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			Power to the masses 

			Imma Tubella | President of the UOC

			Fifteen years ago, when our university was founded, some people predicted that the irruption of the Internet and the World Wide Web in the home would be just a passing fad. In those not too distant days, the traditional media had established themselves in our societies as the fourth power, as Thomas Carlyle and Edmund Burke had labelled them two centuries earlier. Nothing seemed to call into question the potential of the newspapers, followed by the radio and, at the end of the last millennium, the television as leaders of opinions and trends, and tools placed at the service of corporate interests which were able to instate and bring down governments at whim.
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			Nevertheless, today the Internet network, which is accessible, ubiquitous and available almost worldwide, has become such a constant presence in our daily lives that Marshall McLuhan’s vision of the medium as the extension of the body, mind and being now seems only too obvious. In a recent conversation, the chairman of the Spanish telephone company, Telefónica, César Alierta, revealed that three quarters of the world’s population had mobile phones. This connectivity, together with almost 600 million Internet service providers distributed throughout the world and 1.5 million active social networks, are bringing the old order of Carlyle and Burke to crisis point, and paving the way for a new power scenario in which the control of the media is returned to a producer-cum-consumer of information.

			Unlike the global village created by satellite television, where the viewer continues to be a passive consumer, the World Wide Web is now able to break monopolies, unidirectionality and political, cultural and linguistic boundaries, while generating a new collaborative and participative regime which turns digital migrants and natives into the wielders of the fourth power on a glocal scale. 

			Derrick de Kerckhove, McLuhan’s intellectual heir, who we have the privilege of welcoming to our university as a researcher and associate, recalled in an interview published in Walk In that the power of the Internet lies in its ability to generate collective intelligence. Updating Michel de Montaigne, Derrick said that “a well-connected brain is preferable to a well-stocked one”, because the network infinitely multiplies our possibilities of accessing knowledge and the experiences of millions of people. 

			We are faced with an unstoppable phenomenon that goes way beyond the tweets that destabilise despotic regimes. It is a true revolution which has opened up just as society is beginning to adopt new behaviours. And the revolutionary values of social networks – collaboration, mutual help, reciprocity and transparency – are spreading at the same rate as connectivity in the most remote villages on the planet.

			This is because the Internet also marks the end of distance. It is a truly global space where the new architecture of the 21st century predicted by Bill Mitchell is being constructed; the architecture of the links between digital networks opposed to defined physical spaces, walls and borders. In spite of the still considerable gaps between certain areas of accessibility, culture and technology in many regions of the world, social networks have already become such an important part of the lives of millions of people that the former other-worldly concepts of North and South are becoming diluted much more forcefully in the digital societies than in the disconnected world. 

			This revolution is definitely not a passing fad. The facebooks, twitters and google waves will come and go, of course, but as long as there is connectivity, the Web will continue to find spaces for collaboration which will make the dream of any revolutionary come true: the power of the masses. 
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