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Capitolo XI

The cooperative model and the digital ecosystem:
an alternative to platform capitalism?

Laura Tirabassi

Abstract: The digital transition has introduced new dimensions in our everyday life, creating
complex hybrid realities where digital and physical spheres blend. Platforms, initially seen
as participatory spaces promoting community engagement and free information exchange,
have become intermediaries in personal data collection and analysis outlining new instanc-
es of capitalism within which users are crucial actors as both producers and consumers of
data (Degli Esposti, 2015). The understanding of the current hybrid society thus calls for
the observation of those principles and values embedded in platform infrastructures, the
engagement paths and the mechanisms of data collection that constitute their primary eco-
nomic asset. The investigation of the processes of platformization (Van Dijck, 2018), end-
users’ exploitation and their enclosure into digital walled gardens allow to critically envi-
sion the effect of platform capitalism and its implications in the diverse domain of con-
temporary society. To this extent, the present contribution aims to provide an overview on
the complex scenario of digital platforms ruling the hybrid ecosystem, exploring its key ac-
tors as well as the proposed alternative of a decentralized infrastructure to ensure an open,
ethical and user-centric digital environment thanks to a cooperative design (Scholz, 2016).
Eventually, the case study of an electronic identity service in the Netherlands and the coop-
erative model within the public sphere as paths towards a fairer digital society are dis-
cussed.

Contents: 1. Introduction. — 2. What digital (plat)forms? — 3. The digital prosumer and its hid-
den costs. — 4. Platforms and walled gardens. — 5. The cooperative model as an alternative to
platform capitalism. — 5.1. Data as a commodity. — 5.2. The promises of platform coope-
rativism. — 6. Application of a user-centric approach in the hybrid public sphere. — 6.1. I Re-
veal My Attributes: the case of IRMA system. — 6.2. The evolving European scenario of Da-
ta Cooperatives in the public sphere. — 7. Conclusions.

1. Introduction.

Today, people are provided with new environments of experience by the digital



Capitolo XI 205

transition: needs, habits consumption paths as well as social imaginaries are shaped
according to new possibilities and alternatives provided by the digital and techno-
logical tools introduced and adopted in our everyday life. The current hybrid reali-
ty, where the physical and the digital realms blur together within the flows of liquid
globalizations, generates an increasing complexity in the diverse domains of con-
temporary political, economic and social organizations. Consumption and value
creation processes encounter new transformations eventually resulting in creative
destruction' and cultural lag® phenomena, both delivering tremendous changes in
the material world as well as in the underlying economic, social and legal configu-
rations. The concrete hybridization of the various domains of life sees the adoption
of new devices that facilitates the mass collection of a vast quantity of personal in-
formation with different degrees of detail. Indeed, individuals regularly carry out
practices of self-tracking through a number of sharing, feedback and self-exposure
practices «to recirculate content as part of their identity and participation in social
networks and communities®» within the engagement and participation frame. To
date, the idea of a «quantified self» has penetrated the public debate until being
commonly used to refer to the process of datafication i.e., those methods through
which digital platforms render into data various practices, processes and aspects of
human life that, thus far, have never been quantified in human history.* As a result,
while platforms might be pictured as intermediary private actors allowing the inter-
action of different users and empowering them to shape their own service, products
or even marketplace, the digital ecosystem gradually mold according to the logics
of generating, engaging with and interpreting the knowledge collected and elabo-
rated from personal data, benefiting from its materialization and representation.
Whereas early visions on the potentialities of Web 2.0 as a new writing space’ fo-
cused on an ideal participatory-based model able to offer mutual benefit to users
and free circulation of information, enthusiasms have been counterbalanced by crit-
ical scholars who draw attention to the processes through which users’ participa-
tion effectively occurs and the underlying values which orient and design the inter-
action modalities of the platform infrastructure. Before illustrating criticalities and
implications of an increasingly hybrid context, it is fundamental to clarify what a
platform is and how the digital environment has materially influenced and molded
our capitalist economic system, eventually penetrating the current social fabric. In-
deed, following a first section that sums up the main sociological approaches on
digital prosumption and platform capitalism, this contribution presents the decen-

! J. SCHUMPETER, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, New York, NY, 1942.
2W. F. OGBURN, Social change with respect to cultural and original nature, New York, NY, 1922.
3D. LuPTON, Digital Sociology, London, 2014, pp. 30-31.

4R. KITCHIN, The Data Revolution: Big Data, Open Data, Data Infrastructures & Their Conse-
quences, London, 2014.

