20" century studies of Malinowski (1922), Boas (1929), Benedict (1934), G. Mead (1934), M. Mead (1949),
and Geertz (1973). The study of anthropology helps in understanding human culture, values, beliefs and
norms. Anthropology, while allowing researchers to enter a time, a place and a people, is much of an
external process of study and discovery. Ethnography, however, has often been described as an examination
from within the culture, the event, the place or the people. Combining the anthropological understanding of
sand art to its ethnological research methodology and counterpart, a communicative process, a narrative, is
evoked. Spradley (1980) describes this process as “[r]ather than studying people, ethnography means
learning from people” (p. 3, emphasis in original). Doing good ethnographic research consists of creating
narratives that are “properly responsible and accountable to their audiences and their informants” (Hine,
2013, p. 6, emphasis added). Ethnography is not precise in that it relies on interpretation as one of its core
guiding principles. As such, threads of bias can weave themselves into and throughout the narrative. Fine
(1993) argued that the elimination of unwanted biases is far harder than the acknowledgement of them.
Ethnographers “contextualize events in a social system, within a web of meaning, and provide a nameable
causation” (Fine, 1993, p. 290). When completed, “other patterns, meanings, or causes” are excluded (Fine,
1993, p.290). As a result, the reality of an imperfect examination is embraced, not hidden.

The 2022 mandal was studied utilizing an ethnographic methodology; that study utilized Agile Ethnography
as the organizational construct (Pendergrass, et al., 2022). That term describes “an adaptable, flexible,
short-term, fast-paced research process designed in order to explore and capture the multilayered and
multileveled social-cultural environments of a fluid organizational situation” (Borkovich & Skovira, 2018,
p. 46, emphasis added). The 2022 Reddit r/place mandala ethnographic research utilized the agile construct
as fluidity was prized as a major descriptive boundary. However, when the 2023 r/place event occurred, the
short-term construct was no longer considered to be a major definitive. With three mandala-generative
social constructs occurring over a period of six years, a more descriptive long-term and robust review
method was desired. Terms for ethnographic research - in the digital world - using digital devices -
incorporating Internet applications - have evolved through the late 20" to early 21 centuries, often
incorporating a wide variety of monikers to similarly describe the same process as presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Commonly Accepted Ethnographic-type Research Terms
Digital Ethnography (Borkovich, 2022; Coleman, Digital Folkloristics (Tolbert & Johnson,

2010; Murthy, 2008; Pink, 2015; Pink, et al., 2016) 2019)
Cyber Ethnography (Ward, 1999) Netnography (Kozinets, 1998)
Virtual Ethnography (Hine, 2000) Network Society (Castells, 2009)

Social Media Ethnography (Postill & Pink, 2012) | Media Anthropology (Askew & Wilk, 2002)

Mobile Ethnography (Couldry, 2020) Digital Social Research (Hand, 2015)
Network Ethnography (Howard, 2002) Webnography (Puri, 2007)
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All the terms in Table 1 may vary slightly but ultimately follow the same ethnographic framing construct
detailed in Table 2:

Table 2: Typical Ethnographic Framing Construct Steps

1 — Framing a question or set of questions | 5— Conducting the fieldwork

2 — Establishing a “field” or boundary 6 — Analysis of results

3 — Defining the participants 7 — Conclusions

4 — Defining the non-participants 8 — Readdressing the question(s)

Additionally, Digital Ethnography has specifically been used in numerous previously published research
derived from Reddit social media. As Table 3 illustrates, these studies have included subreddits and topics
such as:

Table 3: Examples of Reddit-specific Digital Ethnography Studies

r/medicalschool (Song, 2020) LGBTQ communities (Darwin, 2017)
r/FreeSpeech (Goldman-Hasbun, 2023) Consent issues (Adams, 2022)
r/ProtectAndServe (Buozis, 2022) Marginalized users (Thach, et al., 2022)
Transgender identity (Sutherland, 2021) | Youth self-harm issues (Lavis & Winter, 2020)

Therefore, based upon the prevalence of the use of Digital Ethnography and its utility in the construct of
Reddit and subreddit topic research, the research questions coupled with the framing steps as defined above
will bound the conduct of this research and study.

