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Foreword
Compiling this Reader on Digital Activism in Asia is fraught with compelling
challenges, because each of the key terms in the formulation of the title is subjecttomultipleinterpretationsandfiercecontestations.Theconstructionof
‘Asia’ as a region, has its historical roots in processes of colonial technologies
of cartography and navigation. Asia was both, a measured entity, mapped
for resources to be exploited, and also a measure of the world, promising an
orientation to the Western World’s own turbulent encounters. As Chen KuanHsingpointsoutinhisdefinitivehistoryoftheregion,Asiagetsre-imagined
asa‘method’incold-warconflicts,becomingtheterritorytobeassimilated
throughexportsofdifferentideologiesandculturalpurports.Asiadoesnot
haveitsownsenseofbeingaregion.Thetransactions,interactions,flows
andexchangesbetweendifferentcountriesandregionsinAsiahavebeenso
entirely mediated by powers of colonisation that the region remains divided
andreticentinitsimaginationofitself.However,bytheturnofthe21st
century,Asiahasseenanewawakening.Itfindsaregionalidentity,which,surprisingly did not emerge from its consolidating presence in global economics
oringlobalisedstructuresoftradeandcommerce.Instead,itfindsapresence,
for itself, through a series of crises of governance, of social order, of political
rights, and of cultural productions, that binds it together in unprecedented
ways.
The digital turn might as well be marked as an Asian turn, because with the
new networks of connectivity, with Asian countries marking themselves as
informatics hubs, working through a circulated logic of migrant labour and distributed resources, there came a sense of immediacy, proximity, and urgency
that continues to shape the Asian imagination in a new way. In the last decade
or so, the rapid changes that have emerged, creating multiple registers of
modernity,identity,andcommunityindifferentpartsofAsia,acceleratedbya
seamless exchange of ideas, commodities, cultures, and people have created
a new sense of the region as emerging through co-presence rather than
competitionandconflict.Simultaneously,theemergenceofglobalcapitalsof
information, labour and cultural export, have created new reference points
by which the region creates its identities and networks that are no longer subjecttothetyrannyofWesternhegemony.Alternativehistoriesaremarking
newroutesoftrafficanduncoveringlocalandcontextualhistorieswhich
have otherwise been subsumed under a postcolonial West versus the Rest
rubric, where the rest was always imagined as a monolithic whole. Ironically,
the recognition of this diversity, is what allows for an Asian turn to come into
being, reshaping the borders of negotiation and boundaries of exchange in
the region.
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While the digital remains crucial to this shaping of contemporary Asia, both
in sustaining the developmental agenda that most of the countries espouse,
and in opening up an inward looking gaze of statecraft and social organisation,
thedigitalitselfremainsanineffableconcept.Largelybecausethedigitalis
likeablackboxthatconflatesmultipleregistersofmeaningandlayersoflife,
it becomes important to unengineer it and see what it enables and hides. The
economic presence of the digital is perhaps the most visible in telling the story
ofAsiainthenow.BeginningwiththedramaticdevelopmentofSingaporeas
the centre of informatics governance and the emergence of a range of cities
fromShanghaitoManillaandBangaloretoTehran,therehasbeenanaccelerated narrative of economic growth and accumulation of capital that is often
the global face of the Asian turn. However, this economic reordering is not a
practice in isolation. It brings with it, a range of social stirrings that seek to
overthrowtraditionalstructuresofoppression,corruption,control,andinjustice that have often remained hidden in the closed borders of Asian countries.
However, the digital marks a particular shift where these questions are no
longerbeingexcavatedbytheICT4Dlogic,oftheWest’sattemptstosaveAsia
from itself. These are questions that emerge from the ground, as more people
interact with progressive and liberal politics and aspire not only for higher
purchase powers but a better quality of rights. The digital turn has opened
up a range of social and political rights based discourses, practices, and
movements, where populations are holding their governments and countries
responsible, accountable, and culpable in the face of personal and collective
lossandinjustice.
Fromflash-mobsinTaiwantoorganisedpoliticaldemonstrationsinIndia,
from Twitter campaigns in Indonesia to cultural protests in Thailand, the
range of activities that have emerged, changing the citizen from being a beneficiaryofchangetobecominganagentofchange,havebeenbewilderingand
wonderful.Thedigitalinterfacesofinteraction,peer-2-peernetworksofconnectivity, real-time documentation and evidence building in the face of crises,
and the ability to build autonomous networks of resistance and dialogue have
all resulted in extraordinary demonstrations and political movements which
shape Asia from within. Additionally, boundaries which were once built to separate, have now become borders that are porous and people learn through
viral connections. Thus, one form of protest and organisation immediately
takesupareplicatingformthatgetsexercisedwithindifferentcontextsto
adapttospecificsituations,andbringaboutdramaticchangesthatareno
longer contingent upon traditional practices of activism. Asian countries that
are constantly being challenged by these forms of collectivity that emerge
with the digital are caught in a quandary where they invest in the very infrastructure that is used against the neoliberal and developmental logic. The
impulse of development and economic growth that the public private partnerships in India had pinned upon the digital is being met with a strong critique
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and resistance by the widespread use and penetration of digital technologies.
What the digital shall be used for, and what its consequences will be, are both
up for speculation and negotiation.
Inthefaceofthismultiplicityofdigitalsitesandusagesthatarereconfiguring
Asia, it is obvious then, that the very nature of what constitutes activism is
changing as well. Organised civil society presence in Asia has often had a
strong role in shaping modern nation states, but more often than not these
processesweredefinedinthesamevocabularyasthatofthepowersthat
theywerefightingagainst.Markedbyastrongsenseofdevelopmentalism
and often working in complement to the state rather than keeping a check on
thestate’sactivities,traditionalactivisminAsiahasoftensufferedfromthe
incapacitytoscaleandtheinabilitytofindalternativestothestate-defined
scripts of development, growth and progress. In countries where literacy
rateshavebeenlow,thesemovementsalsosufferfrombeingconceivedin
philosophical and linguistic sophistry that escapes the common citizen and
remainstheplaygroundofthefewwhohaveprivilegesaffordedtothem
by class and region. Digital Activism, however, seems to have broken this
language barrier, both internally and externally, allowing for new visualities
enabled by ubiquitous computing to bring various stakeholders into the fray.
The participants in activist movements, the roles that people play in engaging
with political protests, and the very forms of organisation and structure of
activismhasundergoneasignificantchange.
At the same time, the digital itself has introduced new problems and concerns that are often glossed over, in the enthralling tale of progress. Concerns
around digital divide, invasive practices of personal data gathering, the nexus
of markets and governments that install the citizen/consumer in precarious
conditions, and the re-emergence of organised conservative politics are also a
part of the digital turn. Activism has had to focus not only on digital as a tool,
but digital also as a site of protest and resistance. New activism, shaped by
the presence of pervasive technologies, recognises the technological domains
as equally mired in processes of inequality and inequity and are developing
tools that make the digital transparent and accountable. Activism of the digital
has become as important as activism through the digital, and there is a need
to combine the two, so that the human right and the technological right come
together to form better modes of living.
Given these polymorphous concepts that we deal with, a Reader on Digital
Activism in Asia can always only be a fragmentary and tentative snapshot.
This is not an attempt to give a comprehensive overview of the diversity of
theregion,themultiplicityofpracticesorthedifferentscales,scopesand
temporalities of the changes that Asia is experiencing. The Reader does not
offeranindexofthemomentousemergencewiththegrowthofthedigitalor
a chronological account of how digital activism in Asia has grown and shaped
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the region. Instead, the Reader attempts a crowd-sourced compilation that
presents critical tools, organisations, theoretical concepts, political analyses,
illustrative case-studies and annotations, that an emerging network of change
makersinAsiahaveidentifiedasimportantintheirownpracticeswithintheir
owncontexts.In2014,theDutchdevelopmentaidagencyHivos,incollaboration with the Centre for Digital Cultures at the Leuphana University in
GermanyandtheCentreforInternetandSocietyinBangalore,India,initiated
aprojecttitled‘MakingChange’thatconceivedofaproductionsprintthat
broughttogether30activists,artists,theorists,policyactorsandotherstakeholdersfromaroundAsiatoreflectonnewprocesses,vocabulariesandideas
ofmakingchange.Eachparticipantrepresentedwidernetworksofchange
making in their regions and brought together expertise and experience that
draws from the past to imagine the futures that we live in.
This Reader emerges from the exchanges that were initiated in this production
sprint, working with these change makers as they guided us to local, contextual,specific,andparticularresourcesthatwouldhelpunderstandtheir
current concerns as well as the ways in which they envision their next steps.
The essays in this Reader, then, need to be seen, not as academic resources,
but as tools that might help distil lessons and ideas that are in use, with life,
in circulation with the change makers that we have been working with. Similarly, as you scan through the book, you will realise that these essays do not
havejustonevisionoroneparticularusage.Arangeofeditorshavereadand
annotated these essays, to think through what the strengths are and how they
would enable new thought and practice in their own contexts. In many ways,
this reader is an academic equivalent of a crowd-mapping exercise where
multiple on-the-ground participants have provided important snapshots and
then a variety of experts have contextualised and framed these snapshots to
make them usable and intelligible to their own practice.
Additionally, we were faced with the challenge of what a Reader should
include, when it has to account for the multiplicity of practices and the
diversity of intentions. If there is one thing that emerges in thinking about
Digital Activism, it is the understanding that Digital Activism can only be
understood as a ‘Wicked Concept’. It remains incommensurable when confinedtocertainkindsofknowledgesystems,andineffablewhennotdistributed across multiple stakeholders. The power of the digital has been
in opening up the silos within which change and activism discourse and
practicehaveoftenbeenpushedinto,anditwasnecessaryforustoreflect
this multi-stakeholder knowledge ecology that helps present a connected,
evenifnotcomprehensiveviewofthefield.Thus,unliketraditionalReaders
which depend on tertiary scholarship and academic publishing, both of
which have their valid and important role to play in the knowledge ecosystem
but can often be lagging in their interventions and post-facto analyses, this
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Readerseesatitscore,avarietyofdifferentmaterial.Academicscholarsand
researchers provide leading annotations and critical questions as entry points
to all the material. However, the material itself is varied. It includes snapshots
of platforms and practices that are not yet analysed in scholarship but stand
as strong instances of how digital activism is being shaped and shaping the
region. It brings together policy reports and manifestos as they betray the
aspirational intersections of activism and governance. It consolidates websites
and applications that become symptomatic of the interfaces and interactions
ofchange.Italsoinvitescriticalscholarshipinthefield,butthescholarship
is also examined as a tool of thought rather than as evidence of knowledge
performance.TheReaderisimaginedasaSwissArmyKnife,withdifferent
formats and forms of knowledge producing new functions that a Reader like
this can contribute to the very change practices it draws upon.
It gives me great pleasure to present you with this Digital Activism in Asia
Reader and hope that it continues to catalyse new conversations and accrue
iterative annotations as it enters into new networks of circulation and
exchange.
Nishant Shah
Co-Founder,TheCentreforInternetandSociety,India.
KnowledgePartner,‘MakingChangeProject’,Hivos,TheNetherlands.
Visiting Professor, Centre for Digital Cultures, Leuphana University, Germany.
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From Taboo to Beautiful:
Menstrupedia
Denisse Albornoz

CHANGE MAKER:

Tuhin Paul, Aditi Gupta andRajatMittal

ORGANIZATION:

Menstrupedia

METHOD OF CHANGE: Storytelling and comics
STRATEGY OF CHANGE: To shatter the myths and misunderstandings surrounding
menstruation, by delivering accessible, informative and
entertainingcontentaboutmenstruationthroughdifferent
media.