5].D. BOLTER, Writing space: Computers, hypertext, and the remediation of print, 1 ed., London, 2011.
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tralized, user-centric perspective offered by platform cooperativism model as an
alternative in data management and use. To conclude, the related issues emerging
in the public sphere with an on-topic case study are discussed.

2. What digital (plat)forms?

Platforms might be classified based on some evaluation criteria, such as the
functions they implement, their purpose and size. Different platforms also provide
different degrees of interaction, in both peer-to-peer and user-platform contexts,
providing one or more functional purposes (i.e., transactional, network computing,
services, social, entertaining, informational, financial). These combine at different
levels of interactional depth, resulting in a wide variety of digital services and
spaces (e.g. peer-to-peer marketplaces, hardware/software systems, matchmakers,
exchanges, media and entertainment platforms, payment systems®). Platforms
might therefore be grouped as super, large, middle and small according to the user
scale (i.e. the number of active users within the platform), the types of operation
involved and the restrictive ability of that specific platform to limit businesses or
obstruct the connections of merchants with consumers.’

More generally, as sociologist José van Dijck explains, an online platform is a
«programmable digital architecture designed to organize interactions between us-
ers— not just end users but also corporate entities and public bodies. It is geared to-
wards the systematic collection, algorithmic processing, circulation, and monetiza-
tion of user data®». The constituents of a platform anatomy are thus data, algo-
rithms, interfaces, terms of use and a business model which define the operations
through which the platform can create and capture economic value. More in detail,
the core mechanisms of a platform life are datafication, commodification and selec-
tion, each of which cannot be analyzed as isolated but, rather, existing in a land-
scape of interconnected digital counterparts. Today, besides the prevailing plat-
forms owned by the «Big Five» tech companies (Meta (Facebook), Apple, Mi-
crosoft, Alphabet (Google) and Amazon), «governments, incumbent (small and
large) businesses, individual entrepreneurs, nongovernmental organizations, coop-
eratives, consumers, and citizens all participate in shaping the platform society’s

P. BELLEFLAMME-M. PEITZ, Platforms: Definitions and Typology, in P. BELLEFLAMME-M. PEITZ,
The Economics of Platforms: Concepts and Strategy. Cambridge, 2021, pp. 10-40.

7G. WEBSTER-L. LASKAI-R. CREEMERS-J. COSTIGAN, Translation: Guidelines for Internet Platform
Categorization and Grading (Draft for Comment) — Oct. 2021, DIGICHINA, 2022, https://digichina.
stanford.edu/work/translation-guidelines-for-internet-platform-categorization-and-grading-draft-
for-comment-oct-2021/ (30 April 2024).

8J. VAN DUCK-T. POELL-M. DE WAAL, The Platform Society. Public Values in a Connective
World, New York, NY, 2018, p. 4.
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economic and social practices’». Rather than separate digital units coexisting in the
same universe, the observation of the digital sphere as a living ecosystem allows to
identify those norms, mechanisms and power relationships that outline platforms as
interconnected and mutable actors, ultimately shaping and governing the digital so-
ciety.

To date, the Western digital ecosystem has been mainly inhabited by two types
of platforms: the platforms-infrastructure i.e., the «Big Five» group, and the sec-
toral platforms. The latter are also called «connectors» as they provide a digital
service for one specific sector and depend on complementors namely, «organiza-
tions or individuals that provide products or services to end users though platforms,
interlinking different «sides» and hence constituting multisided markets'®. The
criticality, here, emerges as private platforms, that present themselves as interme-
diaries aimed to facilitate the access to information and services, have been devel-
oping complex digital apparatuses where they eventually gain the monopoly on the
data flows and end up as essential infrastructures that regulate and control the in-
teraction among users, data and services, or simply what Van Dijck describes as a
process of platformization.

3. The digital prosumer and its hidden costs.

The business model of sharing economy emphasizes the creative and empower-
ing features of Web 2.0 and the figuratively flat infrastructure of platforms that,
highlighting the horizontal feature of the hybrid network at stake, discourages the
eye from noticing the unspoken labor necessary to produce and sustain the service
offered. Within an increasingly hybridization of brick-and-mortar and digital spac-
es, the distinction between producers and consumers becomes undetectable. In-
deed, there are no pure consumers benefiting from the digital service provided by a
private platform but, rather, digital prosumers''' that are simultaneously engaged
in consumption and production processes'’. These actors play a primary role in the
digital economy as they constantly participate in interaction and data generation
hence, they produce the premium value for the lifespan of any digital platform.

