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ABSTRACT:

Cyberactivism, hacktivism, netwars, and a diversity of related concepts have been seen as the new politics of the Information Society, particular to the communicative environment of cyberspace. This paper explores the practice and evolution of cyberactivism by social movements that use cyberspace as an agora, a field of struggle, and ultimately as a virtual public sphere, through the comparison of three key moments that reflect the evolution from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0. 

To analyze how cyberactivism produces social and cultural changes, I acknowledge that social action is articulated by communicative practices. First, I analyze the early stage of strategic silences, and the actions of the Electronic Disturbance Theater, the group that developed the virtual sit-in as an action of electronic civil disobedience in 1998. Second, I analyze the struggles for acting in concert through the orchestration of the protests against the WTO in Seattle, in1999. Finally, I explore later actions that provide a public space for engaging in discourse, debate, and communicative solidarity through the Global Voices project, which focuses not only on blogging, but also in practices of e-advocacy that are exemplified by cyberactivism related to the conflict in Myanmar (Burma) from August 2007 to date.

This paper is a critical account of cyberactivism and its social meaningfulness. While recognizing the much discussed danger of a “comfortable activism”, it also acknowledges the need of reformatting political activity in a way that is more suitable for a period of advanced modernity and a changing social model that is becoming more liquid, reflexive, and networked.

1. Introduction.


Three key moments in the history of social movements in cyberspace: In 1998, the cyberzapatista community launches the fist virtual sit-in, in solidarity with the Zapatista movement, against Mexico’s governmental and financial websites. More than 8,000 international participants block access to the targeted websites. In late 1999, an ensemble of virtual actions is orchestrated to protest against the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle. Electrohippies claim that 450,000 people joined the online protest. On September 2007, Burmese bloggers spread information and images of violent repression of protests against the military regime. A few days after, The New York Times reports that the military government in Burma has “switched off the Internet”.

Beyond the fact that these three moments in history can be labeled as cyberactivism, each one of the cases illustrates a stage of the development and the practice of contentious politics by social movements in cyberspace. The goal of this paper is to explore the particularities of these practices, starting with what I see as the stage of silence and strategic disruption, then moving towards more coordinated actions that have the goal of achieving maximum media visibility, and concluding in a case that is more related to the development of communicative practices and the spread of information as the “weapon” of cyberactivism. I see this evolution of action as linked to the broader evolution of cyberspace, from the so-called Web 1.0 to the model of Web 2.0, a model in which actors are not only passive users and consumers of the medium, but are 

increasingly appropriating its social space in creative ways.
 It must be noted that I do not define each stage of cyberactivism as excluding the practices that preceded it. On the contrary, I see the evolution of cyberactivism as a progressive but overlapping expansion of the communicative abilities that are facilitated by cyberspace, resulting in the recent concerted efforts of people to continuously construct a free public space that is suited for practices that are politically meaningful.

From a theoretical point of view, my aim is to weave together a series of concepts that can illuminate cyberactivism as a new kind of social fact. I start by outlining the theories that describe the particularities of politics in cyberspace, summarizing what have been the most influential views that see cyberspace as a social space, and in some cases, as a type of Habermasian public sphere that is articulated by communicative practices.

Through the three identified empirical cases, which are representative of cyberactivist actions that happen on a daily basis, I next explore the existence of alternative public spaces within the more general construction of cyberspace. In particular, I question how the development of cyberactivism can be related to an expansion of the democratic capabilities of social movements and civil society.

Finally, I conclude by examining how cyberactivism, from the early silencing practices to the more participative model facilitated by Web 2.0, poses a challenge to the normative model of the public sphere. I suggest that, because this concept is precisely an ideal model, to expand its reach to include the diversity of political practices of civil society, could be a better way to grasp the particularities of cyberctivism as a dynamic agent of social transformations. In a wider context, this research is only a small exploration of the great and complex social landscape of the historical period that we are living in: it is just a snapshot of what is particular about the social spaces and practices that are possible in cyberspace.
1.1. Theory and Conceptualization of Cyberactivism: Categorizing New Forms of Politics in Cyberspace.


In the last decade, an increasing number of scholars have approached the study of cyberspace. Beyond the early dichotomies between the offline and online world, and the debate between cyber-utopians and the critics of the digital divide, there have been serious attempts to revisit social theory in terms of the new forms of mediation and the social practices that are possible in the context of cyberspace. With cyberspace seen as a space that is increasingly facilitating political action and social movements, these topics have been one of the most fertile areas to explore and theorize the new communicative environment. To analyze the evolution of politics and social movements in this space is, in a way, also to explore its evolution in terms of what has become technologically possible, and the social practices that are facilitated by this technology. This section presents an overview of cyberspace-related studies that see the Internet as a space of political action.

The early macro-views that describe the impact of new information technologies in society – the “Information Age” approach – proposed a new societal model based on information flows through cyberspace, and examined its potential for the enhancement of democracy and civil society. Perhaps the most influential macro-sociological study of cyberspace and society has been that of Manuel Castells (1997, 2001) who analyses the processes of the “network society” in the post-industrial information age. He claims that the Internet is now part of the fabric of social life, because of its ability to distribute information and power, giving birth to a type of “informational politics” in which electronic media become the space of politics by framing processes, messages, and outcomes. He studies the emergence of a new kind of civil society, the recent “electronic grassrooting of democracy,” and the development of symbolic politics and of political mobilization, as processes that can reconstruct democracy in the network society. Adhering to a Habermasian stand on the public sphere concept, Castells argues that the Internet is not only a communication medium, but also the material infrastructure of a new organizational form: the network. (2001: 139) In this perspective, the Internet contributes to democratization by leveling the ground of symbolic manipulation, broadening the sources of communication, and bringing people together in a virtual agora. This paradigm of the “information society” seeded subsequent studies of the impact of the Internet and cyberspace-based interactions in the sphere of politics.

In the same macro-sociological perspective, other theorists also started to see cyberspace as an agora. Among them, Pierre Levy (1997, 1998) defined cyberspace emphasizing its social dimension. As one of the first scholars that contended that cyberspace could become a perfect medium for problem analysis, group discussion and collective decision-making, Levy’s approach calls for a form of direct, computer-mediated democracy (Levy 1997: 57).
 Others explored the birth of virtual communities as spaces where people could share values and interests. Howard Rheingold (1993, 2000) pioneered the study of grassroots community organizing through cyberspace, with the Internet as a potentially powerful tool for intellectual, social, commercial, and political leverage.  He drew heavily on Habermas’ concept of the public sphere as an idealized conceptual arena for the formation of public opinion – yet, Rheingold pointed out the need for interactions in cyberspace to be reinforced through real world meetings.