Discussion

Reddit was founded in 2005 by college roommates Steve Huffman and Alexis Ohanian. Huffman, also
known by his online handle “Spez” has been CEO since 2015. Reddit has more than five hundred million
visitors per month, making it the sixth most popular website in the US, behind Google and Facebook but
ahead of Amazon and Yahoo (Ingram, M., 2023). Users or “Redditors” post text, links, images, and videos
on the site for others to see and interact with. Posts are organized by subject into user-created community
discussion boards called “subreddits.” Content is moderated partly by employees of Reddit but mostly -
and more importantly - by community-specific moderators, who are unpaid volunteers. These unpaid
moderators actively participate to help police and maintain their specific subreddit(s), commune with their
fellow Redditors and their love of the platform itself.

Application Programming Interfaces

Since its inception, Reddit worked reasonably well on desktop and laptop computers, but after the advent
of the smartphone in 2007, its in-house-designed mobile app was clunky for many users. This perceived
poor user-interface led to the development of many independently created and owned third-party mobile
apps. Additionally, community requests for improvements to moderation tools and accessibility features
were for the most part unaddressed on Reddit’s mobile app, further driving many users to third-party
applications. (Mir, 2023) These independent apps made using Reddit easier to access for many. One of the
most popular of these third-party apps for Apple devices was Christian Selig’s “Apollo” which interacted
with the Reddit site via a free Application Programming Interface (API) provided by Reddit (Naughton,
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2023). APIs let different computer programs communicate with one another, thereby making development
and integration with other third-party applications easier. APIs are critical to modern digital life. Some
examples of common API-interactions include using PayPal to make online purchases across multiple
websites, logging into websites with one’s Facebook or Google account ID, and the use of travel booking
websites that pull data from multiple unique airline or hotel websites (Rylah, 2023).

Artificial Intelligence, Large Language Models & Initial Price Offerings

In 2021 Reddit first started the paperwork to become a publicly traded company. The anticipated stock
Initial Price Offering (IPO) initially valued the company’s worth at approximately $15 Billion. However,
many factors such as fluctuating markets, inflation, high interest rates, and an economic downturn,
specifically among tech stocks, put Reddit's aspirations to go public on hold for the time being (Binder,
2023a). While Reddit had gained some revenue generation from its Reddit Gold subscriptions and other
services; it was still looking to somehow greatly boost its potential worth in the eyes of Wall Street in
advance of another IPO estimation evaluation. Reddit would eventually come up with two ways to generate
revenue from data that was previously free for anyone and everyone to use: by monetizing its users’
subreddit communications for Artificial Intelligence (Al) and to charge for the use of its APIs.

Al was first proposed by Turing (1950) and later demonstrated through the Logic Theory Machine program
by Newell & Simon (1956) Anyoha (2017). Despite some, like Weizenbaum (1976), who maintained that
Al would never reach the level of human problem-solving capabilities, its development has resolutely
incrementally progressed forward. The current iteration of Al development has the utilization of Large
Language Models (LLM) of conversational-quality data in order to fortify Als capability for true human-
like communications. LLMs are trained to provide knowledgeable responses to human prompts by learning
how people actually communicate with one another. Reddit’s communicative data was and is particularly
useful particularly for that purpose because it is regularly screened for context and appropriateness and
updated by moderators (for free for the most part). It accurately reflects language and conversation as they
currently exist, in the real world between real people (Bort, 2023; Brustein, 2023).

