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Article abstract
The new information and communication technologies have transformed the governance of
organizations and institutions because of the significant reduction in transaction and organization
costs. They have also effected a commutation revolution: relationships between any elements of any
set of persons or groups can be maintained, modified, or interrupted at will. This has transformed
sets of relationships into active networks capable of accelerating their evolution and
self-organization. But it has also generated both a new importance for collaborative governance and a
heightened degree of precarity for those partners that are less nimble or likely to adapt more slowly.
What has ensued is a chaordic world (a mix of chaos and order) defined by a new sociality (a different
social glue ensuring the stability of networks and groups on the basis of much weaker ties), and new
perils for ill-prepared individuals. This in turn has generated the demand for a new sort of State
capable of ensuring that the higher risks would be shared somewhat fairly, and of nurturing the
requisite degree of trust necessary for collaborative governance to thrive. The sort of State likely to do
the job has to find the right balance between the need to protect the persons badly hit by change and
the need to help those who require the assistance of the State to ensure the requisite amount of social
learning and transformation.
There are two basic reactions to this important challenge of governance. First, the governmentality
approach, which is based on the presumption that nothing has fundamentally changed, builds on
efforts by the State to use a panoply of instruments to manipulate representations in order to
maintain hierarchical control in this turbulent world. This is a strategy based on a perceptive
awareness of the fears and anguish of the population, on an apt use of this knowledge to persuade the
citizenry that the State has their interests at heart, and on a clever use of instruments to lead them to
voluntarily submit to the canonical position of the State and to rationalize their voluntary submission
in the name of self-realization.
Second, the social learning approach seeks to achieve dynamical transformation through better use of
collective intelligence via distributed governance and a transformed State—what can be termed the
Commutator State. This approach is based on a redefinition of the logic underpinning the State: from
a logic rooted in a propensity to centralize in order to be able to redistribute to a logic of learning
based on the role of die State as facilitator and animateur. It addresses the challenges of e-governance
through three complementary strategies: a strategy of connexity in order to prevent exclusion, a
strategy of catalysis in order to boost collective intelligence and accelerate social learning, and a
strategy of completude in order to engineer new technologies of collaboration in the face of
governance fallures.
We argue that the first approach is tempting for State officials who are in denial vis-à-vis the new
realities and are crippled by a centralized mindset. However, such a strategy mainly serves to sustain
"la raison d'Etat" — a State geared entirely to its own sustenance and for which society is an
instrument.
The second approach is more promising but entails the deployment of a distributed governance that
clearly challenges the centralized mindset and builds on the best use of collective intelligence and on
experimentation. While the second approach is obviously the only viable one, the author warns that
one should not underestimate the dynamic conservatism at play and the vulnerability of the citizenry
to the manipulation of State officials bent on defending their power. Consequently, although a good
argument can be made in favour of the Commutator State, there is still much persuasive power left in
the incantations in defense of the Welfare State. Hence the rise of the Commutator State may not be
for tomorrow, but only thereafter.
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