[Image1]Menstrupediaisaguidetoexplainmenstruationandallissuessurroundingitinthe
most friendly manner. Credit: Menstrupedia, http://menstrupedia.com/.

Mostofusthinkweknowwhatmenstruationis;except...wedon’t.Manyofmy
male friends still cringe at the mention of the phrase “I’m on my period”, or
useitasaderogatoryjustificationformyoccasionalcrankymoodattheoffice:
“It’s that time of the month, isn’t it?” Poor menstruation has been the culprit
offemininity;alwaysbashful,tiptoeingforfivedaysstraight,tryingitsbestto
remain incognito. The social venture Menstrupedia is committed to change
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this.Aditi,TuhinandRajatwanttoshifthowwelookatmenstruationand
remove the stigma that haunts the natural, self-regulation process women
undergo to keep their bodies healthy and strong to sustain life in the future.
Now, if you are already wondering what menstruation has to do with internetandsociety,justwaitforit.Thispostmanagestobringart,punk,menstruation and technology together, all within the scope of the Making Change1
project!Beforethough,weshallstartwithsomedefinitions.Letusfirstlay
conceptual grounds about menstruation and Menstrupedia, to then locate
and unpack their theory of change.

What is Menstruation?
Itcanbedefinedas:
Menstruation2istheperiodicdischargeofbloodandmucosaltissue(the
endometrium)fromtheuterusandvagina.Itstartsatmenarcheator
beforesexualmaturity(maturation),infemalesofcertainmammalian
species,andceasesatornearmenopause(commonlyconsideredtheend
ofafemale’sreproductivelife).
But,Ibelieve,mostwomenwillagreethefollowingimage2isanaccurate
depiction of the spectrum of thoughts, emotions and sensations that menstruation spurs.

The Beauty of RED

[Image2]Redwasbeauty,waslove,waspassion,wasdreams...Credit:Menstrupediaand
mypromovideos.

From Taboo to Beautiful - Menstrupedia

My Periods: a Blessing or a Curse
by Naina Jha3
My periods
Are a dreadful experience
Becauseofallthepain.
Myths and secrets make it a mystery
What worsens it most though, are members of my family
Especiallymymother,whoalwaysmakeitabigdeal
They never try to understand what I truly feel
I face all those cramps and cry the whole night long
None of which is seen or heard or felt by anyone.
Instead of telling me, what it is,
They ask me to behave maturely instead.
Can somebody tell me how I am supposed to
Naturally accept it?
My mother asks me to stay away from men
Andafewdayslater,sheasksmetomarryone!
When I ask her to furnish
the reason behind her haste
She told me that now that I was menstruating,
I was grown up and ready to give birth to another.
I don’t know whether to feel blessed about it
Or consider it to be my curse.
Fortheseperiodsaretheonlyreasonformetobedisposed.
Since my childhood, I felt rather blessed to be born as a girl
Butaftergettingmyperiodsnow,
I’m convinced that it’s a curse…
Despite all this, it is still perceived as a social stigma in society. There is clearly
adissonancebetweenthedefinition,experienceandperceptionsaround
menstruation,thatcallsforareconfigurationoftheinformationweareusing
todefineit.

Stigma as a Crisis
However,re-defining‘menstruation’isnopopularoreasytask.Theword
belongs to a group of contested terminology around womanhood and is
the protagonist of its own breed of feminist activism: menstrual activism. 4
Although I would consider many of the stigmas surrounding menstruation to
bequiteself-explanatory(we’veallexperiencedandperpetuatedtheminone
way or another -and if they are not, then you are the product of an obscenely
progressive upbringing for which I congratulate your parents, teachers and
allpartiesinvolved),Iwillstilloutlinethemainreasonswhymenstruationisa

17

18

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

source of social stigma for women, and refer to scholarly authority on the subjecttolegitimizemyrant.
IngridJohnston-RobledoandJoanChrisleruseGoffman’sdefinitionofstigma
on their paper: “The Menstrual Mark: Menstruation as a Social Stigma” 5 to
explain the misadventures of menstruation:
Stigma:[S]tainormarksettingpeopleapartfromothers.itconveysthe
information that those people have a defect of body or of character that
spoils their appearance or identity.
Among the various negative social constructs deeming menstruation a dirty
andrepulsivestate,thisonemadeaparticularecho:“[menstruationis]atribal
identity of femaleness”. Menstruation is the equivalent of a rite of passage
marking the lives of girls with a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ on how the world sees
themandhowtheyseethemselves.Fromthedreadedstainontheskirtand
the5-daymissiontokeepitspoignantcolorandsmellonthedownlow,to
havingtojustifymoodandbodyswingstotheoverlyinquisitive;menstruation
is imagined as inconvenient, unpleasant and unwelcome. As Johnston-Robledo
and Chrisler point out: the menstrual cycle, coupled with stigmas, pushes
women to adopt the role of the “physically or mentally disordered” and reinforce it through their communication, secrecy, embarrassment and silence.

Why Does it Matter?
Besidesfromstrengtheningattitudesthatunderpingenderdiscrimination
and attempting against girls’ self-identity and sense of worth, there are other
tangible consequences for their development and education. I’m going to
throwsomefactsandfiguresatyou,tobackthisupwiththecaseofIndia.
An article published by the WSSCC, the Geneva based Water supply and Sanitation Council, shows the Menstruation taboo, consequence of a “patriarchal,
hierarchical society”6,puts300millionwomenatriskinIndia.Theydonot
haveaccesstomenstrualhygieneproducts,whichhasaneffectontheir
health,education(23%ofgirlsinIndialeaveschoolwhentheystartmenstruatingandtheremaining77%miss5daysofschoolamonth)andtheir
livelihoods.
In terms of awareness and information about the issue, WSSCC found that
90%didn’tknowwhatamenstrualperiodwasuntiltheygotit.AruBhartiya’s
research on Menstruation, Religion and Society, shows the main sources of
information about menstruation come from beliefs and norms grounded
on culture and religion.7Someoftherelatedrestrictions(thatstemfrom
Hinduism,amongothers)includeisolation,exclusionfromreligiousactivities,
and restraint from intercourse. She coupled this with a survey where she
found:63%ofhersampleturnedtoonlinesitesovertheirmothersfor
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information,62%didnotfeelcomfortabletalkingaboutthesubjectwith
malesand70%giggleduponreadingthetopicofthesurvey.Allinall,apretty
gruesome scenario.

Here’s Where Menstrupedia Comes in
The research groundwork attempted above was done in depth by Menstrupediabackin2009whentheprojectstartedtakingshape.Theyconducted
researchforoneyearwhileinNIDanddidnotonlyfindthatawarenessabout
menstruation was very low, but that parents and teachers did not know how
totalkaboutthesubject.

[Image3]FactsaboutmenstruationawarenessinIndia.Credit:Menstrupedia. 8

Their proposed intervention: distribute an education visual guide and a
comictoexplainthetopic.Theytestedouttheprototypeamong500girlsin5
differentstatesinNorthernIndiaandtheresultswereastonishing.
Tomysurprise,they[thenuns]allagreedthatuntiltheyreadtheinformation given in the Menstrupedia comic,even they were of the opinion
that Menstruation was a ‘dirty’ and ‘abominable’ thing and they wondered
‘whywomensufferedfromitinthefirstplace’?Butafterreadingthe
comic book, their view had changed…now they felt that this was a ‘vital’
partofwomanhoodandthere’snothingtofeelashamedaboutit!The
bestpartwaswhilethisexerciseclarifiedtheirideas,beliefs,concepts
about menstruation, it also helped me to get over my innate hesitancy to
approachsuchasensitiveissuein‘public’andboostedmyconfidencefor
taking this up as a ‘mission’ to reach out to the maximum possible girls
acrossthecountry.(InaMondkar,onherexperienceofeducatingyoung
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nuns about menstruation. Testimonial shared after a workshop held in
twoBuddhistmonasteriesinLadakh)
Their mandate today reads: ‘Menstrupedia is a guide to explain menstruation
and all issues surrounding it in the most friendly manner.’ They currently host a
website with information about puberty, menstruation, hygiene and myths,
along with illustrations that turn explaining the process of growing up into a
much friendlier endeavour than its stigma-laden alternatives.10

[Image4]AworkshopconductedbyMJBsmritisansthantospreadawarenessaboutmenstruation. Credit: Menstrupedia.9

Through the comic and the interactions around it, Menstrupedia strives to
createa)content that frame menstruation as a natural process that is inconvenient,yes;butthatshouldhavenonegativeeffectsontheirself-esteemand
development;andb)an environment where girls can talk about it openly and
clarify their doubts.

Technology’s Role in the Mix
Wewanttoreachouttoasmanygirlsaspossible.(Tuhin,Menstrupedia)
The role of digital technologies basically comes down to scalability. Opposite
toTheKahaniProject’sviewsonscalingup,12 Menstrupedia makes emphasis
on using technology to reach a larger audience. Currently they have a series of
communication channels enabled by technology that include: a visual quick
guide13, a Q&A forum14(forbothmenandwomen),ablog15(aplatformof
self-expressiononmenstruation),aYouTubechannel16(wheretheyprovide
updatesontheirprogress)andtheupcomingcomic.
Upon the question of the digital divide and whether this expands the divide
between have and have nots, Tuhin was very set on the idea of producing the
same content in both its digital and print form. “Parents or schools should
be able to buy the comic and give it to their daughters, so whenever they feel
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like it, they can refer to it”. The focus is on making this material as readily
available as possible, in order to overcome the tension between new and old
information: “workshops are conducted but the moment they go back home,
theirmothersimposecertainrestrictions.Itbecomesadilemma.Butifyou
provide[Thegirl]withacomicbook,shehassomethingshecantakehome
and educate her mother with.”

