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Abstract
Do we need a kind of sustainable infodiversity in our global knowledge
store, equivalent to a sustainable biodiversity in our physical and
ecological environment? In 2001, Edward O. Wilson proposed a fivepoint plan to counteract the collective ignorance that is contributing to
the destruction of our environment:
• survey the world’s biodiversity
• create biological wealth
• promote sustainable development
• save what remains
• restore the wild lands.
We could conceive of a parallel plan to foster a sustainable
infodiversity in the context of our global store of information and
knowledge.
The internet and its associated technologies are a complex information system with a
complex set of ecologies analogous to the environment. Technical experts and ecologists
understand, to some degree, the effect that changes to these systems will have. Most
of the rest of us do not. That is not a criticism. It is impossible even for the experts to
completely understand the knowledge society or the environment in their entirety.
Experts may have a deep understanding of parts of the system but they never know it all
and the models they use are simplified representations of some aspect of reality. We do
however need this deep understanding if we as a society are to make informed decisions
about information systems, particularly those with wide-reaching effects.
In an information society access to, and control of, information is crucial. Who is to ensure
that information technologies and the regulations governing them evolve in progressive or
positive ways? What political philosophies will underpin this evolution? How, when, where
and by whom will such decisions be made?
Sometimes these issues are left to groups of experts who draft legislation, on intellectual
property for example, which potentially has a global effect. Yet intellectual property experts
pursue lawsuits over silence and electronic buttons and it often takes the ordinary woman
on the Clapham Omnibus to throw some common sense into the mix.
James Boyle suggests we need parallel programmes of activism and scholarship
to protect the public domain, in the face of a kind of second enclosure movement
– an enclosure of the ‘commons of the mind’ by private prospectors like the large
entertainment, technology and pharmaceutical industries. Does this mean we need a
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kind of sustainable infodiversity in our global knowledge store, equivalent to a sustainable
biodiversity in our physical and ecological environment? In 2001 Edward O. Wilson wrote
that more that 99% of the world’s biodiversity was unknown and that we should rectify that
state of affairs, since our ignorance was contributing to the destruction of the environment.
He outlines a five point plan for doing this.
•

Comprehensively survey the world’s flora and fauna. This will need a large but finite
team of professionals.

•

Create biological wealth e.g. through pharmaceutical prospecting of indigenous plants.
Assigning economic value to biodiversity (e.g. as a source of material wealth as food
or medicines or leisure amenities) is a key way to encourage its preservation.

•

Promote sustainable development i.e. ‘development which meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs’.

•

Save what remains i.e. being realistic we are not going to halt environmental
degradation overnight.

•

Restore the wild lands e.g. through designating large areas of land as natural reserves
like Costa Rica’s 50,000-hectare Guanacaste National Park.

We could conceive of a parallel plan for that global information store, the infodiversity of
which is potentially endangered by Boyle’s postulated second enclosure movement.
Comprehensively survey the world’s global knowledge store. We already have vast
industries built on information wealth and intellectual property but we need to look at
whether those industries are operating in a way which is in the best interests of a society
requiring access to knowledge.
Promote sustainable information development – information production and exploitation
which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to build on that knowledge store.
Save what remains e.g. seek to nullify developments in law or technology whose primary
effect is the privatisation of knowledge and information in the public domain.
Restore the wild lands. Perhaps we need information reserves or wild lands, like networks
of universities and other public institutions, where ideas can be allowed to roam in the
wild and the people in these institutions can exchange ideas without the need to deal with
proprietary intellectual property claims of the commercial world, at least within the confines
of the reserves?
Scientific knowledge is currently at a stage of development whereby the popular belief
that we can synthetically create biodiversity is a complete pipedream. Wilson suggested
that the ‘search for the safe rules of biotic synthesis is an enterprise of high intellectual
daring’. Likewise the interaction of ideas, which creates the kind of infodiversity from which
emerges other useful ideas, could be stifled by dividing up that public knowledge store
amongst private owners. It would be like trying to recreate the biodiversity of the African
continent in Dublin Zoo or someone’s garden. Wilson is an advocate of using the law to
protect biodiversity: ‘The wise procedure is to use the law to delay, science to evaluate
and familiarity to preserve. There is an implicit principle of human behaviour important
to conservation: the better an ecosystem is known, the less likely it will be destroyed.‘
We could justifiably ask the question of whether intellectual property law, and indeed the
whole portfolio of information and communications regulations, could play a similar role
with our global information ecosystem.
Ultimately, the success or failure of what Boyle has called a second enclosure movement,
rests on the evolutionary battle for dominance between two competing memes – the idea
that knowledge should be shared and the idea that it should be controlled. They both have
staying power.
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When I first read James Boyle’s and Larry Lessig’s work it left me pretty gloomy about
the future of the knowledge society, as a natural ‘glass half empty’ kind of guy. In spite of
a number of the negative developments since then in the direction of Boyle’s enclosure,
though, I am now fairly optimistic about the power of the simple meme that sharing
information is a good idea. The trick will be to continuously manage the balance between
the competing (and simultaneously complementary) notions that:
•

information should be shared

•

information should be controlled – in the best interests of society as a whole.
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