More recent studies have examined cyberspace as a social space in which to construct meaningful social links, examining communities that use the Internet as a tool for politics, and social movements that use cyberspace as a field of struggle. In fact, scholars have recently started to categorize and differentiate the types of politics that are articulated within cyberspace: politics within the Internet, politics that impact the Internet,
 and the political uses of the Internet that attempt to produce social and cultural changes in the “offline world.”  Many of these studies are, however useful, conducted from a perspective that reduces the concept of politics to organization and mobilization (in the rational choice perspective), where browsing news qualifies as “political activity,” and “political interaction” is quantified in terms of the exchange of emails and engagement in online discussions about politics (Katz and Rice, 2002). The topic of activism, in terms of its nature, motivation and normativity is often overlooked, except in terms of the use of the Internet for coordinating political mobilization. 

Other scholars like Graham Meikle (2002) have started to consider the connections between power and technology, and the struggles between elites and grassroots through the emerging models of tactical media, including “guerrilla media campaigns” and “culture jamming.”
 The use of the Internet in activism fosters a type of Habermasian “conversational interactivity,” a communication flow in which actors produce and make public their own information. Within this theoretical framework, Meikle sees electronic civil disobedience (ECD) and hacktivism as solutions to the problem of the separation that exists between technology and activism, in which virtual activism is seen as a set of symbolic actions that are related to culture jamming.
 

The study of the hacker culture and the concept of hacktivism opened up a quite debated line of research in the sociology of media. It began with the analysis of early hackers (Levy, 1984), although more recent approaches have related hackers to the broader social context (Himanen, 2001; Castells and Himanen, 2002; Wark 2004). What is interesting in these perspectives is the contention that hacking, in the contemporary social context, means to manipulate knowledge and information in order to re-write the cultural programs and re-program dominant social values through alternative practices of everyday life. Jordan and Taylor (2004) define hacktivism as a combination of grassroots political protest with computer hacking – in the intersection between informational societies and social protest and resistance. Drawing on Castells’ theoretical framework, they argue that hacktivism represents the political implications of informational abstraction, and that it seeks to re-engineer social systems to confront the hegemony of dominant social institutions. 

The challenges that hacktivism poses to the concepts of deliberative free speech and accountability have been analyzed within a Habermasian framework. Samuel (2004) questions the relation between hacktivism, which advocates the free flow of information, and the early practices of online activism, in which free speech is actually curtailed and prevented (such as in the hacking of websites and virtual sit-ins). This critique points out the problem that anonymity on the Internet poses to the aspirations of meaningful, civic and informed democratic deliberation practices and accountability. Despite these procedural limits to enforcing normative structures for the practice of electronic discourse, some still sees in cyberspace the possibility of a public sphere in the Habermasian spirit of “deliberation without coercion.”

Researchers have also combined the analysis of social movements, cyberspace, and democracy outside traditional political channels, focusing on the ways in which politics in cyberspace is lately becoming an expressive and performative activity (van de Donk et al, 2004). The scholars endorsing this view of “cyberprotest” see communicative interaction among citizens as vital and basic to their political participation and to the functioning of the public sphere. Seeing the Internet as promoting “alternative public spheres,” this analysis focuses on the new forms of communication, social relations and organizational practices that the new technology allows. 

An increasing number of scholars remain skeptical about the effectiveness of the Internet in replacing traditional forms of protest activities. They note that virtual mobilization may be devalued by the activists themselves because a) political opponents and the public are more impressed by forms of protest that require a personal investment; and b) electronic protest raises doubts about accountability (Rucht, Grignou and Patou, in van de Donk et al, 2004). This position is contested by other studies that point to the Internet as a facilitator of the internal democratization of movements, and that note that, more than facilitating new revolutionary patterns for social movements, new media tend to be integrated into their existing patterns, practices and contentious repertoires. This approach proposes that the use of technology is opening up a new field of political action: that of culture jammers, hacktivists and ordinary citizens that are actively and creatively engaged in politics on a daily basis (Edwards and Wright, 2004). 

While these recent approaches point to the development of a kind of Habermasian virtual public sphere (where communicative interactions become facilitators of democratization processes), some of the studies undertaken in this perspective are often reductionist, seeing social movements from a rational choice perspective, measuring their effectiveness and action in terms of costs, benefits and opportunities. They limit the concept of political action to quantifiable activities (lobbying, emailing and belonging to formal spaces of discussion and debate) and thus ignore other means, outside the traditional channels of political activity, which also inform democracy in terms of everyday actions.

Finally, the recent phenomenon of “electronic democracy” (also referred to as e-democracy, cyber-democracy or digital democracy) has been studied as the use of information and communications technologies to enhance democratic practices (Shane, 2004). Researchers concerned with e-democracy acknowledge that technologies are influential as long as they function in interaction with human agency and its specific circumstances and contexts. Michael Froomkin (2003, 2004) reviews the requirements of the “practical discourse” and explores the plausibility of using technology to foster democracy in a Habermasian sense. Here, the practices of discourse analyzed are those of blogging, collective document creation (wikis), and forums for virtual discussion. A usual claim is that the spaces and forms of discussion in cyberspace can address political issues of cosmopolitan identity, solidarity and transnational governance, supporting a transnational public sphere of democratic deliberation (Bohman, 2004).

Because of their novelty, the emergent practices and theory of cyberactivism remain a barely charted field of study. One common observation, however, is that the use of the Internet is becoming more and more integrated into everyday life, which is often accompanied by the acknowledgment of the significance and uniqueness of the new spaces of social interaction that have the potential to not only articulate flows of communication – and thus becoming a sort of public sphere – but also to become the stage of a new category of social movements and political action that is characteristic of the information society.

Starting from the premise that the situation of the communicative environment of cyberspace is leading to new patterns of interaction and opening up possibilities for political action, this paper critically assesses the efficacy of the practices that are facilitated by new technologies and the transformation of cultural and political practices. Through the examination of the three case studies in the next section, I delineate the analytical distinctions between: a) the early forms of direct action and b) the later day-to-day interactions that stimulate the development of a type of virtual public sphere by facilitating a social space that brings actors together.
 

2. Case studies: Activism from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0

The social movements that are unique to the information age have been explored, as outlined in the previous section, from a diversity of angles, yet only a few of them take note of the changes in cultural codes and practices that new movements and collective action bring about. This paper is concerned with the possibilities, constraints and outcomes of the new forms of action in cyberspace, as they are transformed into cultural practices that can potentially build democratic spaces. Through the exploration of the three identified moments in the history of activism, I address how these social movements have made innovations upon traditional social movements’ contentious repertoires in practical terms. 

