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The Pattern Language for Living Communication is an ongoing international collaboration to develop and maintain a handbook by and for activists interested in promoting social change, and in particular for those interested in enabling social and economic participation through the use of information and communication technologies. The aim is to create a shared resource, and an ongoing dialogue to support positive change. The initiative is supported through the Public Sphere Project of Computer Professionals for Social Responsibility (www.cpsr.org).

Background

The project’s history lies in a series of meetings at which activists and academics from both the developed and developing world have exchanged and discussed their experiences in different efforts to facilitate and empower groups and individuals with and through Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). Whilst such meetings provide useful opportunities for learning for all the participants, the records of such meetings are not presented in an ideal form for activists in new situations to access and use. Recognising the importance of presenting ideas in a practical, shareable and usable format, the organisers of the CPSR Seattle symposium suggested the use of the ‘pattern language’ format, and all submissions to the conference were made as patterns. The project is now working with these draft patterns, and others that have been added since, to develop a shared resource available to all (Schuler, 2002).

Patterns and pattern languages originated in the work of architect Christopher Alexander and colleagues (see Alexander et al. 1977; Alexander, 1979 for an overview). Alexander describes a pattern as: 

“a three-part rule, which expresses a relation between a certain context, a problem and a solution” (Alexander, 1979, p247)
Each pattern is connected to other patterns that address issues at a larger scale that need to be considered when seeking to realise the pattern, and issues at a smaller scale that may be encountered when implementing the pattern. By connecting patterns in this way, a pattern language may be developed that can be used by individuals and communities to design and build their (physical) environment. Since his work in architecture, Alexander’s ideas have influenced domains as diverse as: pedagogy, river basin management, film studies, and user-interface design. Patterns are particularly well established in the field of software engineering. 

Patterns and civil society

The Pattern Language for Living Communication project aims to develop a pattern language to help activists and communities to ‘design’ their efforts and interventions to promote positive change. Included within this concept is enriching civil society. The project co-ordinators’ describe the focus of the patterns thus:  

“The patterns that we are developing all relate to the development of information and communication systems that support people, civil society, social progress and community economic development. These systems are often more likely to be human-centered, democratic, equitable and inclusive than systems that have been developed by governments or by the private sector.” (Schuler, 2003).

Submissions to the Seattle Symposium were made using an interactive website. The website (http://www.cpsr.org/program/sphere/patterns/) has now been extended with facilities to search the database of existing draft patterns, and to support reviewing activities. Additional patterns have also been added. A small co-ordinating group has been formed to take forward the development and support collaborative editing of the language. 

The patterns submitted to date deal with issues in designing for civil society at a variety of conceptual levels. 

1. Patterns that deal with our understanding of ICT and our relationships with technology (e.g. Networked and nested knowledges, Community equals sum media);  

2. Patterns that advocate particular policies to support and enable civic participation, (e.g. Citzenship, communication rights, and libraries, Community and Civic Indicators );

3. Patterns that describe technologies to enable civic participation (e.g. E-consultation, open source software and nonprofits) ;

4. Patterns that describe issues or strategies that individuals or groups might use to address particular issues (e.g. Effective Mutual-Help Medical Websites; Community-based Information Technology Workforce Development );

5. Patterns that describe how organisations in civic society can utilise ICT to support their operations and campaigns (e.g. Recommendations for Uses of E-mail Lists by Activists; The Web as a Political Tool of the Anti-war Protest 
).

For myself, it is in these last two levels level that I believe that the pattern language approach might have its most significant impact. The challenge is to uncover patterns at this level and express them in such a way that activists can use them to inform their own planning. 

Anyone who is interested in helping with this effort is invited to participate by visiting:

http://www.cpsr.org/program/sphere/patterns/
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