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Digital technologists are coding the world of our immediate future. Digital commoners 
are a subset of digital technologists who aim to expand the spheres of life held in 
common, strengthen mutual aid, and create the conditions for shared participation 
in power. Relying on an understanding of technologists as activists, of technology 
as a movement, and of digital code as constitutional design, we analyze the digital 
commoners and their movement. Relying on a theory of the constitutive powers of 
digital technology in the areas of design, affordance, and sovereignty, we examine 
platform cooperatives, peer production systems, data sovereignty initiatives, and 
digital governance platforms, and analyze how these initiatives align with broader 
movements for system change. We argue that digital commoners are producing 
the elements of a digital commonwealth, a new form of democratic economic 
polity. Finally, we call on scholars and academic institutions to intervene and 
support digital commoning efforts, amplifying technologists’ capacity to code 
the future toward shared goals.
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1 Introduction

Digital technologists are coding the world inhabited by the people of the 21st century. 
Among the internet-using majority, nearly half of waking hours are devoted to online media 
(Kemp, 2023). The formal global digital economy now comprises approximately 15% of gross 
world product (GWP) (Haar, 2023), with digitally-enabled platforms expected to generate 70% 
of new economic value over the 2020s (World Economic Forum, 2024). Nearly every 
subsystem of our world system—agricultural, artistic, ecological, educational, energy, 
governmental, health, legal, media, military, research, service, and transportation— is being 
reconstituted through digitalization.

The digital code for our world is not writing itself. At least, not as yet. Instead, rules 
determining much of our near future are being written by people with particular visions, goals, 
strategies, and understandings. This is a constitutional moment in which major technology 
corporations and state actors are primary drafters of a digitalized future. Our research, 
however, concerns a different set of constitutional authors: Technologists whose efforts aim to 
expand the spheres of life held in common, strengthen mutual aid, and create the conditions 
for shared participation in power. In short, they wish to grow the commons, build solidarity, 
and deepen democracy. These digital commoners are building systems for participatory 
planning, social ownership, and decentralized governance, coding a future where technology 
serves democracy and equity. Through platform cooperatives, participatory governance 
systems, and decentralized digital infrastructures, they are coding alternatives to centralized 
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corporate control. We want to understand how their labor relates to 
the design of future society.

Our investigation of digital commoners emerges from our work 
with the Digital Commonwealth Project (DCP), an initiative of Next 
System Studies at George Mason University. Next System Studies 
investigate the relationships between systemic crises, system design, 
systemic movements, and the process of system change. As public 
sociologists engaged in Next System Studies and concerned with 
digital technology, we join other scholars of digital governance, social 
movements, constitutional change, and the political economy of 
technology in moving beyond observation to intervention, believing 
that academic institutions should work to bridge technical innovation 
and social transformation. This positionality and these commitments 
inform the framework elaborated here.

In the next part of this article, part 2, we  introduce 
conceptualizations of technologists as activists, of technology as a 
form of movement, and of digital coding as a form of constitutionalism. 
Centering the agency of technologists and the historicity of 
technologization allows us to turn in parts 3 and 4 to a theorization of 
the constitutive powers of digital technology and of the practice of 
digital constitutionalism. Paying attention to the constitutive powers 
of design, affordance, and sovereignty, we  argue, allows us to 
understand digital commoners as constitutional authors. In part 5, 
we  analyze the efforts of digital commoners to create platform 
cooperatives, peer production systems, data sovereignty and digital 
rights initiatives, and digital governance platforms, each an important 
element for creating a digital commons. Then, with part 6, we describe 
how these, when linked with elements produced by the closely-related 
solidarity economy, municipalist, just transition, abolitionist, and 
democracy movements, enable the emergence of an alternative vision 
for reorganizing society that challenges both state-centric and 
corporate-driven technofuturist paradigms. As described in parts 8 
and 9, we identify this alternative as a digital commonwealth, an 
economic political system where communities design digital 
technology to organize economic relations, embed democratic 
governance, and enhance collective wellbeing (Manski and Manski, 
2018; Hanna et al., 2020). We conclude in part 10 with an argument 
for the necessity of thoughtful and purposive academic intervention. 
We believe that academic scholars and institutions should step into 
the work of digital commoning to help technologists integrate more 
effectively with the broader social movement toward shared goals.

2 Technologists as activists, 
technology as a movement, code as 
constitution

An activist is someone who has made the decision to take part in 
changing society; instead of simply living an ordinary life, the activist 
steps into the extraordinary work of making history (Flacks, 1988). A 
movement is collective action toward shared goals for changing 
society; when this action is directed toward a freer society for more 
people, it is described as a social movement (Touraine, 1988; Buechler, 
2000). These definitions are drawn from the work of social movement 
scholars, and our approach to studying technological change draws 
significantly from social movement theory. For the purpose of our 
study, a technologist is a form of activist working for societal change, 
and technology itself is a form of movement.

Various scholars explain movements as responses to opportunities, 
threats, and other changes in the structure of society (McAdam et al., 
2001; Tarrow, 2011) or as processes through which individuals come 
together on the basis of shared identities to engage in social conflict 
(Diani, 1992; Melucci, 1998; Flesher Fominaya, 2010). However, 
technologists are not merely responding to short-term changes in 
external conditions. Their work reflects a more strategic collective 
praxis aimed at reshaping societal systems (Taylor, 2000; Barker et al., 
2013; Manski, 2019; Kioupkiolis, 2022). Rather than accepting a 
reductionist notion of technological determinism, which assumes that 
technology autonomously drives social and economic change (Bimber, 
1990), we view technologists as strategic actors who are intentionally 
shaping technology to challenge entrenched power structures and 
reconfigure the world (Rozas et  al., 2021; Scholz, 2023). While 
technology conditions the available pathways of movements, 
movements also shape the trajectory of technology (Mattoni, 2013; 
Flesher Fominaya and Gillan, 2017).

The decision to describe technologists as “a form of activist” relies 
on the recognition that there are different types of activists—student, 
youth, Indigenous, women’s, labor, LGBTQ+, among many others. All 
share in common their conscious agency engaged in the work of social 
change, yet each brings different knowledge, positional power, 
resources, and skillsets to their particular activism. However, just as 
not all students are activists, not all technologists consciously engage 
in the task of making history; what concerns us are the extraordinary 
actions of technologists who consciously produce technology in order 
to produce societal change, often embedding their visions and 
priorities into their creations (Scholz and Schneider, 2017).

Thomas Paine, the 18th century radical democrat, internationalist, 
and revolutionary, saw his design of the iron bridge as more than a feat 
of engineering; it was a political intervention aimed at strengthening 
the geographic and cultural unity of the nascent republic in the 
United States (Gray, 2016). Similarly, Marie Curie’s pioneering work 
in radioactivity was guided by humanist values, reflecting a 
commitment to improving the human condition and challenging 
prevailing social hierarchies (Zarevich, 2022). In contrast, Herman 
Hollerith’s mechanical tabulator, while a technical breakthrough, was 
designed to be  used to categorize populations based on eugenic 
criteria, demonstrating how technology can reinforce harmful 
ideologies through seemingly neutral technical processes (Black, 2012; 
Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva, 2008).

These examples highlight the multiple valences of technological 
innovations and help clarify that technological change is, at least in 
part, produced ideologically. Technologists like Robert Owen, who 
integrated his political views into his experiments with community 
formation, pioneered social innovations that shaped labor rights and 
the cooperative movement (Podmore, 1905; Miliband, 1954; Gray, 
2016). The rivalry between Nikola Tesla and Thomas Edison, often 
framed as the “War of Currents,” exemplifies how differing strategic 
commitments—radical versus incremental—can shape technological 
development (Bijker et al., 2012).

Note that the strategic commitments of technologists as 
technologists are toward particular visions of technology. This is what 
we  mean when we  write that “technology is a movement.” For 
technologists, technology in itself is a good and technological progress 
(however that is understood) is a primary goal. It must be said that the 
movement of technology is autonomous from other kinds of 
movements in society (e.g., social, national, religious, authoritarian) 
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even as it relates to and overlaps with them. In this, we  are in 
agreement with Charles Tilly that each kind of movement articulates 
an essentially distinct type of politics (Tilly and Wood, 2020). And 
we  take from Eyerman and Jamison the understanding that 
movements are “actually constituted by the cognitive praxis that is 
entailed in the articulation of their historical projects,” and that, “the 
actual types of knowledge that a social movement articulates or is 
interested in obviously varies from movement to movement” 
(Eyerman and Jamison, 2007).

For social movements generally, and for the broad social 
movement of history, the movement’s cognitive praxis is oriented 
toward creating the conditions for universal human flourishing 
through the socialization of daily life (Touraine, 1981; Wright, 2010). 
To the extent that a movement is oriented toward the express 
articulation of system design, it is engaged in constitutionalism 
(Manski, 2020). Different movement forms may intersect. Thus, a 
movement may be  religious and social; it may be  national and 
authoritarian; it may be  technological and constitutional. For us, 
therefore, digital constitutionalism is a practice around digital 
technology that is oriented toward next system design.