Reddit had initially planned to keep their API free for uses in educational and research environments,
however Reddit changed their terms of service to apply to developers who use its APls in ways that require
broader usage rights (such as for LLMSs). That meant developers using LLMs for commercial use would
need to enter into a separate agreement with Reddit or be denied the use of their APIs (Shakir, 2023). While
the use of Reddit data to help build Al through LLMs might be conceptually disconcerting to many, it did
not seem to greatly upset many Redditors directly. However, the other way Reddit looked to generate
revenue, by directly billing App developers of its APl system, would have an immediate and vociferous
reaction by Redditors (Hern, 2023).

Reddit’s Pricing Plan Turmoil

With Reddit’s sights reset on going public in the second half of 2023, albeit at a much lower valuation than
its previous iteration, an API pricing plan was announced on June 5™ set to begin July 1°t. (Weinberg, 2023)
For every 1,000 API calls, developers would have to pay $0.24. (Yee, 2023) For reference, an API call is
made every time an app retrieves data from Reddit’s servers. Take those 1,000 API call blocks, multiplied
for thousands and thousands of users, every day for every app iteration, and the fees would quickly explode
to enormous amounts of charges for every app company. Not long after the details of the pricing plan broke,
thousands of third-party app developers began telling users they would be unable to afford the upcoming
costs and would likely have to either shut down or change their status to private, a process the moderators
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referred to as “going dark”, by June 30" (Ingram, M., 2023, p. 1). Apollo owner Christian Selig estimated
his API fees would reach $20 million per year, a figure which Apollo could not support. (Yee, 2023)

While all this controversy was brewing, in a disastrous Reddit “Ask Me Anything” Q&A session, Reddit
CEO Steve “Spez” Huffman met with what Wes Davis, a writer at The Verge, described as “seemingly
universal anger” (Ingram, M., 2023, p. 1).

“There were a lot of f-bombs from commenters [and] a lot of people called him a coward,”
Davis wrote, if users made any positive comments about Huffman or the changes, Davis
“didn’t find them.” The moderators of one forum said that they had initially planned to go
dark for forty-eight hours, but Huffinan’s responses persuaded them to do so indefinitely.
(Ingram, M., 2023, p. 1)

Additionally, in an interview with NBC News, Huffman referred to moderators as “landed gentry”” and was
considering changes that “would allow Reddit users to vote out moderators who have overseen the protest”
(Ingram, D., 2023, p. 1). To protest the new policy, thousands of Reddit communities turned their popular
open forums private, effectively shutting down some of Reddit's top pages (Marcin, 2023). Several
subreddits announced they would only be posting content related to comedian and Max’s Last Week Tonight
host John Oliver (Germain, 2023; Hurler, 2023; Peters, 2023a). Others labeled themselves not safe for work,
or NSFW. That setting, intended for “mature content”, which not only includes pornography but other kinds
of images or posts that might not be suitable in public settings meant that Reddit would not receive any
revenue from those pages, since Reddit does not place advertising on NSFW forums (Griffin, 2023).

After the new pricing plan implementation date, July 1%, arrived, the third-party developers who could not
afford the pricing scheme shut down and effectively went out of business. Reddit, seemingly blind to any
criticism, continued to impose seemingly draconian measures on the site: removing all chat history prior to
2023 (Davis, 2023), and ending gold reward coins (Peters, 2023b; Yeo, 2023). Eventually, the Redditor
moderators’ protests began to diminish as it was apparent that Spez was not backing down (Harding, 2023).
It was in this atmosphere that Reddit decided it would re-implement one of its most popular features, the
r/place digital mandala. Reddit announced the canvas would become available for the third time, a little
more than a year after the previous iteration and six years after its first appearance. The date for the new
start would be July 20, 2023, under the seemingly oblivious announcement tagline "Right Place, Wrong
Time" (Peters, 2023Db).

