Autonomist Tools and Communications Democracy 

Sasha Costanza-Chock

The purpose of this paper is to approach the question 'what knowledge is necessary for a more democratic public sphere?' from the perspective of autonomist communication theory and practice. While there are of course significant debates about the nature of the public sphere,
 most would grant the central role of communication technologies, infrastructure, skills, and policy,
 which will be the focus of my intervention. To ground the discussion, I'll first talk about the difference between representative democracy and direct democracy as applied to the communication sphere. I'll then describe what I mean by autonomist communication, and discuss how actually existing skills, tools, and tactics of horizontal knowledge production that have been developed or pushed to their limits by autonomist communicators can be applied to the debates over communications policy. I'll conclude by emphasizing some of the key points and research needs identified throughout the text.

I begin with an extensive quote from Raymond Williams on the evolution of the term democracy:

Aristotle (Politics, IV, 4) wrote: 'a democracy is a state where the freemen and the poor, being in the majority, are invested with the power of the state.' Yet much depends here on what is meant by 'invested with power': whether it is ultimate sovereignty or, at the other extreme, practical and unshared rule [...] Bentham formulated a general sense of democracy as rule by the majority of the people, and then distinguished between 'direct democracy' and 'representative democracy,' recommending the latter because it provided continuity and could be extended to large societies. These important practical reasons have since been both assumed and dropped, so that in mC20 an assertion of democracy [...] in Bentham's direct sense, could be described as 'anti-democratic,' since the first principle of  democracy is taken to be rule by elected representatives [...] one of the two most significant changes in the meaning of democracy is this exclusive association with one of its derived forms, and the attempted exclusion of one of its original forms; at one period, its only form. The second major change has to do with interpretation of the people. There is some significant history in the various attempts to limit 'the people' to certain qualified groups: freemen, owners of property, the wise, white men, men, and so on [...] Indeed democracy is said to have been 'extended' stage by stage, where what is meant is clearly the right to vote for representatives rather than the old (and until eC19 normal English) sense of popular power [...] The distinction became critical in the period of the French Revolution [...] for democracy was taken to be 'uncontrolled' popular power under which, among other things, minorities (including especially the minority which held substantial property) would be suppressed or oppressed. Democracy was still a revolutionary or at least a radical term to mC19, and the specialized development of representative democracy was at least in part a conscious reaction to this, over and above the practical reasons of extent and continuity [...] To the positive opposed senses of the socialist [popular power] and liberal [representative] traditions we have to add, in a century which unlike any other finds nearly all political movements claiming to stand for democracy or real democracy, innumerable conscious distortions: reduction of the concepts of election, representation and mandate to deliberate formalities or merely manipulated forms; reduction of the concept of popular power, or government in the popular interest, to nominal slogans covering the rule of a bureaucracy or an oligarchy [...]”

Today, in 2005, what Williams described in 1976 as the 'attempted exclusion' of one of the original meanings of democracy (popular power) by the other (elected representation) is nearly complete. However, the triumphant liberal model itself faces a new challenge: the neoliberal model, in which 'democracy' becomes synonymous with 'market' and representation is refigured as consumer choice between similar, nominally competing brands. The control of mass communication has been consolidated in the hands of a shrinking number of multinational firms, the knowledge commons has been steadily eroded under an ever-stricter copyright, patent, and trademark regime, and regulatory bodies have been largely captured by industry. In addition, in the US under the Bush administration, perception management has reached new levels of sophistication, information warfare tactics are openly deployed against both foreign and domestic populations,
 and multi-million dollar funds are used to produce and distribute simulated news to pliant commercial stations.
 Against a representative democracy that is quickly collapsing into electronic electoral simulation,
 and against the failed states that claimed 'popular power' as a legitimating slogan for totalitarian bureaucracy, where can we look to recuperate a meaningful sense of a 'democratic' communication? 

Representative Communications Democracy


One strategy is to reassert the principles of liberal representative democracy in the communication sphere. Traditionally, the most significant component of this strategy has been the demand for state support for public broadcasting. Yet industry propaganda has had great success at painting state intervention in media and communication as antidemocratic, while making their own private monopoly and oligopoly influence nearly invisible. It's true that we shouldn't simply dismiss the industry argument that state support for the media can blur into state-run media. We've certainly seen that model in action, and it's not a good replacement even for private oligopoly media. Of course, progressives frequently point out that state supported media doesn't have to be state controlled, and that public broadcasters can be more or less insulated from the state, based on the system of appointments, funding, and so on. The BBC is often cited as a model of public interest broadcasting that is largely insulated from the state. Still, the BBC, like public broadcasters everywhere, is increasingly under threat of defunding, which would mean shifting to an advertising revenue stream, privatization, or collapse. To counter this possibility in the US, a significant wing of media reform advocates are now gearing up to secure permanent funds for PBS by raising a major endowment. 