The history of the development of the internet epitomizes 
technology’s constitutional capacities. While now dominated by 
corporate interests, networked computing originated with 
J.C.R. Licklider’s vision of technology serving democratic exchange 
and collective intelligence (Pelkey et al., 2022). Licklider advocated 
for demilitarizing research and foresaw many of the key 
developments we now associate with the digital age, including cloud 
computing, artificial intelligence, and the political implications of 
networked computing (Dertouzos and Moses, 1979; Licklider, 
1963). The displacement of his vision by an internet increasingly 
dominated by global corporations occurred in constitutional 
contests over technical standards, protocols, and governance 
structures. The battle to determine the internet’s technical standards 
and protocols was ultimately won by the Cisco, AT&T, IBM, 
Netscape, and Microsoft corporations (Pelkey et al., 2022; Monsees 
et al., 2023).

Today’s digital infrastructure signifies that constitutional victory, 
yet it also remains contested terrain where alternative constitutional 
visions persist (Wolfson, 2014). Indeed, digital technologists and 
activists continue to reclaim spaces for expression of their values and 
priorities (Mattoni, 2013). They are designing and implementing 
technologies that challenge the centralized control of information, 
allowing communities to assert authority over digital resources, and 
generating collective identity and solidarity among users and 
developers (Diani, 2000; Bauwens et  al., 2019). In these cases, 
technologists often join with broad social movements. In particular, 
technologists are aligning with the long-building cooperative 
movement and with the much newer solidarity economy movement 
(Gordon Nembhard, 2021; Scholz, 2023; Papadimitropoulos and 
Malamidis, 2024). As we will describe in depth further in this article, 
coders are working with other activists to build alternatives to the 
extractive business models of corporate tech giants. Platform 
cooperatives, constructed as alternatives to platform capitalism (e.g., 
Amazon, Alphabet Inc., Uber), enable workers and users to collectively 
own and govern the digital platforms they rely on (Scholz, 2023). 
Building these new digital systems contributes not only to 
technological innovation but also to the democratization of social and 
economic relations, tending, we  believe, to a new form of 

commonwealth (Manski and Manski, 2018; Bühler et  al., 2023; 
Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024).

And that is the intent of these coders. They are deliberately writing 
the rules for a new society directly into the digital worlds they code. 
As such, they are constitutional authors. Where the 18th century saw 
the first triumphs of political constitutionalism, and the 19th and 20th 
centuries saw the emergence of economic and societal forms of 
constitutionalism, the 21st is experiencing the rise of digital 
constitutionalism (Teubner, 2010; Teubner and Golia, 2023). Here, the 
ordering and internal relations of an entire system is articulated in and 
enacted from programming protocols and code (De Gregorio and 
Radu, 2022).

3 The constitutive powers of digital 
technology

Digital technology is fundamentally reconfiguring the conditions 
of social life, from communication, law, and governance, to identity, 
exchange, and community. It possesses constitutive powers that define 
and organize the relationships between people, beings, and things. 
While these powers originate through the agency of technologists and 
historical movements, once enacted they exert their own autonomous 
force. As such, they warrant analysis. We  identify three types of 
constitutive powers of digital technology: design, affordance, and 
sovereignty. Analyzing these powers illuminates how digital 
technology is reshaping the world and provides a framework for 
understanding its constitutional role. We  believe that design, 
affordance, and sovereignty appear in all forms of constitutional 
action. However, as compared to classical constitutionalism, where 
there is usually a significant gap between formal and substantive law 
(which is to say, between the “law as text” and the “law in action”), the 
immediacy of digital code to material relations makes the empirical 
study of digital constitutionalism highly accessible.

Design is the deliberate articulation of relationships between 
people, beings, things, and systems. In digital contexts, design 
decisions determine who can access technology, how it can be used, 
and how power flows through it. Design channels and stabilizes 
possibilities while enabling new ones. It also reflects intentionality, 
which shifts the focus from merely regulating technology to using 
technology as a tool for reconfiguring social relations and creating 
new systems of governance.

When technologists design digital platforms and systems, they 
encode specific values, principles, and power relations into technical 
architectures (Winner, 1980; Dafermos and Söderberg, 2009; Pazaitis 
et al., 2022; Della Porta et al., 2022). This encoding process is explicitly 
constitutional; it establishes basic rules that shape interaction and 
institution formation.

The political significance of digital design can be seen well at scale: 
When transnational corporations like Google and Meta design their 
platforms, they create governance structures that, while formally 
private, perform traditionally public functions. These design choices 
constitute new forms of authority that often bypass traditional 
democratic processes (Zuboff, 2019; Birch, 2023). Conversely, the 
architecture of Wikipedia embodies principles of openness and 
collaboration. Its design allows anyone to contribute and edit, 
decentralizing knowledge production and challenging traditional 
hierarchies (Dafermos, 2020).
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Affordance refers to the capabilities and actions enabled through 
a technology’s design. The concept originated in the work of perceptual 
psychologist Gibson (1986), but it was Donald Norman, a product 
designer and engineer, who popularized the notion of material 
“affordance” in the context of human-computer interaction (Norman, 
2001). Affordances refer to how the internal structure of an object 
makes possible, and thus “affords,” particular uses. Technological 
affordances can be defined as a “type of action or a characteristic of 
actions that a technology enables through its design” (Earl and 
Kimport, 2011, p. 132).

The uses and products of a particular technology are conditioned 
by external forces, and thus, contingent. Yet emerging from their 
material structure, technologies possess their own autonomous 
power invoking specific uses and what they produce (Leonardi, 2012; 
Robey et al., 2012). The debate over affordance as a constitutive power 
is informative. One school of thought believes human agency is 
constrained by what people believe technology makes possible; 
another argues that the most crucial aspect of technology is how 
users put it into practice (Orlikowski, 2007). Still others remind us 
that technologies often possess affordances unplanned by their 
designers (Bimber, 1990). When technology and social structures 
interlock, a process of “imbrication” occurs, where the material 
agency of technology and the agency of human beings overlap 
(Leonardi, 2011). As technology mediates human action, it 
transforms social relations and materially alters the world (Cardullo 
et al., 2019).

Digital technology possesses affordances that mediate social 
relations and invoke particular uses, enabling new forms of agency 
(Earl and Kimport, 2011; Leonardi, 2012; Robey et al., 2012). For 
example, open-source platforms like GitHub provide affordances for 
collaborative software development, enabling technologists from 
around the world to contribute to shared projects (O’Neil et al., 2021). 
These affordances democratize access to technological tools, 
promoting innovation and collective problem-solving. But affordances 
can either constrain or enable democratic participation, depending on 
their design (Leonardi, 2011; Cardullo et  al., 2019). Proprietary 
software and closed platforms limit user customization and lock 
communities into specific ecosystems, reducing their autonomy. The 
affordances of surveillance technologies, such as facial recognition 
systems, can reinforce authoritarian control and erode privacy rights, 
demonstrating the dual-edged nature of technological affordances 
(Cardullo et al., 2019).

Sovereignty refers to the receiving of general recognition of 
exclusive domain, and therefore, the related capacity to establish the 
rules for a particular field of action. In digital contexts, sovereignty is 
about who holds authority over digital infrastructures and how power 
is exercised. Sovereignty is often treated as a stable fact, yet there are 
always processes and movements underway that call sovereignty into 
question (Manski and Manski, 2018).

Historically, sovereignty was associated closely with different 
forms of state authority, and technological change was associated with 
changes in the organization of society and the form of the state (Marx, 
2024). Thus, by the 18th century, the Western adoption of the printing 
press had enabled the spread of republican ideology and the rise of 
popular sovereignty (Young, 2006; Cameron, 2013). In the 19th 
century, steam engines and steel technology made possible the giant 
railroad corporations that secured for themselves a radically different 
relationship between corporate capital and the state (La Follette, 1897; 

Grossman and Adams, 1993). And in the 20th century, nuclear 
technology enabled a new geopolitical sovereign in the world system - 
the superpower - even as the AK-47 multiplied the insurgencies that 
undermined superpower hegemonies.

The development of digital technology in the 21st century is 
producing what appear to be contradictory forms of sovereignty. On 
the one hand, state and corporate surveillance capabilities have 
expanded dramatically, creating new challenges for collective 
economic rights and digital rights. The integration of artificial 
intelligence with surveillance systems enables unprecedented 
monitoring of social activity (Reich et al., 2021). Governments and 
corporations around the world have adopted advanced surveillance 
technologies to monitor and control populations, often under the 
guise of national security or public health.

