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Envisioning Planetary Citizenship – Gary Alexander
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Slide 1 This paper was prepared for the Planetwork conference, Networking a sustainable future, June 6 - 8, 2003, at the Golden Gate Club in the San Francisco Presidio. See planetwork.net 

The talk presented by Gary Alexander was a somewhat shortened version of this paper. Any slides with a number ending in ‘a’ were skipped, but have been included here to provide more than was possible in a short talk. The paper is best read after seeing the talk, as the build up of some of the slides clarifies their message. The talk was webcast, as was a preliminary version, presented to the Knowledge Media Institute on 2 June. Links to both of these and to a copy of this paper can be found on Gary Alexander’s website at sustainability.open.ac.uk/gary .
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Slide 2 - The Open University is the world’s premiere distance learning university. It is very large, with about 200,000 students and over 3,000 staff, and has been a model for many later distance learning institutions. I have been on its Faculty of Technology since very near its beginning.

My dominant professional activity for the past 30 years has been developing Open University courses in the areas of electronics, computing, energy, communication. 

My research interests in the early years were renewable energy, but later shifted to the use of computer communications to support on-line distance education. I pioneered this at the OU, with an emphasis on collaborative learning techniques.

See my website at sustainability.open.ac.uk/gary for more details on all of this.

I have recently published a book, eGaia, Growing a peaceful, sustainable Earth through communications (Lighthouse Books, 2002, available on line from www.ghpbooks.com ). It builds on that research in environment and computer communication, but my interests in that area go back to the late 1970s.
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Slide 2a - Over the past few decades I have given a few talks and written a few papers, on the possibilities of a transformed culture, with eGaia and now this talk as its fullest flowering. 

The worldview in these talks and papers builds on the wisdom of my generation – early peace and environmental movements, views on gender, personal growth, equality and local self-governance. 

My contribution was the communication perspective, but I expect that many of you at this conference had similar and overlapping visions over those decades. We were ahead of our time then.  

But...
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Slide 3 - Much that I see around me now says to me that NOW IS THE TIME! 

…to move beyond protest and cynicism.

…to begin to create the future we want.

We certainly have the need - with all the the social disasters in both rich and poor countries and with environmental crises reaching critical stages – all largely as a side effect of our globalised, money-driven economy and its political support.

The communication technology which has become mainstream in the past decade and has linked us in our scattered places now makes much more possible than it has ever been before.

We need to grow the visions of what we want. The foundations of that vision are solid, but they need to be developed. That is what I think this conference is about, and it is what my talk is about.

The first half of the talk will set up the social context, and then the second half will describe software which could support that social context.
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Slide 4 - The current term I use to encompass this vision is ‘Planetary Citizenship’. You may have your own phrases. The overall image was much in evidence last year at the Johannesburg Earth Summit, at least in the non-governmental parts!

For me, the key point is an extended sense of personal identity. Seeing ourselves as part of the Living Earth, part of humanity-as-a-whole, with our usual identity in terms of gender, nationality, ethnic or religious groups, etc. as secondary.

So we are not in competition with other groups. We are all part of the same larger whole.

This image is essentially a spiritual one, and to the extent that this extended sense of identity grows it is a change of consciousness for humanity.
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Slide 4a - What follows directly from this first image is a radical vision of social and economic change.

Away from seeing the natural world primarily as a source of economic gain, and towards actively caring for it. The human population is too big to even think about just leaving the environment to itself. The best we can do is consider its health along with its role in supplying our needs.

It is a change away from seeing people in competition towards active care for all people. A social structure based upon co-operation and mutual support.

This goes much further than reform: changes to taxes or the monetary system, better regulation of companies, better political parties in power.
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Slide 5 - This social vision can also be expressed as some challenges to us:

How to create – for ourselves – an economy which is driven more by social and environmental need and less by financial need.

How to create – for ourselves – a social structure in which people have more control over their own lives.

How to do this in a way which starts small and grows as it learns how to do it. (NOT: waiting for Green Parties to come to power, or for revolutions to start!)

The rest of this talk addresses these challenges in what I hope you will think is a practical and do-able way.
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Slide 6 – I am sure that many of you, like me, have been thinking about how we could use modern technology to help. The most important way is simply linking people and groups, as the internet has been doing to great effect.

Also, software can function as a social template. For example, the use of reputations and reviews on eBay and eCommerce sites has a significant effect on people’s behaviour.\

But as these linked groups work to form a coherent network, they will struggle in a lot of ways and will need help.