[Image5]MenstrupediaComic;thefirstchapterofthecomiccanbereadforfreeontheMenstrupedia website.11
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And Here’s Why it Works
More than the comic book itself, what is truly remarkable about Menstrupedia
isTuhin,RajatandAditi’sgutstopickupsuchaproblematicthemeinthe
Indian social imaginary and challenge the entrenched, stubborn beliefs
surrounding the issue. The comic book, asides from being appealing to the
eyeandanaccessibleformatofstorytelling(amethodwehaveunpackedin
previous posts17 ),fitsrightintothemovementofmenstrualactivismandwhat
it stands for.
We thought of creating something: a tool that can help girls understandmenstruationwithouthavingtorelyonanybodyelse.(Tuhin,
Menstrupedia)
First,itisaself-reliant resource. Once the comic book leaves Menstrupedia’s
handsandlandsonthoseofkidsandadults,ittakesitsownjourney.The
format of the comic is accessible enough for someone to pick it up and learn
about menstruation without the intervention or the support of a third party.
This makes Menstrupedia’s comic highly flexible and mobile. It can be shared
from teacher to child, from mom to daughter, from peer to peer: “[it should
teach]howtohelpyourfriendswhentheygettheirperiod”(Tuhin)However,
it has the autonomy to also take roads less travelled: from mom to dad, from
child to teacher, from boy to girl. The goal at the end of the day: a self-reliant,
solidarity-based community where information circulating about menstruation highlights its capacity to give life and overshadows its traditional
stigmatized identity.
This self-reliance is characteristic of previous manifestations of menstrualactivism.Backinthe80s,thefeministmovement,tightlylinkedto
punk culture, embraced the Do It Yourself movement,18 that enabled women
to materialize personalized forms of resistance. They published zines19
promoting “dirty self-awareness, body and menstrual consciousness and
unlearning shame” through “raw stories and personal narratives”. 20 According
toBobelusingthe self as an example is a core element in the “history of selfhelp”withintheDIYmovement.TheroleoftheMenstrupediablogisthen
crucial to sustain the exposure and production of “raw narratives”. Tuhin
adds: “We don’t write articles on the blog. It is a platform where people from
differentbackgroundswriteabouttheirexperienceswithmenstruationand
bringinadifferentperspective.”
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Forexample:
Red is My Colour
by Umang Saigal21
Red is my colour,
To make you understand, I endeavour,
Try to analyse and try to favour.
Itisnotjustathought,butanattempt,
To treat ill minds that are curable.
When I was born, I was put in a red cradle,
I grew up watching the red faces for a girl-children in anger,
Red became my favourite,
ButIneverknew,
That someday I would be caged in my own red world.
Red lover I was,
All Love I lost,
WhenIgotmyfirstredspots,
What pain it caused only I know,
When I realized, Red determined my ‘class’
I grew up then, ignoring red,
At night when I found my bedsheet wet,
All day it ached,
All day it stained,
And in agony I would, turn insane.
At times I would think,
Does red symbolize beauty or pain?
ButwhenIgottied,inthesacredknot,
I found transposition of my whole process of thought,
When from dirty to gold, Red crowned my bridal course.
As I grew old,
All my desires vanished and got cold,
My mind still in a dilemma,
What more than colour in itself could it unfold?
What was the secret behind its truth untold?
Is Red for beauty, or is it for beast?
It interests me now to know the least,
All I know is that Red is a Transition,
Fromanguishtopride
Red is a sensation.
Red is my colour, as it is meant to be,
No matter what the world thinks it to be,
No love lost, one Love found,
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Red symbolizes life and also our wounds,
I speak it aloud with life profound,
That red is my colour, and this is what I’ve found.
‘Self-expression’isnotaconceptweusuallyfindsidebysidewith‘menstruation’;however,ifwelookatwhathasbeendoneinthepast,wefindthat
Menstrupedia is actually contributing to a much larger tradition of resistance.
Forinstance,Menstrala22, by the American artist Vanessa Tiegs. Menstrala is
thenameofacollectionof88paintings“affirmingthehiddenforbiddenbright
red cycle of renewal.”

[Image6]Menstrala.Credit:VanessaTiegs. 23

Another interesting example is American feminist Gloria Steinem’s 24 text “If
Men Could Menstruate” 25:
What would happen, for instance, if suddenly, magically, men could menstruate and women could not?
The answer is clear:
Menstruation would become an enviable, boast worthy, masculine event:
Men would brag about how long and how much.
Boyswouldmarktheonsetofmenses,thatlonged-forproofof
manhood,with religious and stag parties.
Opportunities like these, enable Menstrupedia’s community to actively
participateinthereconfigurationof‘menstruation’asaconceptandasan
experience.Byexposingnewnarrativesandperspectivesontheissueandby
disseminating menstrual health information, the community is able to crowd
source resistance and dismantle the stigma together.
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Making Change through Menstrupedia
ThecaseofMenstrupediaremindsusofBlankNoise26 because of its approach
tochange.Bothlocatetheircrisesatthe discursive level and seek to resolve
them by creating new forms of meaning-making. They advocate for a reconsiderationof‘givens’,foraself-reflectiononourroleperpetuatingthesenotions
and for resistance against conceptual status quos: be it socially accepted culpritslike‘eve-teasing’,ormorediscreterejectslike‘menstruation’.Bothseek
to dismantle power structures that give one discourse preference over others,
and both count with a strong gender dynamic dominating the context where
these narratives unfold. They are producing a revolution in our system of
meaning making, yet only producing resistance in the larger societal context
they inhabit.
On the question of where is Menstrupedia’s action located, Tuhin replied by
pinning it at the individual level: “if a person is aware of menstruation and
they know the facts, they are more likely to resist restrictions and spread
awareness”. However, they still acknowledge the historicity behind menstrual
awareness(asknowledgepasseddownfromgenerationtogeneration)that
precedestheproject.WhiletheintroductionofMenstrupedia,toanextent,
does shake up household dynamics in terms of content, it also provides tools
and resources to sustain the traditional model of oral tradition and knowledge
sharing within the community.
In terms of their role as change-makers, Tuhin stated that the possibility to
intervene was a result of their socio-economic status and the resources they
had at hand as “educated members of the middle class with access to information and communication technologies”. Is this the role the middle class
shouldplay?Iasked.Towhichhegaveatwofoldanswer:First,intermsof
responsibility of action: “it is a role that anyone can play depending on what
kindofexpertisetheyhave.Itcomestoapointwhere[intentsofchange]
cannot be sustained by activism if you want to achieve long term impact” And
second, in terms of setting up a resilient infrastructure: “I believe we can create
an infrastructure people can use and create models that can help low income
groupsovercometheirchallengesandbecomeself-sustainable.”Bothanswers
highlighttheneedforsustainabilityinsocialimpactprojects,hintingaretreat
from wishful thinking upon the presence of technology and a more strategic
allocationofskillsandresourcesbymiddleclassandfor-profitinterventions.
As far the relationship between art, punk, menstruation and technology
goes;thatwasjustahooktogetyouthroughtheunreasonablelength
ofmyblogpost,butifanything,itrepresentsanefforttoportraythe
importance of contextuality and interdisciplinary we have been exploring
throughout the series. Identifying the use of various mediums and language
systems,suchasdifferentartformsandmodesofself-expression,aswell
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the acknowledgement of the theoretical and social contexts preceding and
framingtheproject,asisfeministactivismandtheculturalandreligious
backdropinIndia,contributeimmenselytofillgapsinthestoriesofhowwe
imaginechangemakingtoday;especiallyatthenascenceofnewnarratives,as
we hope is the case for menstruation in a post-Menstrupedia era.
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can be used as a springboard to dive

Nandini Chami

implications of digital mediation for

Denisse Albornoz, in her essay

into the broader debates on the
feminist activism.

on Menstrupedia, an India-based

Firstly,thecurrent,intersectional

initiative that has focused on

avatar of feminism emphasises the

addressing prevailing myths and

fluidityofidentityandpluralityof

taboos surrounding menstruation,

discourse;andtherefore,itisno

explores the new possibilities

surprise that its advocates are com-

opened up by digital spaces in

fortable with the post-ideological

furthering ‘menstrual activism’.

online public sphere characterized by

Menstrual activism is a movement

a complete horizontalisation of com-

in the tradition of ‘intersectional

munications(Frissen2002).

feminism’, as revealed by its
emphasis on everyday struggles
ofemancipation(inthiscase,the
politics of choice exercised in menstruationmanagement),andits
willing accommodation of extremely
divergent feminist identities—from
gyno-centrics to queer feminists
(Bobel2010).

In fact, some commentators have
described this development as the
‘rise of a new fourth-wave of feminism’ marked by the emergence
of multiple feminist publics whose
combined weight poses a formidable challenge to all discursive
hegemonies, including that of the
valorisation of a single type of fem-

Considering that intersectional fem-

inism(Cochrane2013).Ofcourse,

inismisflourishinginsocialmedia

these interpretations are in no

and other spaces of the online public

way a glib endorsement of digital

sphere(Subramanian2014),theessay

spaces being havens for free and
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unfettered feminist expression and

and questions of identity, and

articulation;andtheydorecognise

pay equal attention to struggles

the numerous limits that one comes

forredistribution(Fraser2012)–

upagainst(suchasthethreatof

especially pertaining to the own-

statesurveillance;censorshipatthe

ership, management and control

hands of the state and Internet inter-

of technological architectures

mediaries;andtheself-censorship

underpinning the network society

spawned by the prevailing cultures
ofgenderandsexuality;andthe

weinhabit(APC2014).
– The competing and sometimes

threat of gender-based violence in

contradictory feminist

onlinespaces).Butonthewhole,

articulations opened up by

this trend of analysis emphasises

emerging digital publics need to

theamplificationofvoice,andthe

be acknowledged as marking the

gains with respect to the ‘politics

transitiontoanew,fluid,‘issue-

of presence’, enabled by the online

based’ idiom of feminist politics

public sphere. Needless to say, in and

with less institutional coherence.

of themselves, these gains do not

In this context, it is vital for fem-

automatically enable a challenging of

inist activists to decipher the

the underlying structures of gender

challenge of building movements

powerandexclusion(Gurumurthy

thatcombine‘flexibilitiesof

2013).

horizontalism with structures for

A complete realisation of the transformatory potential of digital feminist activism is possible only if the
following two caveats are met:
– Digital feminist activism needs
to move beyond a preoccupation
with the politics of recognition

coherence(indecision-making)’,in
the right proportion – as without
this, they could degenerate into
the tyranny of structurelessness,
and be easily co-opted for the
consolidation of existing power
structures(Gurumurthy2013).
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Keeping Our Voices Loud:
The Evolution of
CrowdVoice.org
Esra’a Al Shafei

The importance of information has always been at the engine of all the
operationsofMideastYouth.1 The nature of information is that it evolves
as the situation on the ground changes, and in addition to that, the means
throughwhichthatinformationissharedhaschangedjustasrapidly.Thehistory of CrowdVoice2hasbeenareflectionofthatchange,andofitsdedication
toprovidingnotjusttheinformation,butthestorythatliesattheheartof
social movements and current events.
Fromitsearliestdaysbetween2005and2009,MideastYouthwasrunning
various human rights campaigns online. We shared information with our
team of supporters and volunteers constantly as it was the only way we could
follow issues closely enough to write about them in an engaging way, in a
way that raised awareness about abuses that were typically ignored by the
mainstream. This information was shared exclusively through e-mail updates,
whichwasnotonlytimeconsuming,butitwasalsoineffectiveandnon-transparent.Byitsnatureitwasasingle-sidedinformationsharingmechanism,
wherewecontrolledtheflowofinformationinawaythatlimitedengagement.
Articles, images and videos that provided evidence of human rights abuses or
simply tracked news coverage were important, but the delivery was weakening
the message.
MideastYouthsetouttodevelopasystemthataggregatedinformation
collectively, in an environment that invited public engagement through crowdsourcing while at the same time making it easier for us to share information.
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Our aim was to create a visually dynamic interface that gave users an overall
idea of what they were clicking on.
CrowdVoicewaslaunchedin2010asaninternalexperimentwithinourteam,
and within a matter of a few years, it grew to accommodate thousands of
users around the world with topics from sexual violence in India, to forced
labor in China, to police brutality in the United States.