Yet other innovations in digital technology have fragmented 
traditional forms of state sovereignty, enabling communities, workers, 
and networked users to assert authority over critical systems. 
Distributed ledger technologies such as Blockchain and Holochain 
introduce the possibility of decentralized governance, where authority 
is distributed across a network rather than concentrated in a single 
entity (Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024). Similarly, 
Indigenous data sovereignty movements assert control over digital 
knowledge systems, challenging colonial practices of data extraction 
and exploitation (Walter et al., 2021; Foxworth and Ellenwood, 2023).

4 The practice of digital 
constitutionalism

As we have noted, while written constitutions require independent 
and often elaborate enactment mechanisms, digital code narrows the 
gap between formal and substantive constitutionalism. When digital 
protocols specify how systems operate, those specifications 
immediately shape material behavior. This immediacy makes digital 
constitutional power both more precise and more totalizing than other 
constitutional forms. Technologists and their collaborators specify a 
system design, coders encode that design, new capabilities and actions 
are afforded by the new design, and new configurations of sovereignty 
follow from those affordances (Figure 1).

This is the primary order of operations in digital constitutionalism, 
but there are also other orders of operation. For instance, the exercise 
of sovereign power may facilitate particular kinds of new designs and 
limit others; consider the control that Apple Inc. exercises over its 
operating systems. Or consider a different order of operations: The 
present example of particular affordances may influence later design 
choices; once Indymedia.org demonstrated the power of DIY digital 
media tools, major media corporations like CNN emulated them with 
“citizen reporting” apps such as iReport (Daubs, 2016) (Figure 2).

We developed our theory of the constitutive powers of technology 
in order to explain the significance of the digital commoners and their 
movement. However, we believe that these same constitutive powers 

FIGURE 1

Primary order of operation for constitutionalization: movements and 
constitutive powers.
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are also present in other recognized forms of constitutionalism, 
undertaken on municipal, national republican, regional/subnational, 
regional/continental/hemispheric, transnational/global, economic, 
societal, ecological, or other terrains. Historically, different sets of 
actors have wielded the constitutive powers of design, affordance, and 
sovereignty on these different terrains. Recent scholarship has shown 
that which actors engage in constitutional action on a particular 
terrain, and the degree to which they engage, significantly impacts 
outcomes. National constitutions initiated by social movements and 
drafted and ratified with authentic and inclusive popular participation 
tend to produce more democratic and equitable outcomes (Eisenstadt 
et al., 2017; Manski, 2020). While elite actors often dominate formal 
constitutional processes, transformative constitutional change requires 
the practical experiments and lived alternatives that movements 
generate. Digital constitutionalism thus depends on maintaining 
connection between technical constitutional authors and broader 
movements for social transformation (De Gregorio, 2022).

5 Digital commoners and their 
movement

Digital commoners are those who challenge the prevailing 
structure of the digital economy and seek to build alternative systems 
of technology governance and resource distribution. They are 
technologists, social movement activists, and community leaders who 
challenge the prevailing structures of the digital economy and seek to 
build alternative systems of technology governance and resource 
distribution. As such, they stand at the intersection of the movements 
of technology and of social progress. Unlike technologists whose labor 
falls within the ambit of established corporate or state institutions, 
digital commoners are committed to democratizing technology and 
placing it in the hands of communities (Scholz and Schneider, 2017; 
Dulong de Rosnay and Stalder, 2020). Their constitutional vision 
emphasizes collective ownership, democratic governance, and shared 
technological sovereignty. Through platform cooperatives, peer 
production systems, and community-controlled infrastructures, they 
write rules that aim to redistribute power and reshape economic 
relations (Bauwens et al., 2019; Walter et al., 2021; Gordon Nembhard, 
2021; Bradford, 2023).

The movement of digital commoners encompasses a diverse array 
of actors and initiatives, united by their commitment to building open, 
distributed, and cooperative digital infrastructures. They draw from a 
broad spectrum of traditions, reflecting the multiplicity of approaches 
digital commoners employ to reimagine technology’s role in society 
(Scholz, 2023; O’Neil et  al., 2021). They build on cooperative 
movement practices of collective ownership and democratic 
management; they incorporate solidarity economy principles of 
reciprocity and community benefit. This synthesis of approaches 
reflects their understanding that constitutional transformation 
requires both technical and social innovation.

One of the key projects of digital commoners is the creation of 
open and democratic digital infrastructures that challenge the 
centralized control of technology firms and governments (Hansen and 
Pang, 2023). The digital commons movement emerged from earlier 
experiments in technological democracy. During the 1990s, initiatives 
like Telestreet and Radio Mutiny demonstrated how alternative 
technical infrastructures could support social movements by enabling 
autonomous communication and coordination (Milan, 2016). 
Independent media projects built their own transmitters and 
networks, and Indymedia.org spawned hundreds of autonomous 
collectives around the world (Giraud, 2014; Milan, 2016; Stockwell 
and Manski, 2020). The early 2000s saw this experimentation expand 
through projects like Creative Commons, which developed new legal 
and technical frameworks for managing shared digital resources 
(Dobusch and Quack, 2008; da Rimini, 2010). Moreover, community-
based internet initiatives serve as early examples of how digital 
commoners have sought to reclaim digital resources as public goods, 
aligning with the broader movement for technological sovereignty and 
the creation of civic, social, and digital rights (Cardullo et al., 2019).

Creative Commons helped to establish the digital commons as a 
legitimate space for cultural goods to be shared, used, and repurposed 
by communities worldwide (Dobusch and Quack, 2008; da Rimini, 
2010). This symbolized a growing effort to balance human rights to 
access cultural goods with the need to protect and promote innovation, 
illustrating how digital commoners reshape the boundaries between 
public and private ownership in the digital realm (Dale and 
Kyle, 2016).

What distinguishes digital commoners as constitutional actors is 
their systematic engagement with technology’s constitutive powers. 
Their design practices deliberately encode democratic principles and 
cooperative relationships into technical architectures. They create 
affordances that enable collective governance and resource sharing. 
Through these efforts, they assert new forms of sovereignty that 
challenge both corporate and state control over digital systems.

The movement operates through multiple, overlapping initiatives 
that together constitute elements of an alternative economic system. 
Platform cooperatives establish democratic ownership over digital 
infrastructure. Peer production communities develop new models of 
collaborative value creation. Data sovereignty projects reclaim control 
over knowledge and information resources. Participatory governance 
platforms enable direct democratic decision-making. While diverse in 
their specific approaches, these projects share core constitutional 
commitments to expanding commons, strengthening mutual aid, and 
enabling shared participation in power.

Digital commoners operate in contested spaces where they must 
navigate the dual pressures of state regulation and corporate capture. 
For instance, the decentralized nature of community wireless networks 
like NYC Mesh and Freifunk in Berlin enables participants to bypass 
monopolistic internet service providers, asserting community 
sovereignty over digital infrastructure (O’Neil et al., 2021). However, 
such initiatives often face regulatory hurdles and limited access to 

FIGURE 2

Alternative orders of operation for constitutionalization: movements and constitutive powers.
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resources, highlighting the structural challenges inherent in 
reclaiming the digital commons.

Similarly, the emergence of platform cooperatives like CoopCycle 
underscores the tension between collective ownership models and the 
profit-driven priorities of corporate platforms. CoopCycle’s worker-
owned governance structure challenges the centralized control of gig 
economy platforms, demonstrating how digital commoners are 
redefining the rules of economic participation (Papadimitropoulos 
and Malamidis, 2024).

The 2008–2011 global protest wave marked a global surge of 
political resistance, with digital technologies at the center of these 
uprisings. Mass uprising such as the Green Wave in Iran, the Spanish 
Indignados, Arab Spring, Wisconsin, and Occupy used digital 
platforms to coordinate protests and engage in “connective action” 
(Treré et al., 2017). These highly networked movements relied on 
social media and digital communication tools to foster real-time 
coordination and mobilization. Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, 
and teleconferencing technology became essential to organizing mass 
movements across borders, signaling how digital commoners leverage 
existing technological infrastructures to challenge state and corporate 
power (Milan, 2016).

For digital commoners, the primary means of struggle is 
innovation, and the main terrains they have contested until recently 
have involved those of regulation, sovereignty, and data:

 • Design and governance: digital commoners seek to produce 
technology that is designed and governed by their intended users 
as commonly-owned property. This conflicts with state 
regulation, which often seeks to constrain, direct, or tax 
innovation, and with corporate interests, which tend to privatize 
quasi-public functions and extract value generated by users.

 • Sovereignty: digital commoners prioritize individual, community, 
or shared sovereignty in the technologies they produce. This can 
conflict with both state sovereignty and corporate sovereignty.

 • Data governance: digital commoners reimagine systems of 
ownership and decisionmaking around data, creating a more 
inclusive knowledge economy. They often work toward 
decentralized data systems to reduce power asymmetries, resist 
surveillance, and advocate for both transparency and privacy, 
thereby asserting data sovereignty.

