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  Hacking the Way to Heaven


  Education and Evangelisation in a Digital culture


  


  


  Chapter 1: Hackers and Heaven


  Who or what is the hacker?


  Given the frequent demonisation of the hacker, lining up 'hacker' and 'heaven' in the same sentence might be too much for some. Hackers in the public (as in media) view are often presented as odd creatures at best, mostly young and disheveled, or criminals at worst who spend late nights poring over virus-related code. Hacking might be heaven for them, but hell for the rest of us.


  It is, of course, a parody of the hacker to present him or her that way. The hacker is not always young, nor criminal – let's not forget that hackers finds their place in history more or less from the 1960's, as the Internet was being built and gained media prominence, especially as 'hacker culture', from around the 1980's at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and that people like Richard Stallman are amongst the more famous of that lot. Forty or so years ago on top of the twenty or so years of age of the student of that time makes sixty or so in anyone's arithmetic, and those who were hackers then are almost certainly still hackers now. But of course, many are young and a new breed. There's no crime in that!


  Criminals? Undoubtedly some enthusiasts and experts of all things digital have flouted the law. It is somewhat difficult nowadays, in digital matters, to avoid flouting the law, partly because the law is always late in catching up with rapid developments.. On the other hand, who, reading this, has never had a pirated item of software on his or her computer? But of course there have been those who have gone far beyond that, who have vandalised, destroyed, broken in and been in every sense malicious, based on their digital knowledge and expertise. The term we might use for such an individual is 'cracker', not 'hacker'. Let's not allow the anti-social actions of a few to brand the first social movement of the digital era that truly belongs to that era, one in fact that in addition to being proud of its technical wizardry, often takes the moral high ground where others have failed to do so.


  As a student and aficionado of linguistics, I must recognise that words, even the best of them, can deteriorate over time, and 'hacker' has shown that tendency. It may continue to take a downward slide, despite the fact that it began with the best of intentions to describe an enthusiast, a person who had developed an expertise, who was capable of clever solutions to seemingly impossible problems, and indeed the hacker today, certainly in the mind of many people with at least a modicum of technological savvy, is just that – a passionate, enthusiastic, clever individual who will not be beaten by technology but wants to master it, use it, and for the good of the community. Indeed, 'hacker' is really a shibboleth which marks out a membership for what is no longer an exclusive club. As such, the term 'hacker' does not have to follow any inexorable law of linguistics into the mud of meaning. It is up to those who bear the term proudly to lift it on high.


  I would go a little further. It is in my interests, for the purpose of many of the things I want to say as we proceed through these chapters, to present a particular side of the hacker which the popular, media-driven view has overlooked. We can characterise the best meaning of hacker today as the following:


  
    	Someone who believes in the importance of a particular kind of work (there are all kinds of specific hackers, some who like hardware, others who like systems, software, and so on) but who is essentially passionate about it. The chief end has little or nothing to do with money.



    	Someone who has a particular approach to work, which combines a certain freedom and flexibility of individual style with a genuine interest in the community and collaboration.



    	Someone who believes in efficient, productive communities.



    	Someone who has a very genuine interest and belief in the aesthetics of the task.


  


  Such individuals are the very opposite to anti-social. The aim here is not to canonise the hacker but to point to the positive social role the hacker has played in building what is now the information society. It is because of hackers that the computer left the huge, closely guarded halls of academia (I recall my undergraduate days in the 60's giving that perforated piece of card to the girl at the desk then coming back later in the day to retrieve the result!) and became the instrument of personal liberation that the netbook is today. The hacker wanted to change life for the better. The hacker sought concrete solutions with the intention of sharing them with the widest circle of interested persons possible. And while the hacker might have originally begun with algorithms and esoteric code, with the growth of importance of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in every area of human existence, he or she has introduced a very wide spectrum of human beings to habits, ways of thinking and working that might once have belonged to 'geeks' (or those original code-wielding hackers) but which are now a part of everyday life.


  Maybe it is a bit like driving a car. There was a time, admittedly back in the Henry Ford era, when the holder of a driver's licence was someone rather special, an 'expert' who wore characteristic gloves, scarf and headgear.. Now any Tom, Dick or Henrietta is that expert. The car has become commonplace. So has the computer chip. Possessing and using digital objects have not quite reached the stage of comfort that some technologies (like wearing shoes or using a ballpoint pen) have achieved, but the time is not far off. The mobile phone, no longer 'just' a phone but a tiny computer-cum-camera-cum-TV and lots more, is so ubiquitous that it no longer becomes 'part of the furniture' but something we wear, and indeed becomes part of the personality.


  To some extent, then, we have all become hackers, or at least people who may wish to and need to master some aspects of the technology which is an inevitable part of our lives. If we do not master them, we will be exploited by them, we already realise. And if we bear some responsibility for the education of young human beings, then we really do want them to master these aspects too; we certainly will not want them to be exploited by technology if we can help it, and we will want them to understand and use it for their own benefit and the benefit of humankind. In fact, if we are religious educators, we might put all that into a code of our own and say that we wish ICTs to be 'for the glory of God and the salvation of souls'.


  I am using 'hacker' and 'hacking' in terms of the passion, cleverness, efficiency, community, aesthetics described above: for ourselves and the young for whom we bear educational responsibility. For a non-believer this would be at the very least an holistic education which attends to all dimensions of the human being, and which empowers young people so they can experience the fullness of life. We can do that despite technology – or we can do it knowing that technology is part of the culture we breathe, indeed helps create that culture. If faith and life are meant to be kept together, and this I do believe, but they fail to be so in the technological aspects of our culture, then something will be badly amiss.


  It will be badly amiss especially in the field of education. There is something rather important at stake here. While, as we have already indicated, hackers may be of any age, there is little doubt that many of them are young, and very young! They are hacking at an age when they are still working out a lot of other solutions to life's problems, so they need guidance in this field too. But there is another factor involved here. The adult world understands very well the importance of the computer, software, technology generally, but the adult world does not control it as well as many youngsters do! It is interesting that where often youth will seek to leave 'the system', represented by parents or authority of any kind, to assert their independence, in the case of the digital world they do not leave it, they stay in it and go deep. They attempt to master it and to some extent succeed long before their adult mentors do. That can create a problem. The well-known reference to the 'digital divide' has a place here too: the divide that often exists between digital students and their analog teachers!


  And there is something more, something neither the young nor many of the adults are yet fully aware of, I am convinced. Technology, especially digital technology, is no longer something separate, something we can look at dispassionately as an object of study. It has now become so integrated as to become part of the communication act itself, part of the process of creating meaning. Just this alone has enormous implications for us.


  A Congregation of hackers?


  Members of the Society of St Francis de Sales, otherwise known as the Salesians of Don Bosco, might be surprised and mildly shocked to hear themselves described as hackers! They will readily recognise that they are 'sons' of two of the world's great communicators. Francis de Sales is patron saint of journalists, and Don Bosco's life as a communicator had just about every element of the typical description of today's hacker (including the dishevelled look in one famous photo of the man): eagerness to learn and innovate with the technology of his day especially the printing press, enthusiasm and unbounded energy, late nights writing code (admittedly the special code of religious literature, constitutions and regulations, but also text books on mathematics, history), joy and playfulness. If hacking is about a certain craftsmanship and caring deeply about what you are doing, and also wanting “a way of bringing back the co-operative spirit” (Stallman), then Don Bosco was a hacker! But he was especially a hacker for heaven. It was not utilitarian rationality, not even just creative imagination, that moved him, but a passion for 'the glory of God and the salvation of souls'. He famously said that he would have no difficulty in tipping his hat to the devil if it meant he could be let through to saving just one soul1. There is no need to tip one's hat to the devil to be a hacker in the positive sense of that word, so it would not be at all difficult to imagine Bosco the hacker today – and that should say something to his spiritual sons and daughters too!


  Don Bosco is a saint with a difference. Think of the traditional iconography of saints – which seems to present them as standing out from the crowd, individuals, albeit very holy ones! You don't get that kind of picture with Don Bosco. He co-founded his society with rag-tag bunch of kids, hardly one of them over the age of 18 at the time. Everything he did was co-operative by nature, with a thought to a 'vast movement of people'. In other words, Don Bosco was amongst that rather special body of saints who incarnated the cooperative spirit in a big way.


  It is of interest that the Salesians of Don Bosco, who number some 16,000 men (there is a Congregation of women, the Salesian Sisters with similar numbers) and who operate in 130 nations around the world in the field of education and evangelisation, recently gave considerable prominence to ICTs at its 26th General Chapter in Rome, a meeting held every six years and which in early 2008 brought together 240 representatives from every Salesian province. One of those provinces, Ecuador, then followed up the meeting in Rome with a major international conference on 'Free Software and the Democratisation of Knowledge', inviting experts from around the world and tackling head-on some of the implications, especially for education, of a movement that grew directly out of the 1980's MIT hacker culture – the Free Software Movement. I will return later to this question of free software, digital culture and the Salesians.


  Don Bosco's educational innovation is known as the Preventive System (cf. Chapter 8 for a brief description of this). There have been many profound studies of this 'system', but there is constant exhortation on the part of Salesian leadership to recognise its adaptability to times and cultures, something that already has a certain degree of proof, as it has adapted to cultures and places far beyond the Italy and Europe it was first forged in. The Preventive System has proven its worth equally in indigenous cultures, and parts of the world where Christianity is in a minority, as it has in good times and bad. The Preventive System deserves adaptation to today's technological culture too, and one senses in the various interventions at the 26th General Chapter on the role of ICTs in the task of Salesian education and evangelisation today, that this kind of interest, along with passion for God and passion for humanity, is part of the Salesian DNA.


  There might seem little connection of any kind between the Don Bosco of 19th Century Italy and the Quakers of 17th Century Britain, except that both had developed, according to their own Christian lights, an approach to friendship (Quakers are even better known in places as the Society of Friends) which has then found its way into educational practice.


  I am raising this because of the influence of one Quaker of our own time, Parker J. Palmer, in contemporary education. His To Know as We are Known: A spirituality of Education2 was written just at the time when hacker culture was developing at MIT, and he continued to write and speak on education's spiritual underpinning until his recent retirement. I recall being profoundly struck by a comment he made: “My vocation (to use the poet's term) is the spiritual life, the quest for God, which relies on the eye of the heart. My avocation is education, the quest for knowledge, which relies on the eye of the mind”.3 Neither Palmer nor Bosco knew of hacker culture, though the former may at least have begun to encounter the reality in higher education, but they offered approaches based on 'the quest for God' and the 'quest for knowledge' which can help inform this culture – and each other.


  Palmer has offered a description of what he calls the 'community of truth' which develops a 'learning community' and this resonates nicely with Don Bosco's Preventive System. The hallmark of a community of truth is in its claim that reality is a web of communal relationships, and we can know reality only by being in community with it.4 A subject, the human person, not an object, is at the heart of all education. This both Palmer and Bosco believe in passionately.


  Palmer described his 'learning space' as a set of six paradoxes:


  The space should be bounded and open. Without limits it is difficult to see how learning can occur. Explorations need a focus. However, spaces need to be open as well – open to the many paths down which discovery may take us. ‘If boundaries remind us that our journey has a destination, openness reminds us that there are many ways to reach that end’. More than that, openness allows us to find other destinations.


  The space should be hospitable and “charged”. We may find the experience of space strange and fear that we may get lost. Learning spaces need to be hospitable – ‘inviting as well as open, safe and trustworthy as well as free’. When exploring we need places to rest and find nourishment. But if we feel too safe, then we may stay on the surface of things. Space needs to be charged so that we may know the risks involved in looking at the deeper things of life.


  The space should invite the voice of the individual and the voice of the group. Learning spaces should invite people to speak truly and honestly. People need to be able to express their thoughts and feelings. This involves building environments both so that individuals can speak and where groups can gather and give voice to their concerns and passions.


  The space should honour the “little” stories of those involved and the “big” stories of the disciplines and tradition. Learning spaces should honour people’s experiences, give room to stories about everyday life. At the same time, we need to connect these stories with the larger picture. We need to be able to explore how our personal experiences fit in with those of others; and how they may relate to more general ‘stories’ and understandings about life.


  The space should support solitude and surround it with the resources of community. Learning demands both solitude and community. People need time alone to reflect and absorb. Their experiences and struggles need to be respected. At the same time, they need to be able to call upon and be with others. We need conversations in which our ideas are tested and biases challenged.


  The space should welcome both silence and speech. Silence gives us the chance to reflect on things. It can be a sort of speech ‘emerging from the deepest part of ourselves, of others, of the world’. At the same time we need to be able to put things into words so that we gain a greater understanding and to make concrete what we may share in silence.5


  Bosco was not using that kind of language, but he offered four separate kinds of spaces where the praxis of the Preventive System operated in ways very similar to Palmer's paradoxes above: “a home that welcomed, a parish that evangelised, a school that prepared them for life and a playground where friends could meet and enjoy themselves” (Salesian Constitutions: C.40). Each of home, parish, school and playground was a learning space for Don Bosco, each with its character of bounded openness, individual-in-the-group, the little story in the bigger picture, solitude and community, silence and speech. I would venture to say that the kind of space the genuine hacker inhabits must likewise have the characteristics just described.


  I would go further and suggest that the young hacker may be at home in each of Don Bosco's 'home', 'parish', 'school' and 'playground' scenarios, though I have the memory still of a student at a school of which I was once principal, reaching a stage of 'crackerdom' that left me with little other option than to negotiate his transfer to another school! He had set about the task of systematically destroying our budding technology centre in the worst of cracker traditions – malicious code that wrought havoc with the system. The other school knew what they were getting and felt they had appropriate persons who could neutralise our young demon's efforts. Alas it may not have been so, or at least not if I was to believe the letters I received from my young friend (he remained a friend), as he set about the task in brand new territory.


  Young hackers will only be at home in these places if they know that the educators who populate them have some sympathy with their passion, and can guide and enlighten them, and they will only be truly at home in these places, if these same educators can lead them to the passion and quest that is deepest in human beings, God. Hackers are already open to being led deeper, I believe. It is up to us to do it for and with them. The difference between a hacker and a cracker is education.


  I find it interesting that some of the key literature on hackers and hacking (I am thinking, for example of Eric Raymond's 'How to become a Hacker)'6 is written by people who are at best indifferent to religion, but who quite frequently call on religious concepts, even directly, to make their point. The same Eric Raymond is well-known for his essay entitled 'The Cathedral and the Bazaar';7 Richard Stallman will sometimes end a lecture with a mock canonisation ceremony for St IGNUcius of 'The Church of Emacs', as he calls it. You have to know that he built a stunningly clever text editor which does everything, called Emacs, and founded the GNU Project in 1984 which is a Unix-like operating system now used by millions who think they are using Linux! In fact they are probably using GNU/Linux. I was once asked, at the end of a Stallman lecture at which I was present, if I was offended by the 'canonisation' ceremony. I replied that I was not offended, though I did wonder whether it was in good taste. Rather than indulging in feelings of hurt, I was intrigued. If anything, the experience confirmed another feeling – that this digital culture we are immersed in may benefit from a solid Christian anthropology and, dare I say it, theology. I want to take this point up in the next chapter, but before doing so, let me elaborate a little further on the point I began this paragraph with: the kind of language one finds in 'How to be a Hacker'.


  Raymond had already written a dictionary with all the jargon words related to hackers, but he realised that he then needed to explain to people how to 'become a hacker', not just describe one. He begins, by the way, by reminding his readers that 'hackers build things; crackers break them', thus succinctly putting paid to any idea that hacking is a malicious thing. Now consider some of the headings for the essay on essential attitudes if one wants to be a hacker:


  
    	The world is full of fascinating problems waiting to be solved



    	No problem should ever have to be solved twice



    	Boredom and drudgery are evil



    	Freedom is good



    	Attitude is no substitute for competence


  


  Raymond's comment on the first of these is typical of the overall style:


  Hackers solve problems and build things, and they believe in freedom and voluntary mutual help. To be accepted as a hacker, you have to behave as though you have this kind of attitude yourself. And to behave as though you have the attitude, you have to really believe the attitude. But if you think of cultivating hacker attitudes as just a way to gain acceptance in the culture, you'll miss the point. Becoming the kind of person who believes these things is important for you — for helping you learn and keeping you motivated. As with all creative arts, the most effective way to become a master is to imitate the mind-set of masters — not just intellectually but emotionally as well.


  We do not expect to find exhortative religious language here, but we can easily see that the style is pedagogical and some of the content is translatable into religious language, or should I say rather that some religious language might well be translatable into the kind of language we find here! I guess the issue is this: if we are to use 'hacker' and 'heaven' in the same sentence, then we need to resolve these hanging questions or at least give some lead to their resolution....what is the relationship of technology to faith? Can technological language and religious language cohabit peacefully, even productively? Is it more than just cohabitation or could in fact 'heaven' help inform 'hacker' in some way? What does all this mean for education and evangelisation?


  And there is one more reason why I have used the term 'hacker' from the outset; I want to keep the focus partly on questions of hardware and software, both of which hacking refers to. Why? Because together they represent much of what Information and Communications Technology, the whole digital scene, is all about. This book will make frequent enough reference to devices and software. It is not that we will be asked for username and password (other than our own name and our practice of charity!) before we get to heaven, but nor is there an unbridgeable gap between the world of spirit and the world of the machine. At least, speaking as one who belongs to an organisation which takes the 'glory of God and the salvation of souls' seriously, especially where young people are concerned, I believe we are going to need to achieve that in the daily context of software and hardware for very many of them.


  


  


  Chapter 2: Hacking with the Heart


  The Game of Life


  Recall that Gospel line about putting new wine into old wine skins? There is an eternal truth there, but one we are sometimes reluctant to apply, perhaps because many people do not know much about wine skins anymore! You see, the metaphors change once the culture changes. Why do so many adults still use word processors as though they were typewriters, for instance? Only adults of a certain age will have used a typewriter, let alone wine skins! Word processing is an entirely different cultural form for dealing with text, so different that it really changes the nature of the task of working with text. The culture we live in now has changed fundamentally because of the digital era, but some act as if it had not. The simplest example of a consequence of this fundamental cultural dissonance is the person who 'loses' a digital file – probably forever, simply because the fact that the text was virtual was not fully acknowledged, or rather the consequences of it being virtual were not followed through on. Fifty years back the same person might have misplaced a paper file, with a fair chance of finding it again. Not so with the digital file.


  My feeling is that young people of the 'digital native' variety might well be experiencing God and spirituality fundamentally differently because of the different way they have of seeing their world; because our digital culture is so fundamentally different, that is, from earlier cultures. So catechising and 'talking faith' with them must be a bit like the situation of the wine and the wine skins; we cannot pour this new wine of their experience and imagining into the old wine skins. Of course, I hear someone objecting that there will always be eternal truths: God is God, and that will not change. Salvation and Redemption are Salvation and Redemption... But wait a moment! That God is God I cannot deny, and God will remain God, but our human ideas of God can and do change. One of the fundamental changes in human experience in the digital era must be that of the movement from fixed to flowing. Handwritten or typewritten text was fixed. Digital text is a constant flow, as digital experience is a constant flow – that must change the way digital natives think about things, I imagine, including God.


  It is no surprise that the effort to give 'hackerism' (if I may use the term) a universally identifying logo has come up with something called the 'glider'. The glider in this case is a set of cells, five of which have a dot in them; these five are contiguous, but the number of cells theoretically could extend without limit in every direction. The logo has just nine cells, but it represents a (theoretically infinite) movement of these five dots following simple rules which are employed by a computer. Wherever they move they will remain contiguous. The game – where the only player is the computer – is called The Game of Life, and was invented by mathematician John Conway in 1970. If you are having difficulty visualising this, just think of a screen-saver where dots continually re-arrange themselves in patterns.
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  The game has fascinated many a young digital native. And has probably got to the point of stirring a religious question or two – with a few simple rules, the constant flowing existence of these 'gliders' is ensured. Could life, which can seem so chaotic, be like this? Could God be like this? The game suggests a certainty despite constant transformation and fluidity. We could attempt to understand this with just the mind, or try applying the heart to it. I go back to Parker J. Palmer's profound comment: “...the quest for God, which relies on the eye of the heart; ...education...which relies on the eye of the mind”. Hacking with the heart might well be an important task for the religious educator today.


  A question of language


  The question of religious vis-a-vis technological language cannot be avoided at this point. Let's start simply enough. Language is very much affected by the culture it is shaped in. I am still thinking of the analog adult and the digital youth. Adults are likely to talk about 'turning over a new leaf', 'beginning a new chapter' as metaphors for conversion. There is no need to explain where those metaphors come from! The metaphors will change – 'Get a second life' would not be an inappropriate metaphor for conversion, maybe? And 'flip-flop' is already an established idiom for something which is not at all conversion – somebody who appears to be able to hold two opposing positions at the same time! It comes from an electronic circuit capable of assuming either of two stable states.