°J. VAN DuCK-T. POELL-M. DE WAAL, The Platform Society. Public Values in a Connective
World, cit., p. 4.

107, vaN Duck-T. POELL-M. DE WAAL, The Platform Society. Public Values in a Connective
World, cit., p. 17.

"' A. TOFFLER, The Third Wave, New York, 1980.

12G. RITZER, Prosumption: Evolution, Revolution, or Eternal Return of the Same?, in Journal of
Consumer Culture, 2014, 14, pp. 3-25.

13 P. DEGLI ESPOSTI, Essere prosumer nella societa digitale. Produzione e consumo tra atomi e
bit, Milano, 2015.
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The sharing economy system is grounded on and constantly promotes such du-
ality, enabling the free exchange of goods and services through the double en-
gagement of users as both producers and consumers. Traditional business models
and intermediaries are now bypassed thanks to digital technologies and the Internet
of Things. However, whereas prosumers are allowed to generate and manage their
own goods, the spread and current reach of the sharing economy platforms reveals
the significance of these key actors for the platform economy. Here resides the con-
troversial nature of these apparently flat digital infrastructures: prosumers’ work in
the co-creation process of platform services and products remains unspoken and
the platform ecosystem turns out to be composed of many contradictions as it ap-
pears equal but is hierarchical, it seems to serve public value but is primarily cor-
porate and, even more importantly, it appears to promote bottom-up logic and con-
sumer empowerment but does so through highly centralized paths that are opaque
or deliberately obscure for its users."

To conclude, prosumption perspective allows to observe new forms of work
employment where consumers are also producers carrying out unpaid and socially
unrecognized work, identifiable as a modern form of ‘free labor’. Digital prosum-
ers thus constitute the new group of exploited workers who produce economic
value that turns into profit within and beyond the digital economy. Formulating it
differently, a new stage of the capitalist system is introduced where profit is sig-
nificantly increased by the simultaneous exploitation of both workers and con-
sumers, or rather, working consumers'® giving rise to a prosumer capitalism. By
contrast, according to a more positive approach, digital environment and business-
es generated by prosumption processes can be seen as spaces populated and con-
trolled by prosumers themselves as they can actively and directly operate for their
own benefit, rather than for the profitability of the companies of the platforms in-
volved. The role of prosumers can thus be empowered by such opportunity of con-
trol exercised over what they prosume nurturing a democratic and co-operative
digital ecosystem.'®

4. Platforms and walled gardens.

However empowering and forward looking from a technologically optimistic
perspective the digital environment results extremely invasive. Weber’s iron cage

14J. VAN DIICK, Seeing the forest for the trees: Visualizing platformization and its governance, in
New Media & Society, 2021, Vol. 23, n. 9, pp. 2801-2819.

15P. DEGLI ESPOSTI-G. RITZER, The Increasing and Invisible Impact of the Working Consumer on
Paid Work, in C. SUTER-J. CUVI-P. BALSIGER-M. NEDELCU, The Future of Work, Zurich, 2021, pp. 75-99.

16D, TAPSCOTT-A.D. WILLIAMS, Wikinomics. How Mass Collaboration Changes Everything,
London, 2008.
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of Weberian experienced by the individual in the industrial modernity, turns into a
contemporary digital cage'’ that, although silent and invisible, is highly tighter and
more binding; not only it engages with every aspect of life and is connected to past
activities, but it is constantly alimented by the /ively data collected through a varie-
ty of devices and digital tools, leaning towards particularly pervasive and asymmet-
rical forms of power e.g., the biopower produced by personal information gathering
in the health sphere.'® Online platforms are managed hierarchically by decisions
made in the Silicon Valley and executed by black-box algorithms' providing their
users with strictly interconnected and interdependent services and products gener-
ating what can be described as a walled garden. The walled garden metaphor high-
lights the closed traits and highly controlled environment of digital platforms as
they are centralized, efficient and comfortable spaces, designed by the provider,
where users are confined. The flow of information that circulates throughout and
within the platform is thus centrally administrated, while users are often encour-
aged, if not required, to keep their activity within the confines of the platform, gen-
erating a limited exposure to external content. The idea of a walled garden is thus
able to display the tendency to oligopolies and monopoly control that characterizes
the platform ecosystem so far governed by private companies.