Commoners seek holistic social institutions with distinct political 
economies and organizational dimensions, where the resources are 
digital in nature (Dulong de Rosnay and Stalder, 2020). They are 
building open, distributed, democratic, generative cyber-physical 
infrastructures that empower the public and expand technological 
sovereignty. Their worldview understands wealth creation as a social 
process based on community cooperation, not as an individualist 
process based on competition for scarce resources (Morris, 1992). 
Thus, digital commoners build on the experience of thousands of 
communities who have historically managed common resources 
successfully, including digital commons like Wikipedia and Linux 
(Wright, 2010; Torvalds and Diamond, 2002). Their movement is a 
proposal for a society where resources would be owned by everyone 
who needs to use them and managed in common by the users; the 
ultimate goals are democracy, equity, and solidarity.

Altogether, digital commoners come from different places and 
emphasize different values, but their labor has converged in the 

past decade as their visibility has increased. Their movement is not 
limited to isolated projects but represents a larger paradigm shift 
in how digital technology is conceived, developed, and governed. 
By embedding democratic principles into the design of their 
systems, enabling new forms of agency through affordances, and 
asserting sovereignty over digital infrastructures, digital 
commoners are constructing a new kind of economic and social 
order. They are consciously writing rules and enacting for the 
next system.

6 The constitutive powers of the 
digital commons

Digital commons initiatives demonstrate how technical design, 
affordances, and sovereignty can reshape social and political relations 
(Kostakis et  al., 2015; Singh and Vipra, 2019). Through practical 
implementations of community-led technologies, from collaborative 
knowledge platforms to community-controlled networks and beyond, 
these projects develop foundational elements of alternative digital 
systems (Kioupkiolis, 2022).

One such alternative system, the digital commonwealth, 
represents a vision for reimagining society through technology—
an integrated technological ecosystem where platforms and 
infrastructures enable new forms of social coordination (Manski 
and Manski, 2018; Hanna et  al., 2020). This commonwealth 
transcends isolated resource management systems by creating 
interoperable digital architectures that facilitate fundamentally 
different social and economic relationships (Kioupkiolis, 2022). 
These relationships are built on shared governance, resource 
distribution systems, and common technological control.

We will return to the concept of the digital commonwealth in 
detail in parts 8 and 9. The sub-sections that immediately follow, 
however, examine four key types of digital commoning projects, 
analyzing how each mobilizes design, affordance, and sovereignty 
toward constitutional alternatives. Peer production systems establish 
frameworks for managing shared resources; platform cooperatives 
demonstrate new models of democratic enterprise; data sovereignty 
and digital rights initiatives develop technical frameworks for 
community control over information; and digital governance 
platforms enable new forms of collective decision-making.

In analyzing these implementations, we identify key approaches 
that together outline possible constitutional frameworks for a 
digital commonwealth. Each approach mobilizes technology’s 
constitutive powers in distinct ways. The technical architectures, 
interface capabilities, and governance protocols of these systems 
demonstrate how digital technologies can be structured to enable 
different patterns of resource access, participation, and control 
(Dulong de Rosnay and Stalder, 2020; O’Neil et al., 2021).

6.1 Peer production

Peer production represents one of the most developed 
experiments in digital constitutional innovation. It is the process by 
which individuals collaborate voluntarily to create shared resources, 
exemplifying how design, affordance, and sovereignty come together 
in digital systems (O’Neil et al., 2021).
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Wikipedia’s design provides one of the most well-known examples 
of peer production. Its structure shows how digital systems can 
empower users to create, manage, and govern knowledge collectively, 
enabling large-scale collaborative production while maintaining 
democratic governance (Benkler, 2006; Hess and Ostrom, 2006).

Open technological standards and interoperable systems allow 
different initiatives to work together while maintaining autonomy. 
Peer production frameworks demonstrate how distributed 
collaboration can occur through shared protocols rather than 
centralized control (Bauwens et al., 2019).

 • Wikipedia’s design embeds core principles of openness and 
decentralization into the platform architecture. Anyone with 
internet access can contribute content, while distributed 
moderation systems prevent centralized control over 
knowledge production (Dafermos, 2020).

Affordances in peer production systems enable collective 
governance and resource management. Through Wikipedia, 
contributors can create new pages, edit existing content, and engage 
in structured deliberation through discussion forums (Lanzi, 2023). 
These capabilities transform information consumers into active 
participants in knowledge creation, thereby creating a dynamic and 
responsive knowledge ecosystem. Various other projects 
demonstrate other kinds of affordances:

 • Organizations like Creative Commons provide affordances that 
empower users to share and reuse cultural goods under flexible 
licensing agreements. This initiative illustrates how digital 
technology can be designed to enable collective agency and 
reshape the boundaries of intellectual property (Dobusch and 
Quack, 2008; da Rimini, 2010).

 • As a contrasting example, the affordances provided by the 
Spatial Web indicate how digital technology can create novel 
opportunities for collaboration and resource sharing, by 
offering the tools to interact across both digital and physical 
spaces (Rene and Mapes, 2019). The Spatial Web attempts to 
code values such as data rights, biocentric design, and 
decentralized sovereignty into its protocols, reflecting the 
principles of a global commons across a new dimension of 
engaging with technology (Ibid.). Its founders see it as a more 
democratic and immersive alternative to the internet, 
integrating decentralizing technologies to merge cyber and 
physical worlds (Spatial Web Foundation, 2023).

 • Freifunk in Berlin is an initiative where local residents have 
built decentralized, community-managed wireless networks 
using open-source technologies and community resources. 
Freifunk’s network enables residents to access the internet 
independently of commercial providers, democratizes control 
and management, and creates an atmosphere of shared 
ownership (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2021).

New forms of sovereignty over information resources are 
evident with Wikipedia. Rather than concentrating control in 
either state or corporate institutions, the platform enables 

community self-governance through shared protocols and 
standards. Contributors collectively develop and enforce 
guidelines, creating a constitutional framework for managing 
shared digital resources (Han et al., 2023). This demonstrates how 
technical systems can enable democratic sovereignty over critical 
social infrastructure.

 • Other projects, like Linux, demonstrate how peer production can 
create sophisticated technical systems through democratic 
coordination rather than hierarchical control (O’Neil et al., 2021).

6.2 Data sovereignty and digital rights

Data sovereignty initiatives demonstrate how communities can 
reclaim control over digital resources that shape their lives and 
livelihoods. These approaches illustrate how technical systems can 
either reinforce or transform power relations in the digital economy 
(Gray, 2023; Foxworth and Ellenwood, 2023).

Concerns about data colonization, sovereignty, and digital rights 
emerge across various communities and contexts. Worker 
organizations challenge the surveillance and algorithmic control 
enabled by platform labor management systems (Scholz, 2023). 
Privacy advocates develop tools and frameworks to protect personal 
data from commercial exploitation (Viljoen, 2021). Of particular 
interest are Indigenous communities that have been at the forefront of 
developing frameworks that ensure data practices align with 
community values and serve collective interests. This represents a 
global movement advancing constitutional innovations by reclaiming 
control over information about Indigenous peoples, lands, and 
cultural practices (Walter et al., 2021).

The design of community-controlled data systems explicitly 
incorporates principles of democratic governance and collective 
benefit. Technical frameworks require community participation in 
decisions about data collection, storage, and use. Access systems 
reflect shared values and priorities rather than commercial imperatives 
(Singh and Vipra, 2019). These design choices constitute practical 
mechanisms for exercising sovereignty over digital resources that 
increasingly shape economic and social life.

 • Indigenous data governance frameworks embed principles of 
consent, self-determination, and cultural preservation into digital 
infrastructures (Bühler et  al., 2023). These design choices 
constitute practical mechanisms for embedding principles of 
consent, cultural preservation, and community control into 
digital infrastructures (Gray, 2023; Bühler et al., 2023; Foxworth 
and Ellenwood, 2023).

The affordances of these systems enable communities to govern 
their data, protect cultural heritage, and ensure that digital practices 
benefit their members (Gray, 2023). Groups can establish collective 
protocols for data management, ensure information serves community 
interests, and prevent extraction or misuse of sensitive data (Pentland 
et  al., 2021). These capabilities support broader movements for 
economic democracy and social solidarity by giving communities 
control over critical digital resources.
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 • In the city of Barcelona, an urban digital rights and data 
sovereignty agenda has been advanced since 2015 (Monge et al., 
2022). The citizens of the city empowered themselves by 
deploying innovative policy and governance instruments to 
regain access and control over data.

 • Indigenous communities, through their data sovereignty 
initiatives, can determine how information is collected, validate 
its accuracy, control its distribution, and ensure it serves 
community needs (Kukutai and Taylor, 2016). These technical 
capabilities support broader exercises of Indigenous sovereignty 
and self-determination (Carroll et al., 2020).

