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The Global Community Networking Partnership (GCNP) intends this Manifesto as a contribution to dialogue on the definition of an Information Society.  The citizens of an Information Society have a need to understand how perceptions about the nature of good government in that Society inform public policy decisions. Some ways of seeing daily life in an Information Society will fit with the experience of GCNP members better than others.  Where the perceptions of decision makers do not affirm their experience, citizenship places a responsibility on GCNP members to state their expectations more stridently.

The purpose of GCNP is to express the online practices that contribute to the formation of community. Underlying that purpose is a fundamental commitment to the uses of Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) for social change.  GCNP takes an “Internet-based” or community online view of the world of socio-economic development.  The members of this network of community networking associations understand through hands-on experience how the practices of community development online reveal useful and joyful ways of learning to live in an Information Society.

Historically, that grassroots view departs substantially from the conventional views and interests of nation states and corporations, and therefore is usually left out of development planning.  Our Manifesto states the key principles that need to be expressed to ensure that an understanding of the realities of daily life online informs the planning of international agencies on the uses of ICTs for development.

For example, the current themes and subtopics identified by the Civil Society Directorate (CSD) of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) categorize the “problems” presented by learning to live in an Information Society in a particular way. For quick reference their five main themes are:

· Knowledge Society

· Rights and Governance

· Infrastructure and tools

· Development and employment

· Cooperation and investment

Those themes represent a pragmatic categorization based on the past that is orthogonal to GCNP’s interests.  We believe in the usefulness of the practices learned by activists in community networking. While some of community networking experience can be expressed under any of those five themes, the overall experience has to be badly fragmented in order to make it fit.   That suggests the thinking that went into the classification of themes is structured in such a way that it is not an effective lens for bringing the implications of our practices sharply into focus.  In order to give our practices room to grow, practices that are grounded in the realities of the Information Society, new ways of looking at the nature of that Society will need to emerge.

As a contribution to shaping a new consensus, at events like WSIS and throughout their preparatory processes, GCNP will be an advocate for three structural principles shaping the social networks of an Information Society and the realities of daily life online:

1. The importance, and the absence, of the role of “community” as an essential element of public policy.

2. The importance of self-organization in dynamic systems as a completely different aspect of governance.

3. The absolute need to defend (non-negotiable) the Internet as a commons.

It will not always remain as true as it is now - that networked, self-organizing, communities of learning run counter to all that existing government, industry and civil society hold sacred. The existence and continuing growth of the Internet itself is evidence that, in the structuring of an Information Society, the concept of community as a response to particular situations will win out over the concept of the “global” as a response to universal needs.  There are, in fact, many models of community networking now in operation where online action within the principles that shape self-organizing systems causes the integration we’re describing to occur.  Some examples of positive benefits from cooperative action by community networks in the context of self-organization include:

· Community ownership of broadband networking as a key factor in descending bandwidth costs.

· The effects of cooperation among Community Networking Associations and Internet Service Provider Associations on public policies for ICT use.

· Software development based on pragmatic experience of community online in the organization of communities of knowledge and practice.

· Examples that reveal how “community-based” motives are the key to success in national programs of support for community Internet access as factors in economic development.

· The role of community networking in creating and sustaining local markets for connectivity.

· Relating economic development planning and social movements on the Net.

· The role of online communities of practice in large multinational corporations.

You might think that the planning of international agencies such as WSIS would seek to ground their agendas in a strong definition of what that Society was about.  But it has become apparent that finding the process for definition, rather than the definition itself, has dominated the WSIS agenda so far.  As a consequence, whatever process emerges is more likely to merely refine a weak consensus definition than it is to agree on a strong one.  

That is not necessarily a bad thing, especially if consensus on the nature of an Information Society remains illusive.  In that way, the door stays open for further dialogue.  And it must be kept open.  For the many people who are not immersed in the evolving interactions of daily life online, it is not readily apparent why we might hold those three “truths” about the value of community online to be self-evident.

COMMUNITY IS NOT A EUPHEMISM FOR CIVIL SOCIETY

In expressing the experience of a global community of the practitioners of community development online, GCNP must balance a tension between two ends of a continuum of radical practice. That continuum extends, on the one end, from the use of online networks to support community engagement in the struggle for human rights, to, on the other end, direct action on ICT use in community that changes the quality of daily life.  