This isn’t going to be easy for modern people. We don’t have the communication and relationship skills we need. We have the technology to send a man to the moon, but not to get people to understand each other.

These groups will need help with their relationships with each other. There will be conflicts, politicking, misunderstandings.

Then there is simply the practicalities of working together and exchange. People will need to know who and what what is available, have really ease to use account systems.

The third major category I’ll look at is organisation and self-governance. Real democracy. Much more than the ability to vote the bastards out once in a while when enough people have got tired of them.

I will describe the software under these three headings.
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Slide 7 - The most effective way I know to convey this vision is through a story - fiction. Then I hope it will be clear that I don’t think of what I am presenting as the only and inevitable way things should be. This is just my contribution to the conversation we are having in this conference, towards pooling our ideas to create a joint vision. 

So let us say the year is 2010, far enough into the future for some change to have happened, but not too much. Mostly things are as now, and perhaps worse.

Keith K and his friends have joined other groups and have linked themselves. There were his radical IT and media friends, a Quaker Peace group, a permaculture group, a whole bunch of progressively minded musicians. 

The important point about these groups is that they have a generally shared value system, along the lines of Planetary Citizenship, and decide to work actively to create more of it in their own lives.

But why don’t you think of some group you know who might join together if they found the right framework for it?
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Slide 8 - The Permaculture group have set up a food co-operative, Funky Foods, to provide some local, organic food to the people in their area. (I’ll say more about that in a minute).

Two of their members are also part of an Asian Fair Trade NGO, through whom they obtain lots of food and other goods on a Fair Trade basis.

The radical IT/media group have set up a local business, PlaNet CSP, for Community Support Provider, like an extension of an Internet Service Provider. I’ll say more about that in a minute.

They are part of a network of such CSPs around the world, and are particularly close to one in Zambia. 

And so it goes. Perhaps by 2010 only 1% of the world’s population have joined, which is small but very significant.

So we have a network of people committed to care for the environment, to co-operation and mutual support. People bring their businesses with them. The people & businesses in this network are the preferred way to deal for everyone in them. Other businesses join too, where they have a sympathetic attitude, providing the beginnings of a new economy and social structure.
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Slide 9 - This is very different from a market economy where you are dealing with strangers on the basis of money. Here there is a relationship and pre-existing shared values. No matter who you are dealing with, there is a chain of friendships to link you. We will see how the software can provide natural controls to help maintain this relationship.
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Slide 10 - Again, I want to emphasise the importance of this step. This growing connection is essentially spiritual, a change of consciousness.

In other parts of this conference we are discussing a proposal to create an ‘Augmented Social Network’. I understand that as aimed at creating the infrastructure for this first fundamental step. I am hoping to be part of that, but the rest of what I will be saying goes further, and builds on this starting point of linked groups with roughly shared values.
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Slide 11 - Let’s get back to those Community Support Providers. I am sure we will need this or something equivalent.

I imagine a set of globally linked small businesses, sharing and helping to develop the software this conference is talking about, customising it to suit local needs. The Zambian version might be a lot different from the European. 

As a start, the CSPs will provide the usual internet services, but with much better personal support. And for the general public, not just the members of this network. Rather, the network will give them a stable baseline to build upon. The same is true of all businesses associated with the network.

But then there is the new part, the software which this paper is all about, which has been developed, at least in part, by the people in the CSPs. The CSPs will provide software for their clients, which will be basic mail and web browsers but with enhanced facilities, as I will show.

They will also look after servers which will directly support their local communities with news, discussions, polls, exchange, accounts, and group support features.

So, once they are up and running, any group joining the network will instantly have all these facilities available to them, just as anyone now wanting a mailing list for their group can join a Yahoo egroup.
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Slide 12 – Now let’s look at the Food Co-operatives. But they are simply one example of a wide range of businesses and co-operatives which will be enabled and supported by the network.

Their basic premise is to find ways of providing an alternative to the industrial food system for at least some of their members foods. They do this by organising local gardeners and sympathetic local farmers, first of all, but also more distant sources of food on a Fair Trade basis.

As a co-operative, they encourage their members to spend small amounts of time either helping out in associated gardens or farms, or with food distribution or with administering the co-op.

The CSP software helps them to collect orders, arrange deliveries, provides low-effort accounts, and organise voluntary labour. 

So, that is the context set out. Now let’s look at the software.
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Slide 13 - The first area to look at is relationships. How can we use software to:

Establish and display the connection between people in the network?

