collective intelligence: creating a prosperous world at peace
civic intelligence
civic intelligence and the public sphere


Civic intelligence and the public sphere

Douglas Schuler

Although I didn't realize it until relatively recently, I've been working in the field of “civic intelligence” for over twenty years. Civic intelligence is the ability of groups and organizations and, ideally, society as a whole to conceive and implement effective, equitable, and sustainable approaches to shared problems. I've organized ten “big tent” conferences that encouraged people to work together on shared concerns and I am a co-founder of the Seattle Community Network, an influential, free public-access, community-oriented computer network that provided free e-mail years before Hotmail and Gmail were created. Recently I worked with over 200 authors on an online and print “pattern language” project to present a holistic system of 136 “patterns” of thought and action that pushes for positive social change. This work (including 9 contextual chapters) will be published in 2008 by MIT Press as Liberating Voices: A Pattern Language for Communications Revolution.

I would characterize all of this work as meliorist. This means that it is neither optimistic, where good things are always expected, or pessimistic where bad things are always expected. A meliorist stance allows for the possibility of good happening in the world. It places the burden on humankind who, within this conceptual framework, has some capability, whether employed or not, of ushering in positive outcomes while slowing down or preventing negative ones. Meliorism is both weak—in the sense that it only allows for the possibility of possibility of change—and strong—since it ultimately demands that humankind takes a good share of the blame for the past and responsibility for the future. Although not often embraced as an orienting concept, meliorism is a doctrine that is hopeful yet skeptical, utopian but practical. 

Civic intelligence is very similar to John Dewey's “cooperative intelligence” or the “democratic faith” that asserts that “each individual has something to contribute, and the value of each contribution can be assessed only as it entered into the final pooled intelligence constituted by the contributions of all.” Civic intelligence is implicitly invoked by the subtitle of Jared Diamond's recent book, Collapse: Why Some Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (2004) and to the question posed in Thomas Homer-Dixon's book Ingenuity Gap: How Can We Solve the Problems of the Future? (2000) that suggests that we'll need humankind's ingenuity in the near future if we are to stave off problems related to climate change and other potentially catastrophic occurrences. 
Robert Putnam, who is largely responsible for the widespread consideration of “social capital” (2000), has written that social innovation often occurs in response to social needs. This certainly squares with George Basalla's findings related to technological innovation (1988), which simultaneously facilitates and responds to social innovation. The concept of “civic intelligence,” certainly an example of social innovation, is a response to a perceived need and the reception that it receives or doesn't receive will be in proportion to its perceived need by others. 
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Figure 1: Friends of Nature working on “Green Map”


No atlas of civic intelligence exists, yet the quantity and quality of examples worldwide is enormous. While a comprehensive “atlas” is not our goal, we are currently developing online resources to record at least some small percentage of these efforts. The rise in the number of transnational advocacy networks, the coordinated worldwide demonstrations protesting the invasion of Iraq, and the World Social Forums that provided “free space” for thousands of activists from around the world, all support the idea that civic intelligence is growing. Although smaller in scope, efforts like the work of the Friends of Nature group (Fig. 1) to create a “Green Map” of Beijing (Fig. 2) are also notable. 
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Figure 2: Beijing “Green Map”
Civic intelligence is inherently multi-disciplinary and open-ended. Cognitive scientists address some of these issues in the study of “distributed cognition.” Social scientists study aspects of it with their work on group dynamics, democratic theory, on social systems generally, and in many other subfields. The concept is important in business literature (“organizational learning”) and in the study of “epistemic communities” (scientific research communities, notably). The Evergreen State College, where I teach is an educational institution that consciously integrates theory and practice and focuses on interdisciplinary learning and teaching, and as such, is strongly involved in the theory and practice of civic intelligence, without of course employing the term explicitly — at least historically. 

Civic intelligence focuses on the role of civil society and the public. We do this for several reasons. At a minimum, the public's input is necessary to ratify important decisions made by business or government. Beyond that, however, civil society has originated and provided the leadership for a number of vital social movements. Moreover, civil society is underfunded and rarely receives the attention it deserves. And since it doesn't always have “an axe to grind” as government or business entities often do, it is more likely to be a honest broker of social initiatives. 