The 2023 Reddit r/place Mandala

The r/place mandala was available for contributions for five days. During this period, the canvas expanded
six times, from its initial 1000 x 1000 pixels to a final canvas size of 3000 x 2000 pixels (Citak, 2023;
Peters, 2023e). The blatant insincerity in reopening one of Reddit’s most beloved social experiences to
seemingly placate the recent furor over Reddit’s greed and callousness was lost on no one. In fact, Reddit’s
own announcement for reopening the site stated, “what better time to offer a blank canvas to our
communities than when our users and mods are at their most passionate... right?”” (Reddit, 2023, p. 1). To
seemingly add insult to injury, users weren’t even able to access r/place through the older version of the
Reddit app; they had to be on New Reddit or one of the company’s mobile apps (Peters, 2023c, emphasis
added).

From the first pixels posted, protests against Reddit’s CEO, “Spez” raged. The phrase, "Fuck Spez" was

scrawled all over the r/place canvas in a variety of styles and sizes throughout the event (Binder, 2023b).
Others attempted to draw a guillotine over the France flag banner, chopping off the head of Reddit’s mascot
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icon (Kan, 2023; Serrano, 2023). Despite administrative attempts to white out the anti-Spez messages, they
reappeared throughout the event (Peters, 2023d). As the canvas expanded throughout the event, just as had
been seen in previous versions, numerous pictures, logos, flags, artwork, battles and wars raged. Some
artwork remained unmolested, others were wiped out and reappeared as canvas grew. One of the more
noticeable and commented on phenomenon was the use of automated bots which repeatedly swept across
large expanses of the canvas, both wiping out content or land-grabbing sections of newly opened canvas in
a matter of seconds (Fisher, 2023; Parker, 2023). Over the five days of availability, the r/place posters and
audience witnessed the ebb and flow of a number of different themes, posts, and battles won and lost.
During this period, the authors witnessed and cataloged many noteworthy efforts.

2023-specific r/place digital efforts and art

A list of major art/community efforts during the 2023 period of mandala availability, in no ranked order, is
provided below. This list is sorted by major efforts unique to 2023 and other efforts which carried on from
the 2022 mandala. The noteworthy observations and delineations are made with direct ethnographic
knowledge and participation in both the 2023 and 2022 mandalas and research into the 2017 mandala event:

e Fuck Spez — Because of the near-simultaneous animosity directed towards Reddit CEO Steve “Spez”
Huffman, a large amount of effort and mandala canvas was dedicated to posting various images
incorporating the “Fuck Spez” admonition. Much like the 2022 mandala’s blanketing of Among Us
game character images throughout the canvas, Fuck Spez was incorporated as background language,
foreground sloganeering and stand-alone sculptures, as Figure 1 illustrates, for the entire period of the
event. In fact, one of the last intentional images on the mandala as the entire board faded to all white
was the outline of the Fuck Spez jeer. (Citak, 2023; Pendergrass, et al., 2022; Peters, 2023e)

.

ol i‘ 3
“Fuck Spez” Example

Figure 2: “Dog with Butterfly with Red Demon” Iteration

Figurl:

e The Red Void Monster and the Dog with the Butterfly on its Nose — This red void monster was
created by Spanish Redditor Rubius (r/ubius) initially as yet another color of void monster like the
black voids and monsters on previous r/place mandalas. It eventually is shown hugging and protecting
the dog, drawn by Russian Redditor Bratishkinoff (r/place_brff). Initially they were drawn side by side
in the blank space of an expansion of the original canvas, but then several thin, spindly red arms reached
from the monster over to embrace the dog with the butterfly on its nose to give it a hug. The arms
eventually morphed into two strong ones protecting the dog and the final version of the two together
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was the inspiration for several subsequent illustrations (Figure 2) which became a predominant theme
of this mandala. (DragonFoolish, 2023)

Bad Apple Video Recreation — A real-time pixilated reenactment of the iconic Bad Apple black and
white music video animation of Internet and Touhou videogame fame. Although there was no sound
associated with it, the whole video recreation ran in near real-time throughout much of the period of
the mandala’s availability, updated and maintained by numerous Redditors coordinated through the
Reddit Touhou page. Many observers were suspicious whether the pixel maintenance involved in
keeping the animation clear and running could be controlled without bots, but those involved described
the bot-free process. “We have a template that shows to users incorrect pixels and is also able to live-
update so that new frames can be created and that info relayed to users” (Bluninjal234, 2023), (Glaze,
2023; Kenshi_15, 2023).