  We need to be a little careful here not to create in our minds an artificial opposition between two discourses, as if technology and faith could have nothing to do with one another. In logic that is called 'begging the question', where the proposition to be proven is already assumed at the beginning! That said, we would admit that the technical is immediately attractive, while the religious, based as it is so often on the grass-like growth of the kingdom of God, requires a little depth and patience to be observed. We may also need to be careful not to think that it is a matter to two discourses cohabiting. As one commentator on a draft of this text told me, it is more a case of strong contamination - itself a strong word but he meant it positively - between the two since religion should never be separated from life and vice versa.


  The challenge is to formulate a discourse that assists a Christian formation of good, true and faithful lives in the light of the rising ascendancy of techno-science as the formative cultural factor. Do I mean a counter discourse? Not really, because I do not intend to set up any presumed opposition between the two but rather am I seeking ways to hold them together. So I mean that telling the story with our Christian vocabulary and grammar may enable other quests for the good and true, and this is especially so for the young people whom we educate. Ronald Cole-Turner is not a theologian but a bio-ethicist. Bio-ethicists tend to be on the front line these days when it comes to thinking about the relationship between technology and faith, so he puts the question rather starkly:


  Can theology—that communal process by which the Church’s faith seeks to understand—can theology aim at understanding technology? Can we put the words God and technology together in any kind of meaningful sentence? Can theology guess what God is doing in today’s technology? Or by our silence do we leave it utterly godless? Can we have a theology of technology that comprehends, gives meaning to, dares to influence the direction and set limits to this explosion of new powers?8


  I am not sure that theology can guess what God is doing in today's technology; in fact I am not sure that this is theology's task! Telling the story with a certain vocabulary and grammar is theology's task, and listening to others tell their stories is also part of the task. Trying to guess what God is doing anywhere and at anytime is not a good pastime for anyone, theologians included. But faith seeking understanding is – as study and as a pastime. In fact, it might be a good pastime to introduce today's young technologists to. Let me explain.


  Young minds are certainly fascinated by the technological. I am not a programmer, and am probably well beyond the age where I could take programming too seriously, but I am not beyond being fascinated by some aspects of programming, once I have begun to understand it. I know from long experience that I am fascinated by language, so programming seen from that perspective is an extension of that fascination. So at the very least I can look at some lines of code and let myself be interrogated by them, sometimes in ways that have nothing to do with what the code is all about. The kids probably come at that in a less roundabout way, but at least I can feel comfortable talking to them about it, and learning from them. But can one do a little more than learn from them?


  The electronic environment is an environment. Don Bosco paid great attention to the environment or the setting that young people were in, creating such environments for them where at all possible. We can certainly give some thought to making the electronic environment a spiritual one. One thing is really quite clear – the normal net environment is not only dismissive of religion and theology (try looking up both terms in Raymond's New Hacker's Dictionary) but at times decidedly inimical to it. I think one of Cole-Turner's questions above is pertinent here: “..by our silence do we leave it utterly godless?”. It's less a matter of organising a frontal attack on godlessness in cyberspace than marshalling efforts to speak up in positive ways about God, faith, spirituality in that environment.


  We have already noted, with the Game of Life, that what looks to be randomly chaotic is rarely if ever so. Technology does not believe in chaos, and always looks for some sort of algorithm to explain what is happening. It is a good entry point to explain that faith, too, does not believe in chaos. Faith too likes its rhythms, its patterns manifested in life and even its spiritual techniques. After all, rosary beads are a technology and praying the rosary is a faith rhythm, pattern and technique. We can be imaginative in adopting and encouraging this sort of thing in the digital environment. Let me give just two examples at a practical level.If you were to visit Don Bosco's Oratory in Turin, Northern Italy, you will still find, 120 years later, reminders of a helpful religious kind placed around many of the walls. (An 'oratory' was originally just a place of prayer, but Bosco turned it into his 'home, parish, school, and playground' – and the last named was often the introduction to the others!). Reminders of this kind can easily be replicated in a dozen ways on a computer screen, with little 'note' widgets or similar.


  Then there is the question of certain rhythms of faith. A good example, now somewhat lost in many more secularised settings, is The Angelus, a reflection on the mystery of the Incarnation, announced, in the words of the prayer itself, by the Angel Gabriel ('The Angel of the Lord declared to Mary....') but in long Catholic tradition by the ringing of bells at 6 in the morning, midday and six in the evening. One could, of course, set up a digital alarm to sound at those times! But instead I use something quite different. It is a tiny 'add on' (still experimental) for the Firefox browser, and happens to be a Tibetan chime, called a 'consciousness bell'. It sounds randomly. That's fine – it serves the intention of the user, and my intention is to use that chime to remind me to pause for a moment of prayer and reflection. In fact it does a little more than this. It's not that the monks invented clocks, but it is certainly known that they developed the idea of marking the hours (they used a one hand clock only) for prayer and work by the clock. Eventually the machine 'escaped' monastery life and became the regulator of all things secular and capitalist like regulated production and regular working hours.... and so on and so forth. I like the little Tibetan bell. It reminds me of that kind of history on the one hand, of non-clock cultures on the other – including heaven!


  Technology – the missing link


  In Digital Virtues, I wrote about 'software' as the missing link in the Church's language.9 I would like to extend that idea. Not just software, but the whole field of technology!


  There is an acknowledgment in Church teaching that technology is our context, one of moral concern, and a context involved in the common good, but nowhere is there sufficient guidance in Church teaching, it seems to me, for us to make technology a true servant of the common good, unless it is possible to extract this from 30 or more years of Papal teaching, mostly John Paul II as represented in World Communication Day messages and Encyclicals. Technology is conceived of as a clear trend in human history, with social structures reacting to it. But technology is made by humans and humans therefore hold responsibility, personally and institutionally. There needs to be a proper theory of technology based on Christian principles. The best we have is a kind of reactive theory after technological developments have begun to affect us. We need a more proactive theory of technology. The marketplace is being fundamentally altered by technology – think of the Internet, Wikipedia, Free and Open Source Software, networks on the one hand, and Intellectual Property issues deeply mired in the interests and activities of the major IT Corporations on the other. And the lives of ordinary users are being profoundly affected too.


  I cannot claim that Digital Virtues is anywhere near the level of CST, but I can claim that we need many more examples of efforts like it to apply our Catholic belief and tradition to technology. Let me give you a list of what Daniel Lynch regards as elements of Catholic thought that should be included and extended in such a pursuit.10


  
    	A Catholic Anthropology – man as social, historical, fallen creature with intrinsic dignity, God-authored and God-seeking



    	Social institutions as earthly facilitators of personal development; historical constructions with a transcendental goal



    	The burden on humans to construct societies which are good – the common good – which is historically contingent, never complete or perfect, but necessarily oriented to the elevation of persons if it is to be authentically “good”.



    	The Gospel imperatives in the Last Judgment (Mt.) and the Second Great Commandment – enduring social imperatives to be played out in history



    	The “Apostolate of a Trained Laity” as earthly implementers of the common good.


  


  Within this construction we would need to develop some foundational ideas. Necessary elements of a response include:


  
    	a new vocabulary which allows us to speak and reason more cogently



    	an acceptance of new forms of “governance” in the “new” vacuum of authority



    	a new sense of institutional ethics to order our actions within same



    	a public theology to convert ethics into authentic human norms. Is there truth to be found in ethical assertions? Or any standard of truth? Or, are we just exploring complexity? Developing arbitrary consensus?



    	a theoretical approach to corporate and government priorities; relation of people, professions, and communities of faith to those institutions; understanding of the global marketplace as a social institution.



    	a reinvigorated notion of the Common Good as the object of social constructions, and the proper role of technology in same.


  


  Some specific interpretation of the apostolate of the trained laity in terms of technology; in particular, the professional obligation of engineering.


  The kinds of issues listed by Lynch above, and some of his suggested procedures for dealing with them, are work for larger institutions, universities, Congregations and the like, and I am convinced that quite an amount of this is already contained in the body of Catholic Social Teaching. But it needs to be brought together in other ways and developed, too, along practical lines, with some gaps still to be filled in. Meanwhile, those of us at the interface, so to speak (I was about to say 'coalface', but the metaphors change, we realise), need to take appropriate proactive action. The possibilities are endless.


  


  


  Chapter 3: The four 'E's


  Guidelines for a worldwide organisation


  In this chapter you will find what I call the four 'E's. I will give them to you now as the four reasons why I believe we should be promoting Free Software, and explain both that term and the four E's a little further on. The four reasons are, in order of priority: evangelical, educational, ethical, economical. I will also tell you where they came from. I had been asked to help a group of young Fijian men and women, mostly in their late adolescence, to learn some computer basics. Of course, as often happens in developing nations, the computers and their software were provided by grants from developed nations, including the European Union, despite the fact that the Fiji Islands are about as far from Europe as one can get on the planet. That is all well and good. The operating system and the programs were all Microsoft based, and that too was understandable. But my efforts sometimes took me into schools and villages far from grid-electricity (and indeed from Internet), and in schools out in remote villages a computer, apart from being an unusual feature, is rendered practically useless if it is dependent on upgrades, or if something goes wrong, as happens frequently enough with any hardware and software, and the operating system needs to be re-installed.


  You might say that in situations like that, legality does not matter but, if something is illegal, then it remains illegal if it comes under international law, anywhere on the planet. So I was not about to try to find, even if I could have found, somebody else's Windows OS disk and boot up from that. As it was, in the particular village I have in mind, there was the original disk, but nobody had ever taken note of the code to activate it. I had any number of copies (fully legal because under GPL licence and copying is actually encouraged) of Linux OS disks. The problem was solved, in that village and elsewhere, and in describing something of the motivations for all this to a race of people who are deeply religious and respond firstly to evangelical values, I developed a simple, memorable set of four 'E's for them. Subsequently I have found that this approach is attractive in many other parts of the world.


  Now, I don't know what people in general would expect a worldwide Religious Congregation to be discussing at its six yearly general meeting (General Chapter), but it would not be hard, after a moment's reflection, to realise that a group of 16,000 plus people involved in education and evangelisation in every imaginable culture and setting would have very substantial and demanding things to discuss and resolve. The Fijian situation possibly represents hundreds if not thousands of similar ones where Salesians find themselves working with the poor and dispossessed.


  Perhaps we should not be surprised, then, that the Salesian General Chapter in early 2008, offered more than passing reference to Information and Communication Technologies. It would be an unusual but I am sure interesting insight into such an organisation to note what it said, and why. Perhaps we can all learn something from this. Nothing gets through the rigorous process of the commissions-plenary assemblies-back to commissions again process of a General Chapter, which is not worthwhile and heartfelt, even if not fully understood. So it was interesting to note one guideline that 'made it' through this rigorous process in 2008, mandating the leadership of the Congregation to:


  



  assess the appropriateness of the use of Free/Libre Open Source Software, through the Department for Social Communication, and give pointers to the Provinces


  



  It is an appropriate question to ask something of the background to Guideline 14, n. 97, as it is known. The first comment might well be to note that the guideline survived (as did all guidelines in GC26) the rigorous process involving commissions, plenary assemblies and a redaction group. The fact of its survival, then, requires some explanation.


  It would not be inaccurate to say that a broad awareness of the existence of Free/Libre Open Source (henceforth F/LOSS, to apply the acronym most widely used, including outside the English speaking world, which tends to leave out the '/L') and its possible beneficial implications for both individuals and the institution, was planted by the leader of the Congregation himself (Fr Pascual Chávez), in quite unambiguous terms, three years earlier: one part of his letter to his confreres (AGC n. 390, 2005) has a point 6 which reads:


  



  With regard to software there are two different concepts. The concept of a 'closed source' or proprietary software is based prevalently on business and economic criteria; it claims professional rights and guarantees to the user that it will function properly. The other concept is that of the Open Source; it means that the software code should be known, so as to leave the user free not only to use it and adapt it to his needs, but also to improve it by adding his own contribution and making it available to others. It is a vision of shared knowledge that would be of benefit to all. The overcoming of the 'digital divide' between the north and south of the world depends also on the choice of a technology permitting access to information as the right of everyone and not only of those who can afford it. The Open Source is a way of moving towards the democratisation of information and culture'.


  



  The letter was seen by more than one Salesian around the world as an invitation to reflection and action. Several instances amongst others will suffice to illustrate this point. (1) The World Advisory Council for Communications in the Congregation took up the invitation to explore motivations for adopting F/LOSS, as a result of which its Indian counterpart (known as BOSCOM) brought it to a policy level with regard to Centres of Formation to Social Communication, and has subsequently taken other steps to create awareness amongst members of the Congregation in India who are responsible for a technical education system only matched in size by the Indian Government itself. (2) The worldwide meeting of such Centres in Sao Paulo in 2007 asked that an international congress on the broader issues of education and communication involving the use of F/LOSS be set up and the Universidad Politecnica Salesiana (UPS) in Quito, Ecuador, agreed to do this on behalf of the Salesian Society. (3) The book Digital Virtues which directly explores the question of F/LOSS from the perspective of Consecrated Life, its institutes and members – thus an explicit Christian, Catholic and Religious awareness with regard to F/LOSS, was published in English and Spanish. These factors were already known to members of GC26. (4) Several members have published books using an open publishing methodology, which involves preparation of text, uploading of prepared text to an online publisher and subsequent publishing in digital form which is then available for purchase in hard copy. The process is very different to normal publishing. (5) Fr Chávez' letter, while being the fruit of his own wide reading and his own synthesis and reflection on that, draws substantially from the work of a Salesian, Fr Fabio Pasqualetti, at the Salesian University in Rome (the UPS, as it is also known, not to be confused with the UPS in Quito). Pasqualetti had already published some time beforehand, a contribution he had made entitled 'The Character of Digital Culture – a Challenge for education”, which is quoted in the course of the Letter. So the ground was well prepared.


  Apart from this Salesian context, anybody who keeps a watchful eye on trends in the digital world would have noted the growing interest in and use of F/LOSS approaches and products in the wider community. Server software has for some years been predominantly of this kind (the Internet has run mainly on 'Apache' server software for many years and Domain Name Services mostly involve BIND, another F/LOSS product); the Linux kernel is widely used as an Operating System alternative to the universally known Windows. Open standards for file formats have ISO recognition.


  F/LOSS has two distinct movements behind it


  GC26 was grappling with a concept that has the background explained above but it must be said that other than repeating the words of Fr Chávez from his 2005 Letter, few members at the Chapter could have adequately explained exactly what F/LOSS was. Some explanation could be useful here.


  Two acronyms, both representing English phrases, have come together in the single acronym F/LOSS. They are FSF and OSI, which stand for Free Software Foundation and Open Source Initiative respectively. They represent two quite distinct social movements and are strongly tied to the generally accepted but at times divergent views of their respective 'founders': Richard Stallman, in the case of the FSF, and Eric Raymond, in the case of the OSI. We have met both names in these pages already!


  Since both acronyms stand for English phrases, and given that the first, FSF, uses the word 'free', it has become commonplace to explain upfront, because of the ambiguity of the word 'free' in English, that 'free' means 'free as in freedom' rather than 'no cost', hence the /L in the resulting combined acronym F/LOSS. The 'L' stands for 'Libre', chosen because it can be understood in English (though not an English word) as a reference to liberty and is readily understood as such in at least French, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese. The entire acronym, then, can be spelt out as 'Free/Libre Open Source Software'.


  What is common to both movements is a profound interest in code, but here it is crucial to explain what both movements mean by 'code'. A failure to appreciate the distinction between source code'and machine, or object code would mean a failure to appreciate the importance of the entire combined movement.


  [Note that while in the mind of the everyday user, F/LOSS is a single approach, the fact that the two constitutive movements indicated above are so different makes it in fact inaccurate to speak of a single movement – but for the sake of a useful shorthand we will refer henceforth to F/LOSS as a movement in generic terms].


  Code: to move, for example, an item of data from one program to another, one could write the instructions in English (or any other language for that matter), but for a microprocessor to interpret the instructions they need to be turned into machine code. Low level machine code is lots of digits (0s and 1s) and is difficult to write directly, as well as being almost impossible for humans to understand. So high level abstract languages (C++, Java, Basic are several examples) were developed with a clear syntax, built around simplified English keywords. By convention the keywords are English. Theoretically they could be Chinese or any other language. Statements, loops, conditionals, and a number of punctuation marks and symbols make up the 'abstract language'. These are usually written in plain text files and are referred to as 'source code'. Comments are often included (e.g. REM in Basic indicates a remark to follow that will not be interpreted and hence will not be seen outside the source code text) and other information is often added about authorship, versions etc. Hence a source code file contains, in humanly readable language, essential and valuable information about a program.


  This code is then 'compiled' or turned into machine code for the microprocessor. This is the object code or executable. Most users are familiar with a file that ends with an .exe extension. At this point the original source code is stripped away and the product may be sold simply in its machine code form. It is technically possible to reverse-engineer machine code back into source code, but this is complex and time-consuming, and mostly illegal! Software sold as executable code without the source code is called proprietary software. The Microsoft (MS) licence tells us that the software is licensed, not sold. The owner remains MS. Very few users are conscious of this, that hey have bought a licence, in fact, not the software, or at least not the source code. MS restricts knowledge about its source code as Coca Cola restricts its formula for the beverage.


  FSF and OSM both maintain that source code should be made available at all times but for fundamentally different reasons:


  Software can be analysed for its USE functions (the ability and freedom to perform a task with the software), PRESCRIPTIVE functions (restrictions, usually built into the architecture of the software), and EXTERNAL functions (e.g. playing music on a word processor - outside the scope of the software). Proprietary software is sold on the basis of its use functions. Prescriptive functions may be built in, usually quietly. DRM or Digital Rights Management (which may have other names like Trusted Computing) employs prescriptive functions where, for example, Adobe Acrobat restricts possibilities of copying, altering an e-book. DRM exists so that the user is unable to perform actions that break copyright or at least the intentions of an author that material not be copied. Another prescriptive function example, one which directly affects privacy concerns, is the building in of monitoring elements which report back to the manufacturer or even to an employer, enabling surveillance of the user's activity with the software.


  This immediately begins to demonstrate wider implications behind software code. Software code actually crystallizes a number of issues in wider society: the legitimacy of technocratic society, public policy in its regard, privacy concerns, to name just three. The academic study of software (as more than a simple tool but a cultural artifact of importance in today's society) regards software code as on some kind of a par with law, since software code plays a part in regulating human behaviour in society. There are those who say that the democratic accountability of code is a key issue for the 21st century.


  With the above understandings we can now appreciate the difference between the two movements behind F/LOSS:


  FSF: The Free Software Foundation maintains an ethical approach with a broadly Kantian philosophical background. 'Freedom' becomes a categorical imperative, the movement speaks of the 'laws' of freedom, nominating four:


  
    	The freedom to run the program, for any purpose (freedom 0).



    	The freedom to study how the program works, and adapt it to one's needs (freedom 1). Access to the source code is a precondition for this.



    	The freedom to redistribute copies so one can help one's neighbour (freedom 2).



    	The freedom to improve the program, and release improvements to the public, so that the whole community benefits (freedom 3). Access to the source code is a precondition for this. [The strange numbering of these freedoms is a convention deriving from computer programming where 0 is a digit].


  


  FSF supports an ethic of sharing all code with others. 'I consider Free Software a human right and thus a moral norm', says Stallman. His is a contributory theory of knowledge. Code, freedom, power, progress, community, rights are the key words in Stallman's discourse, developed over a period of twenty years. Code is useful, at least potentially, to every user, even though many a user would not be the least bit interested in seeing or manipulating the source code. The FSF sees it as a public good that is socially constructed and should be shared. Code is produced in a social network. 'Rights' are spoken of frequently - not so much the absolute natural rights of an author but the natural rights of the public. 'Community' is central - being an active member of the civic community and helping one's neighbour are considered important. 'Freedom' has a purpose in this discourse, so people can cooperate in community. Free is a matter of liberty, not price. Any kind of 'black box' approach by software is seen as hindering progress. Prescription and copyright are acts of power, and power in this discourse is viewed negatively.


  We do not have to agree with all the above, but we do need to recognise that this is the discourse which motivates the FSF and hence is behind much, though not all, F/LOSS activity.