Sovereignty flows from these initiatives as communities exercise 
authority over the data infrastructures that increasingly mediate daily 
life, showing how technical systems can support rather than 
undermine collective self-determination and democratic governance 
(Bauwens et al., 2019). A key word in the previous sentence is “can.” 
We should keep in mind that they the assertion of data sovereignty 
can either reinforce existing power dynamics or be  leveraged to 
democratize knowledge, access, and agency (Fung and Wright, 2001; 
Taylor, 2014).

 • Community-owned initiatives like Zenzeleni in South Africa 
highlight the importance of sovereignty in digital infrastructures. 
By providing rural communities with locally controlled internet 
access, Zenzeleni empowers residents to bridge the digital divide 
while retaining wealth within their communities (R A 
et al., 2022).

 • Indigenous data sovereignty empowers communities to reclaim 
control over their knowledge systems, positioning them as active 
agents in the digital realm rather than passive subjects of external 
governance (Gray, 2023).

6.3 Platform cooperatives

Emerging from the intersection of the solidarity economy, 
cooperative, and digital commoning movements, platform 
cooperativism has demonstrated positive outcomes for workers and 
communities by providing democratic alternatives to platform 
capitalism (Scholz, 2023). Successful platform cooperatives engage 
workers and communities in innovative models for ownership, profit-
sharing, governance, decisionmaking and network-building (Saner 
et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2020).

At the 2023 Roots of Resilience conference in Kerala, India, 
technologists, activists, and community leaders from around the 
world convened to discuss how platform cooperatives and 
decentralized networks could provide a blueprint for equitable digital 
futures. This gathering represented a collective commitment to 
building digital infrastructures that prioritize social justice, climate 
resilience, and economic equity, reflecting the broader aspirations of 
the digital commonwealth (Platform Cooperativism Consortium and 
IT for Change, 2023a).

The design of platform cooperatives demonstrates how digital 
infrastructure can embed democratic ownership and governance 
into its fundamental architecture. CoopCycle, a worker-owned 
delivery platform, typifies this approach by redistributing control 
from corporate owners to the workers who use the system 

(Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024). Its design 
intentionally creates a system that promotes equitable distribution 
of value and collective decision-making, challenging the 
traditional models of corporate-controlled gig platforms, and 
embedding democratic decision-making processes into the 
platform’s core functionality.

 • Platform cooperatives like CoopCycle and the Drivers 
Cooperative demonstrate how digital services can operate under 
worker and user control, ensuring value flows to those who 
generate it rather than external shareholders (Scholz, 2023; 
Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024).

 • Namma Yatri is a direct-to-driver open mobility platform in 
Bangalore, India building a collective ecosystem of service 
providers on a common standard network, challenging the likes 
of Uber (Gurumurthy and Chami, 2020).

 • Platform6 is a cooperative platform designed to provide mutual 
support to cooperative startups and social enterprises, offering 
technical resources, funding opportunities, and collaboration 
tools (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2021).

The affordances of platform cooperatives enable workers to 
participate directly in operational governance. Unlike corporate 
platforms that restrict worker agency, cooperative systems provide 
tools for members to influence policies, control data, and determine 
value distribution (Scholz, 2023). These capabilities transform 
platform users from passive service providers into active 
participants in economic governance (Pazaitis et al., 2022; Kostakis 
et al., 2023).

 • By asserting control over their labor and digital infrastructure, 
platform cooperatives like CoopCycle challenge the extractive 
models of gig economy platforms (Papadimitropoulos and 
Malamidis, 2024).

Distributed forms of sovereignty across platform cooperatives are 
evident in the growing global coordination conducted through 
initiatives like the Thiruvananthapuram Declaration. The Declaration’s 
vision extends beyond individual platforms to imagine interconnected 
systems that enable democratic economic coordination (Gurumurthy 
and Chami, 2020). Sovereignty is not limited to the digital realm but 
extends into economic and social systems, as they exercise control 
over the infrastructures that shape their lives (Calzati and Van 
Loenen, 2023).

 • This gathering of technologists, activists, and community leaders 
outlined frameworks for building cooperative digital 
infrastructure that prioritize community control (Platform 
Cooperativism Consortium and IT for Change, 2023b).

 • Solshare is a Bangladeshi data cooperative operating a 
decentralized energy trading platform. They provide clean, 
affordable energy to vulnerable communities, demonstrating 
how digital commons can intersect with sustainable development 
goals (Bühler et al., 2023).

 • Unlike platforms like Uber or Deliveroo, where decisions are 
made by external shareholders, CoopCycle allows workers to 
govern the platform themselves, asserting digital sovereignty over 
their economic activities.
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6.4 Digital governance

Digital governance initiatives demonstrate how communities 
develop technological systems for collective decision-making, policy 
formation, and resource allocation. These platforms and tools 
transcend traditional representative mechanisms by embedding 
participatory principles directly into their technical architecture. By 
creating accessible interfaces for citizen engagement, transparent 
processes for deliberation, and accountable mechanisms for 
implementation, these projects reconstitute relationships between 
communities and governance institutions, enabling direct democratic 
participation in decisions that affect daily life.

They work in specific ways: demonstrating commitments to 
knowledge democratization; instituting structural arrangements for 
horizontal decision-making and power redistribution; integrating 
multi-stakeholder participation; and emphasizing transparency to 
ensure their processes remain accessible to participants and 
the public.

Design choices in digital governance platforms have profound 
political implications. The Decidim platform, developed in Barcelona, 
places participatory democracy at the center of its architecture, 
enabling citizens to engage directly in governance processes. This 
reflects a commitment to inclusivity and transparency, demonstrating 
how design can challenge existing power structures and promote 
democratic values (Flanagan, 2022; Bynner et al., 2023). Some further 
examples illustrate this:

 • Projects like Guifi.net in Spain showcase how design choices can 
decentralize control over digital infrastructure. Guifi.net is one 
of the largest commons-based wireless networks globally, 
enabling local autonomy and technological sovereignty by 
allowing communities to own and manage their networks (O’Neil 
et al., 2021).

 • The proposed design of the publicly-owned British Digital 
Cooperative (BDC) suggests a federated structure that would 
establish local centers for technology development while 
maintaining democratic control through its workers and by 
citizen assemblies (Hind, 2019). It envisions public digital 
infrastructure that prioritizes privacy, security, and democratic 
deliberation over profit maximization.

 • Community wireless networks like NYC Mesh and Personal Telco 
Project in Portland, offer decentralized alternatives to corporate 
internet service providers. These initiatives bypass the 
monopolistic control of traditional ISPs by allowing participants 
to build and manage their own networks, ensuring that internet 
access is a public good rather than a commodified service (O’Neil 
et al., 2021).

The affordances of these systems extend democratic participation 
beyond traditional representative mechanisms. With Decidim, citizens 
can propose policies, engage in structured deliberation, and participate 
in collective decision-making about public resources (Monge et al., 
2022). These capabilities democratize governance processes that were 
previously restricted to elected officials or bureaucrats (Kostakis 
et al., 2015).

 • Cooperatives like Som Energia show how digital platforms can 
enable community-driven approaches to resource allocation, 

bypassing traditional monopolistic structures (Giotitsas 
et al., 2015).

 • Decidim’s success (and that of Barcelona’s technology 
democratization efforts), has inspired other similar initiatives 
around the world, demonstrating the potential for cultural 
change around technology (Flanagan, 2022; Bynner et al., 2023).

Sovereignty in digital governance manifests through multi-
stakeholder structures that distribute authority across diverse 
participants. Organizations like the Open Mobility Foundation 
include both public members (cities, transit agencies, municipalities) 
with full decision-making power and non-public members 
(corporations, nonprofits, universities) who contribute to discussions 
and working groups (Hastings, 2024). This approach ensures that 
communities maintain control over digital systems while 
incorporating diverse expertise and perspectives.

 • With Decidim, users exercise distributed sovereignty, asserting 
control over governance processes in a way that reflects principles 
of collective determination (Bynner et al., 2023).

 • The proposed British Digital Cooperative’s “public option” would 
grant access to resources for civic engagement, cooperative 
economic development, and democratic deliberation  - 
representing a radical reconfiguration of who controls digital 
infrastructure; sovereignty would be held by the public rather 
than private corporations (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2021).

 • Fairbnb.coop, a cooperative platform that challenges the 
centralized control of traditional sharing economy platforms like 
Airbnb, offers a socially responsible alternative that reinvests 
profits into local communities and is governed democratically by 
its users and hosts (Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024). It 
demonstrates the reclaiming of sovereignty over platforms, 
supporting local economies and social goals such as producing 
democracy, over profits (Kostakis et al., 2023; Falanga, 2024).

7 The solidarity economy, community 
wealth, and the digital commons

These examples of digital systems, where resources are owned, 
managed, and governed across multiple institutions and locations by 
their communities, show us how digital architecture can be designed 
to serve community needs rather than extract value. Som Energia’s 
energy management platform, for instance, integrates cooperative 
principles directly into its technical protocols, enabling members to 
collectively govern their resources. Other examples like The Drivers 
Cooperative use similar principles to build alternative ride-sharing 
applications that distribute earnings equitably. Such implementations 
prove that alternative ownership models can be effectively encoded 
into functional digital systems at scale.