Can we build upon ideas of reputation that are becoming so popular and powerful on sites like eBay to provide natural controls on a community?

How can we encourage people to communicate more clearly, to see each other’s point of view, to know when they are in agreement or are not?

We will be looking for natural controls: Self-regulating mechanisms, built-in reasons for people to behave in a co-operative way rather than rules and punishments.
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Slide 14 - The starting point for relationship is the address book, which becomes central to CSP software. It won’t appear hugely different from what we see today. 

Let me be clear that all I have done is to start with screen dumps of existing software and made graphical changes to illustrate my points. There is no functionality here, and my pictures are purely conceptual. We will jointly create the real thing over the next few years!

Apologies to Apple, whose software I have used as my starting points for my pictures.

As at present, the Address Book lists the people you are in contact with and the groups you are part of. I imagine that through the CSP software, new groups joining the network that are closely linked to you will get added to your address book either automatically or by a simple acknowledgement. 

For people you don’t already know, there is a button which displays the connection - friends of friends of friends - as Keith was linked to Kim.

I imagine that the software is tightly coupled, so that from the address book, which tells you about the person or group, you can go directly to mail to and from them. The software provides you with a potential account with everyone, and links to that too.

Finally, there is reputation. I imagine that the details of this will vary from group to group, as will the degree to which it is publicly displayed. Here I have shown three notional dimensions of reputation. It is all based upon polls.

‘Wisdom’ is based on the Slashdot system of scoring messages, which I’ll show you later. High scores mean that people like what you have to say in group discussions.

‘Service’ comes out of the exchange system, which we’ll come to. It is to do with hours freely given to the community. The point of putting it so prominently is to encourage that.

‘Integrity’ is the kind of rating you get on eBay and many eCommerce sites on the web today. High scores mean people think you have done a good job when you have sold something or served someone.
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Slide 15 - Email and on-line discussions are notorious for their bad communication. That is a reflection of the general lack of awareness of what good communication means, compounded by the absence of body language and tone of voice.

This is a problem I have tackled over the years with my OU students. I produced an experimental course in which we had ‘empathy templates’. Students use my paper on ‘netiquette’ which has a series of Practical Communication Principles.

It builds on what communications engineers have learned is necessary to get two machines to communicate effectively. There is a communication cycle of statement followed by a check that the statement has been correctly understood which is basic.

I have built some of those ideas into this enhanced mail system. I distinguish three types of message (notionally), normal informal messages, somewhat more formal ones in which people need to be clear about what they are agreeing on, and  messages about delicate and sensistive issues, where feelings are on the line and conflict could arise or has arisen. These aren’t guaranteed to work, but at least they get people thinking along the right lines.

So we’ll start with the message displayed, which is casual and informal. To complete the communication cycle, all you need is a simple acknowledgement. How many times have you wondered whether an email you sent actually got through?
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Slide 16 - Here is an automatically generated reply. All you have to do is click on send. But you do have some simple options if you want to say a little more.

This is something you can do in this linked network of friends of friends. You probably wouldn’t want to extend it to all your email.
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Slide 17 - The next type of message was agreements, for communication which is a little more formal, but not particularly sensitive. It is a simple form with an automatically generated reply to support lists of agreements. Its distinctive icon makes it easy to spot in the list of messages.
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Slide 18 - An finally, here is the template for sensitive messages. This is based upon my old ‘empathy template’.

It tries to stop people simply arguing across one another, by encouraging them each to express and acknowledge the other’s point of view.

It is a social template that people can choose to use or not. At the very least, its existence points out that seeing someone else’s point of view is important if you are hoping to come to some agreement with them or to resolve a conflict.
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Slide 18a - To summarise the facilities for supporting co-operative relationships, they are all about improving communication.

Helping people to realise that it is an issue.

Creating expectations and suggesting constructive solutions.

For me, having facilities like this built into software is an excuse for getting people to learn how to communicate better, in person as well as on line.
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Slide 19 - The second area I want to look at for the software is Co-operation and Exchange. We’ve got all these groups linked up, we’re encouraging them to be good and honest, now how can they trade and look after each other?

We want to start by encouraging exchange for the right reasons.

We want to encourage local exchange within the group.

And also community service.

But the first issue is information.
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Slide 20 - One of the pleasures of the web now is that you can look up anything you want to buy and you will find out what’s available, what’s good and bad, and can compare prices. Ratings, reviews, reputations are a great help.