The objective of the empirical analysis is twofold. On the one hand, it intends to map how cyberactivist practices have evolved, from an early stage that was based on silencing practices, to activities that are increasingly based in dialogue and communication. These practices roughly correspond to the movement from the early model of Web 1.0 to a more participatory and interactive Web 2.0. On the other hand, my goal is to explore how cyberactivism questions the social practices in ways that are interwoven with everyday life. In each of the cases, I see the movements as social constructions that must be understood by looking at the processes in which actors communicate, produce meanings, and interpret the ways in which their actions can be seen, because of their form and organization, as messages to the rest of society.
2.1.  Cyberzapatistas and the stage of Strategic Silences: Electronic Civil Disobedience 

The Electronic Disturbance Theater pioneered the practice of electronic civil disobedience through actions in which participants use cyberspace to carry out their contentious repertoires, best exemplified by the virtual sit-in.
 This type of cyberactivism was born in support of the Zapatista movement in 1998, when the Anonymous Digital Coalition posted messages in cyberspace that called for virtual attacks against five Mexico City-based political and financial institutions’ websites.
 The objective of the action was for people around the world to simultaneously load these websites on to their Internet browsers, an action that eventually blocked the sites.
 The Zapatista use of electronic contentious practices and of ECD has been analyzed in a number of studies. Yet, this is not the only movement that has applied ECD tactics: a variety of activists that advocate for a diversity of causes are making use of this type of contentious activity.
  


The EDT’s actions and practices represent a breaking point in the development of contentious repertoires, and are a challenge to the concept of social movement as it has been studied in traditional sociological theory. Social movements theory has studied contentious repertoires (such as traditional civil disobedience, demonstrations, boycotts, guerrilla tactics, lobbying, media activism, marching and blockades) as actions that, throughout history, have had the objective of taking the public spaces that symbolize the center of hegemonic power. EDT activists argue that the streets have now become the location of “dead capital,” and that to confront the system, resistance must take place in the location where most capital and power flows now: in the abstract space of electronic media. In fact, in the case of the virtual sit-in, the principles of traditional civil disobedience are applied in an electronic, disembodied form in which action is not only mediated, but also staged on communications infrastructure.


This performative practice of politics happens through media events that are designed to raise awareness of a given situation and to achieve media visibility. In this context, members of the EDT argue that the FloodNet application (the software used to perform the virtual sit-in) is conceptual Internet art that opens up an opportunity to “voice political concerns” on the targeted servers. This is what Ricardo Dominguez, co-founder of the EDT, says: “With HTTP, you request a document from a server […] When the server does not have the requested doc, it returns the familiar ‘File not Found’ or ‘Error 404’ message […] This is a way, other than email, to put a message on a server. By making an intentional mistake, you can ‘upload’ a message. It's absurd in a way, but it works. The server may respond to your intentional mistake with a message like: ‘human_rights not found on this server.’ So by creatively selecting phrases, you can make the server voice your concerns. It may not use the kind of resources that the constant reloading uses (FloodNet automatically does that too), but it is sassy conceptualism and it invites you to play with clever statements.”

However, the FloodNet used by the EDT to carry out the virtual sit-ins, has recently been criticized as actually being a silencing tool that does not foster dialogue. It is a tool that was essentially designed as a denial-of-service (DoS) device. In other terms, FloodNet is the removal of a voice, which is essentially different from more recent hacktivist practices, such as that of electronic graffiti on websites. Besides, it must be noted that the use of this software is already antiquated – it has already been superseded by other tools for cyberactivism, as the FloodNet can be blocked most of the time, now that this sort of attack has become more common. 

In this context, can the effectiveness of the cyberactivist practices of the EDT be qualified? Perhaps not, if analyzed in the terms of “outcomes” in which traditional social movements have been studied. In the analysis of the new social movements in the information age, Alberto Melucci dismisses the absolute measures of efficacy or success, because the conflicts within the realm of collective action take place principally on symbolic grounds. Thus, the activities of movements such as the EDT are meant to challenge and overturn the dominant codes upon which social relationships are founded, often through cultural innovation.
Seen in this way, as a challenge to the codes of traditional politics and activism, the virtual sit-in represents a very significant form of protest and contentious action. The logic of this early type of virtual activism is that cyberspace is more than a space of mediation or social interactions, it is seen a space for the transformations of cultural signs, symbols and meanings. In this context, ECD functions in the media stage as a cultural performance, where actors appropriate means and meanings for their own purposes. Useful research can be done by looking at the evolution of this type of practice, and comparing it to later developments of cyberactivism.

2.2. Electrohippies and Activists Struggling to “Act in Concert” in the Battle of Seattle. 

In 1999, from November 29 to December 3, the leaders of transnational corporations, government officials and bureaucrats met at the World Trade Organization's Summit in Seattle, Washington. The meeting was seen, by “anti-globalization groups,” as an attempt to control global political, economic and cultural life, along with the environment, through a strategy of economic globalization and free trade. Protests were staged to express discontent about increasing poverty and cuts in social services, low wages, sweatshops, deforestation, global warming, genetic engineering, gentrification and war.  Despite the diversity and apparent un-connectedness of these social, political and economic concerns, activists saw in these problems the same root, a “global economic system based on the exploitation of people and the planet.” The goal of the involved movement organizations was for thousands of people to converge on Seattle and transform the space into a festival of resistance based on mass nonviolent direct action, by taking the streets with street theater, giant puppets, live music and street parties. Using Zapatista rhetoric and discourse, activists claimed that “another world is possible” and called for a global movement of resistance. 

The “Battle of Seattle” against capitalist globalization illustrates how the existence of virtual activism does not imply that the use of cyberspace is replacing traditional spaces that facilitate collective action, or that the Internet is now the only medium that fosters communication, interaction, and social activism. Many social movements still are (and will continue to be) built around traditional contentious repertoires, or a combination of embodied and disembodied action, using both traditional and new media. Orchestrating a series of contentious practices, the Seattle anti-WTO movement used – besides cyberactivism – the aforementioned theater, art, dance, music, giant puppets and graffiti to dramatize the issues of corporate globalization and to develop and spread creative forms resistance. In contrast to the earlier cyberactivist practices of the EDT, which claimed at certain point that “the streets are dead as a site for activism,” activists in Seattle physically reclaimed the space. The outcomes of this disruption of spaces had mixed results, but the opening up of new spaces for action in cyberspace, by the multiplicity of actors involved in the protest, was a political success for the communities within the virtual public sphere.