If opposition to oppression requires accepting an agenda defined by the history of the oppressors, then the struggle for human rights, while essential, remains reactive.  But action on the quality of daily life online is defined in terms of itself.  To act cooperatively, in the context of community, is to accept an emerging world of new cultural values.  We then act directly on an agenda for the future that we own.

In sustaining a balance of that tension, GCNP points to a new way of thinking about community, and to a more natural understanding of socio-technological  evolution.  That way forward is based in a common vision and set of goals and in projects to accomplish them.  With that possibility in mind, we see the Information Society as a society of learning communities that self-organize and that “internetwork” into open patterns of local-global relationships.  The fractal shapes of its economic and ecological zones emerge out the complexities of its networks.  The word that describes the patterns of interaction made by such zones is not “boundaries.”  It is “flow.”

GCNP is impressed by the argument of Manuel Castells that global alliances of common interest among corporations and governments have invented a construct called “civil society.”  “The dramatic expansion of non-governmental organizations around the world, most of them subsidized and supported by the state, can be interpreted as the extension of the state into civil society, in an effort to diffuse conflict and increase legitimacy by shifting resources and responsibility to the grassroots.”

The money that fuels action on development by civil society groups in developing countries comes into those countries primarily from outside.  The same failure of recognition fueling the push toward “partnerships” with civil society groups in developed countries is being exported to developing countries.

The appropriation of the word “community” in policy statements usually masks the intention of governments to use the Internet to off-load, down-load, outsource, or “decentralize” the delivery of government services.  However, the Internet is a tool for the “distribution” of functions across networks of services delivery.  Decentralization and distribution are not the same thing.  

If you are community-based and you can act in the context of distributed systems, take the money.  But recognize that the “center” which provides it has a wider agenda in mind.  It may not recognize or even care why you are successful.  It may intend to appropriate your success for purposes far more global than local.  Appropriation and co-option of civil society methods by governments and corporations are reactions to the emergence of an Information Society in an attempt to avoid change.  If that comment is not fair criticism, then where are the public policy agendas that identify the need to create the presence of community? 

GCNP does not intend the word “community” as a euphemism for civil society.  The focus on civil society’s role fosters an agenda that bureaucratizes and professionalizes citizenship. In community, it is a person’s authentic response to the situation, not their professional authority, that contributes to the social glue of trust.  Elected politicians and technocrats that shift the blame for the failing legitimacy of representative democracy from themselves to civil society are making an end-run on accountability. This makes the search for representativeness in civil society into a shell game to be avoided.  On the other hand, community emerges when participation occurs.

REDEFINING COMMUNITY

Community is about integrative social relationships, not just locality. Any social network that is characterized by high degrees of self-organizing interdependence is behaving as a community. As social networks, communities are primarily concerned with reciprocity or mutuality in addressing common objectives and needs.  

The rules that pattern the behaviors of a community relate directly to the immediate circumstances of its relationships to the ecology of mind that it inhabits.  Community is nothing more than an agreed set of rules for behaving consistently in resolving problems of daily life that are located in a common set of circumstances.  If those circumstances are related to the performance of a set of tasks, then the rules that cause self-organizing action to address those tasks are commonly referred to as practices.

There is an energy to be found in community that is attractive.  Community can emerge whenever groups of autonomous individuals ask themselves “At this moment, what can we do to work and learn together?”  What the individuals in those groups have in common is a need to learn their way forward.  That need can occur in social circumstances whether the primary motivation driving integration is private profit or public good.

A “society” based on the autonomous right of the individual to act in the context of community (that is to say - to commit to action or “to connect”) is not one that is necessarily structured around the concepts of commercial, governance and civil sectors. In most societies, as presently constituted, the functions of management, governance and integration (such as community) are rarely in balance.  In fact, the integrative functions essential to sustaining participation in the evolution of social contracts are sometimes actively suppressed.