Another strategy in keeping with the principles of representative democracy attempts to ensure equitable representation in the mass media, be they public or private. Principles of equitable representation can be applied to media content, ownership, and employment. In terms of content, this might mean monitoring and measuring mass media representations of different social groups and applying pressure towards representation that more closely approximates an external standard. Methodologies of analyzing representation in content have grown increasingly sophisticated; for example, by taking into account the terms on which discussions take place (framing), or the relative weight given to speakers (standing).
 Standards of representation might follow population estimates: 51% of interviewees, news anchors, or other commentators would ideally be female, X% Latino/a, Y% young people, and so on according to the census. Alternatively, targets might not be census based but rather reflect redress for past injustices, current power imbalances, or other ideals and goals for the representation of social life. This approach towards equitable representation can be mirrored for ownership and for employment at all levels throughout the media industries. Distance from the ideal representation could then be used to gauge policy success or failure.


It's important for researchers to support more equitable representation, ownership, and employment in the mass media industries, both private and public, and I'll return below to a discussion of ways that horizontal research tools can be applied to support these goals. However, this is not enough: 

Is the claim as to the public quality of all media, hegemonic as it may be today, really tenable? A most simple test will immediately disprove such fantasy: Try and enter your main national television station. In most cases you will not even make it into the lobby. Another test: Try and publish your opinion on a certain political issue in a major (or not so major) national (or not so national) newspaper. In the case of the television station you will experience a significant likelihood of failure, unless you are Rupert Murdoch. Otherwise you will be lucky if they let you pass on to their car park. And in the case of the national newspaper you may not fare any better, unless your name is Jürgen Habermas. If the public sphere is characterised by universal access, and what sense would it make if it wasn’t, how can it ever be justified to credit a broadcasting company or a mainstream newspaper with the qualifier ‘public’?

The issue here is not necessarily the ownership or investment pattern (private or state capital), or even the degree of 'accuracy' (or approximation of an ideal) in representation; rather, it's a problem of verticality. The top down, hierarchical organization of state 'public' media, however well intentioned, always assumes this characteristic; in terms of the failure of real bottom-up access to distribution, public broadcasters appear to most independent content producers, let alone the person on the street, like private media lite. In the worst case, public broadcasters are nothing more than a voice for the ruling party/parties/despot. In the best case (without a radical reconfiguration of the meaning of 'public broadcasting') the majority of content is still excluded from distribution due to the fundamental nature of one-to-many communication. In public broadcasting, the solution to the problem of too many people interested in speaking during a limited amount of time is to appoint a small number of professionals who attempt to ensure that the interests of various groups are represented in the broadcast content. This is done generally not by selecting among content offered from the bottom-up, but instead by commissioning other professionals to create content that is supposed to speak for (or to) the various groups. Of course, a strong public broadcaster is one important part of the struggle to counter the disintegration of public discourse that flows from the profit logic of the private media. But no matter how representative of the many publics such a broadcaster might be, it is a mistake to substitute 'public broadcaster' for 'communications democracy,' in the same sense that is a mistake to reduce 'democracy' to its representative form – or to its market form. I encourage all of us to go beyond the public broadcaster model, ask difficult questions about how to achieve the furthest possible devolution of power over media and communication tools, skills, policies and infrastructure, and approach research, policy advocacy, and practice with the aim of direct communications democracy in mind.

Direct Communications Democracy


There are a range of practices that we could talk about under the rubric of direct communications democracy, in the sense of the greatest possible power over communication tools and skills in the hands of the greatest number of people. Keywords here would be horizontality, decentralization, and access, rather than representation. This field of practice includes low power FM, public access cable, community wireless, and of course a variety of online tools including open publishing, blogs, wikis, and so on. Free Software
 is an important component of this as well, as is media literacy. I want to focus, though, on autonomist communication as a kind of ideal-type of direct communications democracy.