Bots — Throughout the period where the 2023 mandala was available for edits and creations, the
rampant use of bots was a noticeable and noticed phenomenon which annoyed and frustrated a large
number of Redditor participants. Whole areas of canvas would be painted over with swaths of color
indicating flagged territory for various countries' use. This activity would happen both in new areas just
opened up for art and in areas where pictures and stories had been established. Nearly every Reddit
community voiced concern and consternation over bots’ destructions and “claim jumping.” This
overuse of bots was not as readily apparent in the previous version of r/place (Fisher, 2023; Pendergrass,
etal., 2022).

Technoblade’s Crowned Pig — A tribute to Alexander “Technoblade” the popular Minecraft content
creator who passed away due to Sarcoma cancer at the age of 23. The image itself, (Figure 3) is of a
crowned pig with a sword at his side, and Technoblade spelled out above. The crowned pig is a
reference to Alexander's in-game character. Beside the crowned pig is the letter “H,” the logo of the
mini-game server Hypixel, his Internet home location. A purple ribbon overlay atop the H is a symbol
of Sarcoma cancer awareness (Parker, 2023). The Technoblade tribute remained for the most part
unadulterated by others’ mandala work throughout the period of the canvas’ availability.

' Fi'gu're' 3: “Technoblade” Tribute

German boy and Netherlands girl — An adaptation of a scene taken from the Japanese manga series Ao
Haru Ride (Blue Spring Ride). “Ao Haru Ride is the anime adaptation of the manga series written and
illustrated by lo Sakisaka, which was serialized in the shoujo magazine Bessatsu Margaret between
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2011 and 2015” (Ao Haru Ride, 2014). The boy/girl interaction scene is morphed into a German boy
wearing lederhosen, a Bavarian-style hat and holding a mug of beer cornering a Netherlands girl styled
as a Frau Antje — Dutch milkmaid — character holding a wheel of cheese against a wall. The two
characters would be a familiar representation of German/Netherlands advertising of the last century
promoting cheese. The duo, overlaid on the German on bottom and Netherlands, in middle, flag banners
and an orange stripe for The House of Orange, illustrated above, represented the common link between
the two countries.

Other notable r/place efforts
Other mandala efforts are delineated separately from the 2023-specific events because they also had roots
in the 2022 and 2017 mandalas:

e The Canadian Flag — The establishment and maintenance of a distinguishable Canadian Maple Leaf
Flag had been a sore spot for Canadian Redditors since the last mandala as the design of the leaf would
not remain static and through attacks by pranksters morphed into various other types of leaves, bananas
and such. Finally, this time, Canadians were able to establish and hold the flag design intact through
much of the 2023 event.

e The Blue Corner — The bottom-right blue corner was again established and maintained throughout the
event.

e The Black Void — The “Black Void” again continued in 2023 however the designs created within the
void became much more intricate and varied in style and form and seemed to play/interact less
intrusively as had been in the previous mandala.

e National and Flag Art — Morocco, Vietnam, France, The Netherlands, Turkey, and others to lesser
degrees established national areas which included a wide variety of art work related to national figures,
sports, structures, slogans, etc.

e “And All the Rest” Art — throughout the mandala there were numerous individual efforts which
covered areas large and small; from large sweeping swaths of the canvas to only a few pixels in size.
The authors also participated in the 2023 mandala to a small degree to gain a personal ethnographic
perspective of the event and participation in the event.