As was the case with the EDT in their earlier actions, visibility was a goal for the movement, to “force corporate globalization onto the front burner of public discussion” and to get national and international coverage from media – both alternative and mainstream. Direct Action Network, one of the activist organizations involved in the protests, pointed out that: “demonstrations and protest have been an essential part of every successful social change movement in North American history, but they are too often marginalized by corporate media, too easily dismissed by those we want to engage, and bore participants.”

Among the main groups responsible for the hacktivist activities of the protest were: the Electrohippies Collective, a group of activists based in Great Britain; the Yes Men, who launched Reamweaver (website parody software) and also attacked the official site of the WTO with DoS (denial of service) attacks; RTMark, a collective of activists whose projects are designed to sabotage corporate culture through the practice of culture jamming; and the Cult of the Dead Cow (cDc), a group that seeks to advance human rights through media and freedom of communication. All the cyberactivist actions are interesting cases for analysis. However, because of space restrictions, in this paper I’ll only consider the actions and discourse of the Electrohippies Collective. 

The mission of the Electrohippies, in their words, is to achieve a more fair and sustainable society, claiming that “electronic communications and the new media represent a new space within society that we have to utilise as we would the street or the council chamber.”
 Their goal is to make tools available for people to undertake electronic activism themselves, and enable people to access technology and use it to further their own causes. What the Electrohippies did for the anti-WTO action was a DoS sit-in whose method of operation was self-described as  “distributed,” since thousands of computer users were involved in the action. According to their reports, the fact that service on the WTO's servers was interrupted on November 30 and December 1st, and significantly slowed on December 2nd and 3rd, demonstrated that there was significant support for the action.

As a result of the anti-WTO sit-in, the Electrohippies were labeled as terrorists by mainstream media (“Denial of service hackers take on new targets,” CNN Online, February 9th, 2000). The collective then published a series of comments in which they claimed to debate both the positive and negative aspects of Internet activism, arguing that cyberspace is not exempt from the everyday realm of constitutional rights and freedoms. In their own discourse, the Electrohippies bring community accountability to cyberspace: “Governments and corporations are setting up stall on the 'Net in the expectation that the space is immune from the normal pressure present in society like a new frontier... but it isn't. We have to treat cyberspace as if it were another part of society. Therefore, we must find mechanisms for lobbying and protest in cyberspace to complement those normally used in real life. Without public pressure cyberspace will have no moral or normative controls to control the excesses of politicians, groups or corporations who would seek to dominate that public space.” In sum, Electrohippies aimed, in their discourse, at highlighting the democratic aspects of the practice cyberactivism. Moreover, they rejected to be labeled as radical cyberterrorists, by emphasizing the need (and right) to treat cyberspace as any other social space which people could make accountable. 

However reasonable this argument might seem, there is one crucial issue that began to be seen, both by cyberactivists and scholars, as an inherent disadvantage of any DoS-based action: the question of legitimacy. In this respect, Electrohippies justify cyberactivism with the argument that everyone has the right to express his or her views, so long as those views do not intimidate or abuse the rights of others. Yet, they grant that “DoS actions are of course in direct contradiction to this principle because by closing a web site you are in effect preventing freedom of speech, and in a virtual sense, freedom of association. It is important therefore that any DoS action is not undertaken on a whim, but is clearly and openly justified. The Electrohippies Collective believes that the acts or views perpetrated by the targets of a DoS action must be reprehensible to many in society at large, and not just to a small group. It is on this basis that the collective undertook the action against the WTO during their conference in Seattle, and it is also the basis upon which we are planning future actions.”

The criticism of the Electrohippies for engaging in virtual sit-ins – which are, in effect, silencing practices – is similar to that lodged earlier against the EDT. However, Electrohippies planned the action against the WTO during the Seattle summit because, according to them, it was clear that the event would produce a public dialogue. In fact, the Electrohippies claim that their cyberactivist event provided an opportunity for around 450,000 people (over the five days of protest) across the globe to express their dissatisfaction with the WTO “without the risk of being gassed by Seattle's 'robocops'.” The goal of the virtual sit-in was supposed, in their view, to provide a “substitution for the deficit of speech”. Electrohippies argued that “During the period the electrohippies WTO action was undertaken our web site provided a large number of links to sites containing information about globalisation, free-trade and its effects on society and the environment…both for and against the position of the WTO. In our view this packaging of a resource for people to explore and learn about the issue ensured that they were fully aware of the issues when taking the action. It also ensured that others visiting our web site could explore both sides of the argument.”

In spite of these defensive arguments, the criticisms to the practice of the virtual sit-in and to DoS attacks were right in pointing that, as a tool for promoting dialogue, this type of activism lacks the fundamental Habermasian requirements to guarantee the equality of access, transparency and legitimacy of public speech. What is true, on the other hand, is that once more what was at stake in these actions was public visibility. As Electrohippies put it: “The public can engage in collective actions to get their message across deconstructing the intended message to be broadcast in cyberspace and placing the alternative viewpoint. To adapt the catch phrase, 'In cyberspace everyone can hear you scream – if you want them to'.”

The discourse of the Electrohippies and their emphasis in being heard illustrates how cyberactivism started to turn slowly away from the EDT model, from a stage of silences and the removal of voices, to an orchestration of voices – even if, in this case, those voices sounded more like a cacophony of screams. In a way, the discourse of the collective acknowledges the need to redefine cyberactivism, in a moment when the practice of the virtual sit-in seemed to be exhausting its window of opportunity. What the anti-WTO movement illustrates, in this case, is that beyond being a stage for hacktivist activities, and beyond cyberspace’s use as a tool for advocacy, for the mobilization and coordination of participants, and for movement networking and organization, cyberspace became, in a way, more like a public sphere. The spreading of information resulted in the articulation of citizen networks (such as Indymedia), which are a step beyond the early Electronic Civil Disobedience silencing practices, not only in terms of the number of people involved, but also the diversity of causes and social demands of the movements.
 Moreover, an incipient global civil society started to articulate discussions on a diversity of topics.

2.3. Global Voices and Civil Society: Blogging for Burma

The recent development of the blogosphere illustrates how cyberactivism is composed of a series of acts in which it is increasingly crucial to take an active role in defining what cyberspace is used for. The Global Voices project, a virtual space created to gather and “curate” the great amount of information that is produced daily around the globe, is an example of how the use of cyberspace has lately facilitated a kind of public sphere through communication flows, where actors actively work to create their own space.
 Interpreted through Alberto Melucci’s theory of collective action (1989, 1995, 1996), Global Voices and their involvement in media activism illustrates how cyberspace has become the symbolic ground of a struggle over information that happens on a daily basis. 