I use the term autonomist communication here to refer to explicit attempts to distance communications practice, as much as possible, from both the state and the market.
 Examples of autonomist communication include global networks like Indymedia; festivals in series like Next 5 Minutes; spaces embedded in particular communities like the Hacklabs, Brazilian periphery radios, and Italian Telestreet; and temporary convergence spaces like those that serve as the nervous system for global justice mobilizations (Hurakan Cancún, during the last WTO Ministerial) or as subaltern counterpublics to 'multistakeholder' processes (We Seize! alongside the WSIS Geneva summit).
 Autonomist communicators have produced a growing body of theoretical and practical knowledge about the democratization of communication. They develop and experiment with new communications tools, skills, and social practices, write extensively on every aspect of communication, and regularly participate in local, national, regional, and global media policy battles both from 'outside' and 'inside' the political process. They are also increasingly linked in global networks, and (sometimes more, sometimes less) effectively circulate and share knowledge, resources, tools, and skills across borders.


My aim is not to valorize knowledge produced by autonomists above knowledge produced by other actors. In fact, knowledge production and flow within autonomist networks suffers from many of the same problems as academic networks, especially inequality along the axes of class, gender, and North-South, as well as the hegemony of English language.
 However, autonomist networks play important roles as sites of radical experimentation with (direct) democratic communication systems, and produce knowledge not only from speculation or observation but through praxis. They also serve as repositories for a history of direct actions, spaces, tactics, and practices oriented towards reclaiming the public sphere. Video, photo, and text documentation of these events, as well as the state repression they often meet, live and circulate through these networks. The academic community, as well as the autonomists (especially those of a younger generation) both miss out by allowing parallel regimes of knowledge production and circulation to continue without greater interaction. 

Autonomist theory


Very briefly, the theoretical contribution of autonomists is to focus on the increasing importance of cognitive or immaterial labor to the globalized economy, and to emphasize the ways in which this leads to heightened possibilities for the self-organization of cognitive work. In this school of thought, the shift towards a knowledge economy in postfordist capitalism requires the socialization (in the sense of widespread distribution, not the sense of state ownership) of information tools, skills, and infrastructure. As people obtain new skills and familiarity with information technologies, on the one hand they become more useful to private firms as knowledge workers and as advanced consumers of information products, but at the same time they gain the ability to deploy new tools and skills in ways that are external, parallel, or resistant to the process of capital accumulation. New laws, technologies, and norms are developed by the powerful in order to appropriate or constrain these self-valorized communication activities and channel them into ever-more stratified types of infowork and commodity consumption; however, this also has the effect of pushing resistance to take new forms and encourages further innovation, circumvention, hacking and tactics of reappropriation.
 Also, the criminalization of non-market forms of communication activity can in some cases create large scale 'criminal subjectivity' that militates towards other forms of experimentation delinked from the market.
 For example, the criminalization of low power FM radio led to a shift in subjectivity of people making low power FM; suddenly they were 'pirates' in antagonistic conflict with the state. Ultimately, the spread of the pirate radio wave in the US during the 1980s forced a policy shift: the legalization of Low Power FM. In a related vein, the criminalization of filesharing is now pushing young people to take up new forms of p2p software, use encryption, become more skilled at hacking, abandon Microsoft for Free Software, and so on. 


While there are important critiques of this body of theory, the point I want to emphasize for our 
discussion – informational capitalism spreads access to new communications technologies, skills, and knowledge, which may then be taken up and turned against it – is not in doubt. A burgeoning literature on the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) by social movements, including those who propose alternatives to corporate globalization, attests to that.
 But what does this mean for researchers interested in communications policy?

Horizontal tools for communications policy research  


The theory, tools, and skills of direct democracy in communication, including many that have been developed and extended by autonomist communicators, can be applied directly to the research needs of communications policy advocacy. In many cases, this is already taking place. I'm going to use five rough categories to describe how autonomist (horizontal) tools can be applied: policy transparency; distributed research; internationalized knowledge production; self-organized spaces for knowledge exchange; and direct action for communication rights.

Policy transparency 


Tools of horizontal communication are now regularly applied to policy processes that take place at ever greater distance from the 'ground.' Email lists dedicated to monitoring, reporting, and also mobilizing around communications policy processes have been around for decades,
 but in the last few years, this kind of transparency from below has proliferated more rapidly. Blogs, SMS, chat, and other tools for horizontal communication are being used to facilitate greater transparency in communication (and other) policymaking processes, at the local, state, federal, and international level. The speed at which information about policy processes circulates through networks, both professionalized NGO and autonomist, has increased. Media policy activists in the past few years have used all these forms of many-to-many communication to report blow-by-blow from inside the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO), United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), and other media policy venues at global, national, and local levels.
  