The Mandala’s End and Beyond

On July 25, 2023, the 2023 Reddit r/place mandala event ended as the only available color for new pixel
posts was changed to white. Upon this change, a large white “Fuck Spez” filled the canvas first. The rest
of the canvas was eventually whited out. The Reddit r/place 2023 mandala event had ended. While
numerous participants bemoaned the lack of awards from Reddit, in the end, the canvas was archived for
posterity; the subreddit r/place was again closed to new comments. In the end, the Spez protestors had made
their point, to a degree, but would anything change?

Perhaps the most pronounced impact of the protest, and Reddit’s response to it, has been cultural.
Users who have long been dedicated to the site, some of whom have spent countless unpaid hours
working to make it better, are exhausted and resentful — and many have simply left (Paul, 2023).

In Reddit’s end-of-the-year recap, while it praised user’s participation in 2023’s r/place mandala, little was
said about the July API protests specifically. There was one oblique reference to John Oliver: “And let's
not omit the year's surprise icon—John Oliver, Reddit's newest heartthrob in r/pics, possibly dethroning
Keanu Reeves as Reddit’s sexiest man alive and is surely the only man who can make an API update sexy”
(Reddit_irl, 2023).
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As 2024 began, Reddit publically stood firm with other entities who prevented Al LLMs free use of their
content. Meta and TikTok had long refused any meaningful access to LLMs (Ward, 2023), X banned LLMs
in February of 2023 and the New York Times later filed a lawsuit in December against Microsoft’s OpenAl
ChatGPT for using copyrighted content to build their Al LLM (Marinotti, 2024; Stokel-Walker, 2023).
However, in February 2024, Reddit made two announcements which took many by surprise. First, Reddit
agreed to provide Google with Reddit users’ content to help build Google’s LLM. Google’s CEO
announced the partnership:

[Google is] pleased to announce a new Cloud partnership that enables Reddit to integrate new Al-
powered capabilities using Vertex Al. Reddit intends to use Vertex Al to enhance search and other
capabilities on the Reddit platform... Google now has access to Reddit’s Data API, which delivers
real-time, structured, unique content from their large and dynamic platform (Patel, 2024).

Google’s deal with Reddit was estimated to be worth $60M. The second announcement was that Reddit
again filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission for an IPO sale (Hamilton, 2024; Securities and
Exchange Commission, 2024). Both announcements confirmed what all the Reddit protestors had foretold.
On March 20, Reddit set an IPO price at $34 per share and began trading the next day on the New York
Stock Exchange as “RDDT” (Lietke, et al., 2024). While the monetarization of Reddit continued with the
intrusion of more advertising into user feeds (Harding, 2024) additionally, having Reddit as a LLM source
for Google Al was far from trouble-free. In one notable episode, Google’s Al Overview tool sourced an
11-year-old Reddit post comment which sarcastically suggested the addition of glue to a pizza recipe to
keep the pepperoni slices from sliding off (Ettinger, 2024). Clearly, there is still much to figure out.

Observations

A number of major themes can be inferred from the activities related to the 2023 Reddit r/place mandala
event. These themes are drawn from direct ethnographic observations and participation in the 2023 digital
mandala event as well as ethnographic observations of the 2022 mandala and research into the 2017 event.

e Protests against Reddit after the shutout of APIs — The lockdown of free-use of Reddit APIs, which in
turn shut down many familiar free-to-use Apps to access content, was perhaps the largest catalyst to
protests. This ban prompted blackouts, protests and a huge level of anger towards Reddit and especially
it’s CEO. This action affected most of the subsequent activities and the “Fuck Spez” reverberations.

e Protests raged against Reddit because of the perception of moderators’ abuse — Reddit’s seemingly
heavy-handed and tone-deaf pushback against the moderators’ protests to the API lockdown also
demonstrated a corporate mentality pervaded the company’s response and further alienated the
moderators. This perception helped reinforce the validity of the cause to many participants and
outsiders.

