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Introduction 

The focus on collective intelligence appears to have been inspired by a number of indications that the 

internet is transforming the ability of people to work together, and enabling new forms of collaboration. 

Perhaps the most democratizing aspect of the Internet with respect to collaboration is the ability for 

people to organize and communicate in groups. It is within the context of electronic free assembly and 

association that citizens will gain new opportunities for participation and a voice in politics, governance, 

and society.  

In this paper I argue that although challenging, networked-based, distributed and social production, 

both individual and cooperative, offer a new system in conjunction with markets, governments, and 

non-profits, within which individuals can engage in information, knowledge, and cultural production and 

benefit from the online collective. 

hǇŜƴ {ƻǳǊŎŜ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ǾǎΦ ά5ŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎέ Online Collectivism 

Lanier in his article Beware the Online Collective states that people, by giving up their personal identity 

and joining online collectives, not only loose their creativity but also have the potential to turn into an 

online mass of anonymous and connected people who can eventually transform into a mean mob, just 

like masses of people have time and time again in the history of every human culture.  

Lanier has two driving concerns. The first is deep: loss of individuality and creativity, depreciation of the 

unique, responsible, engaged individual as the core element of a system of information, knowledge, and 

culture. The second strikes me as more superficial, or at least as more time- and space-bound. That is 

the concern with the rise of online collectives and efforts to build business models around them. 

Like Lanier, I see individuals as the bearers of moral claims and the sources of innovation, creativity, and 

insight. Unlike Lanier, ǳǎƛƴƎ wǳǎƘƪƻŦŦΩǎ ƭƻƎƛŎ I argue that enhanced individual capabilities represent the 

critical long term shift introduced by the networked information economy, improving on the operation 
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of markets and governments at present time and perhaps in the future. To me, markets, governments 

regardless of their democratic status, social relations and technical platforms are all various and partly 

overlapping systems within which individuals exist and function. 

Rushkoff in Open Source Democracy combines two comparatively recent movements: the political 

movement of modern democracy characterized by giving everyone the right to vote and the advent of 

open source development model. Rushkoff is not just interested in the effect that the two have had on 

the world, but rather in the new opportunities for the two to influence each other (Black, Rushkoff, 

notes). 

He argues that in a sense, we are already living in a just world. He further declares that we are simply 

fighting for more justice and as such, any movements to improve the current situation is unnecessary. In 

his view, movements are incompatible with a renaissance awareness because of their narrative style 

(Rushkoff, p.63-64). 

Rushkoff has an essentially ideal view of the Internet as a globally uniting entity. Somewhere among 

these forums and weblogs, a new system of universal values that humanity will need in order to 

progress in a multinational government system. In his view, the Internet utilizes (and in the process 

equalizes) everyone's potential as members of the fourth estate affected by the mass media. The only 

difference between CNN and weblogs is credibility and bandwidth costs. With suitable advertisement 

packages, an increase in credibility can pay for the subsequent increase in bandwidth. Contrary to 

[ŀƴƛŜǊΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ quite right to say the "collectivists" believe that the collective is all-wise. Rather, 

they don't really care about getting it right as much as they care about equality (Lanier, 2006). 

Online collaboration in some people's minds can be indistinguishable from a new collectivism, and 

Lanier is right both to say so and to condemn the fact. But Lanier fails to acknowledge that this 
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collectivism is inherent neither in tools, such as weblogs and youtube, nor in methods, such as 

collaboration and aggregation. Even the Wikipedia phenomenon itself could be thought of as a rebellion 

against the dot-com era (as Rushkoff argues) and a re-embracement of that community that is unified in 

cyberspace but dissimilar in real life. 

Furthermore, iƴ wǳǎƘƪƻŦŦΩǎ ǾƛŜǿΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘhe stories we use to understand the world seem less like 

explanations and more like collaborations. They are rule sets, only as good as their ability to explain the 

patterns of history or predict those of the future (Rushkoff, p.39). Rushkoff traces the birth of media as 

following the same trend. A technology meant for communication becomes a technology for marketing 

and advertisement.  

