The First Problem:

Humankind faces a lot of serious issues everyday. Some issues are serious and some are minor. Some are global in scope and some are localized to any number of different subsets of the population (and I don't only mean geographical subsets) all the way down to the individual. They can range from cat dander allergies and pimples all the way up to global warming and cancer. Humans are faced with so many problems and inefficiencies that it's hard for us to know what to do and where to go next. We just don't know where to start. 

For starters, there is no central repository or knowledge base focused solely on the collection, categorization, and prioritization of global issues. There's no tree that effectively creates dependencies to all known human problems. How will solving one problem affect another? Will it help solve or eliminate other problems or will it create a multitude of new problems? How does solving problem A help solve problem B (or C or D?). What is the MOST important problem to solve? Which solution will eliminate the most 'family problems' (i.e., problems directly related or linked to the problem at hand)?

A problem can be anything that hinders humankind's preferred progression through the evolutionary timetable (we do no want to be eradicated as a species because of some butterfly effect caused by something we could solve) . Some problems effect BILLIONS of people and some only effect a hand full of people. The utter plethora of issues makes them inherently difficult to manage, organize, and prioritize, let alone SOLVE. But, that's just the thing... humans are born problem solvers. It's in our DNA. Of course, not all of us like to work on solving the ethical implications of embryonic stem cell research on a daily basis--but some do. Some enjoy solving crossword puzzles or cracking down on criminals. Other people enjoy solving problems that only a few (if anyone) else could even begin solving (ahem, string theory). And the most exciting solvers are those that are creating solutions to problems we don't even necessarily have yet. Catastrophic asteroid collisions and artificial intelligence come to mind. What I'm trying to get at is that everyone on this planet has a specialty or interest. 

Whether it be relationship problems or the cure to AIDS, we all have our own little problems to solve and our own way of solving them. For instance, in computer programming, sometimes there are hundreds, thousands, or even infinite ways of solving a single problem. Some algorithms are really great solutions, some are really bad, and some are just, well, plain ludicrous. But, which one is truly the best solution? Well, that depends on the context in which the solution needs to happen. Take this scenario for instance... 

Imagine yourself up in the Himalayas camping out with some Buddhist monks. You (a non-Buddhist American) and three monks are sitting around a camp fire eating your rice and beans ration for the day and then, all of a sudden a scorpion (no idea if these are even found in the Himalayas, but, bare with me here...) begins crawling up your leg. Your next action will be based upon your instinctive fight-or-flight reactions mixed in with a bit of your cultural upbringing. Being the American that you are, you naturally flick it off of you and smash the poisonous insect into a gooey mess with a rock. There, problem solved... right? Well, no... probably not, unfortunately. Most Buddhists are very much opposed to taking the life of anything unless they MUST in order to survive. Even in that case, it's probably shunned (I'm no Buddhism expert by any stretch). So, now you have another problem at hand: you've offended your companions in a remote region in the middle of nowhere. Bad news. 

The point is, the same solution that might be totally okay, or even preferred, in your kitchen at home in America, will not fly over in the Himalayas with a bunch of Buddhist monks. How could you solve the same problem and please everyone in every scenario? To be honest, it's probably impossible. But, it' IS possible to find the solution that will please the MAJORITY. For instance, it seems that most people would be okay with just finding something to capture the bug and then releasing it far from where they are. But that's just me inferring the emotions of people I don't even know. In some cultures a scorpion may be the ultimate evil and must be killed right away in order to ward off bad spirits (or, more likely, to prevent a young child or livestock from being poisoned). And that leads us into my next point...

Currently, there is no simple way to essentially poll the entire world to find out what the best possible solution(s) to a problem might be. There's no way to get the entire world's ideas and solutions quickly and reliably. Imagine how many more companies would succeed (and more importantly, how many more lives would be positively impacted) if we just had more data... if there was a place where the collective minds of all [participating] mankind were collaborating to help solve the issue at hand. Instead of taking decades to solve a problem, it could take months or years.