e Some consternation was aroused that was related to Reddit’s overt calculations to garner favor by
jumpstarting the r/place mandala “out of cycle,” but that was mixed with happiness over seeing it run
again so soon after the last one. Many saw the rushed event for what it appeared to be, in essence a
blatant attempt to quickly curry favor with Redditors. This led to questions and some discussions as to
when the next event would run. One year? Five years?

e The uproar against the blatant use of Bots in canvas harvesting by some communities — the use of Bots
to claim large swaths of newly-released expanded and unclaimed mandala canvas was mentioned by
many Redditors as being unfair to participants because the communities they were associated with were
not complying with the spirit of the rules of the event.
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e There were more constructive trends than destructive ones — more participants looked to create rather
than destroy, to cooperate rather than conquer. Despite the pervading angry posts of many participants,
many more sought to ensure that the spirit of cooperation and coordination prevailed.

e Al-specific discussions or artwork did not factor into major mandala protests — as Bots are not
considered to be Al per se.

Conclusions

Doctorow (2023) defined enshitification as the descriptive of any number of social media companies as
they turn towards profit as their new primary focus: Facebook, X, Amazon, YouTube, etc. “Here is how
platforms die: first, they are good to their users; then they abuse their users to make things better for their
business customers; finally, they abuse those business customers to claw back all the value for themselves.
Then, they die” (Doctorow, 2023, p. 1). Reddit, in seeking their IPO prize, looked to cut off all revenue-
leaks such as free APIs for developers and Al LLM building efforts. This task, contrary to Redditors’
desires, had to have been an effort primarily for potential investors’ benefit. Many saw it as the first bold
move towards Reddit’s inevitable enshitification. But upon closer examination, this dispute was much more
than just a financial disagreement.

The questions raised during this period went to the core of Reddit’s purpose and identity — whose data is
it? “To be clear, it isn't Reddit's data that is so useful to Google or OpenAl. It's Reddit's users' data. You
know, the content they contribute for free. That's an important distinction because the value of Reddit
without those users is exactly zero” (Aten, 2023, p. 1; emphasis in original). Facebook, TikTok, X, The
New York Times, now Reddit with many more to come — these may be the first battlefields in the inevitable
Al war. “We’re at the dawn of a platform shift. The business model of the entire internet is undergoing an
unpredictable change” (Germain, 2023). In actuality, the long-term results of the near-term actions may be
even harder to predict.

As each recent technological/social shift has occurred — landline to cell phone to smartphone — social media
to dating apps — console gaming to handheld to VR — each has brought with it unforeseen consequences.
Reddit’s scramble to gain financial security in lieu of community security may prove just as futile as the
moderators’ scramble to demonstrate anger through protest actions. One thing is to be sure, if and when
the next iteration of the Reddit r/place mandala is made available for participation, that new post-protest
Reddit canvas will be a much different work of art than previous ones.

Further Research

The r/place mandala event can be examined through several different lenses. The phenomenon can be
viewed as the product; the result of the interactions between players referring to the canvas/mandala as it
developed and changed. The r/place digital mandala experiences can also be viewed as the process; the
experiences of the interactions between the players in dialogue, in strategy, in move-to-countermove, in
initiative and response, in action and rejection, in change and acceptance.

Given those descriptives, Reddit’s composure of the digital mandala can incorporate and further define the
history and the evolution of Reddit and Redditors’ experiences going into the event: this includes the history
of previous mandala community efforts, nation-based efforts, Internet-users and products’ events, pricing
challenges, philosophical impositions, technological initiatives, and perception adaptation. Much in the
same way that the Reddit API LLM infighting laid the path to the Fuck Spez outbursts, a similar conflict
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could enter the next r/place canvas. All that said, countless spinoffs and social qualitative and quantitative
research possibilities are opened for future research.
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