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racies, in which people can pool and share 
their knowledge and votes, fi res the imagi-
nation about how cherished, established in-
stitutions could be revitalized. And his even-
handed navigation between the treacherous 
shoals of techno-utopia/dystopia is a wel-
come relief. Johnson is focused on an ad-
mittedly small number of examples of peer 
progressive innovations, which gives his 
thesis a tone of possibility rather than 
promising more than he can deliver.

Johnson points to Kickstarter as the es-
sence of peer progressive innovation. He re-
fers to the ethos of crowd creation, funding, 
and distribution that Kickstarter brings to 
the creative arts as being evident in experi-
ments in governance, corporate ownership, 
civic participation, and various media verti-
cals such as technology and political news. 
The power of peer progressive innovations 
is not in replacing existing institutions, but 
in augmenting and complementing them.

Johnson’s argument, that the metaphor 
of the Internet is being replicated in institu-
tional and behavioral form, will delight tech-
ies and activists alike. It pays due attention 
to the past, and it fi rmly centers the role of 
protagonist not on the bits and bytes of digi-

tal tools but on the values that 
were fi rst embedded in the 
Internet and are now being re-
released in “real world” form.

Whether the behaviors and 
beliefs of the peer progressives 
constitute an emerging political 
identity remains to be seen. Re-
gardless, Johnson’s insights reso-
nate powerfully when we consid-
er the social sector. From his 

opening chapter on the long-term, multivar-
iate nature of progress to his explanation 
about idea fl ow, Johnson is describing a set 
of norms and practices that I believe are the 
future of nonprofi ts, social enterprise, and 
social movements.

In an e-mail exchange Johnson called out 
one inherent advantage of the social sector 
when it comes to working in these ways. 
“Nonprofi ts have another key asset that al-
lows them to rely on peer networks more 
naturally than the private sector does, which 
is that they don’t have a default need to have 
their ideas be proprietary,” writes Johnson. 
“So much of the power of peer networks 
comes from the fact that good ideas are free 

to fl ow through the network and be im-
proved upon by other minds.”

Johnson is right about this in principle, 
though it’s not so clear in practice. More 
and more of our social goods are produced 
in hybrid marketplaces with mixed incen-
tives for sharing ideas. Rather than simply 
assume an easy fi t between idea sharing, 
peer networks, and nonprofi ts, I’d propose 
thinking of Future Perfect as an aspirational 
view of future opportunities.

By wandering far and wide from voting 
experiments to municipal customer service 
lines, from crowdfunding platforms to em-
ployee-owned businesses, Johnson is seek-
ing common principles in a variety of 
spheres. What he fi nds is a set of values that 
is internally consistent when seen against 
the shared, open, and collectively mediated 
nature of the Internet. And, Johnson argues, 
it is inconsistent with the hierarchical, rep-
resentative, and closed nature of established 
corporate forms, business practices, and po-
litical parties. As Johnson concludes, this is 
analogous to the moment before many sci-
entifi c breakthroughs when “anomalous 
data start to appear, behavior that doesn’t fi t 
existing expectations.” If he is right, the im-
plications of real-world institutions taking 
on the characteristics of the Internet will 
herald a 21st-century progressive age. ■

When Life Imitates 
the Internet
Review by Lucy Bernholz

What happens when 
a metaphor comes to 
life? The Internet is 
no longer simply a 
tool that we use, ar-
gues Steven Berlin 

Johnson is his new book, Future Perfect: The 
Case for Progress in a Networked Age. We are 
beginning to apply its core characteristics to 
our lives, jobs, and communities. Networks, 
equal access, and read-write (or editable 
and shareable) products are no longer just 
core design elements of the Internet; we are 
making them real.

Johnson describes the creators of insti-
tutions modeled after the Internet as “peer 
progressives.” Like their 20th-century fore-
bears, these are doers intent on solving so-
cial, political, civic, and economic prob-
lems using readily available tools—in this 
case, the Internet, mobile phones, and 
mashable data. They value equity, partici-
pation, diversity, and choice. They believe 
in the power of innovation and are con-
cerned by the dominance of big 
business and big government. 
They recognize the peer-to-peer 
networked structure of the In-
ternet as a general force for 
good, and they acknowledge 
that these same structures, used 
by terrorists, can cause unthink-
able harm. They believe most in 
the power of people to exert the 
control that’s needed.

