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SHORT ESSAY

Online creation communities


Online Creation Communities (OCCs) are defined as a collective action performed by individuals that cooperate, communicate and interact, mainly via a platform of participation in the Internet, with the goal of knowledge-making and which contributions are integrated in a resulting informational pool remaining freely accessible and of common property. 


Online creation communities are one of the more visible expressions of a larger movement, the Free Culture Movement (FCM). 


Online creation communities are an interesting collective action form from two points of view. OCC are interesting from the point of view of constituting spaces for civic engagement in the dissemination of alternative information and for participation in the public space which could contribute to enriching public discussion in a representative democracy. And, OCCs are also interesting from the point of view of citizen engagement in the provision of public goods and services based on a commons approach, that is provision of public goods not necessarily linked to the state or other conventional political institutions.

Provision of platforms of participation 


In my view, in order to approach OCCs it is useful to do an analytical distinction between the participatory platform (where the participants interact) and an administrative or provider space (that provide the platform). The provision part cannot be seen as a dysfunction or unimportant; instead it solves some of the questions this type of online collective action necessarily raises. In the medium and longer term, OCCs require several types of resources to function and it becomes necessary to have organized their provision. Previous analysis of OCCs had dedicated little attention to it, but, in my view, in the analysis of OCCs there is the need to look at both spaces and their particular connection, because both are important and have functions in the governing of the OCCs. In my analysis of governance, particular attention is given to the role of the providers of the platform of participation that hosts the participant’s interaction and the distribution of functions between the providers of the platform and the community of participants. Finally, analysis on how the different styles of the providers relate to the community and grow out of the community is also developed.


Resulting from a large-N statistical web analysis of 50 cases, the OCCs can be classified in the way in which the administrative space functions. The large – N statistical analysis was based on five dimensions of democratic quality, which are: i) Information provision easy to use and accessible; ii) Technological accessibility; iii) Openness to participation in the platform; iv) Openness to participation in the provision space; v) Transparent structure and accountable financial; and, iv) Clear and open knowledge management. 



There is a qualitative difference between the OCCs in which it is possible for participants in the networking platform to be part of the administrative body and the one in which this option is not considered, in other words the “closed” administrative space and the “open” or accessible participative space. A distinction between profit and non-profit between the formal seems also to be significant.  



The “profit and formal closed admin or provision” model is characterized by performing “technical aspects” (“technologically king”). It favors dimensions of information provision, usability and technical accessibility, while the “open admin or provision” model is characterized by performing more “political” aspects (“politically king”). It favors dimensions of transparency and open knowledge management.


There is also a significant difference in the way in which the administrative space is open. A “non-profit and formal open provision” model and an “non-profit and informal open provision model” can be distinguished. The “formal open provision” is characterized by a positive performance of transparency dimension and/or the presence of a board in the administrative space, while the “informal open provision” is characterized by poor performance of the transparency dimension and/or the absence of a board. 


In sum, three models of provision result: i) a for profit and close provision (i.e: companies); ii) a non profit and “formal” open provision (i.e: foundations);  iii) and a non-profit and and “informal” open provision (i.e.: informal collectives). Furthermore, they move alone a line between a service – oriented versus self – provision oriented format.

Provision and hybridism 


When the provision of the platform follows a formal organizational form while the community follows a eco-systemic organizational form, the resulting combination could be characterized as an hybrid form. In this case, the administrative space that provides the platform follows formal organization principles such as strong ties and membership. While the participation in the platform  follows a decentralized, spontaneous and open networking interaction.  


Hybridism is also a land of tensions. Tensions among traditional and network oriented organizational logic and tensions between representation and participative democratic logic emerge in hybrid forms. The way in which to manage such tensions seems to be key for the community growth.

Provision models and scale 


Concerning the provision models and the size of the community (number of participants), the OCCs with a closed administration are bigger, while those with open and informal provision are smaller. However, if the size of community is conceived not as participant number (presence) but as (active) participation in terms of interaction and integration of the contribution, it seems the open and formal provision is the one with a higher level of integration of participant interaction; while in the other two models, close provision and open and informal provision, there is a lower integration of participant interaction.

THREE KEY CHALLENGES

1) Reflect on a legal body designed to provide platforms of participation. In this regard, review the social and democratic economy models to get inspired: Coorporations, informal collectives and foundations are the more common providers of platforms of participation. Each option have advantages and disatvantages. In addition, hybrid logics which combine profit and non-profit character and formal and non-formal organization seems to be emerging in the provision of platforms of participation. To reflect on which type of legal body is more suitable to govern OCCs might be adequated. In this regard, I consider reviwing the experience of cooperativims and other social economy formats could be an inspiration source to define legal bodies as provider of platforms of participation. Recent  experiences, such as the Participatory Foundation at Italy or the new cooperativism at Catalonia, constitute examples in this line which further research could result in rich findings.  

