The Labors of Internet-Assisted Activism

Overcommunication, Miscommunication, and Communicative overload

By Rasmus Kleis Nielsen 

rkn2103 [at] columbia.edu

[image: image1.wmf]
Abstract: This paper analyze the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload that internet-assisted activism in contemporary incarnations suffer from. Pushing beyond web research and into ethnographic fieldwork amongst activists involved in the 2008 U.S. presidential primary, I demonstrate how the supposed wonders of new technologies, including the low-cost communication they provide, comes with new and peculiar problems that are only really visible on the ground, prices that are only paid in practice. Even in a case like mine, where resources like money, skills, and volunteers were amble, and everyone involved in a race in a state with much at stake had the incentives to make the whole thing sparkle, internet-assisted activism turns out to be more laborious in practice than in theory and hyperbole. Drawing on the work of Bruno Latour and organizational sociologists like David Stark, I trace the complications that arise as the number of communicators, communications, and modes of communication multiply as new organizational forms, based on internet elements and greater volunteer participation, are introduced into political campaigning. I chronicle the orientation and composition, and reorientation and recomposition, of the people who accept the invitation to participate extended by websites exclaiming 'we need you!' and connect the socio-technological study of internet-assisted activism to current debates over the connections between political practices and civic engagement in America.
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Introduction

At the very point where all the supposed strengths of the internet—fast, easy, low cost communication—seemed to be called for, activists threw up their hands in frustration, stopped updating their websites, let their social networking tools rest, and retreated to a little bit of emailing and a lot of time on the phone and face-to-face. Various internet elements had been integral to their mobilization all along, and were often praised, but now, in the final days of their effort, internet-assisted activism turned out to be rather too laborious for their taste. A combination of the time pressure generated by the fast-approaching election day and the surge of activity that accompanied it aggravated the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload that the activists had already struggled with on several occasions over the previous months. Now, they were dealt with largely by side-stepping the internet. The example comes from the year-long ethnographic study of political activism in an electoral campaign that lies behind this paper. 

I will use the rich material provided by this case to trace some problems integral to the use of particular internet elements in activism as the problems are encountered and dealt with in action. To follow the process is to realize how laborious it is. The most basic point brought to light by supplementing traditional web research with fieldwork is that there are specific problems that tend to be exacerbated when activism is internet-assisted. These problems are much more visible in the field than on the web. It is not that ‘the internet’ is good or bad for activism, a discussion that today seems of primarily historical interest no matter what conclusion it may be forced to, since internet-assistance in now ubiquitous—in post-industrial countries, internet elements are increasingly integrated into activism with all their pros and cons. Today, the question is how it works. Here, as elsewhere, the wonders of new technology have already attracted considerable attention, driven partly by genuine belief, partly by the vested interests of those who praise it, and no doubt facilitated by the academic premium on identifying ‘the new’. The emerging consensus is that the internet provides lower cost communication for activists (Bennett 2003, Tilly 004, Foot & Schneider 2006). This remains a solid starting point, but my case suggests we need to push beyond this observation and consider the problems connected with this that those involved experience and recount.  it seems worthwhile to pay a little attention to the problems that those involved experience and recount. It is about time that we explore the often overlooked, belittled, and trivialized labors of internet-assisted activism. I will suggest they can be outlined in three tendencies: 

(1) Overcommunication. Lowered individual transaction costs for communication, more communicators, and an increase in the number of forms of communication tends to produce overcommunication.

(2) Miscommunication. More communications, more communicators, and more forms of communication tend to generate more miscommunication.

(3) Communicative overload. The activists themselves complain about the ceaseless bombardment, and, for systematic reasons I will return to, even the activist organizations are not geared to deal with the situation, and also suffer from communicative overload.

Overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload are, I will suggest, not trivial temporary trouble, shallow bugs, or personal failings, but abiding and systematic problems integral to the current socio-technical practices of internet-assisted activism. They are problems that activists will have to face, and scholars have to recognize.