Within this frame, platforms can be described as digital re-programmable and
data-driven infrastructures enabling the personalized and simplified interaction be-
tween end-users and complementors through collection, algorithmic processing,
monetization and circulation of data.® They thrive on the increasing number of
end-users as a higher number achieved causes what is defined as network effect,”’
which generates greater value, as well as significant capital accumulation thanks to
the interaction paths. Accordingly, with the aim of progressively extracting data
from its users, the platform utilizes a strategy of constant engagement and attrac-
tion, which translates users’ activity into value, nurturing an exponential growth
and hardening its gardens’ walls. Finally, their multisided feature allows platform
corporations to balance profits and efforts thanks to multiple-business branches.
The penetrative capacity, the dynamicity, and the exponential growth of digital
platforms currently position them at the center of public and private life of individ-
uals. Entire economic key sectors and spheres of social life come influenced and

17R. SCHROEDER, Big Data: Marx, Hayek, and Weber in a Data-Driven World, in M. GRAHAM-
W.H. DUTTON-M. CASTELLS, Society and the Internet: How Networks of Information and Communi-
cation are Changing Our Lives, Oxford, 2019.

18D. LUPTON, Lively data, social fitness and biovalue: The intersections of health self-tracking and
social media, in J. BURGESS-A. MARWICK-T. POELL, The sage handbook on social media, London, 2015.

19F. PASQUALE, The Black Box Society: The Secret Algorithms That Control Money and Infor-
mation, Cambridge, 2015.

20N, SRNICEK, Platform Capitalism, Cambridge, 2016.
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transformed according to such new infrastructure emphasizing how, one more time,
«tools participate in shaping the world with us as we use them».?? Platform capital-
ism thus poses new challenges within the rapidly transforming society, installing a
top-down orchestration aimed at constantly achieving the value generated by the
interaction with and among end-users. Moreover, as long as humans increasingly
rely on algorithms,” the great questions running along the narrative is whether and
to what extent this can be useful, powerful, harmful and fair to people’s life. If «all
data are people»®* as well as data are /ively themselves,” specific and urgent social
aspects, such as equity, accessibility, fairness and transparency, need to be ad-
dressed when dealing with the public sphere. Conversely, the platform infrastruc-
ture assigns a crucial role to end-users since they are no more mere consumers of
goods and services but, instead, they concretely participate in the economic process
of goods’ production as they are provided with the opportunity to act, connect and
communicate through powerful means, reaching effective results within a seeming
open landscape where the individual, or group of individuals, is given «a vantage
point from which to act powerfully, a raised place to stand».”

Nevertheless, whereas platform capitalism might have contributed to decentral-
ize many activities in the economic domain allowing its users to actively engage
and circulate information and goods within its digital worlds, such change does not
seem to correspond to an equivalent user-centric system since online platforms are
centrally controlled by back-end server infrastructures eventually resulting into
new forms of digital exploitation of the prosumer.?”’

5. The cooperative model as an alternative to platform capitalism.

5.1. Data as a commodity.

To shed light on possible alternatives to the platform capitalism driven ecosys-

22D. BoYD-K. CRAWFORD, Critical questions for Big Data: Provocations for a cultural, technolog-
ical, and scholarly phenomenon, in Information, Communication & Society, 2012, Vol. 15, n. 5, p. 675.

23 E. BOGERT-A. SCHECTER-R.T. WATSON, Humans rely more on algorithms than social influence
as a task becomes more difficult, in Sci Rep, 2021, Vol. 11, n. 8028, pp. 1-9.

24M. ZooK-S. BAROCAS-D. BOYD-K. CRAWFORD-E. KELLER-S.P. GANGADHARAN-A. GOODMAN-
R. HOLLANDER-B.A. KOENIG-J. METCALF-A. NARAYANAN-A. NELSON-F. PASQUALE, Ten simple rules
for responsible big data research, in PLoS Computational Biology, 2017, Vol. 13, n. 3, p. 2.
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and Society, 2017, https://www.hiig.de/en/the-platform-metaphor-revisited/ (14 March 2024).
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tem, it is imperative to change perspective on data and their digital domains. In-
deed, on the other side of centralized Big-tech platform’s model, is the incredibly
democratic potential of a digital world able to foster open engagement processes,
users’ empowerment and bottom-up governance paths. An approach rooted in co-
operative principles such as data valorization and emphasizing processes that, ra-
ther than to eradicate the contemporary platform economy, are aimed to propose
different approaches and value design models to develop a varied and healthier dig-
ital ecosystem: a concrete endeavor to foster democratic digital environments in
which data, so precious and valuable, become the passkey for a distributed and
open governance of/by platforms and users.