Obviously these tools aren't only used by autonomists, nor are they used only by the left. Right wing blogs follow policy processes as well, and the mass media both private and public have begun to hire bloggers (a classic example of industry reappropriation of horizontal tactics). However, this doesn't change the need for researchers, policy advocates and autonomists alike to use horizontal communication tools to enhance bottom-up transparency. For policy advocates, blogs from inside policymaking venues provide a semiformal public record that can be used to hold policymakers to account. For researchers, they can provide raw material for analysis and a fine grained understanding of how policy processes unfold. 

Distributed Research


Another interesting arena for the application of tools of knowledge production pioneered by autonomists is distributed research. The basic principle is that large research tasks, previously untenable due to their complexity or  unaffordable because of their requirements for sheer labor time or processing power, can be broken up into small chunks and distributed across a network. The most obvious example is the Free Software movement, which I unfortunately don't have space to discuss here.
 Another good example of distributed labor is the autonomist use of open publishing tools like wikis to facilitate research into the communications industry. Wikis can be (and are) used to gather information about ownership, boards of directors, flows of investment, ties to other industries, and other elements of essential data on the political economy of communication. Open publishing has also been useful for the collection of knowledge about concrete alternatives to corporate or state control of the media.


For example, take a look at the wealth of knowledge gathered on the InfoAnarchy wiki, dedicated to distributed (collective, public) “information related to file sharing, copyright, the gift economy, cyber liberties, peer to peer research, information tools, and similar topics..."
  Another wiki focused on communications is the Disinfopedia, a "collaborative project to produce a directory of public relations firms, think tanks, industry-funded organizations and industry-friendly experts that work to influence public opinion and public policy on behalf of corporations, governments and special interests. Sponsored by the Center for Media and Democracy (www.prwatch.org), the Disinfopedia was started in February 2003 and contributors are now working on 6126 articles [...] the number of pages served from Disinfopedia in the last year has zoomed up to over 8 million."
 The best known wiki in the world, Wikipedia, includes a collaboratively produced 'list of corporate assets'
 which details the holdings of most major media firms.


The potential to use open publishing tools for widely distributed research into, say, indicators of the quality of the public sphere is also immense. Developing and operationalizing indicators of the public sphere is a complex problem that must be seriously addressed by an academic community interested in democratizing communication. While several projects of this nature exist,
 attempts to monitor the state of communication rights or of the public sphere should be rethought in light of tools that facilitate distributed knowledge production. Temporary funding from private foundations might best be applied not in one-time production of 'snapshots' of the current state of a set of indicators, but instead towards the development of distributed processes. 


Researchers engaged in mapping the public sphere should think about how to employ distributed computing, perhaps combined with distributed human labor. For example, one of the earliest distributed computing research projects that was widely successful is the SETI@home program. This project's goals are to analyze a vast body of radio data from deep space for patterns that could indicate a signal sent by intelligent extraterrestrial life. It functions by sending small batches of data to thousands of users' personal computers, which run a data analysis program when the computer goes into screen saver mode, then sends completed batches back to the project server and requests new data. Other nonprofit projects soon followed suit, mostly in the field of medicine (for example, FightAIDS@home). How is this relevant to an index of the public sphere?  One possibility: automatically pull a vast number of freeze frames or short clips from television broadcasts and distribute these to a large number of project participants, who could then code short media samples for basic data like gender or ethnicity (the same clips could be sent to multiple participants to measure intercoder reliability). The results would be aggregated and used to provide a more detailed landscape of media representation than ever before possible. A good implementation of this kind of project would see a database of relevant indicators, populated with information contributed by a large number of people, which would then be capable of, say, generating either 'snapshots' or time-series analysis, as well as sophisticated visualizations of data over time. Imagine a Geographical Information Systems (GIS) generated map of media market ownership in the US (or worldwide) animated over time from 1990 to 2005, with each radio station owner indicated by a different color. You could watch the cancerous explosion of Clearchannel blue across the landscape post-1996. This kind of thing would be quite useful in every setting, from teaching to policy debates, even mass media interventions.