Notably, digital commoners’ projects intersect with a variety of 
contemporary community-based economic development strategies. 
Community Wealth Building (CWB) is an economic development 
strategy that focuses on transforming local economies through 
community control and direct ownership of assets (Guinan and 
O’Neill, 2020). CWB aims to address wealth inequality by challenging 
traditional economic development models, pursuing cooperatives and 
other democratic enterprises that distribute economic power more 
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equitably (Ibid). In some regions, CWB projects have developed 
complementary digital infrastructure that strengthens local economic 
ecosystems through procurement platforms that connect anchor 
institutions with local businesses, digital marketplaces for cooperative 
enterprises, and data visualization tools that track community 
ownership and wealth retention.

Shared possibilities are also reflected in the solidarity economy 
(SE), an socio-economic system designed to improve the quality of 
life for the group or community on the basis of solidarity, sometimes 
through collective enterprise or community-based giving (Gordon 
Nembhard, 2021; Fraisse, 2013). SE principles feature democratic 
governance, inclusive participation, political empowerment, and 
struggles for social justice (Gordon Nembhard, 2021).

Where the SE movement has focused on advancing labor rights 
out of concern for the future of work, it has yielded substantial 
socio-technological innovation (Borzaga et  al., 2019; Graham 
et  al., 2020; Della Porta et  al., 2022). For example, in Brazil, 
solidarity economy networks have created incubation platforms for 
technological solutions, producing software specifically designed 
for cooperative management, mutual aid coordination, and 
collective resource allocation (Dubeux, 2013). Similar 
implementations exist across Latin America, Europe, and parts of 
Asia, where digital marketplaces, resource-sharing applications, 
and cooperative financing platforms operate as practical 
alternatives to corporate-controlled digital systems.

The solidarity economy has developed a substantial ecosystem 
of digital platforms with significant, yet largely unrealized potential 
for integration with digital commons projects. The US Federation of 
Worker Cooperatives maintains management information systems 
specifically designed for worker-owned businesses with over 1,300 
cooperatives and 15,000 workers using these platforms. Democracy 
at Work has built media production and distribution infrastructure 
for cooperative economic education, making technical knowledge 
more accessible across sectors. The Tech Workers Coalition has 
developed communication tools that enable organizing within the 
technology industry itself, connecting highly compensated tech 
workers with gig economy laborers in shared campaigns. Each of 
these examples represents a technical implementation of solidarity 
principles, not merely aspirational values.

These technical systems remain largely disconnected from 
digital commons initiatives despite their clear complementarity. 
For instance, the International Cooperative Alliance’s coordination 
platforms, representing over one billion cooperative members 
globally, but this operates separately from the Global Tapestry of 
Alternatives’ networking infrastructure, which links social 
movements across geographic and sectoral boundaries. And the 
US Solidarity Economy Network has created mapping platforms 
that document alternative economic initiatives across multiple 
sectors, also functioning independently.

Despite parallel developments, engagement between digital 
commoners and SE or CWB practitioners remains sporadic rather 
than systematic, reflecting a broader challenge. While successful 
examples of integration exist — such as the Platform Cooperativism 
Consortium and IT For Change’s joint Roots of Resilience conference 
(Platform Cooperativism Consortium and IT for Change, 2023b) — 
these represent temporary convergences rather than sustained 
coordination. The separate governance structures of these movements, 
each with their own participatory processes and decisionmaking 

protocols, create significant barriers to ongoing collaboration. 
Additionally, variations in motivating principles and strategic 
priorities often result in misalignment even when technical 
compatibility exists.

Together, the four approaches presented earlier (in parts 6.1 
through 6.4) demonstrate how digital commoners mobilize 
technology’s constitutive powers toward democratic ends. A broader, 
uniting constitutional vision is missing, however, as is connective 
digital infrastructure. For this, the digital commonwealth offers a 
framework for integration; by providing coordination mechanisms for 
aligning priorities and resources, platforms from different traditions 
could become interoperable components of a larger ecosystem. The 
techniques, protocols, and governance models developed in various 
contexts could strengthen one another through deliberate integration, 
creating more robust alternatives to dominant digital systems. 
However, we shall soon see, significant barriers threaten this potential 
integration as well as the continued development of digital commons 
projects themselves.

7.1 Emerging threats to the digital 
commons

The digital infrastructure created by commoning projects faces 
mounting challenges that threaten to undermine its continued 
development and effectiveness. These challenges directly target the 
constitutional elements we  have examined—compromising 
carefully crafted designs, restricting democratic affordances, and 
undermining community sovereignty over digital resources. The 
preceding analysis of digital commons technologies and their 
intersections with solidarity economy and community wealth 
systems reveals particularly vulnerable points where external 
pressures could significantly compromise these alternative digital 
architectures. These challenges emerge from multiple directions, 
requiring coordinated responses that combine technical innovation 
with social mobilization.

7.1.1 Political realignment and corporate 
capture

Recent political developments in the United States following 
the 2024 election present a significant threat to alternative digital 
infrastructures. While the technology sector has historically 
maintained some independence from government influence, in 
recent months we  have witnessed a major realignment of the 
relationship between major technology corporations and the White 
House. The transformation of the U.S. Digital Service into the 
“Department of Government Efficiency” exemplifies this shift, 
replacing public-interest technology governance with market-
driven efficiency metrics. This institutional restructuring directly 
threatens the regulatory frameworks that digital commons rely 
upon for protection against corporate encroachment.

The physical presence of technology billionaires like Elon Musk 
in White House operations enables the direct implementation of 
technological visions fundamentally opposed to commons-based 
principles. These corporate executives can now encode their 
priorities—surveillance capitalism, data extraction, and algorithmic 
control—directly into federal technology policy. The broader pattern 
of billionaire appointments to Cabinet positions signals a governance 
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approach that prioritizes private sector technological solutions over 
democratic alternatives. Cooperative platforms, community-
controlled data systems, and peer production infrastructures face 
not only market competition from better-resourced platform capital 
but also unfavorable regulatory changes designed to privilege 
proprietary systems over commons-based approaches.

7.1.2 Technological disruption and generative AI
The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence 

systems poses a critical challenge to digital commoners in the form 
of technological disruption emerging in spaces that democratic 
governance has yet to anticipate. When OpenAI released ChatGPT 
in November 2022, it demonstrated how quickly proprietary AI 
systems could redraw the boundaries of technological possibility 
without public oversight or democratic input (Future of Life 
Institute, 2023). Generative AI accelerates technological innovation 
but often does so in ways that exacerbate inequalities and 
concentrate power, while also raising concerns about accountability 
and the ethical use of technology (Morozov, 2023; Bradford, 2023). 
Such developments reinvigorate fundamental debates about who 
controls and benefits from technology.

For digital commoners, the rise of AI poses multiple challenges. 
First, it disrupts existing social and economic relations, creating new 
asymmetries of power. Second, the computational resources required to 
develop and deploy comparable AI systems often exceed what 
community-governed projects can access, creating an expanding 
capability gap between corporate and commons-based digital 
infrastructure. Third, these systems disrupt existing digital infrastructures 
by automating functions previously performed through collective human 
effort. Peer production systems like Wikipedia, which rely on distributed 
human knowledge contribution, face potential obsolescence as 
proprietary AI systems can generate similar content (and are built on 
existing internet content) with minimal human involvement.

The technical architecture of these AI systems typically 
embeds values contrary to digital commons principles—
centralized control, opaque operation, and data extraction—
making them difficult to adapt for democratic governance. 
Addressing these challenges will require strategic collaboration 
and innovation, as well as advocacy for regulatory frameworks 
that prioritize public accountability and transparency (Morozov, 
2023; Bradford, 2023).

7.1.3 Corporate encroachment on digital 
sovereignty

The dominance of a few technology corporations over digital 
infrastructures continues to undermine the principles of openness and 
decentralization that digital commoners champion. From the 
monopolization of digital platforms to the commodification of data, 
these corporations increasingly control the digital economy, extracting 
value without contributing to community wellbeing (Zuboff, 2019; 
Birch, 2023). Moreover, they often appropriate innovations originally 
developed by commons-based initiatives. Platform cooperatives and 
community-controlled networks, for example, face increasing pressure 
from corporate competitors with vastly greater resources (Scholz, 
2023). This process of enclosure threatens to undermine the 
foundational premise of digital commoning, which is that 
technological resources can and should serve common rather than 
private interests.

7.1.4 Expanded surveillance infrastructure
Digital surveillance technologies represent a growing threat to the 

technical viability of commons-based systems. The integration of 
artificial intelligence with commercial and governmental monitoring 
capabilities has created unprecedented technical means for tracking, 
analyzing, and controlling digital activity (Reich et al., 2021). These 
surveillance systems directly undermine core technical requirements 
of digital commons platforms: user privacy, secure communication, 
and community autonomy.