Definitions of «Big Data» are as many as the new types of data?® but an argua-
bly exhaustive definition might be that they are «an imprecise description of a rich
and complicated set of characteristics, practices, techniques, ethical issues, and
outcomes all associated with data».” It can empower citizens and refine their rela-
tionship with the government agencies by means of more efficient, transparent and
engaging public services. Nevertheless, while highlighting the benefits of this in-
terdependence, such assumption must not fall into pure dataism® given that inter-
pretation lays at the core of data analysis where more data does not stand for better
data, especially as far as it represents the new «oil».”!

Data valuation is highly dependent on the initial raw quality, on the context in
which they are collected and on the ability to scale and generate profit from them.
Accordingly, data can be redefined as a new commodity, a key resource in the digi-
tal economy since it is characterized by a low initial value that increases through
refinement and analysis. Especially with regard to internet-related businesses, such
mechanism gives rise to an economic model in which users do not effectively pay
in monetary terms to benefit from a service or a product, rather, they do so through
their consent to have data collected about themselves, thus, producing a new com-
modity. It is this immaterial characteristic that might cause a misleading under-
standing of the process producing this new commodity. Indeed, despite the absence
of its raw value, «data can be replicated and distributed at negligible marginal
costs, unlike physical goods requiring additional resources for each unit produced.
This scalability affects pricing and value, as the cost to replicate data is minimal

281. FOSTER-R. GHANI-R.S. JARMIN-F. KREUTER-J. LANE, Big data and social science: data sci-
ence methods and tools for research and practice, New York, 2020.
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once the initial dataset is created».’” Indeed, data as a commodity has intrinsic
characteristics that no other type of product or exchange commodity currently pos-
sesses because although «data may be seen as the new oil that allows the system to
hum along, (...) data is now the basis of the system and not simply a lubricant (...) it
flows easily and quickly in many different directions. This is one of the qualities that
makes data so valuable, but it also serves to make it highly dangerous».*®

Starting from such assumption, the idea of a market for data might revitalize the
dignity of data creators by means of a new “data dignity”” which «translates the con-
cept of human dignity that was central to defeating the totalitarianisms of the twenti-
eth century to our contemporary context in which our data needs to be protected from
new concentrations of power».** Additionally, data dignity does not call for a refusal
of the network effects gains — in fact, it depends critically on big platforms — but in-
stead, it introduces an informed attempt to maximize the benefits of digital platform
architecture. Finally, and more importantly, to enable and make data dignity work,
there is the need for an additional layer of organizations to mediate the process and
bridge the gap between prosumers and data. These are the so-called «mediators of
individual data», such as Data Cooperatives (introduced in the section 6.2. of this
contribution) namely, organizations aimed at representing their members in a variety
of forms through the negotiation of data royalties or wages, conferring the power of
collective gains to the subjects who are the primary sources of the valuable data.*

5.2. The promises of platform cooperativism.

A promising option for individual data management to contrast the power exert-
ed by digital platforms as intermediaries that facilitate, control and regulate the in-
teraction between users, data and services within its digital infrastructure, is the co-
operative model. A cooperative is «a voluntary association that is organized for the
mutual benefit of a particular social, economic, and/or cultural agenda(s). (...) In
cooperative enterprises, surpluses may be paid to members in the form of patron-
age returns proportional to the business done by each member of the coopera-
tive».® Translated within the digital domain, platform cooperativism proposes an

32 TopD HARBOUR, The Paradox of Data: A Commodity Unlike Any Other, Medium, 2024, https://
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alternative to platform capitalism where platforms are owned and managed by the
users, or better, prosumers themselves.