  OSI: The Open Source Initiative claims no moral high ground and in fact repudiates any claim to being an ethically based movement. It is about technical efficiency, and the discourse is typically neo-liberal; better engineering and economic results are the reason for the OSI. Its founder speaks of the Delphi effect: a way of structuring a group communication process so the result is effective in allowing groups of individuals to deal with a complex problem. Code, market, freedom, efficiency, property, individual are the key terms in this discourse. If one were looking for a philosophical background it would probably be Lockean and positivist. The profit motive is seen as the greatest source of technological efficiency. Ego-satisfaction rather than altruism is involved (there is no discussion of doing something for one's neighbour as in the FSF). This is about rational choice theory where the individual owner, developer, is a key element. The discourse is about best practice and is generally regarded as being apolitical in nature.


  Again we do not need to accept the OSI arguments for F/LOSS but we do need to appreciate that much F/LOSS activity is based on such arguments. It must also be clear by now how essentially different are the two approaches described, while agreeing practically on a single issue: that source code should be available to the user.


  How might the Christian present F/LOSS?


  Is there not a prior question? How might the Christian NOT present F/LOSS? Most important, I would suggest, is not to present F/LOSS as 'better than Microsoft' (or Mac or.....), because the argument is not about one or other operating system or software company. The argument is about principles and fundamental convictions.


  Attempts to translate fundamental convictions of Christian faith into universal blueprints for society are generally unsuccessful, but there is every reason why we should adopt a clear stance with regard to F/LOSS which is based on our convictions and praxis. We ourselves require little convincing of our right to present a faith-based interpretation of how we should act in society, but it may also help to know that over recent years, since shortly before Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger became Pope Benedict XVI, he and Jürgen Habermas have engaged in dialogue over the role of faith in the public sphere.11 Habermas, in a surprising turn from an earlier view that religion had to explain itself in secular terms if it was to be acceptable, has begun to argue that religious conviction has every right to express itself to the secular democratic state in its own terms and that furthermore a democracy cannot be guaranteed survival if it does not take into account religious belief and opinion.


  Accordingly then, bearing in mind our priorities like the priority of God, concern for evangelisation and education, it would be appropriate to develop a clear fourfold argument for F/LOSS as a choice which is, via the four 'E's:


  
    	Evangelical,



    	Educational,



    	Ethical



    	Economical


  


  ... by contrast with proprietary software. Note the order in which these arguments occur. The first two still require some work, since there has been little attempt by the Church to tackle software at this level; the remaining two less so in the sense that we can borrow from material already available from the FSF in the case of ethical arguments, adding a few of our own, and the economical argument is patently obvious. Herewith some pointers:


  Evangelical


  One question is whether we can put the words 'God' and 'software' together in any kind of meaningful sentence. The wider challenge is to develop a proactive theology concerning technology, as said earlier. The Church has given us a lead, especially since Vatican II and under the pontificate of the communicator Pope John Paul II, but it still regards technology (and 'software' is almost completely non-existent in theological reflection) as a condition to which we need to react.


  Perhaps the best way, despite the comment about a reactive theology in general where technology is concerned, is to re-appraise Catholic Social Teaching for its application to issues raised by software. The dignity of the human person, the common good, solidarity, subsidiarity, preferential option for the poor can all come into play quite directly and without being forced into the argument when we come to a discussion of the 'culture of sharing' and when we begin to tackle some of the wider questions to do with F/LOSS. One of these wider questions, one of ownership and rights, is to do with intellectual property. Software began as open and free. When it came time to determine whether it might be patented or put under the mantle of intellectual property (IP) or copyright law, the latter path was chosen. There is a broad debate about IP today in the world community and the Vatican has representation in this debate. An example of a statement coming from such representation is as follows:


  The Holy See, consistent with the traditions of Catholic social thought, underlines that there is a 'social mortgage' on all private property, namely, that the reason for the very existence of the institution of private property is to ensure that the basic needs of every man and woman are met and sustained. This "social mortgage" on private property must also be applied today to 'intellectual property' and to 'knowledge' (John Paul II, Message to the "Jubilee 2000 Debt Campaign" Group, September 23, 1999). The law of profit alone cannot be applied to that which is essential for the fight against hunger, disease and poverty. Hence, whenever there is a conflict between property rights, on the one hand, and fundamental human rights and concerns of the common good, on the other, property rights should be moderated by an appropriate authority, in order to achieve a just balance of rights.12


  The wider F/LOSS community has developed several approaches to IP including Copyleft (The GNU Public Licence), Creative Commons and a range of other open licences.


  There are examples available of efforts to develop a gospel-based understanding of these matters, be it at the broader level of understanding technology or the more specific issues of F/LOSS and Intellectual Property. 'Love to Share', a statement on the culture of sharing with regard to Intellectual Property, by the World Council of Churches, and promoted by WACC, the World Association for Christian Communication; 'Technology and Catholic Social Thought', Daniel R. Lynch, are two. They involve a critique of purely market approaches to an issue that affects many other aspects of human beings' lives today; confronting 'abundance' with concern for what is 'essential'; applying Scripture not just by bible-bashing the issues but offering, as an example, the original Jerusalem community as a model from which to draw certain principles (Acts 4:32-35); taking up a prophetic stance.


  A different approach, which can be tied to the 'evangelical', is from a human rights perspective. Instructive here is a paper delivered by GianMarco Schiesaro of VIS at the recent Quito Congress on F/LOSS and the democratisation of knowledge, and then followed up by a further paper delivered at the International Congress on the Preventive System and Human Rights in Rome, January 2009. I will deal with this in Chapter 6.


  Educational


  There is a key argument for F/LOSS in education which derives from the 'open source' aspect: one can teach students how to use a certain software program, but they are limited to pushing buttons if they have no access to the source code. Give students the source code and they can learn how a program works as well as having the possibility of adapting it.


  There is a complementary and reciprocal relationship between F/LOSS and education. F/LOSS offers an environment (through access to source code) of unlimited experimentation and tinkering. It also makes possible collaboration and interaction with a community of programmers, developers and users of the same programs.


  F/LOSS also means that if someone somewhere in the world has created a specific software tool to meet an educational goal, this same tool can be available elsewhere and can be built on. Because F/LOSS is not limited to one language, it is possible to translate the program, including its source code, into local languages.


  But the educational argument goes wider than access to source code, as important as this is. Associated with the F/LOSS approach comes a renewed understanding of approaches to teaching and learning. Access to source code and to a community of users has brought a not-so-subtle change from a Descartian 'I think therefore I am' approach to a 'We participate therefore we are' one. F/LOSS is more than an instrument or set of instruments. It has become a community of praxis. While OSI considers F/LOSS to be a new marketing phenomenon, educationalists become aware that it is a new form of cognitive apprenticeship. New 'members' (of a F/LOSS program's email list for example) learn by opening up code, tinkering with it and perhaps expanding it or making it more robust. In effect a learning community evolves.


  Ethical


  To the fundamental FSF argument of liberty (and there have been distinctly Catholic efforts to develop this ethical argument under the Scriptural notion of 'eleutheros', cf. Marco Fioretti et al. in the website www.eleutheros.it ), we may add a range of broadly ethical issues which are especially pertinent to Religious life. They could come under the label of 'digital governance'.


  The conservation of digitally-born documentation in the Congregation becomes an ethical issue when we consider, for example, that the correspondence of its key historical figures is already available digitally – because it existed on paper and has been converted to this form. It is immediately apparent that today's extensive email exchanges are most likely not going to be similarly available unless people take appropriate steps. We could take expensive steps to ensure that they are, but two observations are required here: a change in mentality on the part of today's correspondents would be required even before any money was put to such a cause; in terms of a F/LOSS discussion though, an equally important observation is that no money is required! If people choose appropriate software by way of email clients, the conservation of email in open format (plain text!) outside of the client itself is a couple of clicks away. The process is more complicated if someone chooses to use proprietary email clients. In such an instance, then, the choice of software becomes an ethical issue.


  There is a range of practical issues to do with the nature of digital exchange today vis-a-vis the assumptions behind Religious community structures. The processes normally foreseen by Canon Law and Religious discipline in the case of a dispute between a member and his superior are often skipped today because of the opportunities offered by digital exchange. A novice may be in immediate contact with his major superior by email, for example, bypassing a string of legitimate authorities along the way. Then there is 'flaming'. There is even a low-level issue at stake here – many people simply do not know the fundamentals of email etiquette. To write in upper-case is regarded as rude and aggressive (and is known as 'flaming'), even if done unintentionally. Hence there are questions pertaining to appropriate digital formation. It makes little sense to talk about 'learning the languages of the young' if one of their most basic languages today (let's call it 'digital') is a complete mystery to their educators.


  There is the question of security in the digital world today – security of one's own digital documentation (meaning documentation an individual creates himself) and security in a world where we leave digital traces everywhere. A mobile phone user may be physically tracked anywhere in the world.


  While each of the above issues forms part of a broader digital education and praxis not specifically connected with F/LOSS as such, the reality is that adequate responses are found in this arena since the F/LOSS community in particular has set out to address questions relating to active, responsible (and safe) citizenship in the digital world. We ignore these efforts at our peril. At the very least there is cause for further study and revision of a document as basic as the Ratio (a document outlining processes for formation of members, which has its historical origins in the Jesuit document by that name) to ensure a balance between technophilia and technophobia in today's members. This I will take up in Chapter 5.


  Economical


  It is not true that all F/LOSS programs are free as in 'gratis'. Nor is it true that all programs which are free as in 'gratis' are F/LOSS. Acrobat Reader is not F/LOSS. The Opera browser is not F/LOSS. Red Hat is a Linux-based operating System which is F/LOSS but costs. The FSF argument, recall, is not that a program should not cost (or that a programmer or vendor has no right to ask for remuneration) but that the source code be included and accessible. At this point it is necessary to respond to the most frequently asked question of all when people first begin to contemplate F/LOSS. How can someone offer a program for free? How do they live? Surely there is some trick to this? This is no idle question – it is asked by real people in real places. I had no sooner written the above paragraph when someone sent me by email, the following item:


  



  …A teacher came to students and confiscated the Linux Live CDs. Next, she wrote an angry email to HeliOS's project founder, Ken Starks:


  


  After confiscating the disks I called a conference with the student and that is how I came to discover you and your organization. Mr. Starks, I am sure you strongly believe in what you are doing but I cannot either support your efforts or allow them to happen in my classroom. At this point, I am not sure what you are doing is legal. No software is free and spreading that misconception is harmful. These children look up to adults for guidance and discipline. I will research this as time allows and I want to assure you, if you are doing anything illegal, I will pursue charges as the law allows. Mr. Starks, I along with many others tried Linux during college and I assure you, the claims you make are grossly over-stated and hinge on falsehoods. I admire your attempts in getting computers in the hands of disadvantaged people but putting Linux on these machines is holding our kids back.


  This is a world where Windows runs on virtually every computer and putting on a carnival show for an operating system is not helping these children at all. I am sure if you contacted Microsoft, they would be more than happy to supply you with copies of an older version of Windows and that way, your computers would actually be of service to those receiving them


  



  We ought know that Mr Starks replied to this email. The temperature was running a bit high, so I will just give you the last part of his reply:


  



  Now. You give that boy his disks back. Aaron is a brilliant kid and he's learned more using Linux than he ever did using Windows. Those disks and their distribution are perfectly legal and even if he was "disruptive", you cannot keep his property. I have placed a call to the AISD Superintendent and cc'd him a complete copy of your email. It looks like we will get to meet in his office when School starts again after the holiday. I am anxious to meet a person who is this uninformed and still holds a position of authority and learnedness over our children.


  



  And you also ought know that Aaron got his disks back!


  The question can be answered at several levels, and none of them have to do battle with one or other vendor and their products. For someone interested in the more academic answer, there are any number of studies of 'gift culture' inherent to many human cultures. Our hard-bitten economic world today (apart from being in deep trouble) is not the only approach to things. Human beings like to give, including freely. Christianity cannot claim altruism as its own invention. So yes, it is possible for there to be free as in no-cost software, simply because people, including our famous hackers, like to do that and give it away.


  But the more practical answer is to point out that those who produce open source code, even if not motivated by altruism, make their money in other ways – software services, for example. And efficient source code is not limited to the programmer. Because the code is open, many ordinary users do look at it, do help to fix up bugs. The 'ordinary user' is as much a part of the good F/LOSS program as is the programmer, and the 'ordinary user' is often acting in his or her own interests – it may require very little effort to fix a bug and the user immediately benefits. He or she would rarely ask for recompense and is delighted to help the community 'out there'. Besides, those who know a little about the software industry know that little money is made out of the sale of software itself. The plastic-wrapped software of some years ago is almost non-existent today. It is usually downloaded (for free), tried, then paid for up to thirty days later. The real money is made not from the sale of the software but from services related to it, upgrades over time, and so forth.


  It is the case, however, that most F/LOSS is either gratis or low cost, hence the argument that F/LOSS is an economical choice is clear enough for an institution. How much money could be saved for other purposes if people did not have to upgrade (at cost) annually and could purchase (at no or little cost) software to efficiently achieve almost any purpose which is software related? This economic/al argument then moves into the ethical arena when it comes to our work with poor young people who cannot afford access to costly software, or when it becomes a discussion about pirated software. We may want to argue that 'piracy' is a legitimate exercise in some instances, that the word is a deliberately negative one, that piracy is actually supported by major companies as a way of commencing the 'lock-in' path so that the 'thief' either through desire or by being eventually caught, has little choice but to continue using that software. But we would then need to also argue that the system is somehow rotten (sinful structures at work). F/LOSS then becomes an ethical response as well as an economical one.


  What practical actions can be taken?


  Any issue of depth requires reflection. Just as communities are encouraged to reflect on other issues which impinge on their life and mission, reflection on the kinds of issues raised in this chapter is to be encouraged. Currently there are few models of such reflection available. One is offered here.


  The community reflects


  Identifying our experience: Which aspects of our digital engagement (beginning perhaps from the most obvious level of the member who uses a PC or laptop) have had significant impact on the life of the community? If we are an international community, is there likely to be a diversity of response to this question, and what does that tell us?


  Reflecting on our experience: If we begin to critically analyse our experience, are there events, changes in society (in general, but also in the Congregation), in the Church, which point to the impact the digital era has had in our regard? How has the life style of the society we live in been affected?


  Throwing light on our experience: are there charismatic elements (ícons of the Congregation, sayings, typical actions of the Founder…) which speak to us about some of the elements we have discovered thus far? Is there a 'digital divide' in our own experience, or in the Congregation? Is there some element of the Spirit here?


  Considering alternatives: The digital world offers us both challenges and possibilities. What sort of digital involvement (at any level) does our charism and mission ask of us?


  Choosing a horizon: People who remain just users, almost like objects of digital forces around them, have no particular horizons. People who are active subjects act better with clear horizons, even if these are distant ones. What kind of horizons (e.g. biblical, charismatic) could help us to think ethically, responsibly in terms of our mission where this area is concerned ? An example of such a horizon might be for a community involved in education: in what ways are our perceptions, behaviors, values, and norms being shaped through our interactions with technology, and what are the implications when we consider technology in education from a social-cultural perspective of learning? Furthermore, what are the implications for education in the development of citizenship?


  Action programme: Are we at a point where our involvement, our participation and our digital activity needs some planning? What sort of strategies do we need? How can we create opportunities to make our intentions real?


  Policy


  There are a number of areas of intervention which might make up a policy on F/LOSS


  Software procurement: since the choice of software may be critical in a number of instances (conservation reasons, for example) software should be procured which offers the possibility of open formats [for text, presentations, images, sound, video...]


  Awareness-raising and information


  Formation


  Education and evangelisation


  Mission and Development offices


  Administration


  Archival requirements


  Collaboration


  ....


  Each area of intervention needs its own achievable goals and targets. For example, it would be an achievable target to create 100% awareness of F/LOSS amongst the members of a Province. It would not be an achievable one to create 100% usage.


  Criteria should be offered for making software choices. Members will have their own ideas about (and can be further informed about) how a particular F/LOSS choice responds to:


  
    	reliability



    	performance



    	scalability



    	security



    	total cost of ownership (TCO), often overlooked in religious communities and their work. This includes acquisition, purchase (not the same thing – it costs money to drive or take a bus to a computer store, and then it costs money to purchase the item or it costs to download from the Internet if one considers payment to be online in the first place....), licences, administration, training and support, upgrading, maintenance.


  


  Strategy formulation. Once a target is considered to be achievable, how will it be achieved? An example might read thus:


  



  The community will implement F/LOSS where analysis has shown it to be the appropriate option. The primary criteria for selecting software options will include evangelical motivations as well as economic or efficiency ones.


  


  Other activities which respond to broader horizons


  What follows is simply an unordered list, mostly in question form. All of these issues were raised at the Congress on F/LOSS and the Democratisation of Knowledge in Quito, October 2008.


  
    	If technology and software are to some extent 'missing links' in Catholic Social Teaching, then study and research is required. Our Faculties and Departments in the communications area may be equipped to help with this.



    	Actions must follow convictions – we need policies, statements of institutional ethics which include this area.



    	F/LOSS can be a learning environment which enculturates into a practice. What more can we do as a community of educators to cultivate communities of practice where F/LOSS is concerned, along with learning networks which foster civic engagement, and which ensure open access and accessibility?



    	What implications are there for a 'presence' phenomenon now widespread in most provinces – the province and/or local community website? (cf also GC26 Guideline 16)



    	What can we do to help our presence, activity online to be more of a coherent self-aware force for good on behalf of the young and the poor, and in what ways can F/LOSS be part of such a strategy?



    	If F/LOSS has many good reasons to commend it, it is also true that it is not as widely used as it could be, and this may well be because of lack of awareness, lack of qualified teachers and trainers for tools and concepts, lack of quality educational materials dealing with F/LOSS and its use. What implications are there here for a particular Province? For that matter for all provinces given that material can be readily shared?



    	'If you are in the network you can share and over time increase your chances in life' (Castells) – surely this is motivation for concrete action on behalf of the young who are in situations of either being 'locked out' or 'switched off'.


  


  WHAT actions can the individual take?


  A 'Master, what must I do?' question still remains. What concrete steps can an individual take to demonstrate that he is a F/LOSS user?


  The real Master's answer to the original question is not entirely inappropriate here! 'Go sell....'. Not that one needs to apply that literally. Understood another way, and by way of a radical step, one could simply cease to use proprietary software and replace it with software that, for the most part, will not cost anything. This latter fact is a bonus, not the central motive (recall the motivations: evangelical, educational, ethical and then economical).


  Old habits die slowly, and one can hardly expect all users to take radical steps immediately. Education is a gradual process.


  The simplest set of steps is as follows:


  
    	Replace an existing browser, email client and word processor with true F/LOSS items (the 'true' is there to remind the user, again, that the real issue is not cost, but openness). Examples of true F/LOSS replacements – there is always a range of likely replacements – could be Firefox as a browser, Thunderbird as an email client and OpenOffice (with its Writer component) for word processing. This step alone ensures that 99% of the ordinary user's tasks are being achieved with F/LOSS.



    	Ensure that word processing is not carried out (even with the 'Writer' choice) in the traditional type-format approach, but with a view to structure. Even MS Word will allow the user to adopt styles instead of piece-by-piece formatting. OpenOffice makes this even simpler. The use of styles ensures that text is well-structured (logical structure of title, sub-title, heading levels, paragraphs and so forth) which means easy conversion to various media outputs, an 'open' standard in practice.



    	Where a proprietary software item is still in use, seek to save files in as open a format as that software allows. MS Word allows one to save as .rtf instead of .doc, for example. In most cases, rich text format (rtf), which can be read outside of MSWord by other word processors and indeed by a simple text editor, will suffice.



    	Tasks not covered by the above software (for example working with images) will mostly have have F/LOSS equivalents. Many of these are compatible with the Windows operating system.



    	A further step, more difficult still because of habits already formed, is to take care with the language one uses about software and its results. Constant reference to word-processing as 'Word' only helps a global monopoly in this field! The same applies to 'Power Point'. The alternative choice is to describe the results for what they are – word processing documents or presentations. If the 'presentation' is the result of one or other software then it is appropriate to add the qualifier – Power Point presentation, or Impress presentation and so forth.



    	One can always choose a Linux operating system, at least as part of a dual-boot option. And since Linux is less-demanding in terms of processing power and gentler on hardware, old hardware rendered obsolete because of processing power issues can be recycled.


  


  Extending the argument


  This chapter has argued that Free and Open Source Software involves a vision of knowledge that would be of benefit to all. The first reaction of the ordinary user to the existence of F/LOSS, if it happens to be a positive reaction and one of interest, tends to be that it will be of economic advantage, since it may cost nothing or very little. I have argued that within the broader vision of the whole human being in all his or her dimensions, the economics of F/LOSS are the least important reason for adopting this approach, attractive as that may be. Certainly the chief promoters of the Free Software Movement are adamant that human freedom is the chief motive. I have argued, instead, that we take a just as forthright Christian stance on this and put the Gospel (with its understanding of human freedom) at the head of the list. I have followed this with an educational motive, since I belong to an organisation that is also heavily committed to the education of young people in almost every nation on earth. Ethics and economics then complete the picture.