Analyzing Internet-Assisted Activism

The problems are not caused by ‘the internet’ as such. Indeed, the very terms of such an argument would be anathema to the analytical approach adopted here. In line with a growing body of work organized around the work of, amongst others, Bruno Latour, I will refrain from discussing the internet and activism in terms of the impact of an external force or independent variable ‘technology’ upon ‘the social’. The objects of analysis here are specific socio-technical elements and practices, not abstractions like ‘the Internet’ or reifications like ‘technology’ and ‘society’. Hence, by ‘internet-assisted activism’, I mean forms of activism that in addition to human actors (activists) involves internet elements, such as websites and email. Think of what computer scientists call ‘augmented reality’, where offline practices are supplemented by computer-processed (and in this case internet-borne) components. Therefore,  ‘assisted’ leaves open the question of whether this is good or bad, functional or dysfunctional, and by what standards—whether and how the assistance is actually helpful. Following the activists will often illustrate that the very same practices also involve other artifacts—they are also telephone-, car-, and clipboard-assisted. All of these objects involved come with specific properties and affordances. Just as we do not speak of an ontologically or structurally distinct form of ‘clipboard-activism’, what I deal with here is certainly not some sort of intrinsically different phenomena meriting any of the numerous terms bounced around happily these days (internet activism, virtual activism, web activism, what have you). As Charles Tilly (2004) has argued, the advent of new technologies does not mean that previous explanatory models suddenly become wholly irrelevant. His work, and the basic correlations between resources, engagement, and recruitment identified by, for instance, Verba et al (1995) seem to be of continued relevance, just as the ties between activism and social capital (Putnam 2000) and organizational form Skocpol (2003) seems to be of abiding importance.

Skocpol’s final point is my starting point. With her collaborators, she has convincingly argued that no matter what socio-economic status, psychological characteristica, or macro-sociological developments may correlate with activism, the central interface between people and political processes remain the intermediary organizations that constitute the connections between the two—whether they be fraternal associations, political parties, or social movements. A similar stance is taken by much social movement and contentious politics scholarship in their emphasis on mobilizational structures (McCarthy 1996, McAdam et al 2001). Curiously enough, given Skocpol’s self-professed interest in the paraphernalia of civic groups, little attention has been paid to the role of objects in these organizations, to the role of technological artifacts and applications, from membership lists as institutional memories to the part played by mail and telegraph for communication in translocal associations. In this respect, her work reflect the pervasive tendency in the social sciences to make only the most cursory references to the role of technological elements in social practice even as the very sources dealt with testify to their integral character—printed newspaper articles, broadcast debates, and the like. In this paper, technology is brought back in, and attention is turned to contemporary socio-technological forms of activist organization. The recent explosion of attempts to integrate internet elements into the mobilization of political activists attests to its continued importance—in addition to candidate campaigns themselves, think of the Democratic National Committee’s ‘PartyBuilder’ site, Democracy for America’s DFAlink, and political-commercial efforts such as the conservative Townhall.com.

The different internet elements used by these groups are often technically similar, but functionally, they cannot be added to existing organizations in a seamless plug-and-play fashion, just as the development of television did not have even effects across the board of political organizations and activities. In each case, the newly added internet element will be just one part of a wider congregation of actors, objects, and organizations. And functionality (by the standards set by actors themselves) is the result of coevolving practices with recursive links between actions, associations, and applications that are brought in or left aside, used, configured, and reconfigured on the basis of their expediency and the realizable potentials. Neither activism not the internet are given objects for analysis. Both science and technology analysts (Latour, 1987), organizational sociologists (Girard & Stark, 2007), and social movement scholars (McAdam et al, 2001) have increasingly stressed that one should not even think in terms of reified starting points like, for instance, ‘the internet’ or ‘the campaign’, but instead dive into the middle of things, trace processes, and follow the actors as they interact and deal with objects—and with problems. It is in action that the organizational form exists and enables activism and civic engagement.

In pursuit of this approach, researchers have, in different sectors, charted the emergence of collaboration that supplements command, horizontal heterarchies that change the function of remaining vertical hierarchies, and the integration of interactive media in organizations that have historically relied on one-way communication (see Girard & Stark 2007 on civic assemblies, Bach & Stark 2004 on NGOs, and Chadwick 2007 on political organizations). When, as Grabher (2002) has argued, the actual unit of organization is a set of problems, issues, and projects, and not a formal organization, we must leave behind the traditional approach to the given, and instead turn to its assembly, association, and appropriation. An activist campaign like the one analyzed here is a long way from the stylized ones you will find in your textbooks on American politics. As McAdam et al (2001: 12) put it: “we will soon discover that movements, identities, governments, revolutions, classes, and similar collective nouns do not represent hard, fixed, sharply bounded objects”. It is sometimes a wonder that they even coalesce. To understand how they come about and work, we have to analyze, to use Latour’s (2005) language, how the social is assembled. 