But these sites almost never take the environment into account, or the social conditions of manufacture: trainers made by poor children in the third world.
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Slide 21 - We do have the beginnings of this. Here is a site under development that presents environmental and social information: what I call ‘real costs’. There are no standards for this yet. Ecotorch has chosen their own set of criteria, such magazines as Ethical Consumer do a similar job with a different set of criteria.

Collecting information like this is a massive job, and a major project well outside what I’ve been talking about, but I think this information is necessary if we are to begin to move away from a money-driven economy.

Anyway, my vision for the CSP software is to put this kind of information together with local availability.
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Slide 22 - So, when you want to buy a sterilizer set, you do a search, and you get a list which puts those companies associated with your groups in the network first. It includes reviews both of the product and of the firm, by people in the network.

The section on cost is very rich, and the criteria are fairly arbitrary. My preference would be to divide the real costs into an environmental and a social section. The environmental side is then further broken down into ecological footprint, which is a fairly broad measuring tool, plus the energy costs. I’ve then broken down the social costs into the number of hours it took to make the object, plus a rating of the social conditions of the workers.

On the money side, there is not only the conventional cost in national currency (I’ve used Euros for no good reason), but also a local currency (the green euro?). Support for local currencies must come built into the CSP software.

Comparing these two products, it is clear that the one with the greater cost in money is also better in real cost.
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Slide 22a - Now let’s turn to the accounts system. A low-effort account system could make all the difference to Keith and his friends choosing to patronise other members of the network. It could use the same software as for email, as shown, so giving a possible account with any person or company which is associated with the network.

Because the relationship is so important in the network, I have given the account totals prominence. Keith can see at a glance where he stands overall. There are his balances in national and local currency. The latter can be negative without incurring interest or bank charges.  There is also his community service, in hours. That is what is picked up in the address book as part of his reputation.

Keith gets a lot of his food from the Funky Food store. Perhaps he pays with a card, or just types in a PIN, but they know him. At the end of each month, the software automatically generates a bill, which he receives as email, in the accounts section of his messages from Funky Foods. As you can see, there were three entries for April food. The bill automatically generates a reply, his cheque, so one click and it is sent. Then comes a confirmation from PlaNet CSP to be sure that no-one else has been using his account.

The bill allows for partial payment in national and local currency. But also, where appropriate, there is an entry for community service. Perhaps Keith does some work for the local school, for which he doesn’t want to be paid, but would like public credit.

If the use of local currencies is a step towards doing things for social and environmental reasons rather than for money, doing things as community service is the real thing. With this account system, a group can move gently across as it suits them.
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Slide 23 - Here is the automatically generated cheque, which is the same as the bill. Keith has the option of filling in the rating and review. The rating contributes to Funky Food’s integrity reputation, while the review goes on the Green Yellow Pages.

So here we have several parts of the software working together to make life easy, and also to encourage co-operative behaviour.
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Slide 23a - To sum up on the economic side, the software functions as a social template. It creates expectations and encourages desirable behaviour, reducing the need for rules and enforcement. What happens to people who cheat on eBay? No-one trades with them.

The kind of relationship between participating businesses and their customers within the network this creates gives them a stable customer base. They are much less subject to competition from other firms. They have found a stable niche.

The software encourages high social and environmental standards, and community service.
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Slide 24 - The final area I would like to talk about is self-governance. I am sure we all agree that our representative democracies are far to be preferred to dictatorships or the old feudal system with its hierarchies of nobility. However, what we think of democracy is still a long way from self-governance, true democracy. With the tools we are discussing, this becomes a real possibility.

But for self-governance to work, we want something quite different from having everyone vote on all issues the government is considering. My vision is not like that at all.

Once people start organising to provide goods and services for themselves, you have the beginnings of self-governance. You can imagine the network gradually taking on many services: transport, child-care, support for the sick and elderly, education. That is the community providing for itself directly rather than indirectly through taxation and government. I sometimes think of this as where the far right, with its desire to reduce government, meets the far left, with its desire to provide for people.

There is a huge amount to consider, as the slide shows, but I will concentrate on the first item. Discussion and polls, with bits of other items thrown in.
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Slide 25 - Some of you may be familiar with Slashdot, an extremely heavily used website, which is basically a hang-out space for people interested in open source software and related issues. A friend of mine once said he wasn’t very active in Slashdot, only looking at it two or three times a day. It clearly serves its community very well.

