Web 2.0: Toward Happiness and Empowerment through Interactive
Technology
Soraj Hongladarom
Department of Philosophy and Center for Ethics of Science and Technology Faculty of Arts,
Chulalongkorn University, hsoraj@chula.ac.th
Introduction: What is Web 2.0?
Web 2.0 is a new development in the World Wide Web. According to the Wikipedia, the
term ‘web 2.0’ refers to “a perceived second generation of web-based communities and hosted
services — such as social-networking sites, wikis and folksonomies — which aim to facilitate
collaboration and sharing between users.” Its use first became widespread in 2004, after the first
O’Reilly Media Web 2.0 conference. Actually, ‘web 2.0’ does not refer to any advancement in
technological details, but it shows more how the internet and the technologies of the World Wide
Web is used so as to reflect social interaction and the ability for users to share information which
was not actually feasible with the way the Web was used before. According to Tim O’Reilly,
“Web 2.0 is the business revolution in the computer industry caused by the move to the internet
as platform, and an attempt to understand the rules for success on that new platform”
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2).
Many websites that we are familiar with today employ the web 2.0 concepts. A clear
example is www.youtube.com, which could well be regarded as the very embodiment of the
idea. Youtube does not contain any information on its own. The millions of video clips on its
website do not originate from the people who designed the site and put URL on the internet, but
from the millions of users worldwide who share the clip with one another. We might look at
youtube.com as a huge free market where people come in from all corners to share their
information. In the previous incarnation of the Web, what we might conveniently call ‘web 1.0,’
the idea is that information is created and disseminated to the users by the content providers and
the webmasters, and the users are in most cases little more than passive consumers who can only
choose which chunk of information they would like to get and which one not, but they do not
have the power to share their own information with the outside world without themselves
becoming webmasters. Web 1.0 creates a wall between the webmasters and the users.
Webmasters create, maintain and disseminate information, and the public consume it. With the
web 2.0 concept, on the other hand, the line between webmasters and the users has become
significantly blurred. The function of the webmasters in youtube.com function, not as ones to
choose which video clips should be shown on the first page, which ones on the second and other
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inner pages, and so on, but the role of the webmasters has almost become invisible, making sure
that things run smoothly and that the overall look of the website is pleasing and functional, etc.
In short, the role of the webmasters changed from that of ‘masters’ to being more like ‘servants’
who stay out of the limelight and are always there and ready to help.
In this brief paper, I would like to discuss how the web 2.0 concept could be conducive to
happiness. As happiness is notoriously a difficult concept to pin down exactly, what I am
focusing is rather empowerment of the local communities. As a technology that supports social
networking and sharing of all kinds of information, web 2.0 will be instrumental in promoting
happiness that is a result of such social empowerment. However, before that vision can be
reality, many obstacles need to be overcome. These obstacles will be identified in the course of
this paper and I will provide some attempt at showing how they can be eliminated.
Open Source, Open Society and Web 2.0
The web 2.0 concept aligns itself perfectly with that of open source. In software terms,
‘open source’ means that the source code of a particular program is publicly accessible and is
intentionally released to the public so that anyone who has the expertise can have a look in order
to study it and make improvements. The only requirement for open source is that once one
revises and improves on a code, one is bound to publish one’s own revisions and announce this
to the public. This is to ensure that any revisions and improvements will be fed back to the
system so the benefits still belong to the public. The open source idea is diametrically opposed to
the normal practice of most software businesses, which jealously guard their source codes as
trade secrets. This ‘proprietary system’ or ‘closed source’ implies that the source code, the very
heart of software, belongs to the company as private property. Nobody except for authorized
personnel within the company who owns it has the right to open up a piece of software and to do
anything with it. Once a user has bought a piece of proprietary software, he or she in effect has
agreed to be bound by its terms of use, which in most cases involve the agreement not to tinker
with the source code, if they do have the ability to crack open the software get to the inside.
Another well known website illustrates this viewpoint very well. Wikipedia.org is a very
widely used online encyclopedia in the world today, and its startling feature has always been that
anybody has the right to share their knowledge and expertise with the world by uploading their
own contribution to it, thus adding what they know to the global community, adding a share of
knowledge for the benefit of everyone. The basic idea of the open society is that every individual
is equal, and that idea is also reflected in the wikipedia conception. Knowledge is shared among
everybody in the world, and definitely it is not the prerogative of some privileged few.
The open source system is much aligned with open society. According to Karl Popper, an
open society is one where there is a system of tolerance, accountability and most of all
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transparency in information management. A government is open when anybody can monitor its
functioning and when it can provide justifications and reasons for its action. This is opposed to
governments in closed, totalitarian societies where governments are not accountable to the
people, nor are they any transparent in its dealings. In this sense, there are a lot of affinities
between open source software system and open society. In the open source concept, there is a
system of trust and willingness to share the good with everybody in the community. The
authority functions more as one who facilitate things so that the good is brought about in the
most efficient manner possible so as to ensure that everybody does have a chance to enjoy the
good, rather than hoarding the good to a privileged few as is very often the case in closed
societies.