In my case, for example, the formal campaign organization, i.e. paid staffers, only make their entry more than eight months after the first volunteers started to gather. ‘The campaign’—as a project—was well under way, though ‘the Campaign’—as a formal organization—had only just arrived. Indeed, the volunteers had begun to gather before the candidacy was even announced. In a situation such as this, staffers, full-time volunteers, and occasional volunteers have to figure out ways in which they can be activists together, how they can assemble something out of previously disparate elements that will not simply be the expression of some pre-existing campaign strategy executed to perfection by omnipotent professional managers, nor the outcome of faceless structural forces. My case suggest it is the result of a substantial work of association between emergent volunteer groups, hardened professionals and inexperienced staff, local political operators and their henchmen, and the form of organization that they develop together. Its overall character is best described as uneven, in terms of (a) its composition, ranging from emergent groups of first-time volunteers over entrenched existing political groups to the people on the payroll of the official campaign, (b) their resources, when it comes to time, money, technical expertise, and symbolic capital and local knowledge, (c) their aims and aspirations, running from idealistic to self-interested, and often both, and finally (d) their use of and access to the different communication infra- and exostructures that tie them together. Skocpol’s question, how conducive it is to civic engagement, is one I return to at the end.

On the basis of interviews with and fieldwork amongst professionals who work with campaigns like the one analyzed here, Philip N. Howard (2006) has made the argument that new communication technologies, carefully deployed by small groups of tech-savvy expert managers, can basically produce campaigns through their access to and control over the communicative structure and through their possession of superior information. My case study challenges this conclusion in several ways, as will soon become clear. Not only are the official campaigns themselves also subject to the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload, despite their sophistication. Their control over the infra- and exostructure of the wider campaign communications is also severely undermined by the eclectic habits and migrating tendencies of the activists, who rely not only on the campaign website and its social software to coordinate and assemble, but also on an ever-changing mix of folk websites, external services like Meetup and Facebook, emails, phones, and face-to-face conversations. To most of the activists, the internet elements they use are not esoteric at all, but are (at the user-end) entirely mundane technologies, not so different from the clipboards and phones. Most of these elements are beyond the control or even access of professional managers. Those that are deemed unuseful or superfluous—including favorites of the moment like MySpace, LinkedIn and Twitter—are left aside. Only those sites, applications, and functions actually used materialize the associations between those involved, and it is along these that the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload exist and are confronted.

A Case of Internet-Assisted Activism

I identify and explore these problems on the basis of an extended case study of internet-assisted activism oriented towards the primaries leading up to the 2008 U.S. Presidential election. I have followed groups of activists gathering around one particular candidate for a year, engaging in participant-observation, doing in-depth interviews, and mapping out the activist groups’ growing online presence, their use of various internet applications, all the time comparing to rival campaigns through occasional visits, observations, and secondary sources. An electoral campaign is in some ways not a fully representative case for the wide and diverse universe of activism, and some points here are probably not applicable to more radical and clandestine forms of activism (the Global Justice movement or Neo-Nazi networks), or to forms of activism that are less tied up by the peculiarities of the political calendar and the institutions of electoral politics (the National Rifle Association or the Sierra Club). The case is nonetheless particularly suitable for the following reasons: (a) It has been possible to follow the campaign from its humble beginnings, so as to avoid the tendency to base research on post-hoc rationalization of a few exceptional cases that have in advance demonstrated their extraordinary and unusual success in using the internet—such as the 2004 Dean campaign and MoveOn. The campaign I analyze here seems decidedly unexceptional in its use of the internet, and that is precisely why it is useful. (b) It is a major campaign involved in a very competitive race with considerable stakes, amble funds, numerous activists, and a substantial and competent staff. Thus, the campaign at hand seems to have all the resources one would need to really make internet-assisted activism sparkle. The problems that plague this campaign cannot be attributed to a lack of resources, neither in terms of money, activists, or competence. The fact that this campaign is plagued by overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload suggests that these problems are of a more pervasive character.