In this theoretical context, the Global Voices project is aimed at balancing inequalities in media attention, and leveraging the power of citizens in practical terms, by using a variety of Web 2.0 applications – weblogs, podcasts of photos and video, wikis, tags, aggregators and online chats – to call attention to a diversity of conversations and perspectives on politics around the world. The project advocates for freedom of expression and aims to protect the rights of citizens to report on events and opinions, avoiding censorship or prosecution. The political character of media activism, in the case of Global Voices, comes from their users’ efforts to articulate free spaces for speaking and acting together. One of the most interesting examples of this type of activity is the Burma (Myanmar) case.
 What follows is a brief account of the facts of the Internet shutdown, its consequences in the blogosphere, and how it articulated a series of cyberactivist networks.

On September 29, 2007, mainstream and independent media reported that the Internet was shut down by the military junta in Burma, following the violent uprising of citizens – most of them students and Buddhist monks. Participation in the protests had peaked at an estimated of 100,000 protesters on September 23, and violence escalated to major proportions on September 26, resulting in at least 200 persons dead. While these events were taking place, citizen journalists and bloggers fed graphic images and witness narratives to the outside world via cyberspace, making use of digital photography and videos taken with cell phones.

The Internet connectivity shutdown was therefore provoked by the fact that citizens used this medium to send those photographs, videos and information documenting the violent suppression of protests – information that contributed to the international condemnation of the Burmese military rulers’ violations of human rights. After the images of street protests and their violent repression circulated around the globe, Internet connectivity was unavailable for five days, and then was available at irregular intervals until October 16. The extreme measures taken by the Burmese government to limit citizens’ use of the Internet during the crisis had as their goal to prevent information from reaching a wide international audience.

How did this connectivity shutdown happen? According to the Open Net Initiative report, the junta in Burma already had control over the only two Internet service providers (ISPs) in the country. By limiting Internet connectivity, the government easily set ideal conditions for surveillance and limited freedom of expression.
 Because of this tight control over media, during the protests in September, outside observers were likely to have more information about the political situation than people inside Burma. Around the time of the protests, the ONI reports a variety of other government actions to prevent the spread of information: monitoring (even raiding) Internet cafes and their users, confiscating equipment, limiting media licensing and controlling ICT companies. ONI reports: “On September 29, 2007, the Burmese military junta, governing as the State Peace and Development Council […] made use of its complete control over the country’s Internet gateways to shut down Internet access altogether, and reportedly terminated the majority of cell phone services. It has yet to publicly acknowledge these acts. This was the government’s attempt to immobilize and disarm the essential communication tools used by citizen journalists: cell phones and the Internet.”

In spite of the government’s repressive measures, citizens found ways to circumvent the obstacles erected by the Burmese junta, thus giving rise to the actions that are the object of study of this case. Although blogs were monitored and censored, and in spite of many of them being blacklisted by the government, citizen journalists in Burma maintained contact with international bloggers through e-mail, chat, proxies, and free hosting pages. By organizing in small networks, Burmese people transmitted photos and information overseas. According to the ONI, more Burmese began reading blogs (blog traffic nearly doubled) and other online information sources during the political crisis: overseas dissident news sites and international news agency sites also became important sources of news: “This was citizen media in its simplest form, utilizing the cheap sensors and network that have helped to spawn the information revolution without the need for additional editorial input or elaborate postproduction work. This distributed form of reporting is, in practical terms, impossible to block completely, prompting the extreme measures taken by the Burmese regime.”

 To some observers, the events in Burma provide an example of the limitations of the Internet in terms of access, which was vulnerable to the actions of the repressive regime. However, activists claim that even Burmese people without access to or knowledge of the Internet may have benefited, in some measure, from the achievements of bloggers and journalists. These benefits can be qualified not only in terms of media visibility, but also in the articulation of activist networks around the globe. In this respect, the ONI reported that “Multiple generations of Burmese living locally and abroad have found linkages to each other as blogging became increasingly recognized as a valuable source of information. One Burmese leader characterizes this gain as the forging of a link between the leaders of the generation that participated in 8.8.88, many of whom were jailed or exiled, and the new generation of activists in Burma.”

Throughout the events in the Burmese Internet shutdown, the free flow of information became the central stake in the struggle of government versus citizens. In the context of what could be called an “information war,” it is interesting to note Global Voices’ proactive involvement in the emergence of voices and networks through training, online tutorials, and publicizing ways in which open-source and free tools can be used by people around the world to express themselves.
 However, beyond spreading information to the globe and the international public, an interesting phenomenon happened as people began posting their comments and their own information in response to blogs.
 On Global Voices’ website, the space tagged as Burma/Myanmar, became the forum of diverse conversations. Some of them were expressions of sympathy and support for the cause (an illustration of what has been called communicative solidarity). Some of them called for specific types of action (“Here I would like to call all Burmese people to boycott China’s products”). Some of them were political statements (“Democracy, in modern world, is everyone’s birth right”).  Some comments stirred debates and information exchange among readers. And last but not least, some posts called for networking and joining other discursive and cyberspace-mediated activities: from joining the famous “Support the Monks’ Protest in Burma” Facebook group, to sharing video, photography, and joining other networks of activism.

How can we understand the actions that took place around the conflict in Burma? My contention is that, in order to see these actions as political activism (not just as a case of successful citizen journalism), we must analyze this movement, as Melucci suggests, as belonging to the category of contemporary social movements that no longer struggle only over the production and distribution of material goods and resources, but also over the symbolic grounds and resources of cultural production – and thus, over information. These movements rely on both the latent and visible dimensions of action, often consisting of networks that are submerged in everyday life, questioning and challenging its codes. Because their practice takes place in everyday life, contemporary movements often act at a distance from the sphere of official politics, creating and expanding independent public spaces within the realm of civil society. Moreover, the forms of action that Melucci sees as particular to the information society are both prior to and beyond politics: they are pre-political because they are rooted in everyday life experiences; and meta-political because political forces can never represent them completely.

The case of Global Voices is an example of how the use of cyberspace facilitates a virtual public space through communication flows, in which actors actively work to create their own space. Interpreted through Melucci’s theoretical framework, this case illustrates how information becomes central in the struggle that happens, on a daily basis, on the symbolic ground of cyberspace. The current limitations of communicative practices such as those of blogging, can be seen as part of the process of creating new spaces for, and forms of, communication and action. In the next section, I’ll outline an alternative view of the spaces that are facilitated through cyberspace, as spaces that are suited for the voices and actions of civil society at large.