2) Dimensions of democratic quality of OCCs for the building of digital commons: I consider it is important to further research and define dimensions of democratic quality in OCCs for the building of digital commons. Collective action following a representational ethos and collective action following a participative ethos have their own distinctive logics and dynamics. The meaning and function of participation in a representative organizing form could be different from participation in an open-to-participative organizing form. Furthermore, online environments have some constraints that could affect the way participation takes place in them. In this regard, I consider it is necessarily to reject the tendency present in political science and political sociology to use analytical categories and  dimensions of democratic quality of a representational form to evaluate the democratic quality of the OCCs and instead move towards defining dimensions of democratic quality linked to the organizational logic of the OCCs.

3) Conceptualize the Free culture as a movement and build a global frame: It would be useful and appropriate to facilitate the development of a collective narration and mapping of the Free Culture Movement to facilitate the building of a “we” identity. Looking to continuities with previous movements and expressions and highlighting the national/continental peculiarities, internal contradictions and diverse trajectories that lead to free culture. Furthermore, I consider essential to develop a global frame of the Free Culture agenda (I.e.: Role and strategies regarding international institutions such as the Global Internet Forum, World Trade Organization) and to create international spaces to share experiences, experties, coordinate actions and build a common agenda. Particularly, regarding creating bridges between Nord-American views of Free culture and European, Latino-American and Asian approaches. 

BROAD INTEREST

Crisis in the institutionalization of democracy


Political and economic globalization creates important challenges for democratic governance, as much as for inputs as for outputs (della Porta 2005). Firstly, economic internationalization and the construction of supranational structures of government such as the European Union move citizens away from the process of direct decision-making.  Secondly, nation-state institutions of government have undergone far-reaching changes (economic, political and cultural), due to the emergence of new demands and due to a greater plurality of actors with influence, institutional as well as non-institutional (della Porta and Tarrow 2004). Parallel to the process of globalization, there is a process of increasing regionalization and localization of policy (Subirats, Brugué and Gomà 2002). Furthermore several studies have noticed an increase in citizens' discontent towards the mechanisms and institutions of representative democracy (Pharr and Putnam 2000, Dalton and Wattenberg 2000).


In parallel, the institutionalization of knowledge and the type of public space linked to representative democracy is under transformation. The increasing importance of knowledge-based markets, the increasing cognitive capacities mainly in the North for the expansion of education at different levels, and rapid technological change have led to the transformation of society towards knowledge based wealth (Rifkin 1995; Castells 2000; Lazzarato 2005). Following this characterization, in countries of the global north, production and trade in immaterial goods – services, information, and knowledge – will continue to gain importance. Therefore, modes of regulating access to knowledge resources, modes of control and appropriation of the production and distribution of knowledge are becoming increasingly important as well, and are a key field of contention. The university, until now the institutional safeguard of knowledge, is in a crisis of a twofold type. On the one hand, the merchandising of knowledge is translated into a hyper-private pressure. On the other, the university is under a hyper-public pressure (Santos 2004). 


Changing process has also occurred in the fields of public space and the media. Mass media's role as intermediation for public expression has reduced with the major accessibility to public expression on the Internet. Internet impact on public space is resulting in an the increase of activities developed in public, the formation of “networked publics”, and the blurring of borders between public and private (Bimber, Flanagin and Stohl 2005; boyd 2008). 


From the perspective of the evolution of democracy, it could be argued that the above presented changes suggest that representative democratic system is entering a process of turbulence and readjustment. 


Some authors also argue, however, that the crises of conventional forms of participation create resources for new forms of participation (Norris 2002). In fact, the crisis of participation in conventional politics has been accompanied by an increase in non-conventional forms of participation and public expression (Norris 2002, Cain, Dalton and Scarrow 2003, Stolle, Hooghe and Micheletti 2005Stolle, Hooghe and Micheletti 2005). 


In a context of crisis of the institutionalization of democracy, non-conventional forms of participation, including social movements, constitute both a sign of the crisis and a possible exit from it. 


The Global Justice Movement (GJM) rejected neoliberalism and claims that “another world is possible” (della Porta 2008). GJM showed the ability to organise major mobilizations in history (February 2003 against the Iraq war) and to be a movement which has lasted over more than a decade (1999-2009). But the goal of the GJM goes beyond temporary mobilization of protest to impacts on institutional politics, GJM also aims to perform the “new” politics, developing the organizational and democratic logics desired for the political system and self-organizing citizens to solve needs that the current political institutional form does not satisfy in its citizens. From a similar perspective, the Free Culture Movement (FCM), which draws together the pro-public approach to the Internet, hosts the expression of collective action, in this case mainly Internet-based, and is able to sustain the production of elaborate digital public goods over time. In other words, the experiences of both contemporary movements, GJM and FCM, are contributing to expanding the idea of provision of public goods by citizen-based non-state forms.