The problems are particularly conspicuous because they go hand-in-hand with an emergent popular discourse on internet-assisted activism that spans campaign communications, journalistic commentary, and political consultants’ self-advertising. Internet-assisted people-powered politics seems very much in vogue. Today’s campaign websites beg the visitor to ‘join our team’, ‘join the movement’, ‘get involved’ (to take examples from Hillary Clinton, Barack Obama, and John McCain’s websites), journalists write about a new internet-linked national constituency, and consultants catching up on the Rheingold/Trippi trend (that has been the subject of much scholarly attention too) jockey for the profitable opportunity to be the ones employed to mobilize. It remains unclear to what extend this discourse is anywhere near to threatening the dominance of different discourses that frame politics as an elite and insider activity that the rest of us can only watch, but at least it is there, and we are a long way from the situation of the nineties, where, as Margaret Weir and Marshall Ganz have pointed out, political campaigns largely ignored people interested in becoming activists (1997). Now, they are invited to join. As the Republican National Committee write on their website: “you are the GOP!”. If you accept the invitation, of course. It is extended mainly online, and it is an invitation to become an internet-assisted activists. Let me now go through some of the problems those who join come to face.

The problem of overcommunication
The last four days of the campaign, leading up to election day, I received 45 emails from various parts of the campaign. If it were not for the fact that much of the coordination had gone off-line by then, it would have been much more than that. Most of the emails were long and text intensive, filled with pleas to volunteer and donate money, replete with detailed instructions as to how I could help. I received emails from the national office, from the local office, from neighborhood groups, from individual organizers, from associated groups, and through some of the external sites parts of the campaign had used. Some of the emails were identical. As I will return to below, some contradicted each other. Informal interviews suggest that my harvest was similar to what most street-level occasional volunteers had received. When I asked people about the amount of email, some were incredulous: “you mean to say you read all that [explicative]? I just ignore it, man”. This is just one of several ways of countering overcommunication.


Another was to avoid exposing oneself. One volunteer organizer complained that many people would leave meetings without surrendering email addresses or phone numbers needed to involved them in future activities. Perhaps not an unreasonable choice on their behalf, even if they were in fact interested in volunteering. A lot of different information about events could be found online if one looked for it, but if one signed up, it would come looking for one, and try to impose itself on one. During the final days, volunteers were called up, sometimes early in the morning or late at night, and asked to help with specific events. On some occasions, the calls would come as people were finishing or starting other volunteer activities, as no one seemed to have an overview of who did what at the street level. A version of this counterstrategy is reported by one former volunteer, who confided to me that he had signed off the various newsletters and sites used by the campaign because he was tired of being “spammed”. It is interesting to note that he equivalated communication from a campaign that he actually wanted to be involved in with (usually annoying and irrelevant) unsolicited bulk advertisements. The very socio-technologies that assemble (Girard & Stark, 2007) can also lead to disassembly. He added, with what seemed to be regret, that this also meant that he did not really get around to doing much anymore.


Those who worked hardest of all were also at the receiving end of the most communication. One volunteer organizer pointedly turned off her cell phone at one of the final meetings, as calls kept interrupting her speech. In conversations with activists out on the street, several reported that central volunteers and organizers no longer answered phone calls or emails regularly, another point that I explore in more details below. As I left a meeting five days before the election, two young volunteers who had taken on a lot of responsibility in the final month were staring at the fifty or so pages with hand-written personal information and specifications of when and where people would be willing to help with what. One sighed: “I really don’t know what to do”. These people became human bottlenecks.

Each additional group that joined the campaign would multiply the amount of communication, as messages were sent out simultaneously by several organizations using various, and sometimes different, platforms. Around each major event or deadline, new communicators would expand the assembly, add new forms and platforms to the association, and add to the aggregate amount of communication. It is important to note that it seems to be precisely because of the advantages of internet communication, its speed, ease, and low cost, that overcommunication became so prevalent. With low transaction costs for the sender, no individual part of the campaign had an incentive to hold back, cease and desist. The more activists the campaign assembled through the internet, the more pressing the problems became.


