Designing for Civil Society in the Digital Revolution
Abstract

The Digital Revolution is having a profound effect on society. Technologies which empower the individual citizen to access and publish information on a global basis are fundamentally changing the social and economic environment in which we live.

There is evidence that the impact of these technologies is having a destabilising and devisive influence across all sectors of society. Does the digital revolution mean the beginning of true democracy and a future in which citizens can shape their own future within an equitable society, or are we facing a potential backlash in which society is forced to protect itself against the consequences of individual freedom brough about by the digital revolution ?
This short paper looks at some important issues in building a sustainable and equitable Information Society and how ICT applications might be designed for Civil Society.

Traditional Application Design and Society

The desktop personal computer has traditionally focused on personal productivity in its application design. The goal of software developers like Microsoft has been to make attractive, easy to use and robust applications which meet user needs with minimal support and after-care.
These goals are partly market driven as users seek constant improvements in price performance, and partly driven by the commercial needs of the software developers to maximise profits whilst minimising development and support costs.

The same is also true of the internet and e-commerce, and consumers are now demanding the ability to easily customise software and browser environments to suit their own personal preferences.

All of this brings empowerment to the individual citizen, and with it a change in their relationship to society, manifested by greater independence and freedom of choice.

The developed world is seeing the breakdown of traditional relationships which have always formed the glue of society. Relationships across all sectors of society are under greater stress than ever before.

It is only when the citizen is adversely affected by this growing trend of individualism that the consequences of traditional design become apparent.

Designing Applications for Civil Society 
I believe there is a growing realisation of our mutual inter-dependence. The so-called digital divide is receiving great attention as we seek to build a sustainable and equitable future in a global village environment.

This manifests itself in a new generation of applications which are collaborative, both in their design and in the creation of shared virtual spaces where new and more stable relationships might form the foundation of a sustainable Information Society.

Linux is already challenging the Microsoft empire in a serious way. It is almost incredible to think that an application developed by people with minimal financial support could pose a significant threat to the largest and most profitable software company in the world.
Within the Harborough Community Learning Network we have been experimenting with applications which bring the community together to re-create the glue of society and build a sense of common purpose and mutual inter-dependence.

Such applications include the community virtual classroom and interactive community radio broadcasts – all designed to help the community discover and harness local skills and talents.

The Future

Society may be about to seal its fate by embedding into the technology infrastructure we are increasingly dependent on features with profound implications for Civil Society.

Examples include the use of Global Positioning (GPS) technology into mobile phones so that the exact location of a mobile phone can be identified at any time. IPv6 may also include tracking and logging technology with implications for individual freedom and data protection.

If all sectors of society do not recognise the serious implications of Information Communications Technology Design and build the future infrastructure in recognition of our mutual inter-dependence as citizens of a Global Society, the future of mankind may be uncertain.
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