Distributed research, combined with GIS and visualization tools, could be a powerful set of tools for communications policy advocacy. We should work with radical geographers and visual artists to develop tools that clearly show access, costs, consolidation, market dominance, and so on, based on real data, viewable over time. Other kinds of useful visualizations include boards of directors, cross ownership, institutions, and policy processes. Autonomists have already developed some interesting tools in this direction; for example, see They Rule, which allows users to map the interlocking boards of directors of the top 100 US firms.
 The interface of They Rule currently pulls data from a static database assembled in 2001 and updated in 2004; ideally it would pull from an open database constantly updated by a large distributed network of users. Again, we should not only fund individual academics or small teams to produce these maps; we should also focus resources on distributed knowledge gathering processes. Large numbers of people can easily feed databases with constantly updated information; end users view maps or visualizations generated from these databases. 


In addition, it's worth thinking about how participants in distributed research can be involved as more than cheap or free labor for data entry. Ideally, a distributed research project would involve elements of conscientization, politicizing large numbers of people and preparing them to engage in public debate. For an example of a successful project of this nature, see the Youth Media Council studies of Bay Area media racism and ageism.

Translation


 Autonomists have also been successful at internationalizing knowledge production and flow through distributed translation. One excellent example here is the Indymedia Translation tool. translations.indymedia.org was launched in 2003 as a response to the need for a systematic way to distribute translation work throughout the global Indymedia network. The tool is an open publishing system where anyone can post text for translation, indicating which languages are most desired. People who participate in the community of Indymedia translators then browse and select text to translate, mark it as translated once they finish, and indicate whether the translation is final or needs to be reviewed by another person before public re-posting. Other translation mechanisms developed by the Indymedia network include a 'translate this feature' button that appears after all articles on the Global Indymedia site, allowing any reader to immediately translate; mailing lists dedicated to translation; and experiments with automated translation tools for chat rooms and for mailings lists.


Another notable development in translation is the emergence of the Babels and Nomad networks around the World Social Forum. Babels is a group of volunteers who do simultaneous translation at the Social Forums; Nomad is a project to use streaming audio so that simultaneous translation can be distributed to volunteers around the world.
 Academic researchers as well as policy advocates should adopt these and other tools to facilitate translation, especially as it becomes more crucial to do comparative international work and to focus on global policy processes.

Sites of knowledge exchange


The success of translations.indymedia.org and the Babels/Nomad network show that we have more to learn from autonomists than software and hardware: there are also the technologies of social organization. The model of self-organization (autogestión) exists as part of the ongoing, daily practice of autonomist communication networks but is most publicly visible during the hacklabs, convergence spaces, festivals, and other spaces for skillshare and debate that have played such a strong role in the rapid spread and sustained vitality of autonomist communication networks across the globe. The principle of a self-organized space for knowledge exchange, at the core, is quite different from that of the conference model in which a small group of experts or referees select the themes, priorities, papers, panels, and plenaries, etc. Instead, each person who comes to share knowledge participates in the organization of the event. Schedules are worked out by the whole body of participants, who might choose to delegate responsibility for certain tasks, but retain ultimate power in the consensus of the group. Typically a loose structure will be agreed on beforehand via email list combined with a wiki, so that those attending have a good idea of what to expect; the event will usually start with a general assembly (asembléa) where details are worked out, new workshops inserted, and necessary tasks delegated. 


Models of self-organized spaces for knowledge and skill sharing include the  Next 5 Minutes festivals, the Hacklabs, the Polymedia labs organized during the WSIS Geneva phase and inside the OurMedia conference in Porto Alegre, the Hurakan Kancún media lab organized in the lead up to the Cancún meeting of the WTO, and a host of others.
 Some are one time events, some are periodic, and others are ongoing. Documentation for most of these is available online, usually includes multiple media formats, and is generally produced using an open tool like a wiki. Training in effective use of many of the tools and skills circulated in autonomist spaces needs to be spread to the staff of nonprofits and to academics. Since these tools and skills are constantly evolving, we should seriously consider how to facilitate regular skill exchange between grassroots activists (autonomist or otherwise), professionalized NGOs, and engaged academics.

Direct action for communication rights


Although this discussion has centered on the application of horizontal tools to knowledge production, we'd be remiss if we failed to at least mention direct action while talking about direct communications democracy. Because the dominant model of social change is based on lobbying policymaking elites through rational discourse, the role of direct action is often either ignored or misunderstood. Yet history shows us that many of the most important policy changes were achieved thanks to combinations of legislative pressure and direct action.