GCNP is an advocate for community as the essential concept that is now absent from an understanding the structure of an Information Society.  Expressing a different idea of community challenges events like WSIS, where agendas focus on defining distinct roles for governments, civil society, and the private sector. The two ideas, of 3 distinct sectors and of community, are the product of differing views about the nature of social structure.  Only connect.  Agendas that separate roles are at odds with any full expression of the experience of community networking. They are reactions in defense of the past. Understanding the functions and role of community as an essential determinant of social structure moves the debate of issues away from universalities that are global and toward particularities that are individual.

It is our position (our agenda) that the inclusion of community in public policy is fundamental to the achievement of an Information Society over-all.  It is not therefore a “civil society” issue. Community as a shared value, not civil society, mitigates the negative impacts of the forces of regulation and competition
 by providing the counterbalance of cooperation, collaboration and connection necessary for new forms of social integration to emerge. 

SELF-ORGANIZATION AS GOVERNANCE

The dynamics of how communities emerge are functions of the principles governing self-organizing systems.  The practices of community development online are based on cooperative actions in the context of those systems.  Such dynamics represent a completely different form of “governance” from partnerships and hierarchies of control.  Their “laws” are inherent within systems and thus express a form of governance that is other than those externally imposed on systems by the “rule of law.”  In self-organizing systems, differentiating and integrating functions are necessarily in balance.

WSIS is currently defining civil society as:

Primarily about people freely associating to achieve common aims as distinct from striving for political power or the accumulation of capital.

A set of public interactions which involves, but not exclusively, self-organizing groups autonomous from the state, market and family that operate or are linking across territorial boundaries.

GCNP
 assumes certain consequences for acting in the context of self-organization that are not normally included in public policy thinking. In effect, it is GCNP’s position that, in a Society where the primary element of structure is community, the WSIS civil society definition should actually cover all of society, not merely a sector within it.  This is because the primary purpose of structure in such a society must be centered on the idea of learning.

In the absence of an adequate theory of information that encompasses meaning, the phrase “Information Society” is almost empty of descriptive power.  Its use leads inevitably to the false epistemological position that knowledge is some kind of object and can be commodified.  The phrase Learning Society, on the other hand, does have utility because we do have access to a working theory of how self-organizing social systems learn. In the theory of learning as social practice,
 all self-organizing spaces for socialization are inherently learning spaces.  That is to say, all communities are inherently communities of practice.

The concept of communities of practice is at the heart of an understanding of how the dynamics of informing, knowing, and learning shape a political economy of ideas.  Effectively applying the “rules” structuring self-organizing systems to development requires a fundamental shift in our understanding of what “governance” actually means. Governance in self-organizing systems that learn is different from governance in hierarchical systems that control.

The conventional understanding of governance rests on the principle of delegated authority.  It is hard to make that principle relevant to a social theory of learning.  The way that groups of individuals form themselves for the purpose of learning their way forward has almost nothing to do with the delegation of authority.  “Leadership” is ever and always a problem inherent in the effective structure of organization, never its solution.  In simple terms, someone who ascribes to the status label “leader” merely creates a perturbation in the social environment that the community of practice will learn its way around.  The ego that the organizational forms of Industrial Society invests in maintaining leadership roles costs too much measured in terms of learning for an Information Society to bear.

The capacity to know and to inform inherent in an Information Society is a function of the capacity for new perceptions to emerge when all of the links in the phase space of possibilities can connect at will.  If the WSIS decides on any working definition of the Information Society that leaves self-organization out, particularly if that is an operational definition that includes reference to "global" structures of control or the necessity of "leadership" roles, then it will be a dangerous failure.

It is important to underline that we are really not speaking the language of private and public sector “partnerships.”  We are talking about cooperative actions in the context of self-organizing systems that learn as representing a completely different form of governance from hierarchies of control.  In self-organizing systems, social practices related to learning can act as a bridge between those motivated by resource management issues and those motivated by cooperation in the public interest or for the common good.  In community, functions that integrate and functions that differentiate do not work in opposition to each other.

In a Learning Society, the separation of the private and the public will not be all that important.  For example, in a networked economy, markets can be thought of as communities.  When all participants in a market have access to something that approaches perfect information about price, that market approaches behaving as a community of practice.  There are many examples of how the function of community can be integrated into the pursuit of profit to the detriment of neither.  Community networking associations have experience of this that has not been brought into focus.