What is crucial here is that open source critically depends on open society. This is a point
that seems to be much overlooked by software developers. But in a society where there is no
freedom to innovate and no freedom to share information without any restrictions, it is very
difficult to image how open source software system can even get started. On the other hand,
promoting open access and openly sharing systems such as web 2.0 websites could well lead to
more open societies, because, as history has shown many times, maintaining a healthy,
democratic society requires that information be fully accessible and fully shared. This is
precisely the objective of web 2.0
Web 2.0 and Happiness
So we have now come to the central part of the paper. I would like to show that there is a
link between web 2.0 and happiness. Let us note, however, that the term ‘happiness’ here is used
here not in the usual psychological or economic sense of ‘subjective well being,’ but in a more
ancient and more spiritual sense of cosmic order and harmony. Rationale behind this is rather
complex, and at least requires a full paper of its own. However, the idea, basically, is that by
equating happiness with subjective well being, the moral dimension and the spiritual side of the
matter is left out. One can be ‘happy’ when one is only satisfied with the material consumption.
But as all religious traditions point out, this is not adequate at all, and there is obviously more to
happiness than mere consumption. What web 2.0 can offer in promoting happiness is that, by
allowing people to network together and by allowing them to express themselves to their
communities, the technology allows for a level of happiness that has hitherto been rather difficult
to achieve. Happiness can be achieved here only it is understood as something that arises when
one fulfils one’s goal and one’s sense of ‘belonging’ to something that is greater than oneself,
something more akin to Aristotle’s ‘good life’ (eudaimonia) rather than mere consumption of
material goods. At any rate it is hard to see how material consumption would have anything to do
with social networking, so if happiness is equated with the former, then one would indeed by

3

hard pressed to see how web 2.0 can lead to happiness at all.
To put things in more concrete terms, web 2.0 creates a level of happiness by ensuring
that information is shared in an open and transparent manner. As happiness is better understood
as a harmonious working relationship between the inside (individual preferences, etc.) and the
outside (social and physical order of things), web 2.0 does promote it through becoming a
linchpin of open society. Hence there are strong logical connections between open source
software (such as web 2.0), open society and happiness.
In order to illustrate this point, a researcher at Intel, John Sherry, is being engaged in a
project to develop new technologies that are empowering and designed to help the elderly to
become more active in their daily living. In a paper presented at the colloquium on "Happiness,
Public Policy and Technology" at Chulalongkorn University, Sherry detailed how the lives of the
elderly could be improved through a technology that serves to enable the elderly to realize their
goals and desires. Sherry and his team developed a 'social mapping tool' that is designed to
monitor the social activities of the elderly, based on indicators such as telephoning and the use of
personal journaling software (Sherry 2007). This works by monitoring the amount of telephone
usage and of the time spent using the software, which indicates how well connected to the social
world outside the elderly is. Hence it might be said that the technology is designed to gauge the
level of the elderly's 'happiness.' It is true that such a system seems like something that keeps on
watching what the elderly is doing, hence possibly be something that could pose a threat to her
privacy. However, viewed on the other way, the technology could promote a level of happiness,
if happiness is defined as requiring social interaction as a necessary condition. At any rate,
research has shown that the elderly stay healthier and are less prone to diseases if they are
connected with each other, helping and supporting each other, than staying isolated and alone.
For example, there is a study showing a clear link between social isolation and dietary
inadequacies (Walker and Beauchene 1991). Moreover, another study shows a link between
social isolation and negative psychological health (Kahn, Hessling and Russell 2003). Here is
clearly one way for technology to be designed to help promote the kind of happiness that is not
the same as purely subjective well being which is the typical conception of happiness found in
standard disciplines such as economics and psychology.
Another type of technology developed by Sherry is a kind of reporting mechanism that
presents information and feedback to the elderly on how well they are being connected to the
social world outside. The technology presents up-to-date information on the level of social
activity of the user. This gives a positive feedback to the elderly so that she can adapt her
schedules and use of time. When combined with each other, the two technologies comprise a
'social health map' which directly benefits the elderly. What is noticeable in these technologies is
that the elderly are in control. The technologies allow the elderly to make their own decision
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based on the information provided. Sherry reports: "With a slight increase in self-awareness,
seniors were enabled to take steps to increase social activity, or at least be more conscious of the
relationship among emotion, cognitive ability, social engagement and general health. Not
surprisingly, it was very well received" (Sherry 2007). Not only is the social health mapping
technology used to help the elderly, Sherry also reports that it is also successfully being used to
help reduce anger and stress in the workplace and elsewhere (Sherry 2007). The technology
works by monitoring behaviors and biological markers of stress and anger and provide feedback
to the individual, who then can take the appropriate action to combat these endangering
emotions. This is called embedded assessment. Furthermore, technology could also be used to
help reduce the obstacles of distance, as in telemedicine where information technology is used to
bring the expertise that could be far away to help with real cases in the local area.
