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What is stigmergic collaboration? 

     In order to fully grasp the understanding of stigmergic collaboration I believe it is best to first understand the meaning and origin of stigmergy. According to Elliott M (2006), Pierre-Paul Grasse first introduced the term stigmergy in the 1950’s during his research of termites. While executing his project he realized that a particular setup of a termites environment, such as the building and maintaining of their nest, resulted in a response for the termite to modify its environment. This enabled the modification of stimulating the response of the original or second worker to further transform its environment. Furthermore, Elliott M (2006) states “the regulation and coordination of the building and maintaining of a nest was dependent upon stimulation provided by the nest, as opposed to an inherent knowledge of nest building on the individual termite’s part”. The high complexity of the nest essentially self-organizes due to the collective input of a large number of termites that are able to perform remarkable tasks in response to their local environment. All in all, the fundamental point around stigmergy is that it is a method of communication in the form of modifications to a local environment.  


     Now that a better understanding of the meaning and origin of stigmergy has been established, we can now define stigmergic collaboration. Looking again at the work of Elliott M (2006), collaboration and stigmergic collaboration contains 4 important points:

1. Collaboration coincides with communication and communication is key when interacting with other people.
2. Collaboration would not be able to exist without two key components: social negotiation and creative output.
3. Collaboration in small groups relies upon social negotiation and creative output. 
4. Collaboration in large groups is possible due to stigmergy.

     Another important point about this type of collaboration is that it does not require a pre-established relationship among individuals in order for collaboration to begin. This makes it easy to connect to many topics such as business, education, technology, software design, government and many more. Web-based communication, such as Wikipedia.org, is probably the most definite example of stigmergy as it involves a substantially large collaborative community. These wiki pages allow for discussions about the content that is being developed and also allow for co-authoring by any individual. According to Elliott M (2006), the use of stigmergic collaboration to avoid social negotiation allows for the acceleration of the creative development period, eliminates social boundaries, and as a result of eliminating the need to build relationships with fellow contributors it lowers the cost of contribution. 


How does it compare to other forms of social cooperation?

     When comparing other forms of social cooperation to stigmergic collaboration it is key to understand that the common relevance is communication. Many different forms of social cooperation involve face-to-face interactions with people where they come together to work on achieving an end goal. These goals are best accomplished when direct communication is present. When looking at social cooperation in the form of stigmergy it involves more of an indirect communication approach. Some quality examples of this are wikis (which has already been discussed), blogs, and sourceforge.net (which will be explained in greater detail later on).  According to Cezary Z (2009), another example of stigmergic cooperation that proves to be more interesting is out of the Warsaw University of Technology where they are developing robots who are designed to perform tasks purely based on environmental queues. The robots essentially observe the effects of certain activities in their environment.


Describe at least two examples of stigmergic collaboration.

     As we are well aware of what stigmergic collaboration entails it makes it easier to connect pristine examples. A solid example to begin with is a site known as sourceforge.net. This site is dedicated to making “open source” projects successful by the method of collaboration between millions of developers who communicate through the online forum. As a result, Source Forge (2013) states that there have been over 324,000 projects completed and made available for upwards of 46 million consumers. As there is no required per-established relationship between users it is clear to say that it involves a stigmergic collaboration approach to software development.  Evidently mass groups of developers come together in an indirect web-based communication setting where they all have a common goal and this common goal is in the creation of new “open source” projects. 

     When looking back at Pierre-Paul Grasse’s research on termites it is evident that their local environment determines the activities in which they undertake. This is also true with online forums such as sourceforge.net where software developers, known as termites, enter the site and see what needs to be completed. This is comparable to the termites entering the nest and determining what work is left to finish. In looking at the work of Thomas L. Friedman, he states that uploading is directly connected to stigmergic collaboration. The first form of uploading involves the community developed software movement. The proposition of this is that the source code be made available online and
defined as the underlying programming instructions that enable a segment of software to work. Once the source code is online it is available for anyone who desires to contribute. Essentially, it is an online community of software developers who post information and collaborate to improve it.

     To elaborate more on online forums, besides the obvious wikis and sourceforge.net, are blogging sites. As stated by Friedman T (2005) blogging involves all the characteristics of stigmergic collaboration in an online community that is completely self-regulated. Blogging involves a certain individual to post personal opinions or ideologies and receive input from any other bloggers who are interested in that particular segment. 

     The second example of stigmergic collaboration is online gaming where people from around the world come together to embark on missions where there is a common goal. An example of this is popular games such as World of Warcraft and Call of Duty. Both involve interactions between web-based communications where face-to-face interaction is excluded. Gamers come together and collaborate in an indirect form to achieve certain goals. There is evidence of stigmergic collaboration not only in popular games such as these but also in less popular games identical to the one we discussed in class. It involved a game based on research where any member of society who wanted to play tested the democratic government process. 

     Furthermore, some might say that video games contain more of an indirect form of collaboration due to the ability of chatting with a microphone, playing with friends, and through personal messages. Even so, some people do not interact in these ways and enjoy playing with people that they have never had a previous relationship with. This builds on the connection between stigmergic collaboration. Secondly, if this were the case then you could state the same thing about online forums and blogs as people posses the ability to communicate through online messages with other individuals.