This worldview doesn’t fi t easily into ex-
isting corporate or political structures. The 
US two-party political system is a particu-
larly tough squeeze for peer progressives, 
Johnson argues. It is here that he is most 
convincing. Johnson uses examples of a fed-
eral policy on pharmaceutical innovation 
that mixes elements of a prize contest with 
an open source approach to sharing solu-
tions to demonstrate how markets, govern-
ment, innovation, and equal access can all 
work together. His chapter on liquid democ-
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Tales of an 
Entrepreneur
Review by Sam Goldman

Journalist Max Alex-
ander chronicles the 
true story, with biting 
sarcasm and deep re-

spect, of his brother Whit’s determination 
to provide power to the billions of people 
living without electricity. To do so, Whit 
moves 7,000 miles from his family and com-
fortable life in Seattle, convinces his friend 
and former employee Jan to do the same, 
and invests more than $250,000 of his own 
cash (which he earned by co-founding the 
Cranium board game) to build a Ghanaian 
social for-profi t business called Burro.

If you can get past the frustrating gen-

Sa m Goldm a n is co-founder and chief customer offi  -
cer of d.light, a for-profi t social business that provides 
solar-powered LED lights in India, Tanzania, and 
other developing countries.

Bright Lights, No City
Max Alexander
378 pages, Hyperion, 2012

http://pacscenter.stanford.edu/
http://pacscenter.stanford.edu/overview/research/recoding-good
http://pacscenter.stanford.edu/overview/research/recoding-good
http://www.dlightdesign.com/


Ideas  Reviews

14 STANFORD SOCIAL INNOVATION REVIEW • Winter 2013

eralizations of Africa in the fi rst few chap-
ters by an author with admittedly no previ-
ous experience on the continent, Bright 
Lights, No City is a rollicking and detailed 
recounting of what it takes to build a busi-
ness in a country with no retail 
infrastructure. Along the way, 
we learn about Ghana’s history 
and vibrant cultures. More im-
portant to budding social entre-
preneurs, the story illuminates 
the challenges many social en-
terprises face and the important 
trade-off s between developing 
products and delivering products 
aff ordably and sustainably to 
families living on a few dollars per day.

In particular, the book highlights how 
easy it is to come up with “solutions” to 
solve developing-world challenges that 
seem like no-brainers from afar. In Burro’s 
case, it was replacing low-quality, short run-
time, and environmentally hazardous Chi-
nese throwaway batteries—ubiquitously 
used for fl ashlights and radios at great ex-
pense—with much higher quality, longer 

run-time, and rechargeable Burro NiMH 
batteries—eventually at a lower cost than 
the throwaway batteries. The plan was to 
reach breakeven while still operating out of 
the company’s fi rst branch offi  ce, before 

raising investment capital to go 
national. But it never works like 
the fi rst business plan.

As Max and Whit share so hu-
morously, it takes years to intro-
duce brands, pioneer technolo-
gies, and build distribution 
channels to communities that 
live miles (and thousands of pot-
holes) away from electricity, 
health care, car repair shops, and 

stores that carry Parmesan cheese. Technol-
ogy is almost always the easy part. The diffi  -
cult challenge, which the story intimately 
documents, is proving the market demand 
for your product or service, tweaking the 
business model to make it profi table, and 
then proving that you can scale up.

Sounds simple—except it’s Ghana, and 
you aren’t Ghanaian; it costs millions of dol-
lars, and you have hundreds of thousands; it 

requires a fl eet of experienced sales and 
marketing professionals, and you’ve got 
some extremely smart Seattleites with no 
local language skills and many interns and 
college grads who have never done this be-
fore; and it would be nice to have a few 
chain stores, but you’ve got tens of thou-
sands of mom-and-pop shops, each with 
their own needs and capabilities.

The book ends as Whit has expanded be-
yond just off ering the Burro rechargeable 
battery service, to providing customers with 
a wide range of solutions, including mobile 
chargers and an LED light that run on his 
batteries. Whit has expanded the potential 
of his hard-earned distribution channel to 
sell products and services of all kinds. This 
is precisely the decision I think many social 
enterprises will have to grapple with in the 
coming years, as organizations like Burro 
and d.light (which I co-founded) realize that 
they cannot aff ord to do it all. Instead, we 
need to partner together to build country-
specifi c, scalable, and sustainable channels 
that provide the goods and services con-
sumers want. ■ 
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