The activists themselves were not the only ones who suffered problems of overcommunication during the final days. The campaign website did too. While I do not know of instances were it crashed, the very software that had probably been designed to make it manageable to navigate the site turned out to be a technological bottleneck when things heated up. For several days, searches for nearby events returned random and incomplete results, as more was going on than the maximum number of returns one could ask for.


The problem of overcommunication was most acute in the final days of the campaign, but every deadline to be met, and every major event, was accompanied by a flurry of less than streamlined messages delivered by any means available—email, phone, face to face, and various internet sites. The campaign never found a way to counterbalance the tendency to always communicate more, never less. After a few months were the activists had mainly coordinated using meetup, folk websites, and email, the official campaign’s website was added to the bunch. As things heated up, and it became increasingly clear that this site was not eminently suitable to handle large amounts of communication, and that email alone would not do for two-way communication and coordination amongst smaller groups of dedicated activists, a Facebook profile was added. In the final days, there was finally a general retreat from all these platforms, and back to a few emails and a lot of phone and face-to-face coordination. Up to that point, the solution to the problem of overcommunication had always been additional communication, leaving it up to activists themselves to device ways of handling the ever-increasing inflow. And it seems safe to assume that some people were lost each time the groups migrated onwards to new platforms, because this was never announced on the previous platforms. These lingered on, half-integrated, half-ignored, as new potential volunteers continued to consult them and sign up even months after they had ceased to be central to the effort.

The problem of miscommunication

These would-be new volunteers were amongst the many at the receiving end of miscommunications. For a long period of time after it had for all practical purposes been abandoned by the activists, the Meetup group that had been set up months before did not point visitors or new members onwards to the new infrastructures, the campaign website and the Facebook profile, let alone to the networks of phone and face-to-face communication that coordinated more and more activities. It simply remained there; continuing to give the impression is was the main platform for people interested in joining the campaign.


This example points to the difficulties people faced as they had to navigate several online platforms in their attempt to stay in touch with the campaign. Apart from a small core group of full-time volunteers, most people were only associated with the campaign through online communication and very occasional offline events for the first several months. Till late in the game, few events were announced anywhere but online. But, for many months, there was no central repository of information, or ways of navigating or evaluating the vast expanse of information scattered around the net and inboxes. When one was provided, its search function did not return all events in the area, because there were too many for its maximum number of hits. People had to seek out different sites, and would then often have to weigh contradictory information and decide how to act on it. Will the debate watching party start at 7 or 9? Where will it be? Who should I trust on this? 

These problems may seem trivial, but it is surely off-putting for a potential volunteer to take time out of a busy schedule to go attend a political event, and then find no one there, either because the location reported was wrong or changed in the last minute, and no one got around to updating the information on the particular platform this individual volunteer had consulted—craigslist, events.yahoo, locale.going, in addition to all the main platforms used—or because the time listed had been wrong—the event would only start in two hours, or was already over. Things got even thornier when people were asked to join for events where some resource critical to whatever activity was to be carried out was limited—chairs at meetings, tickets for rallies, phones for phone banking, seats in cars driving volunteers somewhere. Someone who had taken time off to help with a weekend-long activity outside the area, signed up to do it, and paid for it out of his own pocket, was almost left behind because of a miscalculation as to how many cars would be necessary. A volunteer who came to phone bank one weeknight, and who had even printed and brought along a sheet that documented she had signed up online to do so, was turned away and sent home, as no phone lines were available. This certainly illustrates Latour’s (1987, 2005) point that objects are integral to action—and that their absence can therefore cause inaction.