The answers we get in trying to understand the nature of, as WSIS of necessity will continue to refer to it, an "Information Society" will depend on the questions we ask. GCNP must advocate for the goals of learning over the goals of control.  That means attempting to put the idea of online “communities of practice" onto the world stage where the framework of questions is already difficult.  We know that global corporations are deeply engaged in exploring ideas of how organizational learning occurs.  However, we do not know of a single nation state where the perception of that need is on the public policy agenda or inherent in the formation of national ICT use strategies.

THE INTERNET AS COMMONS

The practitioners of community development online understand citizenship as participation in the context of peer-to-peer networks and they take an active role in social change.  Their practices reveal the nature of an Information Society more precisely than the strategies of nation states.  Community is an important shared value in the open systems that we have begun to use to negotiate global consensus.  As a horizontal integrating principle, it does not fit into the three types of groups, goals-based, issues-based and constituencies-based, that compose Civil Society.  Community online, as an extension of that important shared value, is essential to an understanding of how an Information Society actually works.

To see why that is so requires a flip flop in your assumptions about the relationship of technology to cultural and social change. We cannot think our way past the domination of technological determinism if we continue to believe that technology is the prime driver of change.  New technologies are, above all else, an expression of a shift in culture, not the cause of it.  Before new technologies can be imagined, someone has to view the possibilities of the world with new eyes.  The Internet was originally a set of technologies that resulted from being able to see how information theory could be applied to increase cooperation among communities of researchers.

GCNP assumes an Internet-based model when interpreting the cultural functions that structure an Information Society (or, as we prefer to think of it, a Learning Society).  In that view, the Internet must be sustained as an artifact of the culture of a commons that we all share.  The Internet expresses the values of the culture that created it, and users of the Internet are thereby immersed in the values of that culture.  This is in contrast to the worldviews of governments and corporations who still assume that the Internet is merely a device, a “tool,” which can be adapted to their purposes without consequences for their existing way of seeing the world.  But the Internet is not value free.  It arrives in their midst with its cultural message intact.

All of humanity needs the Internet in order to collaborate on global issues.  If the privatization of the Internet that is now underway totally succeeds, then humanity will have destroyed an importance means of addressing issues of its own survival. This is an issue that rapidly becomes both technical and philosophical at once.  But, in essence, the Internet’s code layer, the software that runs the servers, links and connections, is in the public domain because it is written in the languages of Open Source Systems.  To continue to function as designed, it must stay there.

Usually the idea of an “electronic commons” is stated by civil society organizations to mean a dedicated civic “space” that is somehow separated from the Internet overall.  But the Internet’s code layer already forms a commons that all of its inhabitants occupy.  It just isn’t good tactics for GCNP to abandon the whole territory in order to defend only part of it.  Nation states are a huge distance away from accepting that the erosion of that commons is not in their long-term interest. 

GCNP believes that the Internet was specifically created to foster self-organization, collaboration and learning in the context of non-zero sum games.  Its existence is the primary evidence that, in the structuring of an Information Society, the concept of community as a response to particular situations will win out over the concept of the “global” as a response to universal needs.  But it's not a sure thing, and ultimately events like the WSIS can become magnets for people who don't care what kind of tool the Internet is. GCNP has a responsibility to be present at such events to witness for our experience.

GCNP needs to set a goal for its WSIS participation of widening the recognition that the Internet is a technological expression of fundamental principles of social organization that are inherently different. We enjoy our online escapes from managed social structures into convivial social structures of community precisely because they are more human.  Essentially, people seeking to advance the interests of community have created the means of supporting social zones structured by the rules of non-zero sum games.  This is new in the sense that those rules have never had so much room to breathe before.  If GCNP doesn’t stand out as an advocate for this message then who will?

ALIGNING ACTION WITH PRINCIPLES

Thinking and learning our way into a new kind of society and a new kind of community brings forth a tremendous sense of freedom.  But there is a gap between citizen expectations for a government response to community networking and what it is that governments are actually doing. There is strength, an energy, inside community online that flows from the grass roots.  There is a powerful sense of a citizen responsibility to engage, to connect, surrounding the consequences of using that energy.  