[Image1]CrowdVoicehomepage:https://crowdvoice.org/.

Between2010and2013,thepresenceofsocialmediaingeneralmultiplied
exponentially. CrowdVoice had global access and unprecedented engagement,
butwerealizedthatitwasn’tenoughforustojustcurateinformation.We
werefacedwithadifferentproblem;givingpeoplelinkstocuratedmedia
feeds was useful to current issues and recent protests and movements, but it
fellflatasawayofconveyingalongterm,usefulnarrative.
By2013,werealizedthenewchallengewasn’tjustinprovidingmedia,but
in placing that media into an understandable and accessible context. At this
stage of social media and information aggregation, users faced the opposite
problem that they had faced a few years before – being so overly inundated
with information that they couldn’t focus on what was going on. The next
phaseofCrowdVoicebegan,andwebegantobuildinfographicsformajoror
ongoing issues that helped people understand what was happening generally.
Infographics that explained history, casualty rates, and other key general
information reminded users that the thousands of videos that they have
access to are still connected to a central struggle. The voices of the people
involved in these movements stayed relevant and human, rather than disappearing into an unconnected web of videos and articles.
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[Image2]ProtestsinSyria.Credit:CrowdVoice,https://crowdvoice.org/.

Ultimately, I was pushed to keep working on CrowdVoice by this drive to
maintainconnections.Arecentarticleaboutnewscoverageofconflictzones
asked:
As builders of these online networked spaces, how do we make sure we
optimizenotonlyfortrafficandengagement,butalsoforaninformed
public? 3
At CrowdVoice, we came to the realization early on that information alone
didn’t make for an informed public, and thus we pushed for the third layer
to CrowdVoice that provided an even more engaging story to the public. The
“backstory” that we developed is essentially a timeline that explained the
rootsofaconflictormovement,whetheritwas3months,3yearsor30years
ago or more. The timelines drew from the information on the pages and from
our own curated information to give a thorough understand of the issue to
users before they are met with a media feed that contains evidence of those
events and issues – videos, eyewitness reports, news coverage, and anything
else people help curate into one place.
Today, CrowdVoice balances these multifaceted functionalities to give one of
the most comprehensive explanations of social movements available online.
The complexities of current and past issues have proven that news reports
arenotenough,andneitherismerecuration.Totrulydojusticetostruggles around the world, people need to be presented with the story, then
the numerical facts and their relevant sources, then they need to be able to
engage with the media feed and have the ability to add more information so
that more primary sources and raw videos can be taken into account.
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[Image3]CivilWarinSyriaTimelineonCrowdVoice.Credit:CrowdVoice,
https://crowdvoice.org/.

CrowdVoice is a work in progress – it has to be, because our world is as well.
Associalmovementsredefineoursocietiesandtechinnovationsredefinehow
werelatetooursocieties,CrowdVoiceisimportantbecauseitfitsrightinthe
intersection between these two dynamics. Whatever the future holds, CrowdVoice will be prepared for it – informing the public, building information into
stories, and making sure people’s voices are heard.
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become one where voices of dissent

Puthiya Purayil Sneha

havebeenseveraleffortstocurb

In the last couple of decades, the
use of the Internet and other digital
tools and platforms for activism has
increased greatly, owing to better
access to and diversity in the use of
the Internet, among other reasons.
The online space has also seemingly

can be freely heard, although there
this freedom. CrowdVoice.org was
startedin2010byBahrainicivilrights
activistEsra’aAlShafeiaspartof
hernon-profitorganizationMideast
Youth,whichactivelycampaigns
for freedom of expression through
the use of open source software
and development of various digital
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and online tools and platforms.
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phones, and focuses on ‘amplifying

much information, and the absence

voices of change’ through these

of ways to curate and utilize it well.
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spring, when it documented the wide-
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facilitating collaborative annotations
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world in the form of news feeds,
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blogs, comments, images, videos and
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tweets, among others. Due to the
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sensitive and very political nature of

to situations on the ground, and

the content, and the heavy censor-
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ship on media in several countries in

sibletodifferentgroupsofpeople.

theMiddleEast,CrowdVoice.orgwas

While information has always been

bannedinBahrain,YemenandIran

a key aspect of social movements,

duringtheArabSpring;itcontinues

never before has its curation been

tobebannedinBahraineventoday.

more imperative, given the sheer

Indeed,withtheBahrainiuprising

volume of its availability, and the

thatbeganin2011,posttheArab

ways in which it travels and evolves

Spring protests, media censorship

online, which become all the more

by the present regime has been high,

important in this context. Curation

and violence and torture against

by a larger public comes with its own

media persons and citizen activists

challenges and problems, but the

is rampant. This is the case with

notion of voice itself is important, in

manyotherpartsoftheMENAregion

whatever fragmented, diverse forms

as well, thus making the exercise

it is made available through this plat-

of building and sustaining such

form. CrowdVoice.org also functions

an initiative fraught with very real

as an archive of material generated

dangers of persecution.

around issues, thus creating a back-

The growth of Internet and digital
technologies in the last decade
has also meant an unprecedented
increase in information – its
production and modes of dissemination. While the advent of the

story as such to current events, and
making this content available to
the public at large. The use of open
source software and platforms is
also part of its activism, in terms of
making technology openly available
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toencourageitsuseindifferent

changes through the use of these

ways and promote innovation.

technologies and the Internet in

The understanding and methods

diverse and innovative ways.

of digital activism also therefore
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Digital Natives’
Alternative Approach to
Social Change
Maesy Angelina

Digital natives with a cause: Between
champions and slackers1
Myfirstencounterwiththeideaofnewmediatechnologies’crucialroleincontemporaryyouthmovementswaswhenIreadtheUnitedNationsWorldYouth
Reportin2005.Thereportstipulatedthatemergingyouthmovementsare
characterised by the use of such technologies in organising, communicating,
andcampaigning(UNDESA,2005:125).Theinterestonthistopichassinceconsiderably escalated among academics, policy makers, and other practitioners.
Studies have progressed from an initial pre-occupation with the instrumental
roleoftechnology(see,forinstanceKassimir,2006;BrooksandHodkinson,
2008,andShirky,2008)toaninquiryonemergingnewactors,politics,and
forms of activisms enabled by such technologies. At the centre of this new
line of research are digital activisms conducted by young people whose lives
aresignificantlyshapedbytheubiquitousinternettechnologies–the‘digital
natives’ 2.
Theyarehailedasthenewactorswhoaredefiningthepotentialfuture
directions of activism – one that focuses more on issues related to everyday
democracy and favours self-organised, autonomous, and horizontal networks
(forexamples,seeBennett,2003;Martin,2004;Collin,2008).However,the
emergence of this hopeful narrative is also accompanied by one of doubt. It
questions the extent to which internet activism can contribute to concrete
socialchange(Collin,2008;Kovacs,2010).Someproponentsofthisviewinsist
thatdigitalactivismcanonlybeeffectiveifaccompaniedwithrigourous
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real-life activism, to the extent of calling those who engage solely in digital
activismas‘slacktivists’(Morozov,2009;Gladwell,2010).
The current debates were propelled by the question on the impact of
youth digital activism. The problem with this question lies in the inherent
assumption that the researcher’s idea on activism is universally shared,
including by the digital natives. History has shown that new forms of
activism have emerged along with the structural transformation of societies
(Offe,2008;Touraine,2008).Hence,itisvalidtopresumethatyouthinthe
21stcentury‘networksociety’(Castells,1996)alsogivebirthtoalternative
approaches to activism.
Insteadofimpactassessment,Iarguethattheefforttounderstanddigital
natives’ activism should start by asking how youth imagine and approach
social change to give room for alternative approaches to emerge. Inspired by
ClausOffe’s(2008)methodtoidentifythe“newness”innewsocialmovements,
I attempt to address the question by looking at the issue, strategy, site of
action, as well as the internal mode of organising of a movement.
Theframeworkwillbefirstusedtoconfrontexistingassumptionsonactivism
and social movements, which will also serve as a point of comparison to a
digital natives’ movement chosen as a case study. As a response to the Global
Northfocusinstudyingdigitalnatives,thecasestudychosenisBlankNoise,
a youth-led collective that has been addressing the issue of street sexual
harassment in urban India through street interventions and online campaigns
since2003.

Activism with a capital ‘A’
What do we mean by activism? Literatures have acknowledged that it is a
difficultconcepttopindown,sinceithasbeenusedinmanydifferentways
byavarietyofactors.Broadlyspeaking,activismhasbeenmeanttoreferto
collective action for social change as one of the forms of civic and political
engagement, such as protest events and direct actions, advocacy to change
policies of powerful institutions, consumer boycotts, or public awareness
raisingcampaigns(Kassimir,2006;Sherrod,2006).
The aforementioned understanding seem to be the lens with which the
majorityofresearchesonyouthdigitalactivismhavebeenconducted(see,
forinstance,JurisandPleyers,2009),resultingintwoproblems.Firstly,most
researches tend to only discuss the concrete and action aspects of activism,
ignoring the intangible aspects that also determine activism as a practice: the
underlyingideology,articulationofissue,theprofileofactors,andhowthe
movement organises itself.

Digital Natives’ Alternative Approach to Social Change

Secondly, there seems to be some underlying assumptions on the established
formofactivism(Angelina,2011).ReferringtoOffe’sframework,theissue
chosen relates to structural changes, manifested in making concrete demands
forpolicyreformsorbehaviouralchange.Thedemandismadetoanidentified
‘opponent’,formalentitiessuchasthestateormajorcorporations.The
strategies include policy advocacy, campaigns, or marches with the streets
or physical space as the site of action. As for the internal mode of organising,
the movement consists of highly-committed individuals who are involved full
time in the movement. To paint a picture, for many of us activism on women’s
rights might refer to a group of extremely dedicated people who have spent
years advocating for a Domestic Violence bill to be passed by the government and attempt to raise public awareness by marching on the streets with
placardssaying“Stopviolenceagainstwomen!”
Whileactivismincommonunderstandingdefinitelyplaysanimportantrolein
today’s society, is this approach the only form of activism? More importantly,
is this approach to social change also employed by digital natives with a cause?
Despite the digital divide, it has been widely acknowledged that to some
extent all of the current generation of young people is a part of a “network
society”(Feixaetal,2009),oneinwhichtechnologyisdeeplyembeddedin
socialstructures(Castells,1996).Thisresultsinanumberofshiftsinour
societies, most notably the interconnection between the physical and the
virtual as public space, where “ideas and values are formed, conveyed, supported,andresisted;spacethatultimatelybecomesthetraininggroundfor
actionandreaction”(Castells,2009:301).Othershiftsincludethedecreased
influenceofthestate,whosepowerischallengedbyglobalisation,andthe
significanceofmajorcorporationsandmassmediaaspowerholders.These
shifts provide ground to believe that young people who grow up in this
societalstructuremayhavedifferentapproachestosocialchangeasopposed
to the assumptions held by many current scholars and practitioners – a
propositionwewillexplorethroughthecaseofBlankNoise.