Dissonance between different online sites was not the only source of miscommunication. Discrepancies between these sites and information send out on various email lists further aggravated the problem, and again document the existence of technical bottlenecks. Several of the automated services associated with the sites the activists used seemed to suffer from technical bugs—emails would arrive days after the events they advertised, just as the events listings on the sites themselves would often bring up events that had taken place weeks, even months before. As the problems of miscommunication became clearer to volunteer organizers, they would often try to communicate their way out of the problem. Often, emails would arrive in several incarnations sometimes minutes apart, sometimes days apart, apologizing ‘oops, I made a mistake, here it is again’. Local coordinators tried to solve the problem by establishing their own email lists to communicate with a smaller group, defined perhaps by locality, professional background, or some other affinity. These lists would rarely be updated in sync with the arrival and departure of activists. As described above, some tried to avoid the deluge by sign off lists, but, ironically, even getting on the relevant lists could be a problem, since often no one seemed to know who did what, and even what list to sign up to. Again, a few people, especially towards the end of the campaign, became human bottlenecks, organizing dozens of events, handling several email lists, and trying to update at least a fraction of the online platforms used by the activists.


In the final days, as described in the introduction, much of the communication moved offline, largely in response to the problems discussed here. This helped alleviate the problem of overcommunication, but also generated new kinds of miscommunication, as an ever-growing number of offline elements were added to the campaign to keep track of and coordinate things. Sign-up sheets on paper supplemented the online sign-up functions, phone chains came to supplements websites and email lists, and it became increasingly clear that no clear match existed between online and offline information. At events, regardless of whether it was meetings or on the street, organizers would joke about the discrepancies between the number of people signed up online, and the actual turnout. For the first many months, the jokes lightened the atmosphere in rooms with many more chairs than people present. In the final days, they served as excuses for severe shortages of cars, signs, leaflets, flyers, or whatever else people needed to accomplish the activity they had signed up for, heard about, been emailed about, or dragged along to, only to discover that there were simply too many of them present.


Despite the problems encountered, many activists continued to praise the potential of the internet. Stories about the importance of the internet in the 2004 Dean campaign were aired almost as often amongst the activists as in academic discussions of internet politics. One elected official joining the campaign praised the campaign website as a “fabulous tool for organizing” at a public meeting, even as he admitted minutes later that he did not know much about how to use it. His behavior provides a useful illustration: To publicize the event in question, he had set up a separate group on the campaign website, and created a separate email list to spread the word further. After all, why not? It is so easy and does not cost anything. Fabulous indeed. Only he had not taken care to check out what groups and email lists already existed in the neighborhood, and much to the chagrin of those who did, he had simply added another layer of communication, and further increased the need for coordination that no-one was in a position to provide.

The Problem of Communicative overload
It is only relative to the capacities of the assembly of individual activists and involved organizations that the deluge of communication can be categorized as over- and mis-communication. The last example illustrates how the campaign assembly had not found an organizational form with the capacity to deal with the problems of internet-assisted activism. People and groups were overwhelmed. Volunteers ignored emails, postings, and phone calls, and so did organizers and staff members, and when they in turn were frustrated by people’s propensity to not show up or to show up in too great numbers, they send more emails, posted more messages, and made more phone calls—and made more mistakes along the way. Even the professional core of the campaign seemed in practice to be a long way from the image projected by the self-conscious and seemingly all-powerful political managers  that Howard (2006) followed.


The various internet elements that the activists had integrated into the campaign had helped to mobilize people and tie them together—they had demonstrated what Latour (1986) calls ‘the power of association’, and made durable an organizational form that allowed people to join the campaign. But on those occasions where the campaign needed to act, they turned out to bind people together in a way that came with a price, namely problems of communicative overload. You could reach everyone with a click, but by now, so many did this, and so often, and with so many different and conflicting messages, that often, little followed from that. People ignored the contacts. And in an endless spiral, the solution to the problems of overcommunication and miscommunication was more communication—as one organizer put it: “you can’t repeat things too often”. In the days when every repetition came at an up-front price for the repeater, and ‘too often’ did not mean ‘all the time’, this may have been the case. Now, when all it takes is a click, things may be different. Perhaps you can actually repeat things too often. For people started to tune out, or deal only with a sample of the many communications, and the message-to-action ratio seemed to plunge. Several people I spoke to regretted that they had missed out on this or that event because they saw the emails too late. Others reported that they only read the ones “from the office” (which only coordinated a part of the activity on the ground), from other activists they knew, or had made similar decisions to filter on the basis of principles of relevance or status largely of their own devising.