State and corporate surveillance capabilities have expanded 
dramatically, creating new challenges for collective economic rights 
and digital rights. Governments around the world have adopted 
advanced surveillance technologies to monitor and control 
populations, often under the guise of national security or public 
health. These practices undermine digital rights, including privacy, 
freedom of expression, and access to information (Sekalala et al., 2020; 
Afriat et al., 2021).

The technical infrastructure of surveillance operates across 
multiple layers—network monitoring, device access, data 
collection, and behavioral analysis—creating comprehensive 
visibility into digital activities. These systems can identify users of 
alternative digital platforms, monitor their communications, and 
potentially disrupt their operations. For community-controlled 
networks and cooperative platforms, this surveillance 
infrastructure presents a spectral challenge to their technical 
security and operational independence.

Open-source technologies and community-controlled data 
systems require secure communication channels to function 
effectively. Yet as surveillance capabilities expand through both 
technical advancement and regulatory permission, maintaining secure 
channels becomes increasingly difficult. Digital commons 
infrastructure must continuously evolve defensive capabilities just to 
maintain basic operational security, diverting resources from more 
productive development efforts (Viljoen, 2021).

7.1.5 Fragmentation of the digital commons
The digital commons itself shows signs of fragmentation as 

different initiatives pursue divergent technical and organizational 
approaches, threatening its long-term viability. While particular 
projects have developed sophisticated platforms for specific purposes, 
the technical integration necessary for a coherent alternative to 
dominant systems remains underdeveloped. Peer production 
platforms, cooperative management systems, and participatory 
governance tools often use incompatible technical standards, 
authentication systems, and data structures. These technical 
incompatibilities reflect both the decentralized development of these 
systems and the absence of coordinating infrastructure.

Projects can struggle to scale beyond local experiments to 
challenge dominant corporate platforms (Dulong de Rosnay and 
Stalder, 2020). While digital commoners are united by shared 
principles, the movement remains highly decentralized. A lack of 
coordination can result in duplication of efforts, inefficiencies, and 
missed opportunities for collaboration, undermining the impacts of a 
coherent constitutional vision (O’Neil et al., 2021).

The lack of technical integration mechanisms prevents these 
systems from functioning as a coherent ecosystem. This technical 
fragmentation makes individual platforms more vulnerable to external 
threats, limits their ability to scale beyond niche applications, and 
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reduces their collective impact as alternatives to dominant 
digital systems.

Something more is needed. Digital commoners have produced 
various elements of a possible next system. Yet those elements, as 
promising and potentially powerful as they are, face mounting 
challenges. A superstructure could enable more effective integration 
and resilience.

8 The emergence of a digital 
commonwealth

Various kinds of territories, polities, and communities have 
gone under the name “commonwealth,” with many uses of the term 
suggesting a self-governing community that shares responsibility 
for the general welfare of the people of a somewhat large and 
diverse territory. Recent renditions of the concept of 
“commonwealth” center on shared resources and collective 
ownership, emphasizing democratic participation, distributed 
power, and egalitarianism, as opposed to private or state control of 
capital (Linebaugh, 2008; Hardt and Negri, 2011; Federici and 
Linebaugh, 2019).

Historical examples of commonwealth projects like Eugene 
V. Debs’ American Cooperative Commonwealth and Canada’s 
Cooperative Commonwealth Federation demonstrated how 
economic institutions could be designed to shape political relations 
(Brommel, 1971; Deshaies, 2019). What these older conceptions of 
commonwealth have in common is that they invert state-centered 
political economy into a participatory economic politics in which 
the goal is the construction of a particular type of democratic 
economic polity (Winch, 1977; Alperowitz, 2017).

We borrow from both recent and historical commonwealth 
concepts to define a digital commonwealth as a holistic system 
where digital technology is designed to organize economic and 
social relations that prioritize democracy, equity, sustainability, 
and solidarity. Thus, the digital commonwealth is not simply a 
rebranding of the digital commons; rather, it is an extension and 
integration of various cooperative, commons-based, and 
participatory efforts into a new form of economic polity (Manski 
and Manski, 2018). Building upon the various initiatives of the 
digital commons, which often operate in domain-specific silos, the 
DC synthesizes these projects into a coherent program for 
restructuring digital governance, ownership, and life (Hanna et al., 
2020). Where existing commons projects often focus on protecting 
particular sets of resources, commonwealth-building seeks to 
establish new frameworks for economic organization, across 
different scales and domains, while maintaining democratic 
participation (Restakis, 2021; Kioupkiolis, 2022).

9 Elements of a digital commonwealth

The digital commonwealth provides a logical next step in the 
work of digital commoning. Digital commoner initiatives 
demonstrate how technical systems can embed democratic 
principles into the infrastructure of daily life. Platform cooperatives 
establish collective ownership over digital services. Peer production 
systems enable collaborative resource management; open-source 

technologies and knowledge commons are a reservoir for 
innovation. Data sovereignty movements assert community 
control, enabling communities to manage digital resources 
according to shared values. Participatory governance platforms 
facilitate direct democratic decisionmaking and engage 
communities in shaping technological development. Thus, many if 
not most of the constituent elements of a digital commonwealth are 
already present:

 1 Democratic ownership and governance of digital platforms is 
widely practiced in collective decisionmaking about 
technological development and deployment (Scholz, 2023; 
Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024).

 2 Data sovereignty and community control over data enable 
ordinary people to manage digital resources according to 
shared values and priorities, to prevent extractive data 
practices, to safeguard privacy from surveillance, and to 
collaborate in economic production (Singh and Vipra, 2019; 
Walter et al., 2021).

 3 Open technological standards and interoperable systems allow 
different initiatives to work together while maintaining 
autonomy; this promotes collaborative innovation and resists 
against private enclosure of shared resources (Bauwens, 
Kostakis).

 4 Participatory design and governance frameworks facilitate 
democratic decisionmaking across different scales, combining 
local autonomy with broader coordination, allowing 
communities to address shared challenges while maintaining 
control over local resources (Flanagan, 2022).

 5 Solidarity economies and community wealth building center 
the equitable distribution of value, ensuring that resource 
allocation recirculates value in  local economies, and 
protecting against extractive practices (Giotitsas 
et al., 2015).

 6 Ecological design principles center sustainability, creating the 
conditions for a socioeconomic system that lives within the 
ecological capacities of the biosphere (Kostakis et al., 2023; 
Smith, 2024).

9.1 Building the economic polity of the 
digital commonwealth

The digital commonwealth represents more than a collection of 
democratic and solidaristic technology projects, it signifies an emerging 
economic polity with distinct institutional forms and organizational 
logics. As we have written, where classical political economy is more 
often concerned with how the design of political institutions shapes 
economic behavior, the digital commonwealth inverts this relationship, 
creating economic institutions that enable new forms of democratic 
participation. This inversion occurs through the deliberate design of 
technology that embeds democratic principles in economic 
infrastructure. Platform cooperatives do not simply provide alternative 
ownership structures, they establish new frameworks for economic 
coordination that prioritize collective benefit over private accumulation 
(Scholz, 2023). Community-controlled data systems do not just protect 
privacy, they enable new forms of participatory planning and resource 
allocation (Pentland et al., 2021).
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And it is here that we  begin to see a series of formative 
processes through which various elements of the digital commons 
synthesize into the systemic alternative of the digital 
commonwealth. First, democratic ownership of digital platforms 
creates new circuits of value that keep resources circulating within 
communities rather than being extracted by external capital 
(Papadimitropoulos and Malamidis, 2024). Second, peer 
production systems establish frameworks for managing shared 
resources that transcend both market and state logics (Benkler, 
2006; O’Neil et al., 2021). Third, participatory governance enables 
direct democratic control over economic decision-making. 
Fourth, open technological standards promote autonomy, 
innovations, and protection from private enclosure (Bauwens 
et al., 2019). Finally, ecological principles become embedded in 
economic organization through technology that the biosphere and 
biological systems as a global commons, and not an externality to 
be managed (Giotitsas et al., 2015).

The elements of the digital commonwealth gain transformative 
power through their interaction and mutual reinforcement. While 
individual projects demonstrate important innovations, their true 
potential emerges from the synergies between different approaches 
to democratic technology governance (Dafermos, 2017; Bauwens 
et  al., 2019). When combined, these elements create a robust 
digital ecosystem where governance, resource allocation, and 
technological innovation are participatory, equitable, 
and sustainable.