The main content, in the centre, consists of short stories, with discussion attached to them. The second story already had 219 comments in its discussion within a day of being posted. The side boxes on the right include news stories from other websites, interesting links, etc.
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Slide 26 - Further down you can see another Slashdot feature. A poll. While discussions attract hundreds of comments, polls attract tens of thousands of votes! (although on Slashdot they are often about something trivial) Voting is crucial to a community. People who won’t speak will vote and thus have their views counted.

Because Slashdot is part of the open source community, the code for the website is freely available, and is used by many different groups for their own purposes. 
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Slide 27 - Here is another website which uses the Slashdot code. This is one I set up last year, with a small amount of funding. It was originally called ‘Earth Summit for All’ and was meant to support discussions among NGOs and the public, in advance of the Johannesburg Summit. It was through this that I met Jack Bradin, and through him Jim and the Planetwork crowd. After the Summit, I converted it to its present form, and mean it to serve the project I am talking about here.

We had a less technically able audience, and so tried to simplify the site. I think it looks a lot cleaner than Slashdot. Unfortunately, this site remains of great potential value, but little actual use. Anyone interested in using it?
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Slide 28 - We too use the side boxes for news from other sites, for useful links, and sometimes for polls.
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Slide 29 - One of our main enhancements to the Slashcode was to improve the polling. We allow multiple polls for each discussion. (By the way, the discussion shown is based upon my Open University Netiquette document.)
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Slide 30 - Here is a display of the results of one poll. We also allow people to change their votes, as their views change, and can compare everyone’s votes to those of a sub-group.
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Slide 31 -Here is a view of the discussions in our site. One of the features of Slashdot is a system of scoring all comments, either up or down. We have kept this. You can choose to see only messages that score above a certain level.  This means that if you are busy you can choose to see only the most important messages. The rubbish gets scored down so that most people won’t see it, but without actual censorship.

The sum of all the scoring up and down of your messages is recorded by the system. It is what Slashdot calls your Karma level. This is what I had in mind in the Wisdom part of the reputation showing in the address book.

Although we have simplified this interface somewhat from the Slashdot original, some non-technical people still get confused by it. For example, the indentations are part of a standard threaded display, which people never use correctly. I know from long experience at the OU how difficult some people find discussion systems, and have been dreaming of my own version for years.

Here is how I would take these same three messages and present them.
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Slide 32 - Notice first of all, the faces, real or otherwise to create instant recognition, and a sense of telepresence. 

I think the faces are important. This is telepresence. I want to give people more of a sense of contact with each other, even if for some, the image is an alias.

There is no threading, just a simple scrollable list of messages, in order of date received. Normally, it would be presented as scrolled to the first message which has appeared since you last looked at it. Instead of threading, there is a paper clip leading you to or from linked messages.

I think the scoring of messages is a very important device and have retained that prominently, with everyone having an easy opportunity to rate any message up or down. (Again, everyone has one vote, which is changeable if they re-evaluate the message.)

I think a good discussion and polling system is probably the most important software support we can provide for groups and organisations. There is vastly more to say about it than what I have said now, or what I know about! 

Equally important is that we grow common standards, so that independent groups can easily link if they want to.
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Slide 33 - That is all I’m going to spell out in terms of software support for self-governance, but there is a lot more to say.

Once again, this is software acting as social templates, creating expectations, setting patterns, creating social pressures, helping people learn to work together.

So I imagine that any group joining this network will automatically get all the facilities I’ve described up to now, plus others to help them organise themselves successfully.

For example, we can provide templates for groups to fill in agreed roles, so they know who is expected to do what, templates for visions and goals which they can then discuss, vote upon and seek agreement, deadlines and milestones to keep projects on course.

A final vital dimension of community support is conflict resolution. It needs to be built into the heart of a collaborative culture and we need to provide support for it. But that is a long story in itself.
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Slide 34 - That’s just about it. I hope I’ve been clear and that I’ve helped you add a bit to your vision of what Planetary Citizenship could be like and how software could help to bring it about.

I certainly don’t think what I have described is definitive or the only approach. I am clear that many of us who have been working on this for years will have to get together, leaving our egos outside the door, and create something for everyone.

There will have to be pioneer groups who will be using it for themselves and to link with each other. We will have to develop the software together with, and in service to those pioneer groups.
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Slide 35 - I want to make this happen. It’s a collaborative project for us all. Leave big egos at the door!

Do you think we could have this up and running and used by 1% of the world’s population by 2010?

Who’s up for it?