Leaving aside the problems and defense strategies of individual activists, why did the organizations involved suffer from communicative overload, and how did they try to deal with it? As said above, superficial explanations seem to be irrelevant here. The problems cannot be attributed to incompetence, since both the staff and the volunteers had as much technical expertise as one could ever hope to find in a campaign. Nor do they seem to be due to a lack of resources, as the campaign had successfully mobilized both large numbers of volunteers and substantial sums of money. One cannot even blame the campaign for suffering from its own success—though it certainly did attract a large population of activists, nothing suggests it was a bigger mobilizational success than pre-internet campaigns waged around grassroots favorites like, say George McGovern or Barry Goldwater. The historical perspective of the civic engagement debate is useful in that it remains us that current mobilizational highs are not necessarily beyond what we have seen during, for instance, the sixties or seventies. But, given the number of activists involved, the forms of internet-assisted activism developed seemed to come with specific problems. The core problems were build in to the very socio-technical organizational form that campaign had assumed as it assembled.


The uneven assembly left distributed many means of communication amongst many actors with no incentives to hold their horses. Despite the low upfront costs of communication, the aggregate costs turned out to be considerable, and, despite the monetary and manpower resources mobilized, occasionally overwhelming. The partly permeable organizational form had drawn people in with promises of openness and encouragements to ‘raise your voice’—the campaign site of course provided each registered volunteer with their own blog. But did not ensure any pick-up of all this communication, there was no one to deal with it, no one to sift and sort the vast amounts of material. How does one deal with the fact that in the area of my case study alone, halfway through the period, almost 300 groups had formed online using the campaign site? Dozens were named after the locale, dozens more laid claim to represent various constituencies, countless ones where formed by individuals on various idiosyncratic bases. All of them showed up when one went searching for information—even inactive groups, events with no one signed up to attend them, blogs with no postings on—all, like unread emails, added to the communicative overload.


When it became clear that internet-reliance could be paralyzing in terms of actually getting the activists activated, the core of the campaign essentially re-assembled itself through new, and largely offline, forms of associations in the final days. It is hard to tell how many people were left out of the re-assembly as the campaign switched its communicative point of gravity from the campaign website, Facebook, Meetup and the rest, and turned to emails and, most importantly, phones and face-to-face coordination. The previously open and collaborative campaign in a sense lapsed back into non-public and command-based forms of coordination where campaign staff and veteran activists wielded their symbolic status in attempts to get things done. The last minute re-assembly was partly possible because they had build their repositories of contact information along the ways, and already developed insipient networks of phone and face-to-face based association on previous occasions where action had turned out to be easier to pursue through offline means that online ones. Now, these became defining of the campaign.

I spoke with a volunteer some days after the campaign, and his enthusiasm for internet-assistance had been tempered by the experience. He was glad he could now open his inbox again without dreading an overflow of new messages. I had no chance to quiz the campaign staff, who still ignored emails and calls—off to be overloaded somewhere else, no doubt.

Conclusion
They had not worked in vain, nor had all the other activists involved. Laborious as it was, the campaign did also conceive—thousands of phone calls were made, leaflets handed out, polls watched on election day, and those who had been involved all along really felt, in the words of one, that they had “done something”. The problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload identified here plagued a process, but did not stop it. They emerged as a result of the very mobilizational success of the campaign combined with what was supposed to be the great advantage of internet communications—low cost. A low cost that turned out to come with a price.


The price is the three problems that are integral to internet-assisted activism in the incarnations like the one analyzed here. And though the absence of the time-pressure generated by the electoral calendar may moderate their impact on activist assemblies with more stable rhythms, they probably do apply to other mobilizational efforts too—the hectic days lading up to a Global Justice or a Neo Nazi rally, the final preparations for a membership-based recruitment drive by the National Rifle Association or the Sierra Club. Activist assemblies engaged in problem-oriented activities are already faced with the challenge of co-developing and accepting an organizational form—hierarchy or heterarchy, command or collaboration, or more likely some combination—that not only facilitates the civic engagement that Skocpol and Putnam worry about, but also allows for collective action. People assemble for a reason—often to petition government or make claims in some similar fashion. The challenge of doing this has a communicative corollary that is particularly pertinent as new technologies are integrated into actions with all their ease, speed, and low (up-front) price of communication. In a situation already characterized by abundant and accelerating communication, what Todd Gitlin (2001) has called a ‘media torrent’, my case suggests that contemporary practices of internet-assisted activism may further strain our attention, reveal more human and technological bottlenecks. Individual communications may be cheaper, but the aggregate costs of dealing with it may increase. No matter how permeable the organizational forms of activism become, how amenable they are to people taking part, the mobilization of more volunteers will not solve, but probably only exacerbate, these problems.