A thriving digital commonwealth enhances social relations 
and wellbeing by providing a common technological backbone for 
collaboration, co-production, and equitable resource allocation. 
Digital commoners act as key protagonists in this ecosystem, 
mobilizing the constitutive powers of digital technology—design, 
affordance, and sovereignty—to champion values like openness, 
inclusivity, cooperation, and equitable resource distribution 
(Akerlof et  al., 2023). Together, these processes constitute a 
distinctive economic logic that represents a fundamental 
departure from both platform capitalism and state-centric digital 
authoritarianism (Singh and Vipra, 2019; Jung, 2022).

9.2 Synergies and future potential

Imagine a future where governance systems, platform 
architectures, and digital infrastructures are all interoperable and 
aligned with commons-based principles. In this system, users could 
seamlessly interact across various platforms, engaging in participatory 
decision-making processes that prioritize technological sovereignty, 
privacy, and community wellbeing. Consider how platform 
cooperatives and data sovereignty initiatives complement each other. 
Worker-owned platforms like CoopCycle establish democratic control 
over economic infrastructure, while data sovereignty frameworks 
ensure the information generated through platform activity serves 
collective interests. Together, they create systems where both physical 
and digital resources remain under community control (Scholz, 2023; 
Walter et  al., 2021). Additionally, the interoperability of platform 
cooperatives with participatory democracy platforms like Decidim 
could create a seamless ecosystem for civic engagement and 
economic empowerment.

Similarly, peer production systems become more powerful when 
combined with participatory governance platforms. Wikipedia’s 
content creation model demonstrates collective knowledge 
production, while systems like CitizenLab provide frameworks for 
democratic decision-making. Their integration suggests possibilities 
for large-scale coordination that maintains both efficiency and 
democratic participation (O’Neil et al., 2021; Flanagan, 2022).

The potential for systemic transformation becomes visible when 
examining successful combinations of these elements (Monge et al., 
2022). Several promising developments suggest expanding potential 
for the digital commonwealth. First, growing coordination between 
different initiatives creates possibilities for broader systemic change. 
The Platform Cooperativism Consortium demonstrates how networks 
of democratic technology projects can share resources and strategies 
while maintaining local autonomy (Platform Cooperativism 
Consortium and IT for Change, 2023a). Second, new technical 
capabilities enable more sophisticated forms of democratic 
coordination. Advances in cryptographic protocols, for example, 
create opportunities for secure, transparent governance at larger scales 
(Kostakis et  al., 2023). Finally, growing recognition of platform 
capitalism’s limitations creates openings for alternative models. As 
concerns about surveillance, labor exploitation, and ecological damage 
mount, democratic alternatives gain credibility (Zuboff, 2019; Reich 
et al., 2021).

Integrating the efforts of digital commoners with broader social 
movements and leveraging the constitutive powers of digital 
technology, the digital commonwealth offers a vision of an alternative 
system. However, as discussed in parts 7.1 through 7.1.5, realizing this 
potential requires deliberate effort to address challenges posed by 
fragmentation, resource scarcity, and concentrated corporate power 
and state power.

10 Conclusion: a next system and the 
necessity of intervention

At the intersection of technology and the movement for social 
progress, burns a question: Who is present at the design of 
technological protocols? Who is in the room when the constitution of 
the next world is written?

Technologists can be understood as coders of the future. Their 
movements produce technologies imbued with constitutive powers. 
Their labor should be understood as a form of constitutionalism. They 
embed their designs for the next world into digital code. Their 
technology is all around us and in us. It is technology that 
we  increasingly rely upon, and that organizes much of economic, 
social, and political life.

Digital commoners share with other technologists a belief in 
technological progress. Attention to this belief reminds us that 
technology is itself a movement, one that has had a complex and 
oftentimes contradictory relationship to the broad social 
movement of history. Digital commoners operate near the 
intersection of the movements for technological and social 
progress. Yet their experiences, worldviews, and knowledges are 
limited, and they are less resourced than the digital technologists 
of global capitalism. They are unlikely to achieve their goals on 
their own.
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Digital commoners share with other members of the broader 
social movement a commitment to democratic transformation, yet 
significant gaps often separate technical innovation from social 
movement building. Movements for social progress can benefit 
immensely from the technical expertise, innovation, and vision of 
technologists. Conversely, digital commoners require the 
organizational strength, community networks, and political strategies 
that other kinds of social movement activists bring to the table. This 
divide limits both groups’ transformative potential (Scholz and 
Schneider, 2017; Platform Cooperativism Consortium and IT for 
Change, 2023a).

10.1 The role of academia in shaping the 
digital commonwealth

Academic institutions have unique capabilities and 
responsibilities in supporting digital constitutional innovation. They 
are uniquely positioned to act as conveners, bridging the gap between 
digital technologists and social movements. Research partnerships 
help illuminate technology’s constitutive powers while identifying 
strategic opportunities for intervention. Educational programs that 
combine technical training with social analysis prepare new 
generations of constitutional technologists. Institutional resources 
can support experiments in democratic technology development, 
helping bridge the gap between technical possibility and social 
transformation. Through research, education, and public engagement, 
scholars can:

 1 Facilitate collaboration by creating spaces where 
technologists, activists, policymakers, and community 
members can come together to co-design solutions for the 
digital future.

 2 Offer critical perspective by analyzing the implications of 
digital technology, identifying both opportunities and risks for 
democracy, equity, solidarity, and sustainability.

 3 Provide institutional support by developing programs that help 
technologists, entrepreneurs, scholars, and other workers align 
their skills and careers with the values of the digital 
commonwealth, and support ongoing projects that embody 
its principles.

For instance, the Digital Commonwealth Project (DCP) of 
Next System Studies at George Mason University takes inspiration 
from Touraine (1983) method of sociological intervention, 
working with community, technology, academic, and movement 
partners to democratize economic and political systems through 
digital technology. The DCP’s interventions have included a 
partnership with NOVA Web Development Cooperative to 
implement applications of Decidim by Democratizing NOVA (a 
university-community partnership building capacity for 
economic and other forms of democratization in Northern 
Virginia), by the Next Constitutions Research Lab, and by the 
Next System Teach-Ins process. The DCP has also launched 
Computing for the Common Good, a school-to-college-to-
workforce pathway to develop a stable regional workforce skilled 
in participatory digital technology.

As multiple types of next system alternatives emerge in 
response to accelerating crises, the digital commonwealth offers 
distinctive promise. The convergence of digital commoners with 
other currents of social transformation creates opportunities for 
fundamental change. Academic institutions can help strengthen 
these connections while maintaining focus on democratic 
principles. This intervention serves not just digital commoners 
but also the broader project of creating technology that enables 
rather than constrains human flourishing.

10.2 Toward a digital commonwealth

As the elements of a digital commonwealth emerge on many 
terrains in many countries, the possibility of a new economic 
polity becomes visible: A next system with its own logics, powers, 
and understandings of personhood, sovereignty, community, and 
solidarity. The work of digital commoners is beginning to 
converge with solidarity economy, community wealth building, 
local exchange, participatory planning, municipalist, just 
transition, constitutional reform, and other initiatives. This 
convergence is necessary to create a robust and resilient digital 
commonwealth that can challenge the dominant paradigms of 
digital capitalism and state control (Jung, 2022). However, it is 
also insufficient. The realization of a digital commonwealth 
requires a multifaceted approach that addresses not only 
technological and economic aspects but also social, cultural, and 
political dimensions. It necessitates the development of new legal 
frameworks, educational initiatives, and cultural shifts that can 
support and sustain these alternative models of digital governance 
and economic organization (Singh and Vipra, 2019; Pentland 
et al., 2021; Viljoen, 2021). Moreover, it requires ongoing efforts 
to bridge digital divides, ensure equitable access to digital 
resources, and foster digital literacy across diverse communities.

If as we have argued, digital design is a constitutional process, 
then the construction and consolidation of a digital 
commonwealth that presents a credible next system alternative 
will require popular participation. We know that constitutions 
work best for the most people when the process of constitution-
making is truly participatory, inclusive, and taken at the initiative 
of a social movement (Eisenstadt et al., 2017; Manski, 2018). Just 
as constitutions derive their legitimacy from the involvement of 
ordinary people, a digital commonwealth will only succeed if it is 
shaped by the diverse communities it aims to serve. This 
necessitates ongoing engagement with the public, the development 
of new legal and institutional frameworks, and a commitment to 
equity and inclusivity.

Similarly, popular movements for social progress need closer 
partnerships with digital commoners. They need the technical 
expertise of coders and the capital of the technology sector. 
Beyond this, they require better understandings of the implications 
of technological change. Just as coop members and community 
activists have special knowledge often missing to technologists, so 
too do technologists possess special forms of knowledge needed 
by communities.

In this period of accelerating system failures brought about 
through technological change, deepening austerity and social 
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inequality, and ecological collapse, the work of digital commoners 
offers a hopeful alternative to the extractive and exploitative 
models of much of the digital economy. But their success requires 
sustained collaboration with others, and academic institutions 
have a duty to facilitate, analyze, and support this collaboration. 
The constitution of a digitalized 21st century is being written, and 
we must all become its authors.
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