Many of us have heard of the SETI@Home project. This project utilizes participating users' idle computers to help find alien life in the universe. There are also similar projects that help solve many other problems like cracking genetic codes, proving mathematical theories, and curing cancer. SETI@Home, and projects like it, work because of the collective efforts of tens of thousands of personal computers working on a single problem. Because of this, these projects effectively have the equivalent to one of the world's most powerful supercomputers and, hence, can solve the problems in years instead of millennia (or eons in some cases). An analogy could be made to the effectiveness of a large number of human brains working to solve human problems. Tens of thousands of computers can solve a computer problem, theoretically, 10,000 times faster than a single computer could. In the same way, 10,000 humans could more efficiently (although not nearly as efficiently as computers) solve problems than, say, a few dozen. 10, 000 humans could think of more effective solutions while helping to mitigate the problems that arise from others' solutions.

We've entered the age of global human collaboration. For the first time in history, the entire world and all it's knowledge can be tapped into in less than 0.2 seconds. LIterally. It's quite amazing. It's time, now that we have collected all this data and knowledge, to DO something with it. What good is data just sitting on a server somewhere when it could be leveraged into something useful--namely to make the lives of every human on Earth better. It's a win-win situation and it all starts with an inkling.

www.inklingproject.org
The First Ideas:

Users Can Search for or Submit their own Problems to See How their Problems Rank With Other People’s Problems From Around the World.
The very essence of this project will be to allow humanity to prioritize its problems to see what the most important issues are—according to everyone (not just the media, the government, or religious organizations). 

The best way to describe this is by walking through a hypothetical scenario of someone or some organization with a problem. In this example, we’ll use a Farmer from the mid-west of America, say, Nebraska. We’ll call him Frank.

The year is 2023 and the water table underneath the “bread basket of the world” has all but dried up. Thankfully this particular farmer’s land resides near a river that still has a steady stream of water. Unfortunately, though, he is starting to notice that his water supply is growing increasingly scarce and has no idea what he’s going to do. He gets on to the The Inkling Project and searches for “Water shortage, farmers, Mid-West”. To his comfort, several Inkling (as it will be referred to from now on) issues that seem to be relevant pop up. He sees one entitled “Bread Basket Water Shortage” and he clicks on it. He’s now on this project’s ‘issue’ page. From here he can see the details of the issue and how it ranks amongst other problems in the world at the moment. Unsurprisingly, he notices the problem is listed as the #12 most important issue in the world with 640,000 points. He decides to sign in to provide his own opinion on the issue. 

He sees that there are three interactive slider bars that range from 0-100. The bars are like so:

1. How do you feel this problem affects humanity on a global scale?

2. How do you feel this problem affects your immediate community?

3. How do you feel this problem affects you, personally?

Naturally ranks all three parameters at 100/100. He notices this adds 100 points to the overall score of the problem. It doesn’t move it up to #11 as #11 is still several thousand points higher than this problem. He does, however, notice that he now has a “strong supporter” badge listed next to this problem. He now feels he’s helped to make the problem just that much more pertinent to the leaders of the world and to those that can help make a difference. 

But now he notices that he can see “family”, “ideas”, “solutions”, and something called “the factory”. He decides to see what the “family” section has to offer.

He clicks on the family tab and is presented with a tree of interrelated problems. Direct siblings, parents, and children of the problem are all listed in a traversable tree-like structure. He sees that the parent problem is “Gluttonous Overuse of Water in the Midwest”. “Obvious,” he thinks to himself, “that’s why I lived near a river…” Sitting next to the current problem, though, are several other problems that are indicated as siblings of it. Such things as, “Rivers Running Dry”, “Dust Bowl 2020”, and “Nebraskan Exodus” catch his eye amongst others. Further down, he notices that each of these siblings have offspring. Amongst them are “World Hunger” and “Long-Term Food Preservation”. All very interesting so he ranks all of these too. Now, he could continue to traverse the tree ranking everything he sees but he really wants to do is see what kinds of ideas people have about his original query.