3. How to Think About Cyberactivism 2.0: The Virtual Public Sphere and the Move Towards the Model of Civil Society.

In the first section of this paper, I outlined how cyberactivism has been theorized as being a particular form of politics proper to the information age. Following the Habermasian theory, many of the studies that see the Internet as a tool and space for politics, have compared cyberspace to a kind of virtual public sphere. We know that Habermas’ early work characterized the salons of the 18th Century as the spaces of the emerging bourgeois public sphere – spaces where people could exchange ideas and voice their criticisms about a variety of political issues. The ideal of this public sphere rested on the disregard for social status, and in that the space was, in principle, open, rational and inclusive (Habermas, 1989, 2001).
While the Habermasian model of the public sphere is seen mainly as an ideal model, it was appropriated by theorists of media as a conceptual tool to examine the possibilities of cyberspace to a) disregard statuses and thus become a site of equality, b) become the place to problematize areas of public interest that couldn’t be easily questioned outside, c) become an inclusive public space, in which anyone has a potential claim on the attention of the public, and d) be a space where censorship is eliminated and information can flow freely.

However, if the possibilities of a “virtual public sphere” have been compared to those of the traditional public sphere, so have its problems. Lately, it has been argued that the particularities of cyberspace-mediated communications highlight the inability of Habermas’ concept of the public sphere to deal with the complexities of social interaction. Against this backdrop, Jodi Dean’s (2001) is one of the most acute recent criticisms, by comparing the types of spaces that facilitate different types of public spheres: the rational and the cyber salons. Dean empirically studied the discursive interactions of cyberspace and concluded that the ideals of the public sphere regarding interactivity, subjectivity, media and place, are inadequate for grasping the political potential and problems of contemporary society.
 Seen from this perspective, spaces such as Global Voices constitute areas of political activity that are significantly different from Habermas’ rational salons. As seen in the empirical and practical cases of this paper, cyberspace constitutes a new model of political connection and contestation for civil society: old theory does not grasp completely the complexities of current reality.

In fact, other authors have agreed that to follow the discourse and normativity of the public sphere can obstruct the potential freedoms that are characteristic of the information age. Habermas’ theory of rational speech acts, analyzed public discourse in terms of reasonableness, reciprocity and fairness, arguing that only those characteristics can create transparent communication. If seen from the viewpoint of the public sphere, many of the online political discussions would lack consistent logic in practical terms: they are difficult to follow, few of the comments seem relevant, and few offer reasons to justify a position or rational arguments to counter an opposing viewpoint (see the diversity of readers’ responses to Global Voices’ report on Burma: Appendix B). Also, anonymity becomes a problem when the identity of participants in online debates is unknown.

The task for social theory is then to outline a model that is more appropriate to the networked interactions of cyberspace, and which accords with the current complexities of power, communication and information. In practice, it might seem that the traditional conception of the public sphere easily overlooks the importance and creativity of interventions such as those of the virtual social movements analyzed in this paper: interventions that target not necessarily the state, but civil society. The civil society perspective, on the contrary, privileges the various institutions in which the subjects of politics come to practice, mediate, and represent their actions as political. The move towards civil society allows to emphasize the heterogeneity and contestability of the political, as well as to acknowledge the contingency, variety, and potential of a diversity of political engagements – that have been called micropolitics, politics of disturbance and disruption, and politics of enactment and representation. Finally, by highlighting the multiple forms of politics, the idea of civil society provides room to acknowledge the exclusions and competing rationalities that are characteristic of networked societies in an age of globalization.

In sum, the flexible normativity of civil society allows for the existence of a variety of networks while remaining open to the possibilities that might arise through conflict and contestation. In this perspective, democracy is not limited to debate and deliberation, but the terrain of politics is instead understood as a site of ongoing struggles and contestations carried out by unequal partners under unequal conditions. Besides, the norms of universal inclusion and equality that structure the traditional public sphere do not apply to cyberspace. In civil society there is no ultimate locus of inclusion: the universal ‘we’ is superseded. Questions of access are posed in specific situations of space, time and purpose.
 

The importance of the recognition of a diversity of political actions becomes more pressing in the information age, where a diversity of symbolic practices constitute and define the norms of everyday life. At a time when fewer people are participating in institutional electoral politics, reading newspapers, or watching mainstream news, the concept of civil society enables theory to avoid denigrating people as apolitical and instead consider how they experience politics in other forms, by other means. Should we then discard the idea of the public sphere and adopt a more complex model of civil society? Theorists have started to lean towards a revised idea of civil society as an expansion of the public sphere. Jeffrey Alexander, for instance, has lately proposed the hybrid concept of a “civil sphere.”
 Others, like Nancy Fraser, have proposed to think in terms of “multiple public spheres” to account for the existence of a diversity of voices. Yet others have characterized new “public counterspheres” (Downey and Fenton, 2003).

The question of the current adequacy of the concept of the public sphere is broad and complex. In spite of its shortcomings, Habermasian theory has been, after all, the point of departure to think about civil society as a form of social and cultural organization, the sphere of private people that come together as a public. What is compelling in the expansion of a normative model of the public sphere to encompass a wider model of civil society is the recognition that the discourses of civil society need not converge or agree: they are an ongoing practice. This way, the space of interaction recently facilitated by cyberspace can extend beyond traditional political spaces: it provides room for a heterogeneity of subjectivities, practices and exchanges, as well as political engagement in spaces that are marked by the inequalities and exclusions of the digital divide. If using the broader standpoint of civil society, instead of the rigid normativity of the public sphere, the diverse practices of cyberactivism, such as the virtual sit-in of EDT and Electrohippies, and online discussions and debates such as the ones facilitated by Global Voices, appear as expressions of curiosity, play or engagement, that are not outside of or beyond politics. In Melucci’s words, these conversations constitute pre-political, even meta-political dialogues. 

These discussions are linked to other interactions and possibilities as part of an extended – and sometimes latent, submerged – network of political meaning, opportunity, and resistance.

APPENDIX A.

THE ELECTRONIC DISTURBANCE THEATER ACTIVITIES (a partial list)

2007:

· May 17. Virtual Protest in support of Health Care. Against the proposed Medicaid cuts by the Michigan State legislature.

2006:

· October 29. Electronic Blockade of Mexican Government. Started by “Reclaim the Commons.”

· Electronic Blockade of the Mexican Embassy and Consulate websites. Action to remember Brad and the activists killed in the struggle against governor Ulises Ruiz, and show solidarity with the teachers and protesters of Oaxaca.