Any inquiry into the nature of civic intelligence must be collaborative and participatory. For this reason we're working to involve others in this inquiry at the same time I'm developing my own theories, uncovering corroborating evidence, etc. To this end I've developed two basic, preliminary models, a descriptive one and a functional one. The descriptive model which contains six aspects of civic intelligence and is intended to assist this work in two ways: (1) to help identify examples of civic intelligence; and (2) to help identify pertinent aspects of those examples for analysis, comparison, and use. The functional model (depicted graphically using the SeeMe modeling methodology [Herrmann et al, 2004], Fig. 3) is intended to actually portray the functional aspects of civic intelligence. One of the most important future steps will be identifying a variety of actual “mechanisms” which help undergird and assist in the actual processes. The functional model in particular combines and builds on existing models of human learning and models of social change. And although I am wary of settling prematurely on one approach, this approach seems promising. It is difficult to envision either human learning or social change occurring without the other occurring as well. Moreover, focusing on models based on these aspects explicitly encourages and builds on the work in various disciplines. 

The descriptive model of civic intelligence contains six aspects: 

1. Orientation describes the purpose, principles and perspectives that help energize an effective deployment of civic intelligence.

2. Organization refers to the structures, methods and roles by which people engage in civic intelligence.

3. Engagement refers to the ways in which civic intelligence is an active and provocative force for thought, action, and social change.

4. Intelligence refers to the ways that civic intelligence is manifested through learning, knowledge formulation and sharing, interpretation, planning, metacognition, etc.

5. Products and Projects refers to some of the ways, both long-term and incremental, that civic intelligence organizations focus their efforts. This includes tangible outcomes and campaigns to help attain desired objectives. 

6. Resources refers to the types of support that people and institutions engaged in civic intelligence work need and use. (The resources that these people and organizations create and provide would be discussed in the Products and Projects section above.)

The functional model contains three main components and eight interaction process types. The three main functional components are: 

1. The internal component (often an organization) that is being considered; 

2. The environment (basically everything “outside” of the internal component that affects it and everything that the internal component attends to that isn't “within” it); and 

3. The core model that contains the knowledge, formal and informal, tacit and explicit, human- and artifact-based, that guides the thinking and actions of the organization. 

The “core model” corresponds to the “mental model” of the organization (or other entity) and it is analogous to the “mental model” in humans (Bransford et al, 1999). 

We have identified four primary means through which the internal component (often an organization) interacts with the external world: 

1. Monitoring. This describes how the organization acquires new relevant information non-intrusively. It includes how organizations develop and implement their information seeking and selection techniques.

2. Discussion and deliberation. This describes how organizations (including “virtual” organizations like public policy networks) discuss issues and determine common agendas, “issue frames” (Keck and Sikkink, 1998) and action plans with other entities. The internal component (and its core) of any participants of these interactions can change as a result of the interactions.

3. Engagement. This is how the organization attempts to make changes in the world. This can be done with varying degrees of cooperation and combativeness

4. Resource transfer. This describes how non-informational resources like volunteers and money are acquired from outside.

We have identified four primary means through which the core component interacts with the remainder of the component: 

1. Interpretation of new information. This describes how new information is considered and how it ultimately becomes (or doesn't become) part of the core. New information can also be information about the organization.

2. Maintaining core model (includes resource management). This describes the actions that the internal component consciously and unconsciously undertakes to preserve the viability of its core model.

3. Planning and plan execution. This basically describes how tasks and plans are initiated, carried out, and monitored.

4. Modification of core model. This is basically a reflective exercise where the core itself is examined by participants in the organization and modified.

Note that the eight interaction process types described take place simultaneously, often in relation to each other and apply a variety of approaches within a single type. As mentioned above, we intend to examine each of these more closely and refine as necessary based on research findings and existing examples. 
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Figure 3: Civic Intelligence Functional Model

We will be engaged in three basic activities over the next several years: 

1. Critiquing and refining the civic intelligence concept (including the models); 

2. Using the concept as an analytic tool to evaluate projects and communities (geographic and of practice); and

3. Using the concept as an orienting framework for information and communication in relation to civil society and social innovation and developing additional online resources in support of that. 

We note that there are three perspectives on civic intelligence and each perspective, although complementary with the others, engages a different principal community and employs slightly different orientations and modus operandi. These perspectives include: 

1. civic intelligence as social science (“Let's understand it”); 

2. civic intelligence as organizational analysis and self-reflection (“Let's use it”) and 

3. civic intelligence as a social movement (“Let's do it”). 

Each perspective is related to the general concept (and to each other) but each has different goals, activities, strategies, norms, social actors, resources, and slogans.

