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Less than a month before the 2008 US elections, a small group of 
activists organized to develop a nationwide, cell-phone enabled, election monitoring system. This loosely connected network of volunteers was weaned on the open-source culture of wikis, barcamps, shared code repositories, and issue trackers. They succeeded in creating a functional monitoring system which attracted mainstream press cycles and helped identify multiple incidents of voter suppression.  It is easy to imagine a system with these specification costing the government millions of dollars and taking years to develop, but the group's do-it-yourself ethic led them to ingeniously leverage the latent infrastructure of the gratis microblogging service Twitter to power their monitoring system, and the Twitter Vote Report was launched.


Twitter Vote Report required users to send properly formated text messages, allowing them to report information such as malfunctioning voting machines, voter suppression, and even wait times by zip code. After the information was submitted to Twitter, a very thin application slurped the data out of Twitter, presented it to volunteer “sweepers” for filtering, and transformed it into geo-spatial data visualizations. The system represents an important moment in the popularization of the practice of networked distributed cognition. While flickr.com and de.licio.us enable the distributed collection and aggregation of of photos and links, Twitter Vote Report demonstrates the possibility of aggregating arbitrary structured data. Participants glimmered the power synthesizing a blizzard of data snowflakes into a meaningful bank of knowledge. 


In the months that followed the election, the Twitter Vote Report developers helped monitor the 2009 Indian general elections, and collaborated with the Ushahidi project, a free and open source project committed to building a platform which crowdsources crisis information. The project was rebranded Swift “a toolset for crowdsourced situational awareness”: 

Swift hopes to expand [Twitter Vote Report's] approach into a general purpose toolkit for crowdsouring the semantic structuring of data so that it can be reused in other applications and visualizations. The developers of Swift are particularly interested in crisis reporting (Ushahidi) and international media criticism (Meedan), but by providing a general purpose crowdsourcing tool we hope to create a tool reusable in many contexts. Swift engages self-interested teams of “citizen editors” who curate publicly available information about a crisis or any event or region as it happens.


Twitter Vote Report learned during the election that in addition to gathering information, it was essential to filter it.  The Ushahidi team had been working on a design for a curation workflow that would enable crowdsourcing the filter, alongside data collection. In their simple design, curators volunteer to rate incoming data from the social networking site de jour, publicly stating who they trust and the facts they believe. 


Unlike the pure modernist visions of the semantic web, these systems of collaborative analysis attempt to represent the superposition of multiplicity of voices. Instead of a single overarching standard of value, the Swift platform presents a wide range of judgments, and concentrates on meaningfully aggregating this information, always preserving the originating source. While machine intelligences will play an active role in harvesting, inferring, and filtering, these agents operate alongside human intelligence—there is no “what” outside the context of a “who.”


The Swift platform is an early example of the style of collaboration emerging around Distributed Version Control Systems crossing over from code production to content production. This transition is characterized by a shift from a central, hierarchical, canonical versions of knowledge giving way to distributed heterarchies.  These knowledge communities strive to preserve the multiplicity of perspectives, and the system aims to aggregate, merge, and synthesize the diversity instead of collapsing it into a single, dominant, view.