Along these lines, one of the possible transformations that is being debated within the political sciences and which is being put to practice in several places, particularly in Europe and Latin America, is the development of representative democracy towards a more participative democracy, which gives centrality to accessibility of participation and citizen empowerment. Furthermore, there is renewed and increased interest in network or commons forms among researchers and in different social contexts. While Castells puts the emphasis on the emerging network form (Castells 2000), other authors go beyond this and argue the emergency of the commons paradigm as a distinctive form different from the state and the market (Powell 1990; Benkler 2006).  In my view, in a time of transition in which the institutional principles of both the nation state and the private market are in a state of profound crisis (in the case of the nation state) and undergoing dramatic change (in the case of the private market), these emerging common-base forms could provide insight for the building of institutions in a network society. 


This research into online creation communities formed around the building of digital commons aims to throw light on the common-base processes and particularly approach the issue of governance, in terms of analysing the organizational and democratic logic present in these emerging forms of participation and how governance relates to scale.  

Contribution to the literature 


This research on OCCs is framed by three debates: the debate of Internet and politics; the debate of governance of distributed organizing and the enlargement of the conception of a social movement.


First studies on the Internet and politics mainly concentrated on well-established and traditional actors such as parliaments and political parties (Trechsel et al, 2003: 23; Norris, 2002; Römmele, 2003). The debate was followed by an interest in empirical research on interest groups, NGOs and social movements looking at the impact of the Internet and the type of Internet use carried out by those groups (van den Donk et al, 2004; Vedel, 2003). From my point of view, the debate on the Internet and politics could benefit from expanding further to consider actors with mainly an online base. 


My research could be an empirical contribution to the ongoing debate on common-base knowledge-making and distributed organizing by putting attention to an area poorly considered, the role of the platform providers and its relationship with community growth. However, while the empirical research in this field has mainly concentrated on the Open source – Free software (FLOSS) case, I instead aim to examine a larger typology of online creation communities based on distributed organization. Furthermore the empirical research centered specifically on the online creation communities is mainly based on analyzing one type of online creation community; instead, my plan is to contribute to the analysis of online creation communities by a comparison of several types of online creation communities. 


Social movement theory initially tended to approach social movements in a protest perspective and defined their impacts in terms of national-state political institutions. Yet a narrow conception of social movement expressions and outcomes has prevented researchers from realizing social movements' promise. In this regard, this research on online creation communities stresses some challenges already present in social movement theory: highlighting the performative dimension of social movements (not linked to protest) and expanding social movements as challenges of socio-cultural organizational logics and modes of knowledge production. 
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SHORT BIO:  Mayo Fuster Morell 

Action background:


I am promoter and organizer of the first International Forum on Free culture and knowledge that will take place at Barcelona (29 October  – 2 November 2009).  


I am actively involved in the World Social Forum process. In particular, I have been responsible for the online tools of the Communication Commission of the World Social Forum and European Social Forum. The World Social Forum is the main annual meeting point of the global justice movement around the globe, particularly from Europe and Latino-America.


I am promotor of Networked Politics Collaborative research. Networked Politics is an inquiry into decentralized forms of organization. These examine social movements; progressive political parties, and attempts to bring about transformative forms of political representation; the dangers and opportunities facing the development of political institutions; and the potential of new techno-political tools for facilitating and reconceiving political organization. It started in 2006 and since then it has been carried out by the collaboration of diverse organizations and individuals around the planet working on related issues. In the process several seminars took place (Porto Alegre, Nairobi, Bologna, Manchester, Barcelona, Berlin, Berkeley, and Belem do Para). In last December 2008, I was the coordinator of an international seminar hosted at the School of information – UC Berkeley centered on the questions of: Governance of platforms for participation; new social media and political activism; and the commons as institutions.


Finally, I have a broad perspective in the Free Culture. I am familiar with both European and North-American approaches. 

Academic formation: 


I hold a Degree in Economics (University of Valencia) and Degree in Anthropology (University Rovira I Virgili) and two Master's in social and political science (University Complutense of Madrid and University Autonoma of Barcelona). Currently, I am a third year Phd candidate at the European University Institute depending on the European Commission. My doctoral research is on “The Governance of digital commons” supervised by Professor Donatella della Porta and suported by Bruce Bimber (UC California – Santa Barbara). In my doctoral research I explore the democratic potential of the Internet in knowledge-making processes and aim to identify the several models of governance of common-base peer production. I analyze how the different styles of administration by the providers of platforms of participation affect the growing of the community of participants and the type of cooperation established. 


In the fall of 2008 I was visiting researcher at the School of Information – UC Berkeley and provided teaching assistance at the Communication Department – Stanford University (Course: Online Communities and new media with Professor Howard Rheingold).


I co-wrote the books Rethinking political organisation in an age of movements and networks. (XL Editorial: Rome 2007); Activist research and social movements (El Viejo Topo: Barcelona 2005); and Guide for social transformation of Catalonia (Edicions Col.lectives: Barcelona 2003).


Lastly, I worked professionally in designing and conceiving Internet tools. I can work in Spanish, Catalan, English and Italian and I understand French and Portuguese.  