Rushkoff further states that the World Wide Web, whose rather unclear platform soared primarily for its 

ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜΣ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΣ ƳƻǊŜ 

technologically primitive functions. He uses USENET discussions as an example that has been reborn as 

web-based bulletin boards such as Slashdot, and Metafilter (Rushkoff, p.31). 

I remember back in 1995, when the Internet was younger, I was an active participant in this unifying 

effect even though I had just started to familiarize myself with this new phenomenon. Usenet was at 

that time a brilliant idea for the inexperienced mind to meet smart people and learn from them. Tehran 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ¦ǎŜƴŜǘ-based-network was a good place to share ideas and learn from one another. The 

early World Wide Web too had very good resources. Then the dot-com boom happened and overnight 

the Internet as we knew it once, changed. In our day, aside from a few collaborative projects, there are 

very few places on the internet that present the same unifying community effort. 

The very survival of democracy as a functional reality may be dependent upon our acceptance, as 

individuals, of adult roles in conceiving the shape and direction of society. And we may get our best 

rehearsal for these roles online (Rushkoff, p.16). So, where it is in the authoritarian government's 
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benefit to make all media into one-way, passive consumption, it is the democracy's benefit to have its 

people actively participating in its media. The people, then, can be not only the rulers, but the readers 

and writers as well. That is the shared link, the hidden sympathy between an open source media and a 

democratic government where the community in both holds the power. 

If we really want to get to the heart of why groups of people using a certain medium tend to behave in a 

certain way, we have to start with an exploration of biases of the medium itself not the whole collective 

concept. In my opinion, Open Source Democracy spends far too much time criticizing the duality 

between a centralized story-teller's tyranny and the decentralized Internet's democracy, but perhaps it 

is necessary because we all have forgotten just how powerful the former's grasp is. Being a citizen of the 

Internet has taught me more about other cultures and peoples than watching CNN or BBC would, but 

for many people older than me CNN or worse Al-Jazeera news are their main sources of information. 

There is something that can emerge from people engaging with one another in ways they hadn't 

dreamed possible before. While the Internet itself may never produce the genuinely cooperative society 

so many of us desire, it does give us the opportunity to model the kinds of behaviours that may work 

back here in the real world. The true value of the collective is not its ability to go "meta" or to generate 

averages but rather, quite the opposite, to connect strangers in a collective model that has the potential 

of being intelligent. 

From my perspective, in the case of online collaboration, there is a lot to be learned by also studying the 

points of dissent. Indeed the "truth" is likely to be found in the space where different points of view 

meet. Network-authored works need to be read in a new way that allows one to focus on the process as 

well as the end product. That's why it would particularly be illogical to dismiss the possibilities for an 

emergent collective intelligence based solely on the results of our current interface, the Web on the 

Internet.  
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Conclusion 

Online collective, the new modality of knowledge production, offers new challenges, and new 

opportunities. In fact, it is the polar opposite of suppressing creativity and morality. It is based on 

enhanced individual capabilities (as Rushkoff explains), employing widely distributed computation, 

communication, and storage in the hands of individuals with insight, motivation, and time, and deployed 

at their imagination through technical and social networks, either individually or in voluntary 

associations. 

The first stepping stone on this journey is, as expected, embracing an open source software 

development model. Nowadays, without the technology, there isn't a foundation for 

interconnectedness to grow on. 

Finally, provided we can learn as a global culture the values needed to run a global political structure, 

Rushkoff argues that the next step is implementing that structure. But the question is that what possible 

values could that be? Based on my understanding, the only value implied here is the old saying of Greek 

philosopher, Heraclitean: "Everything changes!" In other words, there are no dogmas, no religions, and 

above all no reduction of humanity that is possible. Everything is questionable. Everything should be 

questionable. 

I am optimistic that in the next decade, those active in developing the Internet and those involved with 

improving democracy will have the opportunity to plant the seeds for democracy online. Like the 

founding of any modern nation, the choices made today, the ideals upheld, the rules adopted, and the 

expectations created will determine the opportunities for democratic engagement for generations to 

come.  
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