After he navigates to this section, he can see that thousands of people have been discussing this problem for over a decade. Hundreds of ideas have been suggested to help solve the problem of the low water table in the Midwest. Some of the ideas are brilliant and some of them ensure him that humanity hasn’t miraculously voided itself of stupid people. Nevertheless, he doesn’t even need to see the bad ideas because the best ideas are listed prominently and at the top of the page. He notices that he can see what arguments have been made for and against the idea, how many people like the idea. How long the idea has stood the test of criticism, etc… Hmmm… and he can also see which ideas have moved on to become more than just an idea. They have become possible solutions… He clicks on one idea labeled, “Ocean Diversion”. 

This takes him to the Solutions section where he can see the pros and cons of the solution, research papers backing up the solution, schematics, theories, documentation, logs of discussions, multimedia such as videos, links to articles praising and criticizing the solution, and, of course, a list of all the contributors to the solution ranked from “Project Lead” all the way down to just plain old “Contributor”. The ranks will automatically be assigned and revoked based on contribution and participation in the project over a given amount of time.

Frank is amazed by the amount of high-quality data available to him on this section of the site. He’s utterly dumbstruck by the level of professionalism noticeable on this solution. Then he sees something very interesting: a certificate in the top right corner labeled, “Inkling Project Graduate”.  He clicks on the certificate and is taken to the “Factory” section.

From here he can see that three companies are currently working on viable commercial products based on this particular solution discussed and developed entirely on Inkling. Looks like one of the companies is 90% done and should have a product available for use in six months!
A Symbiosis with Wikipedia and Similar Resources

The Inkling Project will be an undertaking of epic proportions—akin to the likes of Wikipedia.org or something similar. In fact, the very nature of The Inkling Project is based on some of the quintessential principles that allow Wikipedia to work as well as it does (in spite of what opinions you may have about it, it really does work well). Wikipedia is as close to the sum of recorded human knowledge as we have ever had and that knowledge needs to be put to good use. In fact, Wikipedia’s data is so valuable and so immensely in-depth that there is simply no reason to duplicate all that knowledge on any other site (the last thing the internet needs is more of the SAME data). 

Inkling (as it will be referred to from now on) will take the Wikipedia concept to the next level. It will attempt to work along side Wikipedia in a sort of symbiotic way. Wikipedia has knowledge, facts, dedicated users, moderators, research citations, discussions, and etc… Inkling will attempt to leverage some of that data into an architecture that maps problems to solutions. In turn, Wikipedia users will have a new way to interpret their data as well as additional data on Inkling that augments Wikipedia’s ‘simple data’. More on this later. 

Certainly, though, not all of Wikipedia’s millions of articles are based around problems. Most of them aren’t (per se) but most of them do present some controversy, dilemma, or un-proven theory. For instance, the content of the article about Albert Einstein isn’t directly based on a problem or issue; however, the unsolved problems discovered or created by Einstein are littered throughout its text. On the other hand, the article about Global Warming is without a doubt based on a currently pressing issue. A smorgasbord of useful data can be drawn from this article to learn what ideas have been thought of and how many of the components and issues that make up the overall problem of Global Warming are relevant to each other or directly affect each other. For instance, the article may mention power plants producing copious amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere (problem A) and it might also mention the because the atmosphere is full of carbon dioxide, it’s creating what is essentially a blanket over the surface of the earth and keeping all the warmth in (problem B). Its clear that both of these issues are related in some way since they both are talking about CO2 but in how many ways are they related and through what other problems are they related? Which one is more pressing? Which on is easier to solve? Will solving one solve the other? So many questions can be answered about these two issues alone and the users of that article would, I’m sure, be very interested in discussing further the possible solutions to the problem.