Hence, what these technologies are doing is to promote a kind of happiness and here web
2.0 could be relevant. As an interactive and social technology, web 2.0 promotes happiness
through its collaboration with these related technologies that Sherry talks about. As a network
implementation of social health mapping system, web 2.0 provides an environment where the
information obtained from monitoring and feeding back could be put on a larger scale, thus
enabling those close to the elderly to learn about their conditions. There is, of course, a potential
for misuse and the threat to privacy looms large. But with proper usage this could be a very
beneficial system for the elderly since they will constantly be in touch, through the interactive
information technology, with their loved ones. Furthermore, telemedicine depends crucially on
the interaction and exchange of information that is the backbone of web 2.0 system.
Web 2.0 in Thailand
There are a number of websites in Thailand employing the web 2.0 concepts. The most
successful one seems to be www.pantip.com. This very popular website functions as a forum
where members come in and engage with their fellow members of every imaginable topic,
ranging from politics (a very heated section) to art and entertainment, to religion (another heated
place), and pet care and so on.
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Opening page of http://www.pantip.com/
Another interesting website is http://gotoknow.org/, a site that collects a large number of
‘weblogs’ or ‘blogs’ contributed by the members. Both pantip.com and gotoknow.org are
ranked among the most popular websites in Thailand:
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http://gotoknow.org/
What these two websites share in common is that, firstly they are operated mostly by their
members. All the content is provided by the members, and the so-called ‘webmasters’ are
in fact facilitators who make things running but impose no heavy hands on the directions
where the content is heading. However, there may be some restrictions, especially in the
case of pantip.com, as when the exchanges (mostly about politics) tend to get out of hand
and when the directions of the discussions might risk offending someone or breaking the
law. Otherwise the idea is that any content whatsoever is fair game.
These two websites clearly show that Thailand appears to be heading in the right
direction as far as the use of web 2.0 concepts is concerned, but now the problem is how
many people in Thailand are actually using it. Considering the statistics prepared by the
National Electronics and Computer Engineering Center (NECTEC) showing that the total
number of internet users in Thailand hover around 12 percent in the year 2004 (NECTEC
2005), this is not quite satisfactory. It is indeed true that happiness does not necessarily
depend on how many people are getting connected, but without any level of appreciable
internet access, it is hard to imagine how happiness is going to be achieved, at least when
we consider the kind of happiness that has been the subject of our discussion so far in this
paper.
These websites, which generate their content entirely through user input, could be a
starting point for the kind of technology that empowers people as mentioned in the above
section. What can be done now is for these websites to create a forum where people help
and support each other in a meaningful way. Elderly people, for example, could form a
support group or any group according to their interests, and maintain the group through
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interaction online. The monitoring and feedback technologies of the kind being developed
by John Sherry could well supplement the websites through providing accurate and up-todate information on the state of health of individual members so that others in the group
could come in to help in a timely manner. As for telemedicine, websites such as pantip.com
and gotoknow.org could be of tremendous help by providing a forum whereby information
is facilitated to flow freely between the medical experts and the patients. What is being
suggested here is only a prototype, and certainly other websites could be developed in the
future, in Thailand and elsewhere in the developing world, specifically to deal with the
problems mentioned here. This will certainly be the case once it is realized that both
pantip.com and gotoknow.org are general content websites and when a more specific means
of communication for more specific group is needed, then such a technology should by all
means be developed.
Conclusion
So to conclude. The major question that will concern policy makers in the country
for a foreseeable future is: How could Thailand foster the design principles for web 2.0
technologies that actually promote happiness and human development? Another question
is: How could technology be designed in such a way as the people or the users are actually
empowered to master the technology and not become enslaved to it instead? If anything
happiness is more related to empowering and being empowered than otherwise. This
question is important because design is indeed crucial if any policy attempt to broaden the
people’s participation in the internet world is to bear fruit. I think a first priority for the
design should be that the users should be kept in mind from the beginning. Technologies
are meant to answer the people’s wants and needs, and anti-technology rhetoric
notwithstanding, we in the twentieth century simply cannot leave without it. And I am
firmly convinced that the path toward happiness would not be feasible without some kind
of ingenious technological design that is accessible to everybody and that allows for the full
flowering of everyone’s potential. Web 2.0 seems to be doing its job in this regard, as we
have seen. However, many obstacles still remain, as in Thailand only less than fifteen of the
population are connected to the Internet. And even if we carefully consider the prime
examples of Thai web 2.0
Another thing that deserves no less serious attention is the potential clash between
local values and the global web 2.0 websites such as youtube. The recent incident between
the Thai government and the website concerning the portrayal of the Thai king illustrated
that the clash could get downright serious, resulting in the whole youtube.com website
being shut down and inaccessible throughout the country for a consideration period of time.
This clash in value needs to be fully addressed and deliberated. What global websites such
as youtube need to consider is that they cannot take their own system of values for granted.
However, this is a very delicate and complicated matter. We have to be well aware of the
possibility that local values might trump over global ones, resulting in parochialism and the
syndrome that occurs when one country is always arguing against ‘interference’ by outsides
(which in many cases are only justifications of brutality inside the country). On the other
hand, we also need to be careful that the so-called global system does not fully dominate
everything and every local corners, which could result in the same thing.
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