  The remaining chapters are not necessarily focused on Free and Open Source Software, but take these four motivations and expand them in view of a commitment to education and evangelisation of the young in a world and in cultures now inseparable from the digital.


  


  Chapter 4: Evangelisation in a digital culture


  Chat-echesis


  "Catechesis is nothing other than the process of transmitting the Gospel, as the Christian community has received it, understands it, celebrates it, lives it and communicates it in many ways." (General Directory for Catechesis #105)


  



  Typos are commonplace. The word that has come down in Christian tradition is 'catechesis', but you won't be left stranded, including on the Vatican web site (!) if you Google up chatechesis. When I found that on the Vatican website I wondered if the editor in that case might have reflected on the significance of his or her contribution to 'new evangelisation'! I doubt it, of course. 'Chatechesis' was clearly a typo, and the result of poor editing, as there were other typos on the same page.


  Chat-echesis might not be such a bad idea, though. I would like, in this chapter, to tackle the considerable challenge that new evangelisation (the term comes from Pope John Paul II who was very much aware of the importance of ICTs, as we will see shortly) presents evangelisers, educators and for that matter formators in a digital culture.


  We are in the habit, in one sense, of grabbing terms and flinging them about as if they are easily and univocally understood, without actually following through on where they came from, who coined them, why, what they said about them. I would like to offer two very different documents, both easily accessible on the Internet, with the suggestion that they be read and reflected on, and what follows will draw substantially from these two items.


  Internet: a new forum for proclaiming the Gospel


  The first document is from Pope John Paul II. It was not he who started the annual World Communication Day messages. That came straight out of Vatican Council II and was the only such 'world day' anniversary mandated by that Council. But there is little doubt that thus far, at least, John Paul II has given us the bulk of the 40 or so messages that have resulted. I have said it before and will repeat it here that I believe a thorough study of these messages, which become part of the 'magisterium' of teaching, added to the body of Catholic Social Teaching, will offer us rich potential for understanding evangelisation and education in today's digital culture. Anyway, the message in question is from 2002, the 36th World Communications Day: Internet, a new forum for proclaiming the Gospel. Some readers may never have had the opportunity to read it, others may have at the time but have now forgotten about it.


  



  But the history of evangelization is not just a matter of geographic expansion, for the Church has also had to cross many cultural thresholds, each of which called for fresh energy and imagination in proclaiming the one Gospel of Jesus Christ.The age of the great discoveries, the Renaissance and the invention of printing, the Industrial Revolution and the birth of the modern world: these too were threshold moments which demanded new forms of evangelization. Now, with the communications and information revolution in full swing, the Church stands unmistakably at another decisive gateway.It is fitting therefore that on this WorldCommunications Day 2002 we should reflect on the subject: “Internet: A New Forum for Proclaiming the Gospel".


  



  The key point here is the tone of the language: 'cross...thresholds', 'birth of the modern world', 'decisive gateway', 'new forum'. The same Pope had already said that 'the first Areopagus of the modern age is the world of communications' (in Redemptoris Missio n.37), and his 36th WCD message builds on that by using the more common term 'forum'. But we need to take his overall comment seriously, and I will pick up on that further on: that this is an entirely new ballgame. So what does that mean?


  



  Like the new frontiers of other times, this one too [cyberspace] is full of the interplay of danger and promise, and not without the sense of adventure which marked other great periods of change. For the Church the new world of cyberspace is a summons to the great adventure of using its potential to proclaim the Gospel message. This challenge is at the heart of what it means at the beginning of the millennium to follow the Lord's command to "put out into the deep”: Duc in altum! (Lk 5:4).


  



  He then moves on to describing cyberspace as 'a summons to the great adventure'. We've had astronauts and cybernauts, so we may possibly need a new portmanteau term for evangelisers in this new context. The Pope does not actually suggest one – any ideas?


  What follows is a neat summary of two kinds of evangelisation: 'first' evangelisation, presenting the Gospel to those for whom it may be entirely new:


  



  Above all, by providing information and stirring interest it makes possible an initial encounter with the Christian message, especially among the young who increasingly turn to the world of cyberspace as a window on the world.It is important, therefore, that the Christian community think of very practical ways of helping those who first make contact through the Internet to move from the virtual world of cyberspace to the real world of Christian community.


  



  And since evangelisation is the normal process of transmitting the Gospel, as explained in the opening citation for this chapter,


  



  the Internet can also provide the kind of follow-up which evangelization requires.Especially in an unsupportive culture, Christian living calls for continuing instruction and catechesis, and this is perhaps the area in which the Internet can provide excellent help.


  



  But there is also the third kind of evangelisation which the message is all about, and implicit in the quote immediately above – 'new' evangelisation, for those who have lost contact with the Gospel for all kinds of reasons including an 'unsupportive culture', and may be reconnected to it.


  We are then given a number of problem areas which affect the evangelising capacity of the Internet:


  



  The essence of the Internet in fact is that it provides an almost unending flood of information, much of which passes in a moment. In a culture which feeds on the ephemeral there can easily be a risk of believing that it is facts that matter, rather than values.


  



  Apart from the absence of values, crucial to evangelisation, there is the problem of the lack of reflection that the Internet (and not only the Internet, but the digital culture in general) may induce:


  



  the Internet radically redefines a person's psychological relationship to time and space. Attention is rivetted on what is tangible, useful, instantly available; the stimulus for deeper thought and reflection may be lacking. Yet human beings have a vital need for time and inner quiet to ponder and examine life and its mysteries, and to grow gradually into a mature dominion of themselves and of the world around them.


  



  And the Pope's final thought on Internet as a new forum for evangelisation is thought-provoking:


  



  For it is only when his face is seen and his voice heard that the world will know the glad tidings of our redemption. This is the purpose of evangelization. And this is what will make the Internet a genuinely human space, for if there is no room for Christ, there is no room for man.


  



  Pope John Paul II, in that brief message, has actually carried out a wonderful piece of evangelisation himself, via the very medium he is speaking of!


  Digital natives, Digital Immigrants


  The second item, just as readily available on the Internet, is the striking terminology introduced to us around about the same time, in 2001 in fact, by Marc Prensky: digital natives, digital immigrants. People have picked up the two terms and we find them readily used, but I suspect that few have actually taken the trouble to follow closely what Prensky has actually said.13


  One of the first things Prensky says, before arriving at his new terminology, is this:


  



  Today's students have not just changed incrementally from those of the past, nor simply changed their slang, clothes, body adornments, or styles, as has happened between generations previously. A really big discontinuity has taken place. One might even call it a “singularity” – an event which changes things so fundamentally that there is absolutely no going back. This so-called “singularity” is the arrival and rapid dissemination of digital technology in the last decades of the 20th century.


  



  'Singularity', 'discontinuity': the terms are even more starkly expressed than John Paul would do a year later, but they share the same idea; there is really something new involved here.


  Prensky is an educationalist, so he is concerned about what teachers do in their classrooms, and what the reactions of today's students might be.


  



  It is now clear that as a result of this ubiquitous environment and the sheer volume of their interaction with it, today's students think and process information fundamentally differently from their predecessors. These differences go far further and deeper than most educators suspect or realize.


  



  In fact, he goes on to say, and follows this up in a subsequent article, that today's students' brains have physically altered! Then comes his wrestling with appropriate terminology:


  



  What should we call these “new” students of today? Some refer to them as the N-[for Net]-gen or D-[for digital]-gen. But the most useful designation I have found for them is Digital Natives. Our students today are all “native speakers” of the digital language of computers, video games and the Internet.


  



  Living, as I happen to do currently, in a European and non-English-speaking context, and being a linguist by professional training, I find it interesting to hear Europeans speak of 'learning the languages of the young'. They are not referring to learning Italian, or English or Spanish, but rather to media such as music, theatre – and, I hope, digital. It is because the European language terms distinguish between, (for example in French) 'langue' and 'language', i.e. the difference between a system of conventions and rules (langue) and a particular 'language' (French). Ferdinand Saussure, who was Swiss, not French, deeply influenced European linguistics with this distinction at the turn of the 20th Century.


  When I hear Europeans today talk about 'learning the language of the young', I realise it is the Saussurian sense in which they are saying this, but I also think they do not take it to its obvious conclusion if we are to believe both Prensky and John Paul! And it is here that Prensky's insights are worth reading in detail.


  Effectively, since this book is being written in 2009, anyone under 30 will be Prensky's 'digital native', and anyone over that, give or take a year or two, will be his 'digital immigrant'. If we immediately consider the question of evangelisation, or education, or formation, then the likely reality is that the evangelisers, educators, formators of today are digital immigrants working with digital natives, but not, as Prensky reminds us, in an incrementally different way (i.e. just a few years older, a new generation maybe with a few differences of approach) but radically different.


  The readers of this book are more likely to be of the digital immigrant variety, so what might that mean? The image needs to be expanded and exploited, as Prensky himself does:


  



  The importance of the distinction is this: As Digital Immigrants learn – like all immigrants, some better than others – to adapt to their environment, they always retain, to some degree, their "accent," that is, their foot in the past. The “digital immigrant accent” can be seen in such things as turning to the Internet for information second rather than first, or in reading the manual for a program rather than assuming that the program itself will teach us to use it. Today's older folk were "socialized" differently from their kids, and are now in the process of learning a new language. And a language learned later in life, scientists tell us, goes into a different part of the brain.


  



  Those of us who are digital immigrants, and I count myself as one obviously at 63, have had some learning to do, and will almost certainly 'have an accent'. Having been an immigrant I know how it feels! I also know, and thank God the term has dropped out of current use, that years back when I was growing up as a child in Australia, we called immigrants 'new Australians'. I still think it sounds better than 'extracommunitarian' which is a current European reference, but it throws an interesting light on the possible ideas running through kids' (young people's) heads today when they are being evangelised, educated or formed by us – 'new evangelisers', 'new educators', 'new formators' with that they're-so-different-to-us nuance to it!


  Without drawing too much analogy out of the native/immigrant and language learning comparison, we could benefit from some cross-fertilisation from linguistics, I believe, and study up on some of the processes that second language learners go through. In fact, it is subject enough for a book, not a chapter, in my view. Some of the theoretical positions of second language learning theorists hold rich material for reflection in this area: the acquisition-learning hypothesis, the monitor hypothesis, the natural order hypothesis, the input hypothesis, the affective filter hypothesis, to name some! Then there is the research on characteristics of the good language learner: intelligence, aptitude, personality, motivation and attitudes, learning styles, age of acquisition – every one of these areas can teach something to the educator, evangeliser, formator of today. (A useful study in these areas might be Patsy M. Brown and Nina Spada, 'How Languages are Learned', Oxford University Press, 1993). In our case it is not ESL, English as a Second Language, that we are interested in but DSL, Digital as a Second Language.


  Prensky's terms have given rise to others – why stop at 'natives' and 'immigrants'? It is one thing to have a digital immigrant who has the thickest of accents and is almost unintelligible (e.g. will not use technology, prints out emails, always reads manuals), but who is at least generally willing, but what if we were instead 'digital tourists'? And I have a fear that we can easily become the tourist in this scene. We travel willingly enough but always keep a certain distance, often don't see the 'real native', stay in rather luxurious settings well apart from ordinary mortals, need interpreters, learn just what we need to be functional, and so on and so forth. That's not helpful for education and it is disastrous for evangelisation. What is it John Paul says in that 36th Word Communications Day message?


  



  “But it is also true that electronically mediated relationships can never take the place of the direct human contact required for genuine evangelization”.


  



  True of electronically mediated relationships and true, too of digital tourist evangelisers!


  Can we put a finger on the real difference?


  It is crucial for us to know and understand what the real difference is between the 'native' and the 'immigrant' in this field, if it means we have to cross thresholds to make the journey. I think it is possible to name it – it was there in the World Communication Day Message (the full message, where he runs through a brief history of evangelisation's various frontiers over time) and I have already named it in Chapter 2 when I said: “One of the fundamental changes in human experience in the digital era must be that of the movement from fixed to flowing. Handwritten or typewritten text was fixed. Digital text is a constant flow, as digital experience is a constant flow – that must change the way digital natives think about things, I imagine, including God”. I think this is the issue we must face.


  Only recently, at the reading of the Gospel on the last day of the year (2008) I listened to the prologue to John's Gospel being read, where we hear the words 'In the beginning was the Word.....'. We all too readily think of the printed word. The digital native does not do that. There's the rub. We are too caught up in our textcentricities!


  



  Digital Natives are used to receiving information really fast. They like to parallel process and multi-task. They prefer their graphics before their text rather than the opposite. They prefer random access (like hypertext). They function best when networked. They thrive on instant gratification and frequent rewards. They prefer games to “serious” work. (Does any of this sound familiar?)


  But Digital Immigrants typically have very little appreciation for these new skills that the Natives have acquired and perfected through years of interaction and practice. These skills are almost totally foreign to the Immigrants, who themselves learned – and so choose to teach – slowly, step-by-step, one thing at a time, individually, and above all, seriously. “My students just don‟t _____ like they used to,” Digital Immigrant educators grouse. I can‟t get them to ____ or to ____. They have no appreciation for _____ or _____ . (Fill in the blanks, there are a wide variety of choices.)


  I suspect that about exhausts 'fair dealing' in quoting from Prensky. The reader can read all of his articles at http://www.marcprensky.com.


  



  When the Vatican (really, it is the Pontifical Council for Social Communications, one of the more forward-looking Vatican bodies) recently approved the iBreviary, an iTunes application, they were not just being faddish. Hopefully the move manifests a much deeper appreciation of the radical shift from fixed print to flowing digital word. The subsequent news that Pope Benedict is going on YouTube with a permanent channel seems to indicate they do really mean business (the Vatican, I mean)!


  'In the beginning was the Word...'. And certainly from the moment that the Evangelist John wrote that, Jesus became a 'textual being', and incipient theology (starting from that same text of John's and others of the era) became hermeneutics, the study of those texts. As one commentator puts it (Richard Thieme, former Episcopalian priest, current writer and speaker on all things digital):


  "Reading the Bible" does not port or translate to an experience of immersion in an iconic flow of information in a virtual environment. The latter experience is generating dimensions of the human soul that did not previously exist, and when we try to say what we see, what we experience ourselves to be, we will need to invent a new vocabulary.14


  One trusts that the Pontifical Council for Social Communications is well aware of this in approving the iBreviary.


  And since we are talking about terms like digital native and digital immigrant, I still think that 'hacker' is helpful! It tends to cross those boundaries.


  


  Chapter 5: Education, a 2020 vision


  Education or formation


  Use the word 'education' and everybody knows what you mean, or has an opinion about it. Use the word 'formation' and, in general, there will be a 'Now what do you really mean?' pause. 'Are you talking about cell formation, astronomy....'? A relatively small cohort of the general population, those with a deeply classical education might think of Plato, or Aristotle's notion of the formation of the soul. And then there are others.....


  For one thing, the comment above reflects something that might be true where the discourse is in English. It is not so true of languages like Italian, or French, where the equivalent term for formation is much more likely to be understood and used in the context of education or as the appropriate word for education.


  'Formation' is also a term with a quite specific use and meaning in the context of (mainly, but not only) religious communities, either in the more general sense of, say, the seminary preparation of candidates for ministry, or Religious Life communities otherwise known as communities of consecrated life. These communities, especially the larger ones, are most likely to describe the content and processes of formation of their members, be it initial or ongoing, in a lengthy document which may have a Latin title in its official version: Ratio Fundamentalis Institutionis et Studiorum. Fortunately this always gets shortened to 'Ratio'! A Ratio will almost certainly be complete and very well thought through, since it takes the entire experience and tradition of the group and looks at how it can hand this on authentically and fully to new members. The Ratio I have in mind as I write this is some 400 pages long and a very good and serviceable document updated nearly ten years ago.


  I would like, in this chapter, to talk about the quite specific notion of formation just outlined, then to return to the question of education as it is more generally understood.


  Formation


  In the light of what we have indicated so far about attitudes and habits of a digital culture today, and in the light of what can happen in ten years of rapid development, it might be very important to look at such a Ratio to see if it reflects the kinds of realities today's candidates are living in, even though these will differ considerably around the world. Candidates are as likely to come from a village in Africa as they are from a suburb in one of the world's Western 'megalopolises'.For that reason a Ratio cannot descend to too many particulars, leaving that to local contexts to draw up. If anything, this places even more weight on the general guidelines to give an appropriate grounding for the eventual particulars.


  Having said that, I have no doubt that we should begin by looking at some particulars that are shared by many young candidates today and will be more so tomorrow, across national and cultural boundaries, and I have in mind – since Africa has already been mentioned – that we must distinguish between levels of Internet use (where people think of connecting with a fixed computer via telephone access, leaving much of rural Africa 'offline' in that sense) and wireless connection via mobile devices. Here Africa is much less disadvantaged, and the situation will only get better. In 2010, bandwidth access will get cheaper, faster and easier for most of the world. O3b Networks is building a new telecommunications infrastructure offering low-latency links from 1 Mbps to 10 Gbps for core trunking, instant fiber-path restoration and 3G Cellular backhaul. If that sounds like gobbledygook to the reader, think of it this way: O3b is short for the “Other Three Billion,” the nearly half of the world’s population that has little or no access to the Web. The new satellites will orbit at about 5,000 miles above Earth, much closer than existing geostationary satellites, which sit about 22,000 miles high. As such, the new satellites will suffer much less “latency,” the time lag when data travels between the surface and a satellite. That’s especially important for Internet traffic, where data is constantly traveling to and from users’ devices. They will be positioned immediately above the 'middle' regions of the world (think roughly of the subtropical zones either side of the equator) where they will 'pick up' many of the 3 billion.


  It sounds so simple! The theory is that the 3 billion will have access, but as someone living under an oppressive regime reminded me recently, the possibilities of access mean nothing if Government is not interested in providing them. So maybe what I say about information and formation to follow might be in view of potential digital natives for whom the dream may not come true. That becomes a human rights issue, not a simple technical one. But I believe at this point we should also be quite clear about something else. People tend to confuse Internet and World Wide Web or use the two terms interchangeably. It would be better to regard them separately for what they are. The Internet was a military invention, fundamentally – a way of ensuring that in the case of massive attack on existing communications structures there was a way of continuing communication via a virtual network of computers. That is oversimplifying things of course, but this was the basic notion behind it. The World Wide Web was built on top of that and had nothing to do with the military. Sir Tim Berners-Lee was responsible for building the Web. It was something he developed as a side project in 1990 while working at CERN, the European Particle Physics Laboratory in Switzerland. Addressing the US House of Representatives in 2007, Berners-Lee had the following to say:


  



  The success of the World Wide Web, itself built on the open Internet, has depended on three critical factors: 1) unlimited links from any part of the Web to any other; 2) open technical standards as the basis for continued growth of innovation applications; and 3) separation of network layers, enabling independent innovation for network transport, routing and information applications. Today these characteristics of the Web are easily overlooked as obvious, self-maintaining, or just unimportant. All who use the Web to publish or access information take it for granted that any Web page on the planet will be accessible to anyone who has an Internet connection, regardless whether it is over a dialup modem or a high speed multi-megabit per second digital access line. The last decade has seen so many new ecommerce startups, some of which have formed the foundations of the new economy, that we now expect that the next blockbuster Web site or the new homepage for your kid's local soccer team will just appear on the Web without any difficulty.15


  



  In other words we are talking about a reality that is fundamentally free and open, built on top of the open Internet. And to make the point even clearer, he adds:


  



  The lesson from the proliferation of new applications and services on top of the Web infrastructure is that innovation will happen provided it has a platform of open technical standards, a flexible, scalable architecture, and access to these standards on royalty-free ($0 fee patent licenses) terms. At the World Wide Web Consortium, we will only standardize technology if it can be implemented on a royalty-free basis. So, all who contribute to the development of technical standards at the W3C are required to agree to provide royalty-free licenses to any patents they may hold if those patents would block compliance with the standard. Consider as a comparison the very successful Apple iTunes+iPod music distribution environment. This integration of hardware, software, Web service shows an intriguing mix of proprietary technology and open standards. The iTunes environment consists of two parts: sales of music and videos, and distribution of podcasts. The sale of music is managed by a proprietary platform run by Apple with the aim of preventing copyright infringement. However, because Apple uses closed, non-standard technology for its copy protection (known as Digital Rights Management), the growth is seen as limited. In fact, Apple CEO Steve Jobs recently wrote that the market for online music sales is being limited by the lack of open access to DRM technology. By contrast, the podcast component of iTunes is growing quite dramatically, providing a means for many small and large audio and video distributors to share or sell their wares on the Web. Unlike the music and video sales, podcasts are based on open standards, assuring that it's easy to create, edit and distribute the podcast content.