Blinded by the fantasies of the officially powerful, we underestimate the power of resistance [...] widescale resistance brings reform even when it is not requested. Concessions come not because we ask for them but because we impose them - the law formalizes that change post-factum. There comes a moment when the costs of continuing with the old arrangements exceeds that of changing them, domination then integrates what it can and seeks to pacify the rest...

On the ground, of course some of the NGOs involved in the policy debates do also engage in direct action to manifest communication rights. One example would be Reporters Without Border (RSF), who set up a pirate radio to broadcast into the WSIS after being denied accreditation based on their demands to allow Chinese and Tunisian nonstate groups to participate. Another would be the We Seize! group's projection of the film 'Gimme the Mermaid,' composed of samples from Disney films superimposed on a clandestine recording of a record company lawyer crowing lines like 'It's all mine, every bit of it! You can't have even a hair! We're gonna get rich off of your work,' on the walls of WIPO.
 But these are singular, spectacular media-oriented events. More interesting are the groups trying to politicize participation in illegal violation of copyright, for example the recent US day of public screenings of the Civil Rights documentary Eyes on the Prize, in protest against the gag imposed by copyright holders.
  The Italian Telestreet project is another good example: against the Berlusconi monopoly, activists are building a nationwide network of low-power TVs that illegally circulate and broadcast video of fights against precarity, mobilizations for a social wage, and all kinds of social struggles.

Conclusion


 I'll end this discussion of democracy and autonomy in communication by emphasizing some broad strategies of knowledge production that can be drawn from the discussion above, and then highlight some very specific research needs. First, horizontal tools and skills for data gathering, analysis and exchange need to be adopted by researchers. For example: wikis, blogs, chat, VOIP, distributed computing, GIS, open content, collaborative filtering, visualization, and translation tools (automated ones and distributed human ones). There should also be fora designed to facilitate ongoing exchange of tools and skills between autonomists, policy advocates, and academic researchers. This means that all of us need to go outside our comfort zones; however, I think that the burden lies on academics to leverage institutional resources to support autonomist communication practice. For example, progressive communication researchers in academia can use institutional resources to build libraries of documentaries, literature, and other materials produced by autonomist communication networks; invite activists and autonomist communicators as speakers and to screen work; incorporate study and discussion of autonomist practice and theory into course curricula. Second, we need to increase the amount and quality of communication research that takes a comparative international perspective. This includes all subfields of communication research in the academy but also applies to policy advocacy and activist research. We can use some of the tools developed by autonomists, especially translation tools, to facilitate this. Third, progressive communication scholars should practice what we preach: publish in open access journals; release our work under GPL or Creative Commons licenses; use Free Software to replace proprietary software wherever possible, and encourage our students to do the same; push universities to make their networks (wired and wireless) free and open to the public, etc. This is tied to the fact that we are going to have to find ways to insulate progressive and radical academic communication research from the corporatization of the universities and the increasing commodification of knowledge.


Those are general strategies. In terms of concrete suggestions for current research needs, there are three that I'd like to emphasize here. First, rigorous technical studies of industry claims: for example, the Mitre report,
 which proved that industry claims that LPFM would interfere with commercial broadcasters were bogus, was a strong boost to advocates of extending LPFM licenses. Other examples of needed research in this area include: careful analysis of recording industry hypotheses about the impact of filesharing on music and film sales; analysis of the claim that liberalization and privatization of telecoms means more efficient, cheaper, better, more equitable service; and refutation of industry claims that community wireless will be less efficient, more costly, or is unfair competition with private providers. Studies showing the vast savings that would come with public adoption of Free Software would also be timely. In addition, we need translation and localization of studies that have already had successful impacts on policy. Second, and this is in some ways more important than individual studies,  we need some attention to the possibilities of distributed data gathering in research relevant to the public sphere. I've described this in more detail above and won't give more examples here. However, I will reinforce that data about ownership, access, content, use, and so on, whether gathered in a distributed fashion or not, should as far as possible always be disaggregable along various axes of social inequality including gender, ethnicity, class, age, urban/rural location, and so on. Finally, let's apply the same social justice criterion to our own organizations, networks, gatherings, policies, and distribution of resources as we would to those of the powerful. I hope that some of these ideas might serve as springboards for our discussion about knowledge production and communications democracy.
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