· Protest against the Mexican Government for the attacks on the teachers of Oaxaca. 10,000 people joined.

· October 3-4. Protest “Stop the G8+5, Defend Oaxaca!” The Borderlands Hacklab, EDT and Rising Tide North America called for a virtual sit-in against the G8+5 websites and Mexican government during the G8+5 meetings in Mexico.

2005:

· July 20-22. Virtual sit-in against Anti-Immigrant websites. 27,000 protesters joined.

· VR Swarm action on The Minutemen Project. 75,000 people joined.

2004:

· August 29-September 1rst. “Say no to war, say no to Bush, say no to Terrorism.” Global sit-in. 300,000 people joined.

APPENDIX B. 

GLOBAL VOICES: SPECIAL REPORT ON BURMA.

From: http://www.globalvoicesonline.org/specialcoverage/burmese-protests-2007/

SOME READER’S RESPONSES: 

· October 17th, 2007 at 4:23 am 

If any one in Burma can read this. keep fighting! do not give up! YOU ARE SETTING THE EXAMPLE FOR THE REST OF THE WORLD’S PEOPLES WHO LIVE IN OPPRESSION THAT FREEDOM CAN BE ATTAINED. the people of the united states of america support you! our prayers are with you!

· October 17th, 2007 at 6:46 am

My grandparents, my aunt and uncles are in Rangoon by 28th street near I believe by the Sule Pagoda. I have not heard from them nor been able to get a hold of them. I experienced the 8.8.88 first hand as I was in Burma during that time and saw many unspeakable capabilities of the Junta at the young age of 8. This is why I am asking for world’s voice and support to help stop this Military regime from killing innocent people of my country. Thank you for all your posts. love, Sophie sophielwin.blogspot.com

· October 18th, 2007 at 17:12 pm

Democracy, in modern world, is everyone’s birth right

· October 19th, 2007 at 3:00 am

May God’s Blessings and influence be on the bloggers and others informing the world of the plight of the countrymen and women, and as a WORLD WE SUPPORT YOU in your BRAVE resistance/rebellion of a regime who has rendered you like North Korea. May God give you the fire and passion to the end even transcendentally to bring about MANDATORY changes!! Praise God for you all!!

· October 19th, 2007 at 5:26 am

China say problems in Myanmar are just internal affairs and do not threat to the region. That means, as long as they are fine, they don’t want to involve. Being a civilized person, one must at least call police that his neighbour is being robbed.

Ok, if China does not want to help. We will also not buy China’s products. Here I would like to call all Burmese people to boycott China’s products.

· October 19th, 2007 at 23:47 pm

We must stand from the soft power side. They do not have power, weapons or help from others till now. It is the internal affairs but between soft and hard power. Junta has been abuse the civilian for a few decades. Where is the human right???? Let boycott China’s and India’s products.

· October 28th, 2007 at 2:12 am

florian, linn, don’t ask the Chinese to do your dirty work. If you don’t like the situation in Myanmar, go there and start a revolution or press your own government to do something. You two sounds like some gutless politician; you want to kill people but don’t want blood on your hand. Don’t blame your own weakness and laziness on other.

· November 12th, 2007 at 2:07 am

Hello, I would like to ask you for a favor, to talk about and post the new campaign dontforgetburma.org if it is not too much trouble for you.

We created this site because we wanted a space where normal people could show that although the media spotlight over Burma may have dimmed, we are still thinking of Burma.

The team that runs this site came together through the “Support the Monks’ Protest in Burma ” Facebook group (439,000 members) and has created the website http://www.burma-watch.org 

We’re a team of activists from around the world that work around the clock on our sites, we were key to coordinating the Global Day of Action for Burma on October 6th 2007 and Aung Sang Suu Kyi day (October 24th 2007).

We’d like to thank our launch partners who have helped make this project work, they are: Burma Campaign UK, The US Campaign for Burma, Avaaz.org, the European Burma Network and wearenotafraid.com .

About Burma

Burma is ruled by one of the most brutal military dictatorships in the world; a dictatorship charged by the United Nations with a “crime against humanity” for its systematic abuses of human rights, and condemned internationally for refusing to transfer power to the legally elected Government of the country – the party led by Nobel Peace Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi.

In September 2007 monks led thousands of peaceful protestors onto the streets of Burma. The Burmese military put this peaceful uprising down with ruthless brutality routinely using violence and torture against the protestors, even the monks. The people of Burma have lived under military dictatorship for 45 years. The last peaceful uprising that occurred in1988 was brutally put down by the army killing at least 3,000 people. However the West didn’t act because very little news came out of Burma. This time is different, we know people have been tortured, we know hundreds and possibly thousands of people have been murdered by the regime in an attempt to put down the uprising.

To make sure the world doesn’t forget get active, submit a photo of support to this site, join the Facebook group and find a local activist organisation via http://www.burma-watch.org/index.php?option=com_glossary&Itemid=113
Sophie Lwin sophielwin.blogspot.com
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� The concept of Web 2.0 as a “participative web” is intended to be a later version of the Internet that is based on services that empower users to contribute to developing, collaborating on and distributing Internet content. As the Internet is more embedded in people’s lives, users draw on new applications to express themselves through “user-created content” (UCC), mostly consisting of blogs, podcasts, wikis, news sites, and every kind of syndicated source online. The concept of Web 2.0 also emphasizes the shift from passive receivers to active users: from research and knowledge (see Wikipedia), to news reporting and journalism (the “we, the media” approach, where “every citizen is a reporter”), and the more discursive activity of the blogosphere.


� In this context, an agora is seen as more than an open "place of assembly" for a diversity of actors and voices. The communicative quality of action is clear in the way that the political philosophy of Hannah Arendt connected action to speech. It is through action as speech that individuals disclose their identity, but they require a public space in which it can be realized. Arendt sees the agora as the model for such a space of communicative speech that is synonymous with the political; politics is the ongoing activity of citizens coming together to exercise their capacity for agency, and live together by means of free speech and persuasion (Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition).


� Work in this field of study has been increasing. Such work regards issues of access, ownership, control, intellectual property, censorship and regulation, which are being studied increasingly within a legal framework (see Gay, 2002; Lessig, 2004).


� This concept refers to a kind of cultural sabotage and interventionist techniques that fall under the concept of “tactical media.” Culture jammers deploy techniques identified with a postmodern aesthetic: appropriation, collage, ironic inversion and juxtaposition. They draw from the Situationist International, the radical movement centered on Guy Debord and his concept of “spectacle” (Meikle, 2004: 131).