  



  In fact there is an update on Berners-Lee's comments: in early January 2009 Steve Jobs announced that Apple has removed DRM from eight million of its 10 million songs, and the remaining two million will follow DRM-free by the end of March.


  



  The World Wide Web is already free and open – and should remain so. I find it hard to understand why we are so often prepared to spend huge amounts of money having things done for us (building very expensive web sites for example) when basically the entire system is open, Berners-Lee (and now the W3C Consortium he leads) openly explains all the protocols and processes needed to build a web, and it only requires some people to learn this language. Can we imagine saying to children today – no need to learn to read and write; just pay someone to do that for you while you concentrate on other things? Similarly today 'web literacy' needs to be considered along with reading and writing as a basic skill. A formation programme that leaves it out is missing something very important.


  Forming today's digital native


  In the Ratio (the particular one I am drawing from) under the heading of 'Responsible freedom', we find a reference to serious critical formation which enables people to


  



  pass respectful and objective judgments on persons and events and take a stand on cultural models and social norms. From this point of view it is important to be able to look at the means of social communication [read 'media'] critically and use them responsibly (Salesian Ratio n. 3.1.5)


  Media ecology


  We need to look at the communications 'ecology' of today's digital native and many of its 'immigrants'. We can display this more easily graphically by comparing 1975 with the present day:


  [image: graphics2]


  and now:


  (Both images are taken from PDF presentation available from http://www.pewinternet.org/presentation_display.asp?r=65)[image: graphics3]


  Or to put this in other ways, today we can get information from a wide range of sources, via ubiquitous media and gadgets. Once it was a question of radio, TV, telephone, mail (snail) and newspaper, and these to some extent, at least in a community context, had a 'community control' factor about them, meaning that it was the community which often had the radio and TV set put at the disposition of its members, or placed phones in appropriate places for members' use, bought several newspapers, and so on. Today this situation has changed dramatically and irrevocably.


  Personal and convergent


  It was interesting that the General Chapter referred to thus far in this book, identified two kinds of media in particular, 'personal' and 'convergent'. It is these two phenomena which are clearly identified in the illustration immediately above. We could also call personal media by other names – most mobile devices today are personal media, and allow their users to do a range of things which would once have been achieved by different media and devices: a user can send and receive text, take a still photo, play games, access the Internet, send and receive email, engage in instant messaging, play music, record a video, get mobile maps and watch TV or video all from a single device in some instances! Media convergence.


  The same General Chapter spoke of the challenge this places before formation:


  The culture of personal media can compromise one's ability to mature in personal relationships and exposes young people to the danger of very negative encounters and dependencies. This is the 'playground' where we need to be present in order to listen, enlighten, and to guide.


  



  Elsewhere the Chapter asked various departments at the level of leadership in the Congregation to reflect on the “new challenges of the culture of personal media for formation”. Examine both contexts of the term 'culture of personal media' for a moment. The first context suggests that this is a 'playground' (though a pretty rough one by the sounds of it) where those doing the forming, the educators, need to be present in order to 'listen, enlighten, guide'. I doubt that this is meant to be a comment on online spiritual direction (though it may not exclude that) but rather a comment on accompaniment of young people who are part of the online culture.


  Challenge: control


  When something is a culture it is akin to being a way of life with its patterns of behaviour, beliefs, symbolised meanings and so on. What might be distinguishing features of a 'personal media culture'? One issue might be the shift in the locus of control. The 'means of social communication', which are now ubiquitous, mobile, personal and converging, are hardly under any sort of overall community 'control' as earlier media might have been. And a second issue might be that of content creation; if anything distinguishes personal from public media, or even from mass media, it is that the individual is now the content creator. The question of responsible use, then, must take into account these issues of control and content creation.


  Challenge: community


  Another cultural challenge in this area is to do with the shift from place-to-place to person-to-person where communications are concerned, and what that means for community life. In the case of the fixed land line telephone, I call another community in the place where that community resides, even if I am looking for a particular individual. But we do that less and less today. Instead the mobile phone, pager or wireless Internet no longer means linking person to place. And even within a community, community members may well remain connected these days, but not as people rooted in the 'home base' of house, school or wherever they are. All of this is part of the culture of personal media and what a different culture it is! People are separately able to operate networks for information, collaboration, support, sociability, sense of belonging. A reflection question, then, is what impact does this have on the way I live in community? Is 'networked individualism' of the kind just described necessarily a bad thing? How can it be used for the good of the community?


  Challenge: interactivity


  Yet another challenge lies in the term 'personal media', or rather, understanding what it means, because one could too easily assume it means something selfish, or narcissistic. It may just as easily mean increased interactivity, the difference being that the individual now has the choice of being interactive. There is a skill that comes with this, and it is not a skill we currently find detailed adequately (or even mentioned) in the Ratio: networking. Networking has become a life skill, not just something you do when you want something. It is true, I believe, that the principles built into relationships according to the Preventive System are the kinds of principles involved in networking, but I would see great value in re-interpreting these principles in the light of network experience today. Why? Because the one factor that has changed so much since Don Bosco's time is the technological one. Technology facilitates networking.


  There are other challenges lying within the notion of interactivity. Interaction of a virtual kind does not necessarily mean acceptance of the other for what and who he or she is....does not always even allow knowledge of what or who the other is. Interactivity can also be something of a fetish which of itself does not overcome the human problem of loneliness. Hence there is a need to form the digital native as a communicating individual, not just a connecting, interactive individual. Form him or her as someone who communicates, listens, understands.


  Challenge: Self


  I wonder what the digital era is doing to a traditional unitary sense of self. Cultures with stable symbols can produce such a sense of self, but can the post modern and fragmented world? Can digital culture? I suspect digital culture does not even want to. Computer-mediated communication technologies offer people opportunities to enter artificial environments, spaces where they can interact with each other. Besides their task-oriented and information/data-processing capabilities, computers are socially situated. To enter cyberspace, people adopt personae and play with identities and multiple roles as the possibilities of meeting others are infinite along the Information Highway. The digital self in cyberspace challenges traditional notions of the self and calls for redefinition of the self when extended into cyberspace. People encounter paradoxical situations as they construct their selves in cyberspace. When interfacing with computers, they are persuaded of the illusion of space or place behind their computer monitors in which they imaginatively and consciously construct, represent or perceive their digital identities while interacting with other digital identities. There is a tendency to forget the body in cyberspace. The technological construction of the self in cyberspace can be thought of as adding a new dimension to one’s self-concept. The Ratio attempts to respond to the general postmodern situation, emphasising the need for “psychological balance, needed in a special way in a context that can lead to fragmentation and psychological fragility”(Ratio n. 62) but this still does not tackle the specific challenge referred to above, or at least not adequately.


  The Ratio is such a complete document overall, that the question is not that all the right things are not said, but that the new way of looking at so many things to do with the human self in a digital culture is not currently identified clearly. So when the Ratio speaks of the need for reflection (the ability to reflect, the need for personal reflection), it might well now need to identify a further reason for this: we live in a digital culture that always seeks to connect, does not have a lot of time for silence, and both these things can be limitations. Obsession with connecting and lack of silence, constant interruption make reflection very difficult, and make it difficult too to learn to listen to God. The digital native today is in need of a formation to respect for silence, reflection, respect for his or her own self, and the selves of others.


  Challenge: short everything


  There's a rather complex set of challenges here, I think. The Web favours short-form content, we get teaspoonfuls of information, snippets of text. There is considerable educational criticism of the short attention spans of today's student, and this is seen as the result of bits and bytes and chunks of information.


  That is one side of the story. Turn that around and we see that length and depth are devalued. That is more serious still in the context of formation. It plays some role, I am sure, in the lessened interest in long-term commitment. And you cannot put culture of any kind into a zip file!


  One good side of the globalised and connected world we live in is that we are more aware than ever of other cultures, and in the broader world of religion, inter-religious dialogue is encouraged and facilitated in our digital culture – and by it. One of my own confrere, who lives in this inter-religious dialogue context and actively promotes it in North East India, commented to me as he was reading through these chapters, that the Buddhist doctrine of momentariness might help us here. Like the frames of a movie that pass by at a sufficient speed to produce the illusion of seamless continuity, the doctrine of momentariness holds that the process of arising and perishing happens so rapidly that we are not normally aware of the succession of moments. In trying to understand what my confrere was suggesting here, I concluded, if I may return to the helpful Tibetan bell chime in my Firefox browser, that the teaspoonfuls, the snippets, the passing moments do not of themselves have to be bad – what is important is to give today's human beings who live within this context of short, passing moments a means of meditating upon the very momentariness and evanescence of things. In fact, someone asked me if the Tibetan chime rings on the hour or randomly and I responded that it rings randomly – which is its value. It calls attention to the passing and unexpected moment. It is up to me then to prolong that in reflection and prayer.


  Challenge: connect, connect!


  Once you have a situation where media can be worn on the person, does not need to be located in some space other than one I need to visit or deliberately locate myself in, and you combine this with wireless telephony, then you have a new imperative, it seems. Connect! I personally find it quite off-putting, to the point of rudeness, when someone answers a mobile phone call when they are talking to me. Once upon a time we taught etiquette to young people. That went out ages ago, but there is certainly a need, at some stage in the life of the young digital native, to teach new rules of etiquette, and the instance I have mentioned is one of them. The mobile phone certainly needs treatment all of its own, not only in terms of etiquette. It can become a fetish for the privatised individual immersed in a world of me. Who I call and when doesn't really matter, so long as I call someone. That of course, may be a parody, or it may not, but it too is not solved by simply preventing this 'article of clothing' if I may call it that, from being worn. We need to form the mobile phone user.


  As someone with linguistic training, I am not about to launch into a tirade on SMS messaging for its effects on the English or any other language. SMS messaging is a legitimate development in descriptive linguistic terms. Let primary and secondary education develop appropriate strategies for that aspect of language development. What interests me, instead, is 'the speech act', another level in the Tower of Babel! At least in a voice connection we tend to establish context, go through a few preliminaries. Not so with SMS messages. The very conventions of the form suggest abbreviation, and this can extend to lack of context, unclear addresser-addressee roles, any of which can affect meaning, and create a feeling of interruption and disruption. Another area, then for formation-education to consider, to help young users appreciate.


  The response to these practical issues raised under the 'connect' challenge needs a name. Let's call it 'digital awareness'. The question is how technologies and their users are integrated into various social contexts – in this case a community context. What I am suggesting here is that while on the one hand personal media in particular tend to create monads rather than media space for genuine community, we can take a more positive approach by helping people to understand these technologies as enabling, and as offering opportunity for genuine awareness of others. This will involve very practical issues such as a discerning 'diet' of who, what and when to connect with, critical skills once connected, but also the more underlying kinds of issues I am raising here. Mind you, there is already a broader term in place and we might simply use that: media education, but it tends to get tied up too much with the instruments themselves.


  Challenge: ongoing formation


  At the very commencement of this book I said that “Technology, especially digital technology, is no longer something separate, something we can look at dispassionately as an object of study. It has now become so integrated as to become part of the communication act itself, part of the process of creating meaning”, and that this has enormous implications for us. One of these is ongoing formation. Learning has now become a dynamic process involving technology not as an 'outside' element, a range of instruments, but integrated fully. Young people are engaged in social networks and communities of practice from an early age. At the heart of their interaction is a digital culture of meaning making. There is a long-term and global context now for young people. This touches on what is called 'ongoing formation' and I am convinced that ongoing formation (lifelong learning if you like) for the digital native is a very different animal to what is was for those before. This aspect of a Ratio too needs to be revisited.


  What are the kinds of elements making up this very different context? Active citizenship, digital literacy, networking, multi-cultural awareness, teamwork and collaboration, cultural heritage, the point being here that the digital culture is not just a context, not just an offering of tools to help but an integral part of meaning making today. And it will continue to be so for these young people for whom this just comes naturally. Once upon a time someone coming into a group to learn and absorb the culture of that group did just that. That is rarely the case today, I would suggest. Humankind generally are now members of a digital culture, and someone coming into a group is part of that wider membership. That wider membership is also part of the journey of lifelong learning, ongoing formation. I am not saying we cannot focus on the ongoing formation relative to the group, but I am saying that this will always be in a much wider context now.


  Quite apart from the deeper issues involved in the above challenges, there are quite practical ones. Email has been with us for twenty or more years already, yet there has not been a sufficient (to my mind) analysis of how this has changed things for the communicative act, especially in the context in which I am referring to here – the religious community. It is not as if email is just an additional facility we have. It has irrevocably changed the way we communicate! And yet there do not seem to be established institutional codes of conduct in place. The social dynamic created by fast connections and email itself is one of immediacy and immediateness. We assume that a person will respond immediately to an email, and when the response is not immediate, we tend to impute reasons – many of which may not be valid. The email may simply not have arrived. But the assumption that people should be there when we need them is one of transferral – the technology creates this possibility, but that does not mean that people (recipients of our emails) need necessarily feel they have to respond immediately. Some of course adapt an automatic reply approach, a message that reads 'Thank you for you email. I shall be in touch at my earliest convenience'. It is a start, but if not actually followed up on regularly, it creates more misunderstandings and imputations!


  It's not all 'challenge'


  Sometimes I feel we 'frame' issues all too casually, forgetting the freight of meaning certain words carry with them. 'Challenge' is such a case; it has the sense of being provocative, has its history of dueling, sentries challenging intruders and the like. We cannot overlook that freight of meaning when we use the word, so speaking of the 'new challenges of the culture of personal media for formation' does not escape the idea of provocation, intrusion, duel, lining up for a fight. Good educators – and formators – also look at what has changed, perhaps irrevocably, to see the good that can be drawn from it, and the lessons that must now be learned.


  If we accept, and I do not know he we could not accept this, that the world has shifted decisively from a logic of broadcast (in media culture terms) to that of many-to-many, and that personal media (anything from the laptop to Facebook) is part of this many-to-many, we first note the implications, amongst which: information glut, data smog, unfiltered, myriad uses of rhetoric and persuasion competing for the individual's attention. Then as educators we draw at least one lesson: there is need for a new skill these days – how to assemble information. Interestingly enough, 'personal media' comes to its own rescue, here, at least in part. Digital natives and many digital immigrants today make good use of RSS (which has more than one possible etymological explanation as a term, but let's be happy for now with 'Rich Site Summary'). I know I use it daily because it helps me wade through enormous amounts of information to get what I want or think I need. I don't do the wading. RSS technology does it for me according to the criteria I give it. RSS will target issues and stories, help people personalise their news, subscribe to groups, offer background, and, perhaps most importantly, help relate items to one another.


  At least in initial formation stages, in terms of the Ratio I keep referring to, we might teach something about the economy of attention that has developed out of the many-to-many and personal media scene. What are the implications of an economy of attention? We see it in action. A commercial world has to work on the basis of supply and demand, which in turn needs abundance and scarcity. Information is not scarce, so we get two results, one in itself quite bad – creating a false scarcity by locking stuff up and making you pay for access, be it knowledge contained in software or just knowledge, full stop. But the other result is not in itself bad; it just depends on how you handle it. Attention is made scarce. So it becomes the focus of productivity and hence we find all kinds of 'stages' for individuals to promenade on, YouTube being one of the more famous of these. We can help young people understand this phenomenon as one way to helping them manage it wisely.


  Personal media are one element in a major shift in epistemology – the science of knowing. It is not all bad. There has been a major shift from print to multimedia, for instance. This affects the way we understand truth, since truth was long been associated with the printed word. Of course, printed word has carried charts and pictures for centuries now, but today that's not the issue. Print and image (and sound) have converged. The text is tied to the image far more essentially and integrally. Michael Heim16 makes a point that truth is now presented through processes that are closer to rituals and iconographies than propositions expressed in text, and that incarnate truth such as the Sacred Word is transmitted through a complex of rituals and images integrated with text-words. This might tell us something rather important – the discussion of personal, convergent media, virtual reality may well fit within discussion of liturgy or sacrament.


  If I look at my own Salesian tradition, I note something that has not lost its value and indeed has added value in the context we are now discussing: narrative knowledge. Don Bosco was a great story teller and used narrative at so many levels, including the famous 'good night' three minute summary of the day. Narrative knowledge has never been accountable to a more rigid epistemology of truth statements, so emphasising the role and significance of narrative knowledge today takes on even greater importance, given that personal media authoring (the individual becomes a media creator) is so important today. In fact, forming young educators to see the pedagogical ability of today's media to shape narrative as a form of knowing is essential.


  Include what is positive about the hacker ethic


  I have not forgotten our hacker! Today's digital native imbibes what has been called 'the hacker ethic' probably without being aware that it has a name. While I am well aware that I am using this term 'hacker' in a much broader way than the 'capital H' Hacker would like, I also see that things have changed radically since the 1960's! There's just 'more stuff' out there now, so that while capital H Hacker was something of a specialist, lower case h hacker has access to the computers, the iPhone, the networks. I very much like the following comment by Rafael Capurro:


  



  The object of this passion [in reference to the passion of hacking] is life itself, passionate life, creativity. The key issue is that such a fundamental attitude is not restricted to computer hackerism. This means that the passion of life is stronger and broader than the passion of the internet. In order to make sense, the passion of the internet, hacker ethic in a narrow sense, has to become a passion for life.17


  



  This passion for life, then, is something basic and reinforced within the hacker ethic, though with some likely confusion between the passion of doing good work and being creative and joyful. The hacker ethic seems to be an evolving reality, especially as it broadens out – the desire to share, the 'do no harm' (quite the opposite to the cracker) ethic of today's hacker is widely shared in a similar informal slogan for Google which everyone knows about: Don't be evil. Today's hacker believes we should trust – but test. Today's hacker will believe vigorously in protecting privacy, and will also not respond well to being told that it can't be done. I usually tell people who want to achieve a particular result with their computers that a good rule of thumb in this game is that it can be done! You just have to work out how.


  It might seem a little odd for a Catholic formator-educator to be calling on the likes of Antonio Gramsci and Michel Foucault, but there seem to me to be two notions which have become reality for today's digital native, and that need to be recognised and taken at least for their positive aspects as an educational and formation basis.


  There is Gramsci's idea of the intellectual: He writes that "all [wo]men are intellectuals" ...but not all men have in society the function of intellectuals". What he meant by that was that everyone has an intellect and uses it but not all are intellectuals by social function. He explains this by stating that "everyone at some time fries a couple of eggs or sews up a tear in a jacket, we do not necessarily say that everyone is a cook or a tailor".18 Today's digital native is already an intellectual in Gramsci's way of describing it.


  Foucault's "technologies of the self, which permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality."19 Rafael Capurro gives us a good lead how to take this up when he says:


  



  I would like to suggest the following technologies of the self -- to be considered no less as technologies of the self for the other -- in order to cope with the passions of the internet as well as with the passions in the internet, but surely not in order to attain immortality: the art of friendship in the face of oppression, the art of silence in the face of verbosity, and the art of laughter in the face of fear 20


  A 2020 vision


  Things are moving fast. The Ratio I am talking about was published in 2000. Ten years or so later, let's look to 2020, assuming that by then, even many of the '3 billion' will be on a much more level playing field with the rest of the world in this ubiquitous, mobile device and access sense.


  We need to contend with three 'laws' that we find frequent enough reference to: Moore's law which suggests that computing power doubles every 18 months, the 'disk' law which says that storage power doubles every 12 months, and Gilder's law which says that communications power doubles every 2 to 3 years. Whether or not you give too much credence to these as 'laws', the trend is clear enough – rapid, indeed phenomenal development.


  Let's assume that by 2020 the mobile device will be the Internet access tool for most of the world's people, and that certain boundaries, e.g. between personal and work time, between physical and virtual presence, will be much more blurred. What will all this do in terms of human relationships? I can't answer that in any precise form but I can think about a world where, at least on a personal basis, everything is available all the time, information is available on demand, people can create content at will, social networking (via the kinds of devices we have been discussing) will really matter, people can easily time-shift and space-shift, conversations get 'bigger' (more people involved), 'deeper' (in the sense that technology allows this sort of depth, and that they can be archived for recall. All this undoubtedly affects human relationships.