In communities of practice about community development online, that energy is being applied in the local not the global, in the particular not the universal.  The will of nation states to engage directly with community online is rarely in evidence.  Rather than sustaining the active participation that has already emerged, many policy processes seem intent on dis-empowerment in the interest of maintaining control.  The pressure for dialogue among politicians, public servants, and citizens is far stronger than the response. Don’t wait for governments. Keep networking.  Push for dialogue.

When we make “knowledge” the answer to our search for beneficial socio-economic development and political reform, then we need to be conscious of the fact that we are dealing with a complex abstraction. Defining such a  “Society” becomes, first of all, a problem of epistemology.  Some people begin to premise their definition by thinking of knowledge and information as objects or “resources,” or “content.” Other people, including the practitioners of community development online, begin the definition with an understanding of learning as a process.  But whatever the first premise, in that society, reflecting on how we know what we know becomes central to any understanding of the consequence of our actions.

So far, ITU’s approach to epistemology in the planning of WSIS seems to be to categorize or classify a range of conventionally identified issues.  The practices of community networking, however, are not classificatory.  They are grounded in the emergent character of self-organizing systems. The relationship, if any, between classificatory and emergent systems of epistemology is not at all clear.  There may not be any common ground between these two views.  If that is so, then what we as GCNP collectively “decide” to do (our strategy) depends on us standing behind a rough working consensus on our point-of-view about the way the world works.

Since our understanding of the Internet culture is grounded in the experience of community online, it goes well beyond a “western” doctrine of libertarian individualism.  As indeed it must, if it is to be applicable to both developed and developing countries.  But that doesn’t mean that we are making a statement about individual rights versus collective rights.  In the Internet culture, first the relation of factors that aggregate into individual or collective identity always forms a network.  And second, the self-organization of the identities of both individuals and communities combine behaviours that differentiate and behaviours that integrate into a functioning whole.

Moving from an Industrial Society to a Learning Society involves a shift of emphasis from individual learning (as the institutionalization of the imposition of skills) to organizational learning (as the institutionalization of the evolution of practices).  On average, a Learning Society will reward behavior that is thoughtful, cooperative and adaptive, rather than aggressively competitive.  If you think such interaction is too passive, you aren’t thinking deeply enough to adapt to the necessities of such a Society.  Ultimately, this is a struggle that is being won community by community. Being global in your perspectives has very little to do with it.

In a recent press release outlining GCNP’s direction, Artur Serra said," GCNP is fostering self-organizing models of governance through community networking.”  And Susana Finquelievich said, “We intend to concentrate our efforts on projects that promote community in a networking environment.” In working towards increasing the capacity of communities to design their own futures, GCNP thinks a move from the current hierarchical to more “bottom-up” and cooperative models of community development is crucial.

It would appear that the window of opportunity for advocacy of our views at WSIS rests in the primary task of negotiating some consensus on the definition of an “Information Society.”  At present that window remains open.  If, as we believe, community networks are already creatures of the Information Society, then we should not let expediency shoehorn us into a typology that is uncomfortable.  We need to act to ensure that the definition of the Information Society that emerges from WSIS includes the structural principles we see as essential.  To ensure this occurs, we must act at both national and global levels.

You would think that nation states would want to be seen as having their internal civil society acts together when appearing on a world stage that is attempting inclusiveness.  But nothing we have learned about the approaches taken in national programs interacting with member associations of GCNP gives us confidence that they've arrived at a consensus on how to actively engage with "civil society" in forming” inclusive” positions for WSIS. The issue of citizen voices in e-governance and online consultation processes is becoming a high priority on the public policy agendas of nation states. But our gut feeling is that the "bureaucracy" overall remains extremely sensitive to "civil society involvement" in WSIS in a negative way.  However, we’d be quite happy to be proved wrong!

There is, however, a fundamental bias in the process that WSIS has begun to imagine.  When WSIS states its goal is to seek “a common action plan in the field of information and technologies,”
 that goal leaves out the word “society.”  When WSIS states that the means of achieving such a plan involve primarily “sharing national strategies” because they reveal “the transition to the Information Society,” where does that process make room for a convergence of interests among actors?  After all, the Information Society that is emerging is not as concerned about the future of nation states as are nation states.