The cooperative frame provides platforms with new functions of cooperative
structure i.e., members have a direct stake in the management of the data collect-
ed, the distribution of labour and the profits of the organization. More precisely,
according to this frame, platform cooperative «is a mindset» where platform is
intended as «a term used to describe an environment in which extractive or coop-
erative intermediaries offer their services or content».’” As argued by Scholz,
there are three parts comprising the concept of platform cooperativism: a) the
implementation of a structural change that transfers the «technological heart» of
sharing economy platforms (e.g., Uber, AirBnB or UpWork) to a different own-
ership model that is more consistent with democratic values; b) the principle of
solidarity as the key component in the various forms of cooperatives, from multi-
stakeholder to prosumer-owned platforms; ¢) the concepts of innovation and effi-
ciency reframed to meet the shared common benefit of all, over the profit for the
few. This practically results in direct ownership by workers which have a voice
in the platform business decisions, sharing equally the profits generated by their
work and the collection of data within a democratic co-operation system. Scholz
points out that «platform capitalism is amazingly ineffective in watching out for
people»*® as the ownership of vast amounts of data and profits are concentrated in
the hands of a few large companies, while the employees of these companies re-
ceive only a small portion of the value they create, and the end-users of the ser-
vices provided, who contribute most to the generation of wealth by handing over
ownership of the data provided with the use of the services, are totally dispos-
sessed.

A good example of workers-owned cooperative platform is the one of Driver’s
Seat Cooperative, a driver-owned organization that enables drivers to benefit from
their data collected on their working activity. This is possible as the pooling and
analysis of data are fed back to workers who can thus organize their work accord-
ing to these insights to optimize their incomes. Moreover, this cooperative platform
is also able to sell the collected data to city agencies improving policy decisions
and, even more importantly, redistributing back to members the profits from sales.
Platform cooperative thus proposes an alternative to today’s financialized capitalist
model, where decisions are often taken by managers and investors, with little or no
participation by workers and employees, with a resulting in large concentrations of
wealth that can hardly be redistributed. It is aimed at providing member of the plat-
forms with a different asset of the digital ecosystem where decisions are taken
democratically by the members themselves, who have direct control over the man-

37T. ScHoLz, Platform cooperativism. Challenging the corporate sharing economy, New York,
NY, 2016, p. 14.
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agement of the platform, thus also increasing the multi-level permeability of the
generated wealth and contributing to the creation of a new model of digital capital-
ism that is necessarily more sustainable in the long run.** After all, this is the prom-
1se of the fediverse, or federated network, where users can interact with each other
across different servers allowing greater prosumers’ control over their data while
avoiding the need for central authority in a distributed network of networks.*’ The
communication and exchange of information between multiple independent servers
and software (e.g., Mastodon, Peertube, Pixelfed etc.) is possible thanks to the use
of a shared protocol named ActivityPub. Many experts maintain that «the fediverse
is heading in the right direction and operates in the way the original web (WWW)
was designed to operate — as a distributed web of linked information»*' as users can
benefit from an increased control and freedom over their activity, since they are not
bound to the platform profit-oriented architecture and its algorithms.

In other words, the proposed and evolving scenario of an alternative digital
world to the current centralized platforms ecosystem, is the one of user-centric per-
spective in which interoperability, openness and de-centralization can weaken, if
not defeat, network effects of centralized Big-Tech digital infrastructure and thus
challenge platform capitalism.

6. Application of a user-centric approach in the hybrid public sphere.

In the hybrid public domain, infrastructures and services from the physical
realm blur with the rapidly evolving landscape of digital platforms. If public ser-
vices can be improved by digital tools that increase transparency, openness and fa-
cilitate citizens’ involvement in decision-making processes, such tools do not guar-
antee an inclusive, diverse and informed public sphere given that «our diverse and
heterogeneous cultural backgrounds make it difficult to recreate a unified public
sphere, on or offline».*> Nonetheless, the bureaucratic machine of public institu-
tions has always depended on a variety of technological tools to manage the rela-
tions between citizens and the state, today «citizen data is one such tool» present-
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ERJE-K. NUBEL-A. PENTLAND-T. SCHOLZ-D. SIDDARTH-J. TAIT-B. VAITLA-J. ZHU, Unlocking the Pow-
er of Digital Commons: Data Cooperatives as a Pathway for Data Sovereign, Innovative and Equita-
ble Digital Communities, in Digital, 2023, Vol. 3, n. 3, pp. 146-171.
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ing its by-design value system and operations, with «its affordances and limits».*
From a user-centric perspective that strongly relates to the ideas of citizenship,
commonality and accessibility, the opportunity presented by data in the digital
space might enhance participation in public affairs and improve public services
thanks to the greater interaction between citizens and institutions.

In this final section, among opportunities and challenges, a study case of a de-
centralized, attribute-based identification system and the following reflection on
Data Cooperatives in the European regulatory framework are discussed as instanc-
es of a cooperative, distributed model for data valorization and citizen-prosumers’
empowerment in the public sphere.