  Maybe that is putting things mildly! While preparing these thoughts, I have been reading two wildly different approaches to technology, both predating the digital era as we now know it. One is a short story (a rather long one) by E.M. Forster, written precisely 100 years ago in 1909, called The Machine Stops. It is an apocalyptic piece, but astounding for its prophetic character in that it foresees realities like email and videoconferencing, and explores the effects of technology (future for Forster; now, for us) on human relationships. The other is The Phenomenon of Man by Teilhard de Chardin. He, not Eric Raymond (known for his piece 'Homesteading the noosphere'), gave us the term 'noosphere', which he describes as a 'membrane of thought' covering the earth. Bear in mind that although The Phenomenon of Man was first published in the late 1950s, it was written in 1938. A 1947 article by Chardin actually represented what may be his last published thinking on the subject. In this essay, entitled “The Formation of the Noosphere,”21 Chardin discussed the necessity of a mechanical infrastructure for this sphere of thought. Although his focus for such an infrastructure was radio and television networks, he also mentioned the possibility that computers might one day provide the mechanical infrastructure of the noosphere. Internet, then? His is a far more hopeful vision than Forster's. Chardin saw a final point where spirit would descend into matter in a final act of convergence and transcendence.


  Integration


  One of the first things I believe should find its way into the Ratio is a way to acknowledge an important new reality currently not mentioned in it. While we refer to 'means of social communication' and the need to 'use them responsibly', we may still be coming out of an era that sees these as tools. The view is still instrumental. There is another reality out there we need to name and deal with. Digital culture as represented by these media is a way of life, and as a way of life (ubiquitous, personal and convergent all help to make up this way of life) it is in competition with other forms of life, including 'Religious life'. A candidate for the latter may have made a decision for everything it stands for, but this does not mean rejecting the former. The question is how to integrate it into Religious Life in such a way that the wholeness, integrity and authenticity of the Religious way of life is not compromised.


  Integration is the key. In Vita Consecrata John Paul II states that formation “must include every aspect of Christian life. It must therefore provide a human, cultural, spiritual and pastoral preparation which pays special attention to the harmonious integration of all its various aspects.” 22 Prior to his election as Pope, writing under his own name, Karol Wojtyla, he had made it clear that integration is achieved only through acts of self-possession, self-governance and self-gift .23 Personal and convergent media need personal and integrative formation strategies.


  In recent times, emphasis in religious life, seminary life too for that matter, has been placed on two tools which are aimed at the kind of integration we are talking about: the 'community project' and the 'personal project of life'. The challenge now is to see that these two actually contain adequate reference to the challenges coming from such things as personal and convergent media, and other similar challenges in this area. The personal project, for example, is not so much about things to do, but involves planning one's life in the short, medium and long term in the light of the charism and mission of the institute to which one belongs. It raises questions of identity (who am I here and now and who am I supposed to be to be faithful to myself as well as to my calling?).


  These projects will build in reflection processes. I have earlier indicated a possible reflection process for communities (cf chapter 2). The same is valid for a personal project, as are other questions we have asked along the way in this chapter.


  Virtue


  It was not mere whim that led me to write an earlier book about 'digital virtues'. One approach we can take to formation is to strengthen the candidate's understanding of the 'virtuous life', bearing in mind virtues that are especially relevant to this scene. The everyday media are not particularly filled with the spirit of God, but the approach is not to ban these media because of it (apart from the fact that one can only with great difficulty and potential damage to personal integrity, 'ban' personal media). We need to bring the concept of the virtuous life to them. There are fine resources within the 'Catholic camp' for understanding virtues. Take The Catechism of the Catholic Church, Section 1, Chapter 1, article 7 on 'The virtues'. One finds here a succinct statement of matters that a formation programme can take up:


  1834 The human virtues are stable dispositions of the intellect and the will that govern our acts, order our passions, and guide our conduct in accordance with reason and faith. They can be grouped around the four cardinal virtues: prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance.


  1835 Prudence disposes the practical reason to discern, in every circumstance, our true good and to choose the right means for achieving it.


  1836 Justice consists in the firm and constant will to give God and neighbor their due.


  1837 Fortitude ensures firmness in difficulties and constancy in the pursuit of the good.


  1838 Temperance moderates the attraction of the pleasures of the senses and provides balance in the use of created goods.


  1839 The moral virtues grow through education, deliberate acts, and perseverance in struggle. Divine grace purifies and elevates them.


  Fr Chávez had already pointed to material of this kind in his 2005 Letter to his confreres, telling them that


  What is required therefore is a formation to a sound spirit of discernment and, more broadly, to a proper understanding of the mass media, the techniques they use and the effect they have on those at whom they are aimed. A fundamental ethical principle needs to be inculcated, that is, that the human person and the human community are the end and measure of the use of the means of social communication. Communication should be made by persons for the benefit of the integral development of other persons.(AGC 390 p. 33)


  True of mass media and a fortiori true of personal media.


  Education


  Given that there have already been several references to education, and that there will be several more, I do not wish to repeat things already said. Instead I would like to comment on education in the context of the knowledge and information that is now made available in a digital culture.


  We know that democracy is always fueled by vigorous exchange of ideas. It needs spaces where its citizens can meet as equals. Today, in a digital culture in a democratic context, we can certainly speak of 'knowledge spaces', 'commons', 'virtual agora' which are plentiful and which do not exist to make decisions but to produce a mechanism for collective participation.


  We need to be clear about what knowledge is. It is a human act. Only human beings know. The computer will never be able to know in that sense. Computers, networks and software are tools but they can never know something. Today, however, the dominant discourse about knowledge is technocratic discourse. There are interesting studies done by two Australian researchers on the basis of discourse analysis of a huge corpus of public policy documents – a corpus of 1.3 million words. They conclude that there is “a propensity in policy for resorting to technocratic, instrumentalist and anti-intellectual views of knowledge in policy”. They argue that “what underpins these patterns is a commodity-based conceptualisation of knowledge which is underpinned by an axiology of narrowly economic imperatives at odds with the very nature of knowledge. The commodity view of knowledge, therefore, is flawed in its ignorance of the social systemic properties of knowledge”.24


  You see, if we do not question the kind of discourse about knowledge that is all around us in the digital world, we fall into a serious trap. International law today assumes that knowledge is a commodity. When knowledge and information become a commodity, they go onto the market. They can be sold, locked up, become items of exchange. I guess the issue is this, put simply. If I know something, and tell you about it, I cannot say I know less as a result. I have not lost something! In fact, the more knowledge is given away, the more it increases. On the other hand, if I have a commodity and give you some, then I have less.


  Instrumentally valued knowledge can be made into a commodity through secrecy or monopoly, both of which make it scarce. We commodify knowledge in many ways – by pegging it to some medium of exchange, which can even include certificates and diplomas. Or we can create a pseudo-scarcity of knowledge, and this can be achieved via an Intellectual Property regime which includes Copyright, Patents and Trademarks. The original intentions of these things is honourable (one assumes), but they can be employed in quite devilish ways.


  We also need to distinguish between knowledge and information. My computer already has 250 gigabytes of storage. That is immense. With 1,000 gigabytes a human being could store every item he or she has read, every movie or TV show watched, and 1,000 Gb is not at all unachievable in a digital world where we now speak happily of terabytes. As John Seely Brown puts it: “We need to pay very close attention to the distinction between information and knowledge because it gets tot he heart of what it means to be literate in an age where we are flooded with information”.25


  Good Christians and honest citizens


  Long before Catholic Social Teaching had been defined as an identifiable corpus of material, a humble Catholic priest in Northern Italy, known as Don Bosco, had embarked on a mission via the movement he then founded, known as the Salesians (which he named after St Francis de Sales for that Saint's educational qualities of gentleness and urbanity, amongst other things). In 2009, the current leader of that movement, Fr Pascual Chávez, estimates that the Salesians are currently educating somewhere around 15 million young people from kindergarten to university. That's a lot of people!


  Don Bosco, whose life is summed up in 19 volumes known as the Biographical Memoirs, had the knack of putting his approaches into wonderfully synthetic statements. One of these, which he formulated at the outset of his work in the 1840's, comes into English as 'forming good Christians and upright citizens'. He saw that as the educational task.. In 1875 he sent his first group to the Americas, to Patagonia, and with a by then worldwide vision of education, he reformulated the original phrase as 'forming for civilisation and religion' and then a little later '...for the good of humanity and religion'. Apart from the fact that it is immediately obvious that he never lost sight of 'religion' in his efforts (a tradition I hope I am continuing by writing of hacking and heaven), this constant reformulation of Don Bosco's was a unique educational manifesto with a traditional flavour but one constantly open to the new.26 And when one reads discourses such as that of Habermas in Istanbul on 'Dialogues and Civilisations' (2-6 June 2008), one sees just how open to the new Bosco actually was. He had an idea of good citizenship requiring a lively sense of participation, involving rights and duties, freedom of religion, active religion, active engagement which might have had its roots in Risorgimento Italy, but which he extended to the entire world in formulas and actions that could translate into any culture at any time, as demonstrated by Salesian history over 150 years.


  It is no less appropriate as an educational approach in a digital culture, I would maintain. The task, always, is to never give up on reformulating what the founder often reformulated in his own time. It might be an act of hubris on my part to claim that 'hacking the way to heaven' is tantamount to saying 'good Christian and upright citizen', but in the spirit of the Founder I can at least try!


  When Fr Chávez received a Doctorate 'Honoris Causa' in Genoa on 23rd April 2007, his Lectio Magistralis contained the following comments on education and citizenship. I offer them here because they have particular resonance in the digital culture we are writing of:


  
    	There is a need to redefine the objectives of education today, bearing in mind that 2,000 years of classical and Christian education offer an ever valid response: “the aim of education is the formation of a spirit capable of freely making judgments and becoming a responsible part of society”, Chávez claims.



    	There is a need to follow a delicate balance between personal formation of the student and his or her encyclopedic information. Knowing is far more important than simply amassing information, since only knowing can lead to moral responsibility and wisdom.



    	Education today means teaching people to educate themselves on an ongoing basis. Chávez speaks of the educational space that Don Bosco created, and his belief that this required the greatest involvement of people, be they Catholic or Calathumpian.


  


  I suspect there is something to be added. Part of the problem is that while there is a solid and valid 2,000 year old tradition of classical and Christian education, this in itself does not ensure that our theory and practice of education today is fully meeting the challenges presented by a digital world today. We could be preparing learners for a society that no longer exists. Manuel Castells, a contemporary guru of the networked society, in his trilogy on the information age, tells us that we live in a new world of information where networks replace hierarchical relationships. Work has changed nature, processes of production and exchange expand spatially and notions of authorship alter. It is a world, he tells us, where if you are involved in the network, you can share, and over time increase your chances in life. If you are out of the network or switched off, then your chances diminish, since everything that counts is organised around a world of interacting networks.27 In a further work written in 2001, Castells makes this comment:


  One might say, 'Why don't you leave me alone? I want no part of your Internet, of your technological civilization, of your network society. I just want to live my life'. ...If this is your position, I have bad news for you. If you do not care about the networks, the networks will care about you, anyway. For as long as you want to live in this society, at this time and in this place, you will have to deal with the network society.28


  Much of the above assumes a democratic context. It is not always the case. We need, then to take up the ethical questions that arise, both in a democratic context and in those contexts where human rights are constantly under threat.


  Chapter 6: Ethics


  The Rusty Computer Syndrome


  GianMarco Schiesaro is an Italian (1969) with extensive global experience. If not a digital native, he is an excellent example of a thoroughly enculturated digital immigrant! GianMarco has a degree in Electronic Engineering and then subsequently specialised in topics to do with Development Cooperation and Computer Mediated Communication. For a number of years he has worked in the world of international cooperation with VIS (Volontariato Internazionale per lo Sviluppo) in e-learning projects for developing countries. GianMarco is also director of the Training Centre for Human Development in Rome and lectures in the Masters in Education for Peace program at the Università di Roma Tre. I will be drawing on GianMarco's insights for this chapter, with not only his permission but also his encouragement. We first cooperated in preparation for the International Congress on Free and Open Source Software and the Democratization of Knowledge held in Quito in October 2008.


  GianMarco's first book, dealing with technology in the development debate, is entitled The Rusty Computer Syndrome29. GianMarco uses this metaphor to try to understand the effect of new technologies in under-developed nations, and the often sterile efforts to 'parachute' new technology into places where the infrastructure and competence to deal with it are simply not adequate or even non-existent. There are a host of ethical questions raised here, including even a very practical one if we take the metaphor at face value – what happens in places where second-hand computers are brought in by their thousands, then dumped for a variety of reasons, in nations where there is no land-fill policy, no way of ensuring protection from corrosive materials?


  The fundamental ethical principle, in any discussion of Information and Communication Technologies, of digital culture, and for that matter of development, is that the human person and the human community are their end and measure. The same ethical principle applies to cyberspace which cannot be regarded as if it is autonomous, separate from society, as it also applies to the vast array of human knowledge available now to human beings who have access to it via the Internet. We can add the question of access to the long list of ethical questions.


  Free Software and Human rights


  In the previous chapter we looked at questions of identity and community in human formation and education, as affected by digital culture. What of the question of human rights and digital culture? This question is not at the forefront of global discussion, unfortunately. It deserves to be.


  Software is an object of investigation for all kinds of human situations today, since the computer, whose 'nervous system' is provided by software, is beginning to exercise control in all areas where human beings interact. There is no relationship or transaction in cyberspace which is not spelt out in some way through software code. Software is by now a part of rights and law as a regulator in the real world and no longer limits itself, within the realm of cyberspace, to being a functional equivalent of law. In fact Australian High Court Judge Mr Justice Kirby, publicly recognised that computer code (software) tends to make laws obsolete or meaningless: "We are moving to a point in the world where more and more law will be expressed in its effective way, not in terms of statutes solidly enacted by the parliament...but in the technology itself--code," says Kirby.30 Think about that for a moment – who writes computer code? Certainly not High Court Judges! Kirby is really saying that the programmers will be the ones who control law related to their software. This is one of the issues that puts closed and proprietary code starkly under question! A look, then, at software in relation to human rights is well overdue.


  When it comes to quoting the UN Universal Declaration on Human Rights, it is usually Article 19 on freedom of opinion and expression that is quoted:


  



  Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.


  



  One must always consider the context of 1948 when the Universal Declaration was made – immediately after the Second World War when mass media was used effectively by Nazi Germany to crush the rights of millions. The context was mass media. Article 19 is about certain freedoms – it is not in fact about any right to communication, and given the extent of development over 60 years since the Universal Declaration, many would say these these freedoms do not adequately deal with a set of rights that are now known as 'third generation' rights, which go beyond mere freedom of opinion and expression, to include areas such as democratic media governance, participation in one's own culture, linguistic rights, rights to enjoy the fruits of human creativity, to education, privacy, peaceful assembly, and self-determination. These are questions of inclusion and exclusion, of quality and accessibility. In short, they are questions of human dignity.


  If we immediately bring in the matter of Free Software at this point, it is clear that it is more conducive to the kinds of rights being expressed above than is proprietary software. But a problem we face is that there is not, as yet, a sufficient communal effort to represent this point of view. Individuals and small groups are entirely convinced, but there is a need for a more consolidated and wider support for a human rights perspective to software.


  Digital rights


  Is it even possible to speak of 'digital rights'? Sixty or more years on from 1948 they are certainly third generation rights, since they could not have been envisaged in 1948. The term 'digital rights' has no univocal acceptance, and is generally a reference to rights arising from technological and info-tech developments. Such rights might be: the right to protection of privacy against intrusive information technology; the right to security in transactions; the right to access to information and technology resources.


  Debate on the first two (privacy and security) has in fact monopolised discussion, and it is not difficult to understand why. Here are two rights dealing with the private sphere. They are also rights which are more likely to affect people in advanced nations where there is already a more widely-developed network of information resources and the software required to make use of them.


  If, instead, we shift our attention to the right to access, we introduce another term which is well-known but not well-understood: the digital divide. The idea is that the most urgent task for poor nations is to have access to information, and the solution generally offered is to provide them with information technology infrastructure.


  Does anyone see a problem here? The problem is that 'access to information' often translates into the monetary value of something that can be sold and exchanged. As a consequence, access to information is treated as if it were access to some kind of market. Information ceases to be the fruit of a process of interaction, and becomes a market place for commercial exchange. It becomes something which one can have more or less access to so long as someone makes it available. Should we be surprised, then, if in the name of intellectual property, the information incorporated into software is made artificially scarce? Those excluded from this commercial exchange are not described as victims of any kind but rather as people who are 'info-poor'. The very terminology leads to the idea of technological handouts. Studies on human rights have begun, however, to shift attention from the concept of the individual seen as the recipient of charity, handouts, to a rather more mature concept of the individual as someone with needs and rights which need to be actively promoted. It becomes evident that the info-poor have to be interpreted from a wider perspective. The right of access to information must necessarily translate into an ability to promote, exchange, improve information for the individual and the community which he or she is a part of.


  Software and the right to development


  Of all human rights, the one most pertinent to the question of software seems to be the so-called right to development, another of the third generation human rights. It forms part of what are known as 'solidarity rights', such as the right to a satisfactory environment, to peace, and the overall frame of reference is that of human development.


  The reflection which gave rise to the idea of human development emerged over a long historical period beginning with an acknowledgement of the failure of the theory of economic growth and the need to attribute importance to other dimensions of the development process. The inspirational 'father' of this theory, the Indian economist Amartya Sen, claims that the concepts of development and well-being have to go beyond simple possession of goods or the availability of services; they are certainly a means to achieving well-being but are not, of themselves, an indicator of it. We need to look elsewhere: what can people achieve and be through using the means and capabilities at their disposition? What range of possibilities and important life objectives are accessible to them?


  Those who support Free Software maintain that what they have created is a formidable impulse for human development. But they have tended only to stress its economic advantages. This kind of software does not require huge production infrastructure. Earning margins are high, much higher than for traditional industries. Software is a strategically important sector because of its reliance on investment in human resources, and one element not lacking in developing nations is precisely the availability of human resources. The key then becomes adequate instruction and education.


  Whatever the reasons are for a nation turning to Free Software, and we could add further reasons to the above, there is little doubt that the result is in line with the theory of human development: increase in available opportunities, those offered by expanding human capabilities and functions rather than the market.


  Software and the right to education


  The typical educational value of Free Software has meant that from the outset its use has been linked to the right to education. For many years United Nations bodies, UNESCO in particular, have produced reports pushing the potential of new teaching technologies, e-learning in particular, with a view to raising the level of human development.


  But, as GianMarco points out, in reality one of the most difficult myths to break down is that cyberspace is considered to be some sort of 'de-territorialised' world. What we need to remember is that even if the encounter between teacher and student takes place in a virtual place, the learning process is always part of a territorial dimension which takes into account the cultural background of the student.


  Software is never culturally neutral. This shows up more especially in didactic programs which employ computer gaming. Many of the games coming out of US programming for didactic purposes, for instance, are not well accepted in places like China or India, not for political reasons but for cultural ones. Schools in India and China are much more geared to content for final exams. Another example is the rigid subdivision of the functionality of some European software which reserves certain creative functions exclusively to the teacher. That is fine where the teacher's authority is not normally in question, but in some other places (including in other parts of Europe) it can be seen as curbing the creative potential of the student.


  E-learning, which crosses geographical boundaries, may not succeed in crossing cultural boundaries – or does so to the detriment of the learning process. Didactic programs which assume that the distance student is autonomous, more capable of being responsible for learning tasks that he or she identifies, may be quite inadequate for countries and traditions where autonomous thinking is not encouraged, nor decision-making, and where it is normal to think of the younger generation as beholden to the elders.


  Virtue, the 'commons', and all things computer31


  Virtue has fallen on hard times, some would say, and they don't necessarily want to point pessimistically to a social or political world further mired in vice. They are simply asserting that as words wax and wane over time, 'virtue' has currently waned, sprung loose from its classical bindings, been set adrift in a postmodern sea of atomistic meanings.


  So it was a little surprising to find, in the space of a year or so, two items, one a scholarly article in The Journal of Political Philosophy32, the other my own motivational book published through Lulu.com (Digital Virtues), asserting the importance of virtue in the digital environment. The article, published in 2006, argued that participation in commons-based peer production fosters important moral and political virtues today. The book, published mid-2007, argued that we need a framework to help us through one of the world-changing revolutions of our time, the digital revolution, and that a virtuous framework (or a framework of virtues) revisited might be a good way to go.


  As I am the author of the book, but was unaware of the existence of the article at the time I was writing, it may be interesting to bring the two together and comment on their similarities or dissimilarities or better, any possible connections that can advance our common thinking and acting, since virtue in anyone's language, is at least about those two things.