Blank Noise: A digital natives’ movement
BlankNoisestartedin2003asafinalyearartprojectofJasmeenPatheja,
thenadesignstudentinBangalore,asaresponsetotheexperienceofmany
women around her, including herself, facing street sexual harassment on a
daily basis. It was initially known for its street interventions, but what distinguishedBlankNoisefromsimilarinitiativesisitsprominentuseoftheweb,
withfourblogs,aYouTubechannel,aswellasaFlickr,Facebook,andTwitter
account.Today,BlankNoiseexistsinninecitiesinIndiaandconsistsofover
2,000volunteers,mostofwhomarewomenandmenbetween16to35years
old. The collective has received national and international media attention and

39

40

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

wasnamedasoneofthemostoutstandingcitizenactivisminIndia(Mishra,
2010). 3

The issue: A new kind of articulation
BlankNoisewasborntoaddressprevalentactsofsexualharassmentagainst
women in public spaces in India, which ranges from staring, catcalls, to
groping. The harassment is widely ignored by the society and called ‘eveteasing’. 4Theterm,anIndian–Englisheuphemism,bothtrivialisestheissue
by calling it “teasing” and places the blame on women through its play on
thebiblicalEve,atemptresswholuresmenintoteasingher.Eve-teasingas
a term is not formally recognised in the Indian Penal Code, but women could
fileareportunderSections292and298thatcriminaliseanyactionsthat
makewomentargetsofobscenegesturesorviolatewomen’smodesty(Baxi,
2001).However,policerarelytakesactionunlessitleadstoviolentdeathor
fatalinjury,andeve-teasingisoftenportrayedasbeingaromanticgestureas
showninBollywoodfilms(Natarajan,2008).
Basedonmyconversationswith13peopleinthecollective,Idiscoveredthat
BlankNoisesharessimilarcharacteristicswithwomen’smovementsthatfocus
onviolenceagainstwomen.Bothidentifytheinternalisationofpatriarchal
mindsetastherootcauseandthestruggletoredefineculturalpatterns
regarding women’s presence and engagement with the public space. Indeed,
theIndianwomengroupsofthe1970slaidthegroundforBlankNoise’swork
by raising public awareness on the many forms of violence against women
(Kumar,1993).Althoughtheyacknowledgeeve-teasingasaformofviolence,
the Indian women’s movement has only done occasional, sporadic interventions, perhaps due to the choice of dedicating their limited resources to
the more serious forms of violence - such as rape, bride burning, or dowry
murder(GandhiandShah,1992).
BlankNoiseisthefirstonetosystematicallyaddressstreetsexualharassment,butitdiffersfromtheusualwomen’smovementinotherrespectsas
well. Most women’s movements do identify patriarchal mindset as the source
of violence, but they also make structural, tangible demands and identify
opponentstomakethedemandsto(TaylorandWhittier,1995).Newlegislation
criminalising domestic violence or service provision by the state are often
advocated for an indication of concrete progress towards their overarching
goal.Thebattleisforwomen;menarewelcomedmostlyonlyasfarassigning
petitionsorjoiningtheprotests(GandhiandShah,1992).
Inapposition,theparticipantsintheBlankNoisecollective,allnamed
spreading public’s awareness on street sexual harassment as its overarching
goal, but there were no intermediary tangible demands articulated. The
collectivedidnotevenofferarigidguidelineofwhatconstitutedstreetsexual
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harassment. Instead, it opened up the space for a collective vocabulary
building through polls on its blog and the streets to explore, question, and
trigger debates around the ambiguous forms of eve-teasing, like staring.
Furthermore,theyunanimouslyrefusedtoidentifyanopponentbecauseall
members of the society are deemed equally responsible. While many scholars
might read this as a sign of youth’s faltering trust in the state, it is actually
morebasedonthegreynatureoftheissueitself.HemanginiGupta,aBlank
Noise coordinator, asked, “Should we be allowing the state to legislate an issue
like street sexual harassment where there is so much grey even with how it is
understood and defined - from ‘looking’ to physical violence? ”
Iwouldargue,however,thatBlankNoisehasaconceptual,intangible
opponent: the mindset that normalises street sexual harassment. This is
reflectedintheirstrategytocreatepublicdialogue,bothinthephysicaland
virtual public spaces. The expectation is to make the collective as inclusive as
possible,includingformenbecausethisisalsoanissueoftheirconcern.Blank
NoisealsohasasignificantnumberofmenvolunteersandaspecificinterventionformencalledBlankNoiseGuysthatasksformen’sperspectiveand
experiencesontheissue(BlankNoise,2009).ThisiswhereBlankNoisediffers
from the general picture of activism in terms of the issue articulation.

The strategies: Public dialogue and
culture jamming
BlankNoiseisaformofpublicartmeanttoprovokethoughtsonadeeply
normalised issue in a society that is already de-sensitised with the more
establishedformsofprotest,likestreetmarchesandpetitions.AarthiAjit,a
25-years-oldvolunteer,explainsthisas:“Maybe they don’t have the same effects
anymore and we need to look for new ways. Perhaps the more direct, playful ones
will make people think and want to be a part of your movement.”
Art interventions to provoke thoughts on street sexual harassment can be
exemplifiedbyapostermadebyRheaDaniel,aMumbai-basedself-employed
designconsultant.Rhea,whohasbeenfollowingandcommentingonBlank
NoiseblogsandFacebookgroupsince2008,wastiredoftherepresentationof
women only as victims of street sexual and one day got the inspiration to draw
adifferentimage:Womenwhoarenotafraidtotakeaction,orinBlankNoise’s
vocabulary, “Action Heroes.”
Sheexplainedtomethattheposterwasinfluencedbythe1950spin-upand
Indian calendar art. “I deliberately wanted to attract attention with established art
forms, however kitsch or sexist, and turn it into an instrument for empowerment...
I know sexist imagery influences people and I was trying to reverse it, using the
same instrument for my purpose.”
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WhatRheadescribediscalledculturejamming,atechniqueofraising
awarenessbysubvertinganelementofawell-knownculturalobjectand
causingpeopletothinkcriticallyaboutthemessagebehindthetwistedobject
(Cox,n.d.).Theposterwasprovocativebecauseitsubvertstheinternalised
popular notion of women in eve-teasing. She is dressed in a salwar kameez5
with a dupatta6,notWesternclothes;sheisfeistyandwinksasshesmacksthe
hand that groped her belly, not looking afraid or humiliated by the harassment. This re-appropriation of mainstream cultural symbols is currently
used by many consumer-based social movements and is especially popular
among urban youth who distribute their work virally through the internet
(Ibid).AlthoughBlankNoisedoesnotexplicitlyclaimculturejammingtobe
its strategy, this is indeed its entry point to open up the space for dialogue in
public spaces.
WhiletheplayfulnessofBlankNoisedifferentiatesitselffromtheprotest
approach employed by activism in general, what can be achieved from such a
strategy?
I discovered the answer while studying one of its most popular street interventions, the ‘I Never Ask for It’ clothes collection campaign, which is a street
exhibition of various clothes contributed by women who have been harassed
by wearing them. It tackles the notion that women are to blame for the way
they dress, for the clothes collected have ranged from tight shirts to a saree.
Thereisnosloganlike‘StopEveTeasing”ordefinitivemessagesofthetype,
but volunteers engage passers-by in conversations about the clothes gallery
and the issue of street sexual harassment.
Thetwistofgenderdynamicsinthisinterventionisaformofculturejamming.
Whilecommonlyculturejammersleavetheviewerstothinkaboutthe
message,BlankNoisehelpsthemprocessthemessagebytakingthespace
opened by this thought-provocation and having volunteers engage passers-by
on a conversation about street sexual harassment. Going back to the issue
articulation,BlankNoiseembarksonadialogueinthestreetswithoutdefining
street sexual harassment or prescribing solutions. The people engaged are
diverse in gender and class, a sign of ‘everyone’ being included.
What kind of impact is created by such an intervention? It is fair to assume
that not many passers-by will change their behaviours after witnessing only
oneeventandBlankNoisedoesnothavethemeanstocontactandcheckwith
them. The members admitted that they do not know how to measure tangible
impacts generated for the people who saw the intervention, but this is not
their main concern. “This is an issue nobody talks about, so the very act of doing
something about it seems to be enough right now,”saidApurvaMathad(28,
male).ThisindicatesthatBlankNoise’smostsignificantimpactisnotexternal
(thepublic),butratherinternal(theactivists).Thisisechoedbyalltheother
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interviewees, all of whom felt that they were changed by their experience
with the collective regardless of the length and intensity of their involvement. Some people realised how much their bodies have been disconnected
fromthepublicspace;othersfeltempoweredtodealwithstreetsexual
harassment.
ThisiswhenIunderstoodtheother,morecentralobjectiveofBlankNoisethat
wasverifiedlateronlybythefounderandcoordinators:Toempowerpeople
through their experience with the Collective. The discussions and debates
raised through the public dialogue help the volunteers themselves to learn
moreabouttheissue,reflectontheirexperiencesandopinions,aswellasto
give meaning to their involvement. This is when I also understood the point
of“notargetgroup”:PeopleinBlankNoisealsolearnandbecomeaffected
bytheinterventionstheyperformed.Influencing‘others’isnotthemaingoal
althoughitisadesiredeffect,themainoneistoallowpersonalempowerment
of those within the Collective.
Inthissense,BlankNoiseisagainverysimilarwithgrassrootfeminist
collectiveswhosemainobjectiveistoempoweritsmembersanddoartistic interventions on the streets. However, when they raise public awareness,
there are usually clear verbal messages through protests or street theatres
and the main intention is to attract media attention – a clear separation
between the activists as content providers and the public as the target
audience.ThisseparationisnotasclearinBlankNoise,wheretheperformers
and the audience are mutually dependent for them to create meanings from
the intervention.