� The Zapatista movement is a reference point (here referred to as “cyberzapatismo”) and is mentioned as the movement that started the first “culture jamming guerrilla movement” (Meikle, 2004: 145).





� In most cases, ECD involves large numbers of participants and generally uses legal methods of protest (such as reloading a website repeatedly). Another type of electronic civil disobedience is the use of cyberspace for public and deliberate violations of a �HYPERLINK "http://law.borgfind.com/"��law�. For instance, the disregard of copyright law by Internet users every day on file-sharing networks (including free music downloading) is considered a form of ECD (from the entry in Wikipedia.)


� On January 18, 1998, a call for “NetStriking for Zapata” (from the Anonymous Digital Coalition) circulated via email with the following instructions: “In solidarity with the Zapatista movement we welcome all the netsurfers with the ideals of justice, freedom, solidarity and liberty within their hearts, to sit-in the day 29/01/1998 from 4:00 p.m. GMT (Greenwich Mean Time) to 5:00 p.m. GMT (Greenwich Mean Time) in the following five web sites, symbols of Mexican neoliberalism”. The targets of the sit-in were: Bolsa Mexicana de Valores (www.bmv.com.mx), Grupo Financiero Bital (www.bital.com.mx), Grupo Financiero Bancomer (www.bancomer.com.mx), Banco de Mexico (www.banxico.org.mx), and Banamex (www.banamex.com) Retrieved from: http://www.thing.net/~rdom/zapsTactical/zaps.html


� This virtual sit-in engaged activists from around the globe. According to the EDT website, the countries from which people joined the first Zapatista ECD action in 1998 were: Austria, Italy, United Kingdom, Germany, Switzerland, Australia, Canada, Belgium, Mexico, Denmark, Netherlands, France, United States, Spain, Greece, Japan, Finland, Romania, Argentina, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Iceland, Taiwan, Sweden, Chile, Russian Federation, Uruguay, Croatia, Latvia, Malaysia, Lithuania, Slovak Republic, India, Brazil, New Zealand, Singapore, Hungary, Slovenia, Colombia and Turkey. A certain number of non-profit organizations also joined the protest.


� For a partial list of activities that are or have been supported by the Electronic Disturbance Theater, see Appendix A.


� Ricardo Dominguez, from EDT, retrieved from: http://www.thing.net/~rdom/zapsTactical/zaps.html


� It must be emphasized that the WTO protests were not centrally directed by a single movement, group or organization, neither on the streets nor in cyberspace. Some of the main organizations that organized street protests are: Direct Action Network (Against Corporate Globalization), Earth First! (Seattle), and Global Exchange and Rainforest Action Network.


� Retrieved from: http://web.archive.org/web/20041011122237/http://flag.blackened.net/~global/aaconvergence.htm


� This and all subsequent quotes from the Electrohippies are taken from: Electrohippies Occasional Paper No.1, February 2000. “Client-side Distributed Denial-of-Service: Valid campaign tactic or terrorist act?” Retrieved from: http://www.fraw.org.uk/download/ehippies/op-01.html


� The sophistication of the activist networks has grown along with the development of ICTs (Information and Communication Technology). Perhaps one of the most visible has been the Independent Media Network (which was born in Seattle during the protests there) that provides “alternative information” about struggles in a growing number of countries, including streamed audio and video in real time.


� See Global Voices’ website, at www.globalvoicesonline.org


� As one member of the international blogger’s network wrote: “For international news of this nature Global Voices should be your first click, not just for news but for further links and translations. It's certainly better than randomly clicking through blog directories for worthwhile blog content.” Retrieved from Fernia, Will. “Burma’s Tech Test.” Posted: September 20, 2007. Retrieved at: http://clicked.msnbc.msn.com/archive/2007/09/29/386909.aspx


� The OpenNet Initiative (ONI) has found evidence of authorities controlling access to communication technologies as a way to limit social mobilization around key political events in places such as Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. However, the ONI recognizes that completely cutting international Internet links is a rare action, as it has happened only one other time, in Nepal, when King Gyanendra declared martial law in February 2005 and briefly shut down the Internet, international telephone lines, and cellular communication networks. From: “Pulling the Plug: a technical review of the Internet Shutdown in Burma.” ONI, 2008. Retrieved at: http://opennet.net/research/bulletins/013/


� The ISPs were heavily monitored and censured, in order to avoid the spread of news and information from both independent and mainstream media (among them CNN and Reuters). Political opposition sites, human rights organizations, and standard e-mail service providers (such as G-mail, Yahoo, Hotmail and others) were also routinely filtered. Other sites that were filtered are YouTube and Blogspot – even non-political and personal blogs.


� ONI report, p. 7.


� See, for instance, the “Handbook for Bloggers and Cyber-dissidents” that can be downloaded through a link posted by Reporters Without Borders on Global Voices’ website.


� For a compilation of people’s comments on the Burma case, see Appendix B.


� Dean studied the case of Salon, Border Books’ chat room (www.salon.com).


� “No single site in civil society can claim to be a public sphere in the sense of serving as the locus for the political conversations necessary for the democratic legitimation of the state or even of certain policies or principles. And it means that conversation is itself too limited a concept for thinking about democracy in the information age. Not only does the insipid emphasis on conversation help market chat rooms and Web communities, it also sanitizes politics of all its messy, mediated, and contradictory contestations.” (Dean 2001: 265)


� Alexander proposes to think of civil society as a civil sphere, which he defines as: “a world of values and institutions that generates the capacity for social criticism and democratic integration at the same time. Such a sphere relies on solidarity, on feelings for others whom we do not know but whom we respect our of principle, not experience, because of our putative commitment to a common secular faith.” (Alexander 2007: 4)


� Dean is of the opinion that the concept of public sphere should be jettisoned. She even rejects to solve its shortcomings by adopting Nancy Fraser’s alternative conception of “multiple public spheres”: “I am not convinced that adding an s solves the problem of the public sphere. Indeed, the s confuses the theorization of democratic politics as it presumes parity among the different networks and spaces […] The multiple spheres approach suggest the old pluralist conception of democracy in which various groups compete and compromise as equal players in a game of politics situated in a national, constitutionally determined arena. [The multiple spheres approach] reinforces the priority of a bourgeois or official public sphere as a goal site, as an ideal, as the fundamental arbiter of inclusion. Indeed, it tends to remain part of a collective will-formation rather than as a variety of multiple and conflicting processes of production, intervention, configuration, expansion, and exclusion.” (Dean, 2001: 249)


� This selection of comments was compiled on April 7, 2008. Texts were not edited, and are as they appear on the website. 
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