Change drives from within society outwards.  Society frames the context in which the uses of technologies are expressed, not the reverse.  National strategies can only be a reaction to what is already occurring.  They cannot be a cause of it.  National strategies reveal only the response of nation states to transition.

Taking direct, effective and transparent action on community-based problems, and then sharing the results, is far more important than any "representation" of those results on a world stage.  If we fully embrace the type of representation that WSIS, through expediency, now pushes us towards we risk centralizing control of our own decision making to the detriment of learning.  Distribution maximizes learning throughout the system via direct access of every participant to the experience of modifying practice to cope with the complexities of their particular situation and then sharing the results of that modification for feedback.  Community nets are developed by people who already know that you shouldn't play the game unless you can learn.

The more representative, in conventional terms, GCNP becomes, the less it will be acting in alignment with the principles that pattern daily life in an Information Society.  The ultimate goal of GCNP must be to demonstrate by example that all of it "represents" the principles it espouses.  In the long run, it is going to be important to GCNP to continue to govern itself as a "distributed system." In doing so, it will preserve the autonomy of its individual participants and working groups to act unilaterally.  They can remain confident they are learning their way forward because they are acting in agreement with certain simple principles that govern interaction in daily life online.

There is then a risk of distraction involved in representing our experience in forums where we may be speaking to deaf ears.  But there is a greater risk involved in avoiding our responsibility to advocate for community as the crucial ingredient in structuring the quality of daily life online.  If we can connect in a global process of re-defining the nature of society, if we can open up that process, there is much that we can learn and share as a consequence of that participation.  But success in connection does not produce a plan of action.  The outcome of that participation will be learning, and there is no way to anticipate what will happen to us when we learn.

� Acknowledgements: Claire Shearman has called for “a short, clear, simple” statement of GCNP views to support her work with WSIS.  Steve Cisler has described such a statement as “an elevator pitch… a verbal explanation of a project that could be delivered while riding a few floors in an elevator.”  Obviously this essay does not meet that need.  I offer it as food for thought on some of the issues such a statement must address.





Because of the participation of others, the attempt to draft a document that captures the essence of GCNP’s purpose has proved to be far more satisfying than I anticipated.  The original ideas were worked out in collaboration with Marita Moll.  The clearer my sentences, the more likely they are to have been edited by her.  I am also indebted to many for their encouraging comments and suggestions, but in particular to  Richard Lowenberg, Silvia Senen, David Wortley, Michael Gurstein, Steve Cisler, Sergei Stafeev, Gareth Shearman and Artur Serra.  This second draft benefited substantially from floating several of the key themes in the plenary sessions at GCN2002, October 8-12, Montreal, and many subsequent corridor conversations.





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.chet.org.za/oldsite/castells/poulantzas.html" ��http://www.chet.org.za/oldsite/castells/poulantzas.html�





� “Competition” refers here to a strategy in the context of zero sum games.  It is contrasted with a cooperative strategy in the context of non-zero sum games.  It is not meant, as it might be used by market economists, as the remedy for the costly and unresponsive monopoly practices of government enterprises or monolithic corporations.





� There are two documents that flesh out this position that have been tabled and discussed at GCNP Global Congresses:





Garth Graham.  SOCIET(E) CONNECTS THE DOTS: The role of community networks in making the G8 dot.force relevant to the majority of the world.  Global CN2000:First Global Congress on Community Networking.  Thematic sessions track 1: global community issues.  Barcelona, November 3, 2000.


www.bellanet.org/dotforce/docs/PGGraham.doc?ois=y;template=blank.htm





Garth Graham.  Community: the link across digital divides.  Background paper for the Plenary Session Panel, Community Networks and Globalization. Strategic Options, GlobalCN2001; Second Global Congress of Citizen Networks, Buenos Aires, Argentina, December 5, 2001. October 24, 2001.  For downloading only, see additional material link at end of document found at: <� HYPERLINK "http://www.globalcn2001.org/ing/panel03con.html" ��http://www.globalcn2001.org/ing/panel03con.html�>





� Etienne Wenger.  Communities of practice: learning, meaning, and identity.  Cambridge University Press, 1998.





� Stated in a document on the WSIS Bucharest Meeting presented at the GCNP 2002 Montreal Forum, October 12, 2002.
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