The site of action: The streets and the cyber
Likesomanyothermovements,BlankNoisestartedbytakingitsinterventions
to the streets, an example of which is already elaborated in the previous
section.WhileBlankNoisesharesmostmovements’currentuseoftheWeb,
whicharemostlyforcommunicationandcoordinationpurposes( Jurisand
Pleyers,2009),itdiffersfromexistingmovementsinitsengagementwiththe
cyber public and its inception to its cyber public campaigns.
BlankNoisestarteditsonlinepresencewithablogthatwasusedtoannounce
upcoming street interventions. The nature of its web presence changed when
itshiftedfromone-waycommunicationusingWeb2.0tools,aswhatolder
activists mostly do.7Thepreviousone-waycommunicationintheBlankNoise
blog changed after two events that I call the digital tipping points, the points
wherethecommunicationshiftsintoaninteractivejointcontent-production
with other internet users. This mode of communication has been noted
byscholars,suchasManuelCastells(2009)andClayShirky(2010),asbeing
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the characteristics of the network society – where people are used to being
producers and not only consumers of content.
ThefirstwaswhenJasmeenstarteduploadingphotosofherharasser,taken
byhermobilephone,totheblogin2005.Commentsimmediatelyflooded
in, raising questions about the nature of the violation, whether such actions
are warranted, and the ethics of the action given that the man is of the lower
classandhasnoaccesstotheinternet.ThediscussionresultedinBlankNoise
decidingtoblurthephotos.ThisiswhenBlankNoisefirstrealisedthatthe
cyber space is also a kind of public space that can give shape to the public conversation it imagines.
ThesecondwastheblogathonproposedbyoneofBlankNoisevolunteersto
commemoratetheInternationalWomen’sDayin2006,whichaskedbloggers
around India to write about their experiences with street sexual harassmentandlinkittotheBlankNoiseblog.Theblogathonreceivedmassive
responses, perhaps both due to the frustration on the silence around the
issueandbecauseblogginghadjustrecentlybecomeamajortrendatthat
timeinIndia.Eve-teasingbecameanurgenttopiconthecyberspaceandthe
successtriggeredthecreationofBlankNoise’scommunityblogs,inwhichthe
contents are contributed by other internet users. The tipping point was when
thenatureofBlankNoise’swebpresencechangedduetoitsinteractionwith
otherwebusers.IttookplacewhenBlankNoisejumpedintoactionsentirely
dependent on the public response to be successful.
NowBlankNoiseengageswiththevirtualpublicthroughcommentsinits
main blog8, virtual campaigns, and the community blogs. The most famous
of the community blogs is the Action Hero blog 9, which hosts the stories of
women’s encounters with street sexual harassment and how they reacted.
After speaking with a woman who contributed a post in the blog, I discovered
that the anonymity granted by the internet and the supportive environment
inBlankNoise’sblogcompelledhertowrite.Shefurthersharedthatreading
others’ stories and receiving comments for hers made her feel less alone and
helpedherhealingprocess.BlankNoise’scyberpresencebecameavirtual
supportgroupformanywomenaffectedbystreetsexualharassment.
KellyOliver(inMitra-Kahn,unpublished)10 argued that writing experiences
of a trauma, in this case street sexual harassment, helps the self heal by
usingspeechandtexttocountertheiremotionsandexercisetheiragency;
theprocessofempowermentthatoccurshenceestablishesBlankNoiseasa
(cyber)feministpraxis.
Otherthanengagingwiththevirtualpublicthroughcommunityblogs,Blank
Noise also started conducting online campaigns. One of them is the online
versionofthesame‘INeverAskforIt’campaigninFebruary2010,whichasked
Twitter users to tweet about their experiences with street sexual harassment
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andprovidepostersthatcanbeusedasaProfilepictureoronTwitterbackground.Theseinterventionsareformsofculturejamming:breakingthe
existing silence on street sexual harassment in the virtual public space.

Internal mode of organising: One full-timer
among thousands
In the words of Kunal Ashok, one of the male volunteers, the collective consists not only of, “people who volunteer or come to meetings, but anyone that has
contributed in any way they can and identify with the issue.”Inthissense,Blank
Noisetodayconsistsofover2,000peoplewhosigneduptotheire-groupas
volunteers.
Howdoesacollectivewiththatmanypeoplework?Firstly,althoughthese
people are called ‘volunteers’ for registering to the e-group, I would argue
thatamajorityofthemareactuallywhatIcallcasualparticipants–thosewho
commentonBlankNoiseinterventions,retweettheircallforaction,promote
BlankNoisetotheirfriendsthroughwordofmouth,orsimplylurkandfollow
theiractivitiesonline.Intheofflinesense,theyarethepassers-bywhoparticipate in their street interventions or become intrigued to think about the issue
afterwards. These people, including those who do the same activities without
formallysigningupasvolunteers,areacknowledgedtobeapartofBlank
Noise as much as those who really do volunteer.
BlankNoiseisopentoallwhoshareitsconcernandvalues,butitsvolunteers
must go beyond articulating an opinion and commit to collective action.
However,BlankNoiseappliesverylittlerequirementforpeopletoidentify
themselves with the collective. The main bond that unites them is their shared
concernwithstreetsexualharassment.BlankNoise’sanalysisoftheissueis
sharp,butitalsoaccommodatesdiverseperspectivesbyexploringthefine
lines of street sexual harassment and not prescribing any concrete solution,
while the latter is rarely found in existing social movements. The absence
of indoctrination or concrete agenda reiterated through the public dialogue
approachgivesroomforpeopletosharedifferentopinionsandstillrespect
others in the collective.
Other than these requirements, they are able to decide exactly how and when
theywanttobeinvolved.Theycanjoinexistingactivitiesorinitiatenewones;
theycancontinuouslyparticipateorhaveon-and-offperiods.Thisisreflected
in the variety of volunteers’ motivations, activities, and the meaning they give
totheirinvolvement.Forsomepeople,helpingBlankNoise’sstreetinterventions is exciting because they like street art and engaging with other young
people. Many are involved in online campaigns because they are not physically
basedinanyofthecitieswhereBlankNoiseispresent.Otherspreferto
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doone-offvolunteeringbyproposingaprojecttoacoordinatorandthen
implementingit.TherearepeoplewhostartedvolunteeringbyinitiatingBlank
Noise chapters in other cities and they gradually have a more prominent role.
Some stay for the long term, some are active only for several times before
goingbacktobecomesupportersthatspreadBlankNoisethroughwordof
mouth.TheabilitytopersonalisevolunteerismisalsowhatmakesBlankNoise
appealing, compared to the stricter templates for volunteering in other social
movements.
Any kind of movement requires a committed group of individuals among the
manymemberstomanageit.ThesameappliestoBlankNoise,whorelieson
a group of people who dedicate time and resources to facilitate volunteers’
and think of the collective’s future: The core team. Members of the core team,
abouttenpeople,arecreditedinBlankNoise’sFrequentlyAskedQuestions
page and are part of a separate e-group than the volunteers. In its seven
years, the core team only went for a retreat once and mostly connected
through the e-group. In this space, they raise questions, ideas, and debates
aroundBlankNoise’sinterventions,posters,andblogposts.Consequently,for
them the issue is not only street sexual harassment but also related to masculinities, citizenship, class, stereotyping, gender, and public space. However,
there are also layers in the intensity of the team members’ engagement.
The most intense is Jasmeen, the founder and the only one who has been with
BlankNoisesinceitsinceptionuntiltoday.Jasmeenisanartistandconsiders
BlankNoisetobeapartofherpractice;shehasreceivedfundstoworkfor
BlankNoiseasanartist.Thus,sheistheonlyonewhodedicatesherselfto
BlankNoisefulltimeandbecomesthemostvisibleamongthevolunteersand
the public eye. According to Jasmeen, she is not alone in managing the whole
processwithinBlankNoise.HemanginiGuptawhojoinedin2006hasslowly
become the other main facilitator.
Hemangini,aformerjournalistwhoisnowpursuingaPhDintheUnited
States, explains her lack of visibility, “Blank Noise could never be my number
one priority because it doesn’t pay my bills, so I can only do it when I have free
time and my other work is done.” The same is true for others in the core team:
students,journalists,writersandartists.UnlikeHemanginiwhostillmanaged
to be intensively involved, they have dormant and active periods like the volunteers. The core team functions as coordinators that facilitate the volunteers’
involvementinBlankNoiseandensurethattheinterventionsstaywiththe
valuesBlankNoiseupholds:confrontingtheissuebutnotaggravatingpeople,
creating public dialogue instead of one-way preaching. This role emerged
in2006whenthevolunteerapplicationsmountedastheresultoftheaforementioned blogathon. They have also initiated or facilitated the growth of
BlankNoisechaptersinothercities.Althoughsomeofthemhavealsomoved
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to other cities for work, they remain in touch online. Together, the core team
formsthede-factoleadershipinBlankNoise.
A strong nucleus of committed people is crucial in any form of social
movement.However,BlankNoiseisuniqueinitsaccommodationofpeople
whocannotmakeBlankNoiseapriorityintheirlives.

Understanding Blank Noise
Returning to the prevailing assumptions on the concepts and practice of
activism,itisclearthatBlankNoisecannotbeunderstoodusingthelensof
theseassumptions.BlankNoisesharesmostfeminists’analysisofharassment, naming normalisation, internalisation, and patriarchal mindset as the
root causes. Their standpoint of street sexual harassment being a societal
issue that concerns women and men are the same, but they part ways when
BlankNoisedoesnotidentifyanopponentorproposeaconcretestructural
solution.
Its aim to raise public awareness and enable people’s empowerment through
involvementwiththecollectivearenotnew;neitheristheiruseofartandperformances.Itisnewinthetranslationoftheobjectives.Insteadofastructural
change,BlankNoiseinterpretssocialchangeitdesiresasaculturalchange
which can be seen in concrete at an individual level as well as in the increase
of media and public attention on the issue of street sexual harassment.
The method of achieving this is not through clearly articulated messages that
can be written on a placard and carried to street marches, but by exploring
theambiguitythroughpublicconversationandculturejammingthrough
street interventions and online campaigns alike. Instead of having a clear
distinction of content producer and audience, both performers and audience
are interdependent in creating the meaning for the interventions. These are
not the result of “slack”, as proponents of the aforementioned doubt narrative
would contend, but a critical deliberative process.
Speakingof“slack”,BlankNoisealsodefiesthestereotypicaldichotomyof
full-time activists and slacktivists. As a collective, there are many roles and
degrees of intensity that are needed for it to sustain and expand itself. Many
ofthemare‘everydayactivists’(Bang,2004;Harrisetal,2010),youngpeople
who are personalising politics by adopting causes in their daily behaviour
andlifestyle,forinstancebypurchasingonlyFairTradegoods,orbeingvery
involvedinashorttermconcreteprojectbutthenstoppingandmovingonto
other activities.
A collective of everyday activists means that there are many forms of participationthatonecanfluidlynavigatein,butitrequiresacommittedleadership
corerecognisedthroughpresenceandengagement.AsClayShirky(2010:90)
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said, the main cultural and ethical norm in these groups is to ‘give credit where
credit is due’.
Since these youth are used to producing and sharing content rather than
only consuming, the aforementioned success of the movement lies on the
leaders’ ability to facilitate this process. The power to direct the movement is
notcentralisedintheleaders;itisdispersedtomemberswhowanttousethe
opportunity.