  Frankly, one is unlikely to find, at least at face value, two more dissimilar items bearing a title with just one common word – virtue! One is an article, the other a book. One is avowedly scholarly, the other does not pretend to be so, though it does not repudiate scholarship by any means. In fact, while the article is written by people with a background in political philosophy, the book is written by one with an academic background in linguistics and a member of 'consecrated life' in Catholic circles, though more popularly known as 'Religious Orders'. Probably both of us, if I may lump the two scholars together as a single 'person' for the sake of the argument, share one thing in common – we were writing to a relatively restricted audience, such as those who choose to pick up The Journal of Political Philosophy and read that article, or those who choose to wander through Lulu's lists and pounce on an intriguing title like 'Digital Virtues'. And both of us may in the end turn away more people than we attract – those who are not prepared to sit down and battle with some solid stuff on political and social behaviour on the one hand, and those who wonder what the heck a 'consecrated person' could possibly have to say about the digital world, on the other.


  Of course, it would be better if people do not turn away from either, since both have a contribution to make to a deeper understanding of today's globalised digital culture, and in particular it would be good for the authors to engage one another, from their varying standpoints, as 'men and women who [can] seek for the good together'33


  Despite the obvious differences, then, in the nature and character of the two works, I for one would like to highlight some of the similarities and the points where we can learn from each other.


  As a linguist by training, I begin by noting the movement in meaning of 'virtue' from its Greek and Latin underpinnings, to today where it has wandered off the path of 'excellence' or 'manliness' to mean something to do with a woman's chastity or even (as in 'virtually....') something that means 'almost' or 'not quite' as in the statement, “He's virtually lost the plot!” And, of course, there is the other application of 'virtual' today in a term such as 'virtual reality'.


  The authors of the article set themselves firmly in the field of virtue ethics – virtuous behaviour, particularly of a moral and socio-political kind. There is little we would disagree on here, actually. I have a quite different purpose in mind in that I am dealing broadly with digital habits and seeking to evaluate them in virtue terms, while Benkler and Nissenbaum have focused specifically on commons-based peer production, which they evaluate as fostering important moral and political virtues.


  They are a little hesitant to align themselves with any specific theory or doctrine to do with virtues and declare themselves 'agnostic on the foundations of virtue'. I, on the other hand, am writing for a substantial group of people, people who have already made a permanent commitment along the following lines: “I commit myself to work firmly with my brothers (and sisters) and to do good wherever I am sent”. I do not have great need to dissociate myself from somewhat classical (Western) understandings of virtue. What I am really interested in, again the linguist coming to the fore, is creating a discourse that takes account of shifts in meaning, new situations and which may be helpful to members of institutes of consecrated life. I also happen to firmly believe that since we are a significant number of people in the world, frequently engaged in altruistic activity in a range of well-recognised professions like education, health, social service, what we do in the digital world, the way we engage with a media-created culture and so forth, is especially important.


  In fact, I believe that Fox, Benkler and Nissenbaum agree substantially on three things: we are exploring a social context in which to act (in the case of the latter two, a specific context of commons-based peer production of which, say, Free and Open Source Software is a good example), a set of social practices (in my case I am interested in a whole range of habitual and therefore largely unquestioned practices) and a platform for virtuous practice. And while Benkler and Nissenbaum have broadened out their understanding of virtue well beyond the Western to rightly include other long-standing traditions like the Chinese, they come around to 'staying as close as possible to an intuitively plausible sense of virtue' and they 'assume the existence and character of those [virtues] that have enjoyed broad recognition'. I am not really all that interested in a particular catalogue or number of virtues either, though I have eight, and could well add a ninth, using terminology that my readers would have little problem with – 'digital diakonia' or service. None of us are much interested in sticking with the classical labels for our virtues, though some of mine are possibly a little more immediately recognised as such – prudence, fidelity being two of these.


  Fox, Benkler and Nissenbaum agree that 'the basic unit of moral evaluation for virtue ethics is the person (or soul or character)'. I am especially happy to see them describe virtues as 'not simple dispositions to act in narrowly specified ways'. Honesty is more than just telling the truth or not telling lies, but is 'a complex pattern of beliefs, desires, emotions, preferences, sensitivities, opinions...'. And so I believe that detachment, discernment, persistence, to name three of my 'digital' virtues are more than just a straightforward set of behaviours, though I do insist that they will translate into some quite specific behaviours.


  Benkler and Nissenbaum attempt to cluster a range of virtuous behaviours which they consider to be inherent to commons-based peer production. Hence they list a cluster which contains such virtues as autonomy, independence, liberation. This cluster, for me, comes under 'detachment'. I am writing for people who already have a good understanding of a 'little virtue' called religious detachment. I want them to apply that to the real world of digital culture. Benkler and Nissenbaum exemplify their cluster as 'independence from wide-ranging commercial entities influencing our actions'. My own way of putting it is that I use 'detachment' as 'a reaction to a situation where we have, I believe, become too dependent on certain things, those things being a particular brand of software, or ways of doing things with software'. Incidentally, in that chapter I take up 'the commons' which is at the core of the other article. I also propose a view of software that goes well beyond the simply commercial or instrumental. I believe that software is 'the unexplored hypertext to Christian faith' or the 'missing link in the Church's language'. Software is a cultural artifact, far more significant than most of us believe.


  A second cluster of virtues, which Benkler and Nissenbaum label as 'creativity', 'productivity', 'industry', are implicit in much of what I say, though perhaps I cover some elements of their cluster under 'friendship' where I urge more collaboration. Anyway, their central point here is active participation, not being just passive browsers. Pitching in, which is not a virtue if it happens once, but could be if it is persistent.


  They have two other clusters which they claim are more other-directed, less self-referential. Labels such as 'benevolence', 'charity', altruism' occur here, and especially if they are (fourth cluster) geared to a commons, the public, mission, a social contribution. Understandably we are on more common ground here. In the matter of free and open source software they believe that the literature is ambiguous on the role that the fourth cluster of virtues plays. But they do say that studies of the 'gift culture' (or gift economy as it is sometimes put) should allow for the fact that human beings may produce something of value and give it away freely for substantially good motives (generosity, kindness, benevolence). It does not have to be interpreted as self-serving, like improving one's reputation. When I speak of 'digital fidelity', I am concerned about something that probably fits within this cluster. If the Church (I speak especially of the Catholic Church) is into any kind of 'business' at all, it is the veritable mountain of documentation that is its business. But now that inevitably so much of this documentation is turning digital, and the more recent material is born that way, what do we believe we will be handing on to future generations? Not a great deal of thought has been given to proper conservation of this digital material.


  There is one virtue that I believe could be valuable for Benkler and Nissenbaum to consider. It is what I call 'digital governance' and I am coming at it from my own experience of authority structures in 'religious life'. But it sits within the general area of their fourth cluster, I feel, and raises a heap of questions to do with education, formation, digital asset management, inclusion, in a digital culture which is far more democratic, even subversive of authority, than earlier cultures were. It goes back to the implications of technology for personal and social existence which we are both interested in. Technology, remember, is not just tools. It is art, practical wisdom, embodies certain values, and these do influence the way we live and are governed.


  Finally, I like the way that Benkler and Nissenbaum say, towards the end, that they are not out to 'warn of dire threat of harm', but rather to hint that there might be a threat of omission, a missing out on good possibilities. I explained at the beginning of my book that I chose the title 'Digital Virtues' precisely because I didn't want to join those who are somewhat negative towards digital culture. I prefer a positive approach. I am a great believer in the 'commons', in peer production, but at the same time would like to generously critique our contemporary digital culture. In my book I draw on Blaise Pascal's phrase 'esprit de finesse', to suggest how we might do this: a term which describes the user, whose excellence lies in a real mindfulness, an attendance on what is often most elusive, the most appropriate ethical use of the machines, the software, the procedures we are by now well accustomed to in the digital world.


  The ethic of freedom


  We have already noted that the Free Software Movement upholds the ethic of freedom, and defines this as four kinds of freedom (to execute a program, study it, redistribute it, adapt it) but would these freedoms absolutely guarantee free and unconditional access to information technology in the future?


  We cannot, for instance, guarantee that the Internet will always remain free, given the already existing levels of censorship and control exercised by some States. The worldwide structure of the Internet is not without elements of control. ICANN (Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers) controls the registration of domains. It is based in California, operates in formal terms by contract with the US Government, and is administered by members who are influenced by a handful of large corporations. Some nations have argued that this should be handed over to UN control. But few believe that UN control would be any less bureaucratic or less controlled by self-interested groups than the present situation.


  At some stage people should read Richard Stallman's arguments for Free Software, to understand how he explains the ethic of freedom, and since he permits very wide use of his material, it would be appropriate to make that possible for the reader here and now. The views are typically expressed forthrightly and strongly!


  Why software should not have owners


  Digital information technology contributes to the world by making it easier to copy and modify information. Computers promise to make this easier for all of us.


  Not everyone wants it to be easier. The system of copyright gives software programs “owners”, most of whom aim to withhold software's potential benefit from the rest of the public. They would like to be the only ones who can copy and modify the software that we use.


  The copyright system grew up with printing—a technology for mass production copying. Copyright fit in well with this technology because it restricted only the mass producers of copies. It did not take freedom away from readers of books. An ordinary reader, who did not own a printing press, could copy books only with pen and ink, and few readers were sued for that.


  Digital technology is more flexible than the printing press: when information has digital form, you can easily copy it to share it with others. This very flexibility makes a bad fit with a system like copyright. That's the reason for the increasingly nasty and draconian measures now used to enforce software copyright. Consider these four practices of the Software Publishers Association (SPA):


  


  
    	Massive propaganda saying it is wrong to disobey the owners to help your friend.



    	Solicitation for stool pigeons to inform on their coworkers and colleagues.



    	Raids (with police help) on offices and schools, in which people are told they must prove they are innocent of illegal copying.



    	Prosecution (by the US government, at the SPA's request) of people such as MIT's David LaMacchia, not for copying software (he is not accused of copying any), but merely for leaving copying facilities unguarded and failing to censor their use.


  


  All four practices resemble those used in the former Soviet Union, where every copying machine had a guard to prevent forbidden copying, and where individuals had to copy information secretly and pass it from hand to hand as “samizdat”. There is of course a difference: the motive for information control in the Soviet Union was political; in the US the motive is profit. But it is the actions that affect us, not the motive. Any attempt to block the sharing of information, no matter why, leads to the same methods and the same harshness.


  


  
    	Owners make several kinds of arguments for giving them the power to control how we use information:



    	Name calling.



    	Owners use smear words such as “piracy” and “theft”, as well as expert terminology such as “intellectual property” and “damage”, to suggest a certain line of thinking to the public—a simplistic analogy between programs and physical objects.


  


  Our ideas and intuitions about property for material objects are about whether it is right to take an object away from someone else. They don't directly apply to making a copy of something. But the owners ask us to apply them anyway.


  Exaggeration.


  Owners say that they suffer “harm” or “economic loss” when users copy programs themselves. But the copying has no direct effect on the owner, and it harms no one. The owner can lose only if the person who made the copy would otherwise have paid for one from the owner.


  A little thought shows that most such people would not have bought copies. Yet the owners compute their “losses” as if each and every one would have bought a copy. That is exaggeration—to put it kindly.


  The law.


  Owners often describe the current state of the law, and the harsh penalties they can threaten us with. Implicit in this approach is the suggestion that today's law reflects an unquestionable view of morality—yet at the same time, we are urged to regard these penalties as facts of nature that can't be blamed on anyone.


  This line of persuasion isn't designed to stand up to critical thinking; it's intended to reinforce a habitual mental pathway.


  It's elementary that laws don't decide right and wrong. Every American should know that, forty years ago, it was against the law in many states for a black person to sit in the front of a bus; but only racists would say sitting there was wrong.


  Natural rights.


  Authors often claim a special connection with programs they have written, and go on to assert that, as a result, their desires and interests concerning the program simply outweigh those of anyone else—or even those of the whole rest of the world. (Typically companies, not authors, hold the copyrights on software, but we are expected to ignore this discrepancy.)


  To those who propose this as an ethical axiom—the author is more important than you—I can only say that I, a notable software author myself, call it bunk.


  But people in general are only likely to feel any sympathy with the natural rights claims for two reasons.


  One reason is an overstretched analogy with material objects. When I cook spaghetti, I do object if someone else eats it, because then I cannot eat it. His action hurts me exactly as much as it benefits him; only one of us can eat the spaghetti, so the question is, which? The smallest distinction between us is enough to tip the ethical balance.


  But whether you run or change a program I wrote affects you directly and me only indirectly. Whether you give a copy to your friend affects you and your friend much more than it affects me. I shouldn't have the power to tell you not to do these things. No one should.


  The second reason is that people have been told that natural rights for authors is the accepted and unquestioned tradition of our society.


  As a matter of history, the opposite is true. The idea of natural rights of authors was proposed and decisively rejected when the US Constitution was drawn up. That's why the Constitution only permits a system of copyright and does not require one; that's why it says that copyright must be temporary. It also states that the purpose of copyright is to promote progress—not to reward authors. Copyright does reward authors somewhat, and publishers more, but that is intended as a means of modifying their behavior.


  The real established tradition of our society is that copyright cuts into the natural rights of the public—and that this can only be justified for the public's sake.


  Economics.


  The final argument made for having owners of software is that this leads to production of more software.


  Unlike the others, this argument at least takes a legitimate approach to the subject. It is based on a valid goal—satisfying the users of software. And it is empirically clear that people will produce more of something if they are well paid for doing so.


  But the economic argument has a flaw: it is based on the assumption that the difference is only a matter of how much money we have to pay. It assumes that “production of software” is what we want, whether the software has owners or not.


  People readily accept this assumption because it accords with our experiences with material objects. Consider a sandwich, for instance. You might well be able to get an equivalent sandwich either free or for a price. If so, the amount you pay is the only difference. Whether or not you have to buy it, the sandwich has the same taste, the same nutritional value, and in either case you can only eat it once. Whether you get the sandwich from an owner or not cannot directly affect anything but the amount of money you have afterwards.


  This is true for any kind of material object—whether or not it has an owner does not directly affect what it is, or what you can do with it if you acquire it.


  But if a program has an owner, this very much affects what it is, and what you can do with a copy if you buy one. The difference is not just a matter of money. The system of owners of software encourages software owners to produce something—but not what society really needs. And it causes intangible ethical pollution that affects us all.


  What does society need? It needs information that is truly available to its citizens—for example, programs that people can read, fix, adapt, and improve, not just operate. But what software owners typically deliver is a black box that we can't study or change.


  Society also needs freedom. When a program has an owner, the users lose freedom to control part of their own lives.


  And above all society needs to encourage the spirit of voluntary cooperation in its citizens. When software owners tell us that helping our neighbors in a natural way is “piracy”, they pollute our society's civic spirit.


  This is why we say that free software is a matter of freedom, not price.


  The economic argument for owners is erroneous, but the economic issue is real. Some people write useful software for the pleasure of writing it or for admiration and love; but if we want more software than those people write, we need to raise funds.


  For ten years now, free software developers have tried various methods of finding funds, with some success. There's no need to make anyone rich; the median US family income, around $35k, proves to be enough incentive for many jobs that are less satisfying than programming.


  For years, until a fellowship made it unnecessary, I made a living from custom enhancements of the free software I had written. Each enhancement was added to the standard released version and thus eventually became available to the general public. Clients paid me so that I would work on the enhancements they wanted, rather than on the features I would otherwise have considered highest priority.....


  ....As a computer user today, you may find yourself using a proprietary program. If your friend asks to make a copy, it would be wrong to refuse. Cooperation is more important than copyright. But underground, closet cooperation does not make for a good society. A person should aspire to live an upright life openly with pride, and this means saying “No” to proprietary software.


  You deserve to be able to cooperate openly and freely with other people who use software. You deserve to be able to learn how the software works, and to teach your students with it. You deserve to be able to hire your favorite programmer to fix it when it breaks.


  You deserve free software.


  [Copyright © 1994 Richard Stallman

  Verbatim copying and distribution of this entire article is permitted in any medium without royalty provided this notice is preserved]


  You see that Stallman has 'economics' within his ethical argument – but because he maintains that much of today's 'economic argument' is flawed. It is time, I think, to move to the next chapter where I wish to expand the notion of economics in the context of today's digital culture, and the notion underlying my approach will be to not separate (other than by a chapter margin) ethics and economics. The two have been traditionally kept apart on the assumption that economics is hard-nosed, objective, rational calculus while ethics is the 'softer' subject of how we treat one another.


  The current mess that the world economic system is in (one which will not have found all its solutions for sure, a year or even several years from now) must leave people wondering about the separation of economics and ethics. No surprise, then, that some people have come up with what they call the 'ethical economy'. It is this we will take a closer look at now.


  


  Chapter 7: Economy


  “Light beats heavy. Open beats closed. Free beats paid. Good beats evil”. Umair Haque


  



  Peer to Peer


  In the last chapter I introduced you to GianMarco Schiesaro, coming from the Development Cooperation world. This chapter introduces an individual who has the capacity to convince the reader that the 'economic' argument behind Free and Open Source Software today goes far, far beyond flashing the simple word 'free' whenever one gets the chance. The individual concerned is Michel Bauwens, Belgian born, Thai based, but citizen of the world, founder of the P2P Foundation, where 'Peer to Peer' is not being used to describe file-sharing but a relational dynamic that arises from distributed networks. Michel Bauwens says that this:


  



  is based on the assumed equipotency of its participants, organized through the free cooperation of equals in view of the performance of a common task, for the creation of a common good, with forms of decision-making and autonomy that are widely distributed throughout the network34.


  



  I will be drawing on Michel's thinking for this chapter, again very much with his permission and encouragement. He is an original thinker and likes to encourage others to do some original thinking! I believe that when we begin to interpret the kind of thinking he offers about relational dynamics in networks, he is offering us fresh ways of doing precisely what Don Bosco did 150 years ago. If you consider that a man from a tiny hamlet some 30 kms out of Turin during the Industrial Revolution in Piedmont started a vast movement of people that is now responsible for educating 15 million young people in 130 nations around the world, and that this movement is still growing, then you have to seek explanations for the phenomenon. Some people may be happy with regarding it as some kind of miracle wrought by the Almighty, and nor should that be excluded, but it is also an observable human phenomenon, at the heart of which is the Preventive System and its relational dynamics. It works because of a simple formula which Don Bosco summed up in three words, Reason, Religion, Loving-kindness, combined with immense energy and creativity and the belief that a certain kind of physical presence (defined by the three words just cited) was one key to his effectiveness, though not the only key because he actually believed in miracles wrought by the Almighty! Be it the citation from Umair Haque that opens this chapter, or Michel Bauwen's description of Peer to Peer that followed, there seems to be sufficient commonality of thinking and practice between these ideas and Bosco's to hope that between them all we can discover fresh things.


  



  For one thing, Bosco then as Bauwens now believe(d) that connecting all forces for good, for-benefit, is crucial to the enterprise. Of course Bosco was interested almost solely in saving poor and abandoned young people, wherever they could be found in the world, and did so through not-for-profit (or better, through for-benefit) institutions. Bauwens is partly interested in promoting networks and business models for the for-profit institutions that can save a world's economy from the almost lemming-like path of destruction it is currently on, but that fundamental difference does not vitiate the possibility of interesting commonality. I find it interesting that Bauwens has turned to Roger Hart's 'Ladder of Young People's Participation' model as one idea for informing his new economic approach.


  



  Anyone who knows the 'home, school, church, playground' model of Bosco's and how young people were seen as protagonists in their own future, but in close partnership with adults, will immediately empathise with the 'ladder':


  [image: graphics4]


  Peer Production


  Free and Open Source Software is just one element in an emerging social and economic ecosystem involving what up till now has been considered just the consumer. Bauwens finds he needs some new words to describe his concepts, but they are words I can identify with easily enough. For example, this book has been put together in a completely open way from beginning to end, including the final production process (Lulu.com). So I could be described not as a 'producer' with all the baggage that carries with it, but as a 'prod-user', productive user, if you wish, or just go ahead and spell it 'produser' (Fine for English, but it will cause problems in other languages!). Perhaps more serviceable will be Bauwen's other newly coined term: end-maker, as distinct from end-user.


  The point is that I am demanding an active say in the end-product, and the peer to peer dynamics that are emerging in this networked society in today's digital world have already brought me into not just virtual but physical contact with, say, Michel and GianMarco, around common interests. We met on the Net, but it did not stay that way. The digital world with all it offers, which includes new social resources, people, has also offered me ideas, techniques for producing this work which I hope is something of value.