     It seems that I could go on and on with examples of stigmergic collaboration as there are an endless amount. This last example was discussed in class and excludes the usual topics that have to do with Internet and technology. It is essentially about a trail in the snow that forms due to indirect communication between people that are travelling to the same destination and are constantly tweaking the way it goes based on environmental factors. As stated by Matty V (2012), “if more people choose to use this path it will become smoother, wider, and more defined, and it is in this manner that others make their modifications to the environment of the original trail”. In turn, when people decide to accept this path it becomes a defined form of stigmergic collaboration since the trail becomes more visible along with smoother. This makes it easy for other people to consider following the trail and even to further modify it.


Compare stigmergic collaboration to the democratic process.

     Firstly, we must understand what the democratic process entails. According to Miroslav K (2005) it is “a form of government in which the supreme power is vested in the people and exercised directly by them or by their elected agent under a free electoral system”. By and large, the democratic process allows for people to vote for what they believe in based on their concerns and what they need from their government thereby resulting in the government by the people. Since this system allows for the voice of citizens to be heard, as opposed to other types of government such as a monarchy or dictatorship, it shows a very similar connection to stigmergic collaboration. 

Is the notion of stigmergic collaboration we’ve been discussing relevant or not to political & governmental contexts in the past?

     Now that we have clarified that stigmergic collaboration is directly correlated to the democratic process we must identify whether or not this form of collaboration is relevant in the political & governmental contexts in the past, today’s, or in the futures society. We can be sure that in the past certain citizens definitely lacked their say in the political & governmental contexts. Some examples of this include certain ethnic groups such as African Americans who did not have the same rights and privileges as others. Another group of people includes women, as they were only able to vote as of 1960. Clearly there were members of society who were excluded from the collaboration process in the past. Although, as we know the meaning of stigmergic collaboration entails indirect communication between large groups of people. This means that the notion was still in existence in the past. 

In today’s society?

     In today’s society every individual now has a say in the political & governmental contexts through votes. People have also become more aware of their governmental system. Therefore, to change the paradigm of their environmental, social and institutional system, people have begun to show more interest in public matters and to participate in decision making. For instance, if the governmental system we have does not work properly in satisfying the citizen’s needs, it might result in the generation of growing collective problems. This in turn can create conflicts between the general public and government. In order to solve problems like these, the general public may collaborate together by forming unions, protests or rallies against the government. By doing this, it may result in some of the issues being solved as larger groups of people who are collaborating together make a bigger statement then only one individual. All in all, it is clear that stigmergic collaboration is evident it today’s political & governmental contexts.

Might it be in the future?

     Ultimately, it is important to remember that due to the history regarding the demise of governments who lacked the voice of the people, it is most likely that democracy deems the best fit for society now and in the future. Furthermore, when looking back at the discussion about the online connected citizens game, I found that citizens were actively collaborating on how to enhance the current democratic system. For instance, one potential solution that has already been implemented in particular governments is the notion of mandatory voting. This would enable the input of the entire society and would also naturally increase the involvement from people. I believe that by enforcing this change it would result in a more established connection between stigmergic collaboration and the democratic process. This is because all citizens will potentially make decisions based on their valued criteria and ultimately lead to a truer representation of the public demands. This is essentially what democracy represents. 

     At the same time, because of the increasing awareness and education people are obtaining on political & governmental contexts via the Internet, it leads me to further believe in the importance of stigmergic collaboration in the future. Furthermore, due to the invention of the Internet not only are societies and individuals being exposed to more information but they are also getting it faster than ever before. In today’s world we hear about breaking news almost before it even happens and this is leading our society to develop and embrace stigmergic collaboration more and more. It is also providing people with perfect ideologies to express more openly and find other individuals who may feel the same way. As I stated early, I believe the idea of stigmergic collaboration and the democratic process will continue to become further developed and important in the future as governments will soon understand the extent to which people are aware of what exactly their government is doing.







Do you believe stigmergic collaboration has relevance to modern day governance? Why and How?


     I believe there is somewhat of relevance between stigmergic collaboration and modern day governance. Firstly, as we know stigmergic collaboration was introduced to offset the need for individuals to work on a task in a direct form of communication. Secondly, with the presence of stigmergy, an initial idea is freely given and the project is driven by that idea. In modern day governance, stigmergy is crucial because it allows for people with interests the freedom to contribute. It should also be noted that the Internet has succeeded in its mass collaborative efforts, most of which were not produced by collaboration but by stigmergy. Furthermore, according to Marsh H (2013) “stigmergy is a far more effective means of handling large group efforts and is also the best hope for success in a new governing system”. 

     When looking at the governance of modern day systems and the action plans political parties use in their campaigns to win your vote. It is often evident that economic plans often take many/years to complete or sometimes never even begin. The different strands on economic policies changes the end goals of those whom are involved. The new party coming in is responsible for looking at the current state of the local environment and to essentially continue from where the last party left off. The key aspect of the democratic government is supposed to represent the current views and desires of the citizens.
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