These problems are not constants, and are experienced to various degrees. Different social and technical answers already exist to tame the tide—the irony of it all is that many of the same professionals who peddle the myth of cost-free collaboration are also hired in droves and paid substantial sums to solve the problems, reduce the costs, and realize the potential. Once integrated into an assembly, the challenge is to make the internet elements not only associate people, but also help them work. It is an old myth in the social sciences that there is such a thing as ‘spontaneous action’ (think crowd psychology), just as it is an old idea that the next technology will indeed turn out to deliver on the many promises of the ‘technological sublime’. These two come together in the uncomplicated versions of the belief in the internet-assisted ‘power of the many’. But both the social and the technical are beset by deep and abiding problems and contradictions. Herbert Simon (1971) noted many years ago that in an information-rich environment, both organizational and technological design need to take into account what is today called the ‘attention economy’. This paper specifies how this general point plays out in internet-assisted activism. In doing so, I hope it has moved beyond the by now well-established points that social networks matter as much as technical ones, and that there are tensions between collaboration and command. The evidence from my fieldwork seems to me to suggest the importance of pushing further more recent inquiries into socio-technical assemblies, and identifies tensions of coordination and command within a collaborative enterprise. I believe the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload identified here also validates the approach adopted and illustrates the limitations of basing ones conclusions mainly on front-end research on the internet, or on information from people who make a living pursuing internet-assisted activism. 

What we see today is not quiet ‘politics as usual’ (Margolis & Resnick 2000)—the radical democratization of the means of communication involved in the distribution of these new tools to everyone with a computer and internet access represents a relatively new phenomenon, and a particular communicative environment. A Goldwater supporter in 1964 or a McGovern supporter in 1972 probably did not receive 45 letters or phone calls from the campaigns in the last days of the election. So something new is afoot. Those involved in internet-assisted activisms and interested in making it work, interested in assembling in fashions conducive for action, have to take into account the collective action problems of a situation that involves basically the same amount of attention and time as anyone before, but dozens of forms of communication, hundreds or thousands of communicators, and countless communications. These are integral to and generate problems peculiar to a particular kind of internet use in politics that, we must remind ourselves, is very different from what we have seen before—and indeed what we see elsewhere, where internet-assisted activism in electoral campaigns have not reached U.S. levels. In the late nineties, web use in campaigns was, as Stromer-Galley has made clear, little more than infomercials with a “façade of interaction” (2000: 127), an internet parallel to Weir and Ganz’s description of the organizational form of the campaigns of that decade. Stromer-Galley also explained that campaigns avoided interaction partly because they found it too burdensome for their monetary and volunteer resources. Weir and Ganz, like Skocpol, suggests that party elites and political professionals did not think volunteers were useful. These observations remain relevant even as new forms of internet-assisted activism have been developed, and the spectacular mobilizational success of Bush-Cheney and Dean in 2004 have lend credence to the claim—made both by party leaders, activists, and scholars—that the internet may be highly effective in mobilizing people (Bimber & Davis 2003: 166, Foot & Schneider 2006: 155). The internet certainly can be developed as a resource for mobilization, but just as the interactive dimensions and bottom-up potentials of other new technologies have historically fluctuated based on power-struggles over their definitions and the solving of practical problems (think of for instance the early history of radio, and Bertolt Brecht’s incisive analysis of where it was heading), so the internet need not realize its participatory potential, in politics or elsewhere. To do that, practical, socio-technical compromises have to be found in the form of durable organizational forms conducive for activism, forms that will have to come equipped not only with internet-assistance, but also have to develop forms of authority and communities of communicative practice that allows them to deal with the problems of overcommunication, miscommunication, and communicative overload. These problems seem trivial only to those who have never had a closer look, have never encountered them in practice. They have to be solved whenever large numbers of people assemble to get something done. And that is, after all, the goal of most activism.
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