Alternative approaches to social change
Current studies on the intersections of youth, activism, and new media
technologies have begun to leave the techno-centered paradigm and use
activism as a conceptual lens. Nevertheless, activism as a concept is currently
loaded with assumptions on the kind of social change desired and how it can
bemanifested.ByidentifyingthesebiasesandputtingthecaseofBlankNoise
into the picture, I have demonstrated that today’s digital natives may have an
alternative approach to social change and organising a movement that cannot
be understood through the current stereotypes.
Many youth movements today aim for social and cultural change at the
intangible attitudinal level. Consequently, they articulate the issue with an
intangibleopponent(themindset)andless-measurablegoals.Theirobjective
is to raise public awareness, but their approach to social change is through
creating personal change at the individual level through engagement with the
movement. Hence, ‘success’ is materialised in having as many people as possible involved in the movement. This is enabled by several factors.
Thefirstistheinternetandnewmedia/socialtechnologies,whichareused
as a site for community building, support group, campaigns, and a basis to
allow people spread all over the globe to remain involved in the collective
intheabsenceofaphysicaloffice.However,thecyberisnotjustatool;itis
also a public space that is equally important with the physical space. Despite
acknowledging the diversity of the public engaged in these spaces, youth
todaydonotcompletelyregardthemastwoseparatespheres.Engaginginvirtualcommunityhasarealimpactoneverydaylives;thevirtualisapartofreal
lifeformanyyouth(Shirky,2010).However,itisnotasmooth‘spaceofflows’
(Castells,2009)either.YouthactorsintheGlobalSouthdorecognisethattheir
ease in navigating both spheres is the ability of the elite in their societies,
where the digital divide is paramount. The disconnect stems from their
acknowledgement that social change must be multi-class and an expression of
theirreflexivityinfacingthechallenge.
The second enabling factor is its highly individualised approach. The
movement enables people to personalise their involvement, both in terms
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of frequency and ways of engagement as well as in meaning-making. It is an
echo of the age of individualism that youth are growing up in, shaped by the
liberaleconomicandpoliticalideologiesinthe1990sIndiaandelsewhere
(France,2007).Individualismhasbecomeanewsocialstructure,inwhich
personal decisions and meaning-making is deemed as the key to solve structuralissuesinlatemodernity(Ibid).Inthisera,youngpeople’slivesconsist
of a combination of a range of activities rather than being focused only on
oneparticularactivity(Ibid).Thisisalsothecaseintheirsocialandpolitical
engagement. Very few young people worldwide are full-time activists or completely apathetic, the mainstream are actually involved in ‘everyday activism’
(Bang,2004;Harrisetal,2010).
The way young people today are reimagining social change and movements
reiterates that political and social engagement should be conceived in the
plural.Insteadof“activism”thereshouldbe“activisms”invariousforms;this
is not a new form replacing the older, but all co-existing and with the potential
to complement each other. A more traditional movement focusing on changing
legislationswouldbenefitgreatlyfromtheexistenceofadigitalnatives
movement aiming at empowering individuals and transforming attitudes,
sincetheyareaddressingdifferentstakeholderswithdifferentstrategiesbut
intending to achieve the same overarching goals. In cases where digital natives
aretakinganissuewherenotangibleopponentorgoalscanbeidentified,it
canstillbeharmoniouswiththelargergoalsofamovement,thewayBlank
Noise’seffortstoaddressstreetsexualharassmentisstillinlinewiththespirit
of the wider women’s movement. Hopefully, this will be a beginning to wider
acknowledgement of digital natives’ alternative approach to imagining and
achieving social change.

Endnotes
1  Thepaperisbasedontheauthor’s‘BeyondtheDigital:UnderstandingDigitalNatives
withaCause’researchproject,documentedthroughaseriesofblogpostsandposition
paperontheCentreforInternetandSociety(CIS)websiteaswellasaMaster’sthesis.The
authorwouldliketothankBlankNoise,especiallyHemanginiGuptaandJasmeenPatheja,
aswellasNishantShahofCISandFiekeJansenandJosineStremmelaarofHivosfortheir
support for the research.
2  Iusetheterm‘digitalnatives’whilebeingfullyawareofthedebatesrelatedtothename,
which I could not address given the limitations of this essay.
3  FormoredetailsonBlankNoise,visit:http://blog.blanknoise.org
4  Editors’note:ForuswhattheBlankNoiseprojecthasincommonwithotherdigitalnative
actionsthatwehaveencounteredisthatindividualswhoaredirectlyorindirectlyaffected
by an event, societal experience, taboo or distrust try to tackle these issues in the public
sphere.Forthemitisclearthatissueslikeeve-teasingorinIvetPiper’scontribution(Book
4,ToConnect),childabusecanonlybede-stigmatisedifitisdiscussedintheopen.Todo
this one needs to challenge existing power structures. There need not be tangible results,
butoncetheseissuesarebroughtintothepublicdomain,theyfindothersaffectedbythe
same issues and the community of participants and supporters grows.
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5  LooseshirtandpantspopularinSouthAsia.
6  Ascarfwomenwearwithsalwarkameez.
7  BasedonaninterviewwithAnjaKovacs,aresearcherontheCentreforInternetand
SocietyinBangalorewhoisdocumentingformsofdigitalactivisminIndia.
8

http://blanknoise.org

9  http://actionheroes.blanknoise.org
10  Mitra-Kahn,Trishima(unpublished)Holler back, Girl!: Cyberfeminist praxis and emergent
cultures of online feminist organizing in urban India. Quoted with permission.
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Annotation

to rethink how online protest and

Sarah McKeever

Case studies, such as the one in

As the digital age continues to shape
and alter the way individuals interface with the world, new challenges
topreviouslyunderstooddefinitions and theories have begun to
appear in recent scholarship. The
ideaof whatconstitutes“activism”

digital practices work in practice.
questiononBlankNoise,acollective
createdinBangalore,Indiain
2003bydesignstudentJasmeen
Patheja,allow“activists”tospeak
forthemselves,toself-definetheir
actions and provide crucial depth and
context.

in the age of easy clicks and digital

Beforeengagingwithacasestudy,

signatures signifying support of a

a sense of history and place lends

cause has been described both as

nuance and provokes questions that

“slacktivism” and as the powerful

the study itself may not address.

rise of a globally connected network

Within India, a cursory overview

society.Eachnotionofthedigital

of the women’s rights movement

masks realities on the ground, and

reveals, at the risk of essentializing,

rarely contextualizes how so-called

amovementdedicatedtoobjective-

“digitalactivists”choosetodefine

driven change through legal action

themselves and their actions on the

andprotest;amovementwhichcalls

digitalandphysicalground.

for intense dedication and has been

The notion that digital activism is
somehowfundamentallydifferent
from past histories of activism has
challenged scholars and practitioners

charged with being overly textual and
lockedinclosedacademiccircles(for
an overview of feminism in India, see
Chaudhuri:2005).Thiscontextualises
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BlankNoise’srejectionoftheactivist

palatable to an urban middle class

label-theydefinethemselvesas

through manipulations of cultural

“Action Heroes” - and their choice to

iconography. It also successfully leve-

be an awareness campaign rather

ragedtheconsiderableaffordances

thantobedefinedasanactivist

of the Internet as the movement

movement. It also allows the reader

evolvedfromanartprojectinto

to critically question their stated

an awareness campaign and pan-

rejectionoftheselabelsandhis-

Indian collective. Other movements,

tories, and place it within a historical

including the Pink Chaddi campaign

legacy of feminist activism in India.

in2009,havesuccessfullyused

Within the article, several points
spring to mind while engaging with
thispiece.Thefirstistoalways
remain critically aware of the history and context of a locality. While
it‘sclearthatBlankNoisewasand

the aesthetics of the visual to draw
attention in a visceral way, and once
more highlight the departure from
historical textual discourse and shift
into the realm of the digital visual
spectacle.

remains incredibly innovative in

Asafinaltakeaway,itisalways

its approach as a public awareness

important to be aware of what

campaign, can it be so easily divorced

movements speak to and who the

from and dismissed by the long

intended audience is. This allows us

and rich history of the feminist

to critically examine whose voices

movement in India? The post-femi-

are not heard and who is perhaps

nist move away from textual to visual

denied access to certain avenues of

mediums,fromofflinetoonline,isa

digital empowerment. The struggle

conscious decision to bypass these

anddisconnectbetweentheoffline

very histories and the theoretical

and the online can lead to extreme

assumptions made when applying

generalisation. In a country as

these labels to a movement. While

diverse in language, experience, and

the founder utilizes the tools and

technological access as India, it is

frameworks available to her, one

crucial to limit the generalizations

cannot simply negate the history that

made from any case study.

came before. Instead this conscious
shift represents an acute awareness
of the disconnect between the feminist movement of the past and the
“new” movements of the digital age.

To engage with any case study,
an awareness of history, locality,
and generalisations made within a
fieldofstudygeneratesadeeper
engagement with the study’s

The second point is to always keep

strengths and potential limitations.

the audience in mind. Who is the

Placing a case study within an

BlankNoisemovementengaging

enhanced context can lead to new

withandfor?Byengagingwith

avenues of inquiry and enriches the

youth previously labelled apathetic

wideracademicfield.Thecom-

to “activism,” it made feminism

plicated social, technological, and
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cultural nature of digital activism

primary observations into deeper

requires us to push beyond our

intellectual observations.
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We Come from an
Activist Background
An Interview with Htaike Htaike Aung, MIDO

Myanmar ICT for Development Organization, or MIDO, is a Myanmar based,
non-governmental and non-profit organization. It collaborates globally and acts
locally. MIDO is linked with both International as well as local organizations in
order to help people deploy ICTs as a tool to meet core development goals. It is run
by a board of directors, full-time staff, part-time staff and volunteers, all of whom
are both committed and experienced. It also has an Advisory Board from various
sectors that extend and guide to achieve the vision set by MIDO.
The following is the edited transcript of an interview with Htaike Htaike Aung,
Programme Manager at MIDO, conducted by Sumandro Chattapadhyay in Yangon,
Myanmar, on May 15, 2015.

Sumandro Chattapadhyay: Let us begin by asking you what you think of the
term ‘digital activism’?
Htaike Htaike Aung: Simply as using digital tools for activism. Digital tools may
beonlineoroffline.
SC:

Do you use this term? Is it a term that is prominent in everyday usage?

HHA: Digital activism? Not really, they are words that are combined together...
the word digital itself and activism itself are totally not new but then
combining together is actually a new thing.
SC:

Can you talk a little about the history of ‘digital activism’ in Myanmar?

HHA: In Myanmar we have always said that there are generations of
activists.Sothefirstactivists(thatweknowof)arefromwayback,
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during1964-1965,duringthestartofthemilitaryregime.Thesecond
generation,wecallthemthe88generation.Andthenthethird
generation,wecalledthemthe2007SaffronRevolutiongeneration.
ImyselfammuchmorefromtheSaffronRevolutiongeneration.So
duringthetime[oftheSaffronRevolution]thepublicalreadyhadsome
access to the Internet. At that time people were starting to use blogs
becauseintheofflineworldtherewasalotofscrutiny.People[could]
actually write anything but on the other hand getting information from
theoutsidewasdifficult,sopeoplewereveryinterestedinblogging
andthewholeblogosphere.SoIfindthat[that]wasthefirstinstanceof
using these digital tools for activism. I remember many bloggers in the
country using these blogging tools to voice what was happening in the
country.Thatwasone[instance]thatIrememberandexperiencedas
well.
SC:

In2007duringtheSaffronRevolution,withvariouskindsofdigital
tools, especially the Internet being available, and as you were saying
with blogs as an important medium of expression in general, did you
alsoexperiencesignificantinterventionbythegovernment?Akindof
counter attack by the government in the digital sphere?

HHA: Ofcourse.DuringtheSaffronRevolution,forourgenerationitisthe
firstthingthatwekindofwitnessedinourlives...Imeanitdidhappen
in88toobutpeopleweretooyoungtoknowwhatwashappening…
Thatonewasthefirst[experiencesofmediacensorshipbygovernmentthat]wewitnessed.Butwhatisdifferentfromthe88generation
is that we now have some noticeable tools and ICT tools that we can use
to[sendour]voiceout.Somanyofthebloggers[were]actuallygoing
underground, working with the protestors, taking pictures and videos,
and uploading them on their blogs. That is when the main big media for
example like CNN and other main media take all that content and then
publish it online. Just after a day or two the government shut down the
fullInternetsopeopleweren’tabletouseit...That[happened]justlike
that.
SC:

Sothetasteofthebenefitsofdigitaltoolsandthedangers[wereexperienced]simultaneouslyalmost?