  I already have the experience that a previously published work, simply placed in open fashion on the World Wide Web, drew sufficient interest for a major international conference on free software to be substantially funded by an interested partner whose interest (and funding) was sparked by that book. The translation of that work into another language also came through the same virtual set of circumstances and in that case too (I am speaking of two translators) we met physically in another part of the world while dealing with topics of common interest. I have little doubt that these experiences are multiplied in many cases today. This 'economy' did not set out to be a capitalist, market-driven effort. What has resulted (and in some ways this book now being written is also a result) is, though, of value. One commentator has called this 'ethical economy'; Michel Bauwens simply calls it peer to peer production.


  Bauwens maintains that this kind of distributed network infrastructure that I have been hinting at in concrete, personal terms, which results in bottom-up, self-organised dynamics, will profoundly change not only our economy but also our civilisation. It is this transformational element in his thinking which I find so attractive.


  The Salesian Family re-interpreted as an ethical economy


  The Salesian Family now consists of 26 official groups, the core groups being the three directly founded by Don Bosco himself: one of 16,000, a second of around 14,000 and the third a little harder to count because more loosely organised but estimated to be around 240,000. The remaining 20 groups range from a few hundred members to several thousand per group. The groups are autonomous but share an identifiable common spirit and recognise a single 'father' known by the rather quaint term 'Rector Major' (which has a simple linguistic explanation, in fact, as a form transliterated many years ago from Italian) who is a guarantee of unity in this spirit. We have already made reference to the core element in this spirit, the Preventive System, not just with its three key words of reasons, religion, loving-kindness, but with all the value and by now inculturated practice it entails.


  While retaining the autonomy that each group has, this Salesian Family is now being called even more forthrightly to act together under its common charter and common mission statement, on behalf of young people who are poor and at risk in every corner of the globe. It talks about 'synergy in mission', about 'greater visibility'; it has a range of means and structures for achieving these ends – and is open to new ones. I suggest that such a 'family' with such an important mission relating to education and evangelisation, might benefit powerfully from the kind of digital world it now exists in, and even see this effort as peer to peer production, an ethical economy with all that this implies, if we can spell out the implications.


  The language of such a family as the Salesian Family, with its tradition rooted in Catholic Piedmont of the 19th Century, will undoubtedly be very different to that of the Peer to Peer Foundation, but one has little difficulty in seeing connections. Put the following comment of Bauwen's, in a recent interview (Cosma Orsi, Italy) next to a passage from 1 Corinthians, for example:


  



  In our encounter with other human beings we both look for difference, and for affinity. The difference is what enriches us and what is common unites us. We know from each other that we contribute to widely different projects. Each person therefore needs to be honoured for his/her unique mix of skills and contributions, and deserves a general income for his contribution to social wealth, which he produces through the very fact of being alive and to be always-already related.


  -----------


  Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit. And there are varieties of ministries, and the same Lord. There are varieties of effects, but the same God who works all things in all persons. But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit or the common good. (1 Cor 12:4-7)


  



  However, what might the Salesian Family do differently, in order to achieve its vision, as a result of learning from the approaches of this 'ethical economy'?


  Doing things differently


  One thing members of this family will recognise is that they have to get better at working together. Or “in slightly more complex terminology: From a recognition of equipotentiality to a practice of coliberation” as Bauwens puts it. Improvement in engaging in peer to peer relationships is dependent on the ability of all. There will be elements of technological infrastructure in this but also modes of organisation, ways of stimulating certain social processes.


  One of the challenges is to help a 'family' that has grown up within the overall structures of religious life within the Catholic Church to understand and apply understandings from other forms of social organisation. It always needs to be something mutual, especially if we are talking about forms of organisation which come loosely under the heading of the peer to peer philosophy. This philosophy believes in such mutuality. The Salesian Family has a core concept and clear goal, both of which are clearly enunciated, with 150 years of successful practice behind them. Its 'preventive' approach is a contribution it can make to the wider world, its understanding of what it calls 'animation' as a way of expressing its preventive approach is a contribution, especially for the way that animation is expressed in relationships between eductor and educand. But this 'family' can also learn something from the very world it is active in and desirous of transforming.


  Networks grammar


  Network is more than a buzzword; networks are the language of our time. We live in a world of networks but oddly do not always know their language. The Salesian Family uses the right kind of network terminology but does it fully understand its grammar? At least let's try to work out which might be the verbs, the nouns and – appropriately – the connecting function words! At that point we will have some sort of network grammar to improve the way the family works together.


  The most important networks of our time are communication ones, and the shift from one-to-many to many-to-many. Conversations going all ways. Barack Obama like no other has proven the value of this for organising, fundraising and communicating. There is a lesson to be learned from this. We may need to study the phenomena further though to learn the precise lessons; how messages are communicated and spread horizontally across the networks – how to insert oneself into conversations (including conversations we did not start but wish to influence) without being able to, or even wanting to control them.


  We live in a world which demands transparency, and networks bring that about; it's very hard to keep secrets in networks! And which of us has not done the unthinkable by mis-sending an email, for example. I don't mind telling this story against myself, but you can imagine the embarrassment when one midnight, after receiving the umpteenth draft of a copy of regulations from an Apostolic Nuncio (Papal diplomatic representation – like an ambassador) for a large umbrella organisation he had a right to comment on, I got so annoyed as the secretary of that organisation by his comments on a missing comma here and a full stop there that I wrote a stinging email about 'the silly old so-an-so to the organisation's president. At least I thought I did. I accidentally hit the 'return' link and sent the email to the silly old so-and-so himself! In olden days that would have put one into the Tower of London or, in my case, Castel Sant'Angelo. The story had a happy ending, thanks to an Irishman with a sense of humour and forgiveness. He recognised I'd sent it in ire and past the witching hour, and simply deleted it, then had the good grace to tell me that.


  A degree of technical/technolgical knowledge is imperative in today's networks. Unfortunately, some people see this almost as an unwarranted imposition on their time or an affront to their integrity – or something. Any collective project working along contemporary networking lines had better ensure some of its members are up to scratch in this area, and throw in a systems manager as well.


  Networks have nodes, and nodes are points at which things branch or interesect. Even if the organisation frequently uses the tree, rather than the computer, as its organisational image (the Salesian Family describes itself along those lines by saying 'the seed became a tree and the tree a forest') trees have nodes! Nodes change the way we look at accountability since a node may be responsible (sending, receiving, forwarding, initiating, interrupting...) to a number of other nodes. Managing this can be a challenge. In fact to take the analogy just a little further the node, especially if it is a 'switch', influences the way power is managed. The logic of network power is not the logic of an hierarchical organisation.


  One of the images I like, and one which fits into the overall pattern of network thinking is the 'community of practice'. The best personal example for me has been the setting up of what is called SDL or Salesian Digital Library. This is a digital repository based on the Greenstone (cf. www.greenstone.org ) open source software. It has become a true community of practice for me, involving, in the first instance, lots of email messages for help, but then gradually responding to others' email messages for help, trying things out, learning and so on and so forth. Communities of practice tend to be informal – alliances, friendships, and they grow, change and adapt as time and circumstances move on. I think the more communities of practice an organisation has, the better will be the effectiveness of that organisation, especially since today's digital culture allows small informal but close-knit groups of this kind to scale up to higher wider levels.


  Mind you, I think the Salesian Family has its own special contribution to make to network theory as well. Fr Jean-Marie Petitclerc, a remarkable Salesian who works with the difficult youth of Paris's and Lyon's 'banlieus' has been so successful as a Salesian 'networker' and has set up such wonderful 'communities of practice' (which he calls 'Valdocco' after the original home-parish-school-playground community of practice in Turin, that the French Government has employed him as special consultant to the Ministry for Housing and Cities. He re-interprets the Preventive System in language his Government can readily understand, also because it sees this reinterpretation in action. 'Alliance' sounds like a great French word, and it works just as well in English – he describes the Preventive System as a 'pedagogy of alliance', where the young are not mere recipients but partners. Don Bosco used to love to say, sometimes in the middle of a game, “I need to discuss something with you...”. He called it the 'Word in the Ear' technique. Petitclerc goes on to talk about this art and practice as “identifying the space of proper distance and proximity”. He is talking about the adult dealing with the child, but the point is equally valid if we transfer it into network, node, language.


  Human Rights and a Salesian community of practice


  At a recent Congress bringing together not only many official members of the Salesian Family but others who work with the Salesian Family in the area of human rights, it was concluded that the language of Human Rights “offers the preventive system new frontiers and opportunities for dialogue and networking with other bodies with a view to identifying and removing the causes of injustice, iniquity and violence....an effective response to the drama of modern humanity's rupture between education and society, the divide between school and citizenship”.


  This language of human rights very much involves peer to peer concepts, including the technological infrastructure that goes with it. Apart from the already functioning and constantly developing media structures belonging to the Salesian Family (ANS news Agency, the www.sdb.org website operating as a portal listing currently over 800 Salesian sites, several TV stations many radio stations, one web-TV, audiovisual, graphic and print production in dozens of languages), there are newer ventures, some of these very directly focused on Human Rights and involving open source technology. It is worth mentioning, in this context, www.dobosco-humanrights.org, which is managed by GianMarco Schiesaro. It takes seriously the idea that the Net can be an instrument of education and training, running e-learning based on the Preventive System as it is applied in 130 nations, bringing together best practice, and does so with relatively simple but fully open technology. Its aim is to empower individuals and communities to act, to communicate, to build.


  One issue associated with the communications structures just indicated, is that with so many websites and communications structures that are Internet-related, more could be done to develop this area of activity as a community of practice in its own right. Recently in Ecuador I met with some 30 webmasters from the various schools, university campuses and other Salesian Centres, and encouraged them to link amongst themselves, to develop, effectively, a community of practice which took into account their identity, mission and technical possibilities. It would be good to see a similar effort in many other parts of the world, enabling greater synergy amongst this extensive and influential group.


  An earlier Salesian leader, Fr Juan Vecchi, had told its members, with regard to communication in the Salesian mission, that “this is not a task for experts, but a task for everybody; experts are welcome because they help in collaborative work, but everybody has a role to play. If we talk of means and new technologies, this is because we are concerned with culture and quality of life in building a more equitable and fraternal society35. If finding community-building talent is the single most precious resource in the modern world, as one international management guru has said36 then the Salesian Family is well on the way to offering that.


  


  Chapter 8: Preventive System


  What is the Preventive System?


  This final chapter is by way of an appendix. There has been frequent mention of the Preventive System through these pages, and a reader who has little or no association with that system will need at least a general explanation of what it is about and how it could have some bearing on the many issues covered in this book. So let me try.


  Its initiator, at least for the way his followers understand and employ the Preventive System, is Don Bosco, one of the outstanding educators of a turbulent period in European history, the 19th century in what we now know simply as 'Italy', but which then was a collection of kingdoms and duchies and principalities. To travel from Turin to Rome, which he did on several occasions, Don Bosco needed a passport!


  To put things in a nutshell, this same Don Bosco ('Don Bosco' being the equivalent to 'Father Bosco' in English) found himself in a city which summed up everything that was good and bad about the industrial revolution – good for the development and opportunities it offered but bad for the effect, particularly, on families and especially on young people. The city was swamped with young people coming in from the countryside looking for work, not finding it, and falling prey to every imaginable social problem. In his own time and in his own way (he started out by visiting the juvenile detention centres in the city), Don Bosco saw this as a problem of 'irreligion' but far, far more. He understood the human toll, its effects on civilisation as he knew it and saw it happening, and his heart went out to the defenceless young.


  I think it is important to understand that what he eventually characterised as his 'preventive system' has two essential sources: one was his own family life and his mother's way of handling it, and the other was the social context where 'prevention' was already under discussion as perhaps the only way to reverse the social degradation that was apparent in many of the big and ever-increasing cities of Europe. So Don Bosco did not invent preventive education. Instead he infused that kind of thinking with a complex of attitudes and practical approaches that soon saw his multipurpose settings (hence the family, parish, school, playground model) on demand throughout Europe and, during his lifetime, in Latin America. The first generation followers then found themselves equally in demand in Asia and elsewhere in the world.


  His mother's way of handling it


  The reality is that the young John Bosco's family life was not perfect. His father, a widower already with a son, who married an extraordinary young women called Margaret Occhiena, had died young. The 'blended family' was not entirely harmonious. Margaret, a wise woman, was a 'single mum' responsible for the family and the farm, and 'family' also meant the in-laws. John and his stepbrother did not get on – the former idealistic and the latter a farmer on whom the entire practical burden of bread-winning had fallen. We are lucky enough to have John Bosco's own reflections on this situation (he was no mean writer) and one already sees the inklings of networking, team approach especially in individual encounters which he reports on. It seems that from a very young age he gathered people of his own age and these very gatherings attracted others older than him. He worked instinctively with teams. By age 12 he was already using all the tricks in the trade to brighten up the lives of fellow farmhands; 'tricks' in the literal sense as he wandered the local town streets watching the jugglers and acrobats, copying their skills and learning them to an extraordinary degree – and his mother, who might well have had her doubts about both the street wandering and the tricks, backed him wisely but with sound advice when not everything went according to plan.


  In his late teens he was using similar skills, but now with much more maturity and purpose, forever creating teams (one he called 'the Happy Company' for want of a better translation). Once an adult and with all the required academic preparation for his work and ministry, he was by then determined that he would do whatever had to be done to ensure that Turin's youth would have a better future. He sought colleagues in every direction. He came to the attention of everyone from the King to the poor kid in prison, riled politicians because he was clearly more successful than they were with some of their 'problem kids', and more substantial, to the point where they either tried to remove him, or set out to directly help him. And all the time his mother was in the background not, by this stage as a doting mother clinging to her son, but because he invited her to leave the farm and pitch in to help look after the hundreds of youngsters now dependent on him.


  The social context


  Bosco really comes to the fore when we see him in his social context. Eventually asked about his 'system', he once exclaimed, 'My system? I don't know how to describe it myself!'. But bit by bit he managed to do so, by handing it on in 'rough draft' experiential form to some of the older kids who decided to stay with him and follow through with what he had done for them by doing it for others. He was aware of the discussion at every level about 'prevention', but did not see it happening, so he made it happen for at least as many as he could.


  Bosco focused on the four areas we have already mentioned in this book. He saw family as the basic unit and set of dynamics, a place of welcome, respect, where love rather than fear ruled. His 'parish' was by all descriptions nothing of the kind! In fact the local parish priests in Turin (not all fortunately – he had several very much on side from the beginning) were upset that 'their kids' were congregating in the most unchurchlike place imaginable on Turin's outskirts, a cabbage patch not far from the red light district. Bosco simply pointed out that 'their kids' were very definitely not frequenting any of the official churches. It was a case of like it or lump it. They didn't like it, so they had to lump it. It wasn't long before most parishes throughout Italy had adopted an 'oratory' à la Don Bosco!


  Of course, as a Catholic priest, Don Bosco saw sacramental life as a key factor in his understanding of 'parish'. Maybe we could see these sacraments as the 'software of salvation'. I would not like to be held too tightly to a theological explanation of that image but it kind of works! We should not be too quick to write off sacraments as ritual, as if that is all they were. The sacraments, at least as I was brought up to understand and administer them, continue the actions of Jesus Christ. Think of the child with five loaves and two fishes. Jesus took, blessed, broke and gave. That's sacrament at its core. It teaches a genuine abundance (which came out of a genuine scarcity on that occasion!), and that when things are shared there is enough for all. The economy on that occasion got transformed, but not by market rules. All the sacraments remind us of those kinds of things about life and Bosco used those reminders with great enthusiasm and effect.


  Where school was concerned, Bosco just hopped in and did his best, bringing the new experience of evening and Sunday classes to Turin, working with developing technology of his time. He taught ragamuffins a 'tree to paper' process that won him second prize in an international exhibition in print production – he was chagrined about the second prize, noting that the authorities simply could not bring themselves to awarding a rag-bag bunch of street kids what they truly deserved: global recognition. One feels he would have rejoiced in the possibilities of the Internet which can pit mendicants against Murdoch today, so long as the former have a computer and, of course, free, open source software!


  The playground was the tour de force of his efforts though, and possibly the best of the settings for understanding his work in terms of today's digital, networking culture. It was in this environment that he made it so clear that invitation, personal example and encouragement were the processes that would work also for the other environments. It was here that he developed a peer to peer approach and used, again, every trick in the book to employ that approach. He had older boys mentoring younger ones. His playground had young 'monitors' of every description, all shown by example how to 'animate' an activity, not by controlling it but by encouraging, suggesting, creating opportunities and so forth. He explained to people how supervision and discipline were necessary but only achieved as a collaborative project.


  Bosco's 'good Christian, honest citizen' referred to earlier in this book not only stayed with him in its core details and gradually expanded in its vision as he expanded his work 'to the ends of the earth' (which included Punta Arenas in his own day), but was then taken up and developed over the long history of his followers until today. It is interesting to note a description of this understanding from a small work by the Irish Province in 2007, which puts it thus:


  We are thus urged to look at the 'we' as well as the 'I' as we strive to become men and women for and with others. As we begin to develop our:


  Communication


  Listening


  Assertiveness


  Participatory skills


  we experience what it means to be a good citizen by doing.


  The passage then goes on to point out how a move from values to action can be enhanced by establishing such things as peer mentoring systems, partnership forums, task groups. All of this language of today's interpretation of the Preventive System is consonant with peer to peer philosophy. What I'd called value-added!


  The Preventive System today vis-a-vis the hacker of today


  I began this book by linking 'hacker' and 'heaven'. One of the questions left hanging towards the end of the first chapter was whether or not 'heaven' can inform the world of the 'hacker' in some way. Now, in the context of the Preventive System, is the time to try to answer that question.


  The shift that has gone on in patterns of human relationships via communications is one that the young in particular are part of. Indeed, while adults see the 'shift' because they have lived longer, the young simply take it as normal – in due course they will reflect on other shifts as things change and they grow older. The 'hacker' is not the only symbol of the changes, but it is the one we have been working with in this book. There are fonts of human and divine wisdom available in our world via age-old religious traditions. These religious traditions learn to speak to the contemporary age, albeit slowly at times, but that slowness is understandable. Bringing the weight of long human experience, divine revelation where that is claimed, to fast moving developments, can be a tricky business.


  The Preventive System is firmly anchored in the Christian, Catholic tradition, and is a living body of experience and practice which has already demonstrated its flexibility and adaptability to the contemporary world and hundreds of living cultures. It is also focused on the young, on formative adult-young relationships. It is not afraid to use 'heaven' in its language and as a goal of its action. By all these accounts, then, it is well placed to inform the world of the hacker as we have described that term in these pages.


  If the Preventive System is about communication and understanding, developing connections, dialogue, friendship – and it is, in the context of family, church, school and playground, then it has something to say to the digital generation.


  In his World Communications Day message for 2009, Pope Benedict XVI, who despite his age is showing himself to be every bit the impressive digital immigrant, has this to say:


  The desire for connectedness and the instinct for communication that are so obvious in contemporary culture are best understood as modern manifestations of the basic and enduring propensity of humans to reach beyond themselves and to seek communion with others. In reality, when we open ourselves to others, we are fulfilling our deepest need and becoming more fully human. Loving is, in fact, what we are designed for by our Creator. Naturally, I am not talking about fleeting, shallow relationships, I am talking about the real love that is at the very heart of Jesus’ moral teaching: "You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength" and "You must love your neighbour as yourself" (cf. Mk 12:30-31). In this light, reflecting on the significance of the new technologies, it is important to focus not just on their undoubted capacity to foster contact between people, but on the quality of the content that is put into circulation using these means. I would encourage all people of good will who are active in the emerging environment of digital communication to commit themselves to promoting a culture of respect, dialogue and friendship.37


  Those final three nouns are crucial to the Preventive System too, and must be for today's hacker, I suggest: respect, dialogue and freedom. In this context respect is about respect for the dignity of human beings, dialogue is understood as something that can take place also within cyberspace, but genuine dialogue which is ultimately about seeking the true, the good and the beautiful. Friendship has been given a renewed impetus in digital terms, but is more than just contact and 'virtual'. Nor is it just about having established contact, but is really about nurturing other human beings or being nurtured by them. 'Friendship', says Pope Benedict, 'is one of the noblest achievements of human culture'.


  The Preventive System is not only about raising young people in a certain atmosphere, giving them solid values for life; it is also about urging them to responsibility for society ('Good Christians, uprights citizens', remember). Pope Benedict now uses a term that young people will identify with instinctively – instead of talking generically about contribution to society, he asks them to 'take on responsibility for the evangelisation of this digital continent'. I note that quite often in the world of digital exchange, especially amongst people closely involved with technology, software, the word 'evangelise' is in frequent use. Of course, it has been borrowed in quite recent times from the Church. The Pope does well, I believe, to bring it straight back to its proper context. And if anyone is going to be able to carry out this task in the 'digital continent', it is going to be today's digital native and hacker.
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