6.1. I Reveal My Attributes: the case of IRMA system.

With the aim to contribute to the development of infrastructures that are designed
to govern the digital worlds on the basis of public values, the opportunity provided
by an electronic identification service (elDs) called IRMA (acronym for I Reveal My
Attributes) is explored, as an example of decentralized, attribute-based, nonprofit
and nonstate (DAN) system implemented in the Netherland. This DAN-eIDs' archi-
tecture is built on the idea that few elD systems allow users’ control over which piece
of information they give away in each different transactions or contexts.**

IRMA platform differs from centralized identification service such as Facebook
Login as attributes of the users are stored locally on their devices rather than in a
central database. Whereas social network sites (SNS) act as intermediaries that
store and manage data flows usually without a defined user’s control over what in-
formation is shared, in the IRMA App, after collecting their attributes, users active-
ly choose to disclose them directly to the verifier avoiding the involvement of the
issuer during the authentication process. Indeed, while Facebook Login collect ex-
tensive data from the user’s authentication activities, possibly combining such data
to profile the user or as primary source for targeted advertising, the Dutch public
platform provides the user with the possibility to decide which attribute to reveal
following the specific requirements of the verifier. Finally, the user-centric ap-
proach of this DAN-eIDs is displayed in its design, built on the principle of data
minimization. Whereas many SNS log in procedure, such as Facebook Login, in-
volve extensive data sharing and might include personal and behavioral data with
purposes that go beyond the immediate authentication procedure, the IRMA App
allows users to disclose only necessary attributes, enhancing users’ privacy protec-
tion as well as providing a procedure that better aligns with the General Data Pro-
tection Regulation (GDPR) requirements.
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As the reported example of a decentralized, non-profit identification service
shows, the issue of elDs, just like other digital services, cannot be restricted to
technical and legal compliance questions, but should be faced within the context of
«(geo)political positioning — particularly in Europe which finds itself squeezed be-
tween centralized data systems run by governments, companies or, at best, public-
private partnerships®’ (...) they are sensitive political-economic choices that raise
questions of power and control in governing a digital society».*® The opportunity of
a decentralized, attribute-based, non-profit system may thus provide European
members with an effective alternative to be effective actors within the global digi-
tal framework, able to counterbalance the power exercised by private market play-
ers that, as van Dijck puts it, are shaping the platform ecosystem and its architec-
ture, leaving little room for civil society actors.

6.2. The evolving European scenario of Data Cooperatives in the public sphere.

Another instance to offer citizens the opportunity to regain control over their da-
ta is to provide them with the possibility to choose over its use while benefitting
from the right to share its value. New data governance models emerge, aimed at
mitigating the tension between data openness and data control, and making data
accessible without sacrificing producers’ power over it.

Within this frame, a step forward in democratizing the digital ecosystem has
been embraced by the European Commission, with the purpose of redirecting the
unprecedented potential of data towards the benefit of individuals, society and
institutions throughout its governance and regulation. More in detail, the proposal
is to move forward from the idea of data as a commodity, to data as «‘“a value”
available to all, as a key factor of growth, wealth and development, for the entire
society, including citizens, public administrations, enterprises and other public
and private bodies».?” Indeed, if the actions of public sector bodies should pursue
the public good and interests to benefit the community, the valorization of data
results unavoidably linked to such public interest. The Data Governance Act de-
fines a set of rules for providers of data intermediation services to ensure that
they will function as trustworthy organizers of data sharing. A possibly crucial
role is presented by Data Cooperatives as they might enable open data models
thanks to their digital architecture designed to create personal data stores ulti-
mately aimed at the mutual benefit. By rebalancing the asymmetry between data
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subjects (i.e., those producing personal data) and data users (i.e., those using data
to develop a service or product), Data Cooperatives might thus offer an oppor-
tunity to data subjects to organize and collectively participate in the decision-
making processes on data usage, aiming at «the empowerment of individuals
through collective use of their own personal data»,*® and a promising direction to
withstand data colonialism.*’ To do so, an essential first will be to affirm individ-
uals’ data rights into legislation and regulations, allowing them to negotiate and
informedly choose terms and conditions. The entities designed to process data are
indeed those registered as ‘data-altruism organizations recognized in the Union’
namely, entities of not-for-profit character that «meet transparency requirements
as well as offer specific safeguards to protect the rights and interests of citizens
and companies who share their datay.*