Liberating Voices

Although information and communication systems continue to link people from all over the world into a closer web, at the same time they are failing to meet society's complex needs in significant ways. These needs include the basic needs that all people share — the right to communicate, the right to seek out information for educational and other needs without hindrance, and other individual needs. Beyond that there are collective needs as well, for people rarely accomplish anything by themselves. We believe that the civic sector has a critical role, that it is now playing to develop systems that substantially aid humankind in addressing the severe problems that in large part are caused or exacerbated by the technological and social systems of the modern world.

The Liberating Voices pattern language is an online resource (and, as of Spring 2008, a book) for researchers, activists, and others who are interested in developing these information and communication systems. This work is part of a long-range project to craft a useful, compelling and comprehensive collection of knowledge which reflects the wisdom of people from all over the world who are developing information and communication systems that support humankind's deepest core values. 

The concept of “pattern language” comes from University of California, Berkeley, architect, Christopher Alexander and his colleagues and was developed for use in architectural and urban planning. Their ideas have been applied in numerous other settings and disciplines including object-oriented programming, ecological design, and human computer interactions. A pattern language can also reveal how to ensure that the Information Society will be a Civil Society as well.

Launched with funding from the (US) National Science Foundation (NSF) at the 2002 eighth biannual Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility's symposium on the social implications of computing “Shaping the Network Society: Patterns for Participation, Action, and Change,” hundreds of participants from around the world began to describe a pattern language of civil society for information society. The project has been collecting and integrating a diverse collection of “patterns” about the information society into a coherent and compelling “knowledge structure” which reflects the wisdom of a worldwide community. A pattern is a “semi-structured” chunk of information whose primary fields include problem, context, discussion, solution, and links to other patterns. The hypothesis was that the structured nature of the patterns will promote their integration into a coherent, interlinked pattern language that is more than the sum of its parts.

This long-term project employs a number of open-ended participatory techniques using online and face-to-face venues. Over 400 patterns have been submitted via the online pattern management system.
 Over 120 authors from approximately twenty countries have participated. Although we are still accepting patterns in the patterns in progress “pool” we have completed a pattern language consisting of 136 patterns covering a very wide field. Each pattern is “linked” to others that are likely to be used in conjunction with that pattern. 

With the publication of the book we hope that people and organizations will consult and apply the patterns to help them attain their goals. This experience should help us evaluate and refine them for future use. At the same time we will be improving our online resources and methodology. Justin Smith is now working with colleagues at Washington State University and other institutions to develop useful and easy-to-use graphic interfaces to the patterns and the pattern language. 

The Public Sphere Project

The “Public Sphere” is a concept created by German philosopher Jürgen Habermas. It's the sum total of information and communication “spaces” that people use when they exchange views, formulate opinions, and collaborate on projects. And it's upon and with these “spaces” that a democratic society is created, maintained, and changed. Without a thriving “public sphere” the people's ability to manage public affairs equitably and effectively is impossible. Although new digital networked technologies are only part of this picture, they obviously represent a major source of opportunities—as well as challenges—for those interested in the public sphere.

The Public Sphere Project is an initiative of Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility and is in the process of becoming a non-profit organization. Its main goal is to help promote more effective and equitable public spheres all over the world using a variety of interrelated activities and strategies. 

One of our primary activities is building and supporting networks of activists, researchers, and citizens. We intend to do this by convening forums (both face-to-face and online) for sharing information, concerns, and ideas and by developing and disseminating useful, high-quality information for citizens, activists, students, policy-makers, and researchers. 

We are interested in consulting with existing projects, systems, applications, and organizations all over the world while continuing to develop and evaluate relevant new interfaces, applications, collaborative and deliberative (and other) systems, and organizations. Two current projects include developing the next version of e-Liberate, an online system that helps convene distributed meetings using Roberts Rules of Order and organizing “Tools for Participation: Collaboration, Deliberation, and Decision Support,” a conference that will be held in June, 2008 at the University of California, Berkeley campus.


Civic intelligence is intended to help bring to light the reality that millions of people around the world are “working on the same project”—without necessarily realizing it. Humankind is woven into a vast web (with the rest of the natural and artificial world) that exists regardless of people's willingness to acknowledge it and its far-reaching implications. 


Today's realities are quantitatively and qualitatively different than yesterday's. They may finally force humankind to reject the “us versus them” mentality (and other destructive perspectives) that unite, for example, the people and institutions around the world for whom violence (military, economic, or otherwise) is an acceptable way to address problems. 


We can continue to cling to yesterday's easy—and wrong—answers or we can realize that we cooperate or perish.  The choice is ours. 
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