In this regard, the role of Public Administration might be crucial to empower
citizens and value their data in the public domain as it might act «in the public in-
terest, as an intermediary, in the logics of re-use of data which it holds for its insti-
tutional purposes, while preserving the protection of the subjects to whom these da-
ta refer to who, thanks to the action of public administration, can enjoy an en-
hanced system that protects their rights».' However, a valorization of data pro-
cessed by public authorities will require a congruent fine-tuning of concrete
measures to create the fertile ground for cooperative modelling actions, such as the
establishment of common European Data Spaces that «are envisioned as sovereign,
trustworthy and interoperable data sharing environments where data can flow with-
in and across sectors, in full respect of data.>

Nonetheless, Data Cooperatives have their limits for successful adoption since
they require significant community engagement and trust to establish and maintain
the cooperative organization,” plus a potential misuse of data might occur if it is
not managed properly.’* A vivid discussion, embracing academics’, policy makers’
and experts’ endeavor to jointly develop a European regulatory framework and
govern the digital ecosystem is thus essential to protect the citizen-prosumers, to
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build an accountable, transparent and trustworthy public sphere, as well as to
achieve, both in the private and public sectors, a «good governance»>” in the trans-
forming hybrid reality.

7. Conclusions.

This contribution has attempted to provide an introductory description of the in-
tricate dynamics characterizing the digital ecosystem. In detail, the criticalities of
the increasingly hybrid society have been illustrated and analyzed exploring the
current traits of digital prosumers’ exploitation, the main characteristics of the plat-
formization process and the emerging conceptual framework that understand data
as bounded to their generated value. To this extent, platform cooperativism has
been discussed as a possible alternative to the implications of the digital economy,
within which the working consumers’ perspective™ highlights the need for a hori-
zontal organizational model to prevent a digital space where the pitfalls of digital
exploitation “are either neutralized, ignored, or accepted as indispensable or inevi-
table components of this new capitalismy».”’

Reasonably, the centralized platform-oriented ecosystem and the de-centralized
user-oriented model illustrated might replicate the intrinsic quality of «the internet
as facilitating two dialectically antagonistic tendencies of competition and coopera-
tion. The hegemonic competitive form of contemporary social relations thrives on
the network structure of the internet but also gives rise to an emerging cooperative
potentiality».”® Within this frame, the lens of cultural lag highlights how the tre-
mendous changes happening in one aspect of culture does not encounter coincident
transformations in another aspect or, in other words, how the platformization pro-
cess has already produced crucial transformations both in the private and public
spheres without a corresponding appropriate regulatory framework within the Eu-
ropean public context.

The analysis of digital platforms and the hybrid landscape they inhabit should
thus be open to a broader debate on the current alternatives that might mitigate the
effects of a profit-oriented digital economy penetrating individuals’ private and
public life, in the view of a democratically regulated digital ecosystem where «citi-
zens would have the power to control their personal data and wield democratic

35 M. BOVENS, Public Accountability, in E. FERLIE-L.E. LYNN-C. POLLITT, The Oxford Handbook
of Public Management, Oxford, 2009, pp. 182-208.

36 P. DEGLI ESPOSTI-G. RITZER, The Increasing and Invisible Impact of the Working Consumer on
Paid Work, cit.

STE. FISHER, Contemporary technology discourse and the legitimation of capitalism, in European
Journal of Social Theory, 2010, Vol. 13, n. 2, p. 236.

38 C. FucHS, Internet and Society: Social Theory in the Information Age, New York, NY, 2008.
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control over what happens to collective data flows and repositories».”” In this re-
gard, given the limits of a successful digital cooperative model due to the imple-
mentation in different national contexts, an appropriate regulation framework
would be supported by a common endeavor on data literacy on both the side of
public bodies and citizens, as an essential first step to facilitate the development of
equipped digital cooperative alternatives addressed to informed and engaged citi-
zens.

To conclude, aware of the contradictions, challenging features and limits of dig-
ital cooperative models for data intermediation,®*¢' the user-centric perspective of
cooperativism represent an opportunity to equipe the civil society with both the
knowledge and tools to navigate the complexities of the digital age and mitigate the
monopolistic tendency of platform capitalism, with the aim to foster a solid, resili-
ent and fairer hybrid society.

39 J. vaN DICK-T. POELL-M. DE WAAL, The Platform Society. Public Values in a Connective
World, cit. p. 140.

0P, GASPER, Are workers’ cooperatives the alternative to capitalism, in International Socialist
Review, 2014, Vol. 93.

81'T. ScHOLZ, Platform cooperativism. Challenging the corporate sharing economy, cit.
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