HHA: Yes,exactlyso!Afterthatmanybloggersthatweknowofwereunder
watch by the government. One of our colleagues Nay Phone Latt was
dragged from his home and put behind bars.
SC:

On that note, can you talk about the formation of MIDO, [in the context
oftheSaffronRevolution]?

We come from an activist background

HHA: Wecomefromvery[muchan]activistbackground.BeforeMIDO,we
self-organizedasMyanmarBloggersSociety.Itwasaself-helpgroup.
We propagated blogging so that people can use these tools to know
and share knowledge, or share what is happening, and so on. After Nay
PhoneLattgotdetained,andwhenhegotreleased,we[and]someof
thebloggerfriendsthatwemet[through]thisMyanmarBloggerSociety
thought that we should do something: not only on blogging, or not
only on freedom of expression on Internet, but on the whole ICT and
Internet as a whole. So we formed MIDO together with some of our likemindedfriends.Wecomefrom[these]activistroots.Notonlydevelopment but also activism.
SC:

This question of activism and activism that uses digital technology have
thusbeencentraltoMIDO’swork.Canyou[speakbrieflyaboutthe
different]thingsMIDOdoes?

HHA: Mainly there are three things that we are doing. One is capacity
building, another one is dissemination, and the third one is research. In
capacity building we previously did a lot of digital literacy training and
social media training because we think making people digitally literate
can help them to maybe get information or disseminate information. In
disseminationwedidresearchandadvocacyworkaswell.Forexample,
we are highly involved in this campaign called the Panzagar campaign.
It’s all about using social media to combat hate speech. Also, we do
researchonhatespeech,Internetand[workon]someoftheICTrelated
things in the country.
SC:

How do you understand digital literacy, because that is the key idea
here, right?

HHA: There are many, not necessarily high-tech but also low-tech, digital
tools that have been introduced to the world and to our country as well.
The people who want to use it, or who have to use it, need to have the
knowledge of not only digital literacy but also media literacy. These
digital tools are like a knife: you can use it to kill people or use it to
help people too. So not only digital literacy but we give media literacy
training to them as well.
SC:

What does this digital literacy training involve?

HHA: In digital literacy training, we teach very basic concepts of how to use
the mobile phone, how to use the computer, what is the Internet, how
tosearchforinformationontheInternet,howtofindreliableinformation on the Internet. i.e. introducing them to reliable media and
sources on the Internet. We also give training on social media, and a
little bit of privacy, security and also media literacy.

57

58

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

[Image1]PosterforthePanzagarcampaign.Credit:MyanmarICTfor
Development Organization.
SC:

Often with new forms of social movements, mostly urban ones, which
use digital media as a central tool for coordination ... and also to grab
themediaspotlight…thereisa[possibility]ofbeingdependanton
particularsocialmediachannels.Andthisisadifficultquestionbecause
on one hand activism needs to happen where the people are, and the

We come from an activist background

peopleareofteninsocialmedianetworks…[While,]socialmediaisan
importantplaceforactiviststobein,[italso]hasitsownlogicandown
constraints.Forexample,itmaymakepeopleeasiertospotforthe
government...
HHA: Yes,itisaconcern.Itdependsonthekindofactivismwhatweare
doing.Insomekindsofactivismwejustneedtocrowdsourceandget
morepeopletobelieveinthecauseorto[contributeto]thecause.So
for[those]cases...wedefinitelyneedthepowerofsocialmedia.But
ontheotherhandsomeactivismtoolswemightnot[use],[especially]
if[highmediavisibilitymakesus]vulnerable...Itdependsonthekind
ofactivismactually.ForexampleinMyanmarayearagotherewasthis
bloggerwhowas[writingaboutthefunctioningoftheparliament]...
[T]heparliament[started]tryingtoshutthe[blogger]downbyusing
various means, for example setting up a committee to search him,...
[and]askingforhelpfromGoogle,becausethebloggerwasusinga
Blogspotplatform...Inthiscaseifyouareusingaspecificsocialmedia
platform, which would not be safe for you, then you get captured very
easily. It still depends on the type of activism.
SC:

EarlieryoumentionedthatMIDOisinterestedinbothonlineandoffline
digital activism. Can you please talk a bit about that?

HHA: Sure.Inofflinedigitalactivism,weareabigsupporterofusinga
low-techapproach.Forexample,usingSMSsforcampaigning,SMSs
for advocacy too, shooting videos with your mobile phone, and then
coming up with an advocacy video as well. So it does not necessarily
needtobeonline.Alsocreatingvery[effective]messagesandillustrationsasprintmaterial.Foronline[activism,we]ofcourse[talk
about]usingInternet,Facebook,andsoon.
SC:

Can you please talk about hate speech in Myanmar, and how MIDO
[thinksof]addressingit?

HHA: InMyanmarwedohave[a]historyofreligiousgroupshavinga
[presence]inthecountry.AftertheInternet[becomesavailable]tothe
public, and everybody has a mobile in their hand, it is becoming much
easiertospreadhatespeech.Forexample,Facebookisahotbedof
extremismhere.Youcanseealltypesofhatespeechesandextremist
messages passing around. That is also because people are not digitally
literate. When you buy a mobile phone, as a service the mobile shop
installsFacebookforyouandevencreatesanaccountandhelpsyouto
like some of the popular pages… This often includes many viral news
pages,andmanykindsofnationalistpages.Nowpeoplewiththe[new]
mobilephone[already]haveFacebookinstalledand,allthesethings
thattheydidnotvoluntarily[subscribedforappearing]onthemobile.
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They see these things, they share things, and it is much more easily
spread.Weweretryingtofindawaynottostop,becauseitisvery
difficulttostop,buttotonedownthesemessages.Sowecameupwith
this campaign called the Panzagar movement, which starts online by
[posting]amessagethatwewillnotbetheonewhoincitehate...We
startedPanzagarwithveryniceillustrations,[messages,andstickers]
and ... people who support Panzagar began to use our messages, began
theircampaigns,andalso[distributed]thePanzagarmessagesand
campaignmaterialsofflineaswell.Wecansaythat[themovement]
createsadifficultsituationforsomepages,andhighprofilepeopleon
Facebook,whocreatehatespeech.ThisishowPanzagaristryingto
make the online space a bit safe from hate speech. ...
SC:

Ontheonehand,youaresayingthereisfresh[public]memory…[of
peoplefacingimprisonment]duetothelackofprivacyoninternet,in
the sense that when you write something ... it is possible for the governmenttofindoutwhoyouare.Ontheotherhand,inthehatespeech
worldyouseethatthis[online]visibilitydoesnotnecessarilyprevent
people from saying hateful things. Do you see a kind of paradox in how
the government reacts to these two things: the criticisms of the governmentandthe[online]hatespeech?

HHA: Thegovernmenttakesveryfastandfirmactionupon[anyoneposting
orsharing]criticismofitself.Butontheotherhandthegovernmentwill
notpaymuchattentiontoalltheseanonymousaccountsonFacebook
that are spreading hate speech. That is why the grassroots and civil
societyorganisationsaretryingtotakeupactionsagainstit.For
example, in Panzagar we have this online campaign, and some groups
aretryingtosetupsmallmonitoringeffortsonwhatthepeoplewho
arelivingintheirregionaresaying[onFacebook],whataretherumours
being spread, and how to limit, verify or take action against them.
SC:

DoyouseeadifferenceindoingactivisminMyanmartodayfromsay
2007?

HHA: Definitelythespacehasopenedupalittlebit,butitdoesnotmean
that it is open to what you want... We are becoming much more visible
asyoucanseelotsofcampaignsgoingon.Forexample,aroundSule
[Pagoda]youcanseethepeoplewhoselandshavebeengrabbed,and
theyhavespentalmostayear[protestingagainst]thisandoccupying
thestreetthere.Butnothinghasbeendone.Previouslyyoucouldnot
[even]dothat:ifyoujustgoonthestreetsandshout,thenyoucould
getbehindbars.Butnowyou[arenotimmediatelyimprisoned]butstill
you are not getting the things you ask for.

We come from an activist background

SC:

Withthegovernment[developing]significantinterestindigital[infrastructureand]toolsfor[purposesofgovernance]...,howdoyousee
MIDO’sroleinthis[situation]wheredigitalactivismisnotonlyabout
usingdigitaltoolsto[expressyourselves],butalsodoingactivismabout
how the government is planning to use digital tools?

HHA: Exactly.Therearemanystepsthatthegovernmentisgoingtotake
[towardsusingdigitaltoolsingovernance],theyaretalkingmuch
about e-government, e-participation, e-citizenship, and e-everything.
[However,]theyarenotbuildingthecapacityofthecitizens[simultaneously].Sowefindthatone[side]isverypowerfulandhasallthose
resources,buttheother[side]doesnot…[Also,torealise]e-participation,there[is]stillalotofthingsinvolved.Itisnotonlythee-participation part, but also that the digital rights and fundamental human
rightsthatapplytotheInternet,ortoICT...[W]eneedtogetlawsand
policies that address this issue.
SC:

What is MIDO’s experience in working with other activist organisations,
whose work does not necessarily focus on digital activism but who may
benefitfromlearningaboutitorknowingaboutit?

HHA: There are a lot of civil society organisations coming up online but they
are really not using it to the fullest. They may have pages online or
may organise their discussions online, but there are still many other
things that they can do. So when we conduct training or when they
askforhelp,wealwaysofferthemtheideaof‘onlinemarketing’to
apply to their campaigning: having a kind of social media activities calendarfortheircampaigns,andsoon.Wefindthatthesecivilsociety
organisations are interested in learning but then they are actually doing
theirwork[atthesametime]anddonothavethetimeorthecapacity
todo[socialmediacommunications].Sometimesthatistrueforusas
well!
SC:

My last question: what do you think of ‘ICT for development’?

HHA: ICT for development... That is also something that we are trying to
understandandstudy.Youknow,whenpeopletalkaboutdevelopment
from the government sector, they often talk about basic economic
development,socio-economicdevelopment.Butinourunderstanding
of development, we also have in mind the development of rights.
We think development is not only for the economy, or for the social,
but also for the rights, and for the citizens’ ability to engage [with the
government].
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Interviewer’s Note: Throughout the transcription, ‘...’ is used to mark pauses
in the conversation and deleted unfinished sentences (which usually have been
restated by the interviewee afterwards), and ‘[ ]’ is used when either the actual
word used by the interviewee has been replaced by a word that may convey
the meaning more effectively given the context of the conversation, or to insert
additional words so as to convey the meaning of the sentence more clearly. The text
above also includes simple grammatical and language changes (for example, from
‘are having’ to ‘organising’) that are unmarked.
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Digital Natives and
the Return of the
Local Cause
Anat Ben-David

Prologue
InDecember2010IattendedaconferencetitledDigitalNativeswithaCause?
Thinkathon. It was organised by Hivos and the Centre for Internet and Society
(CIS)inTheHague.1 During the event there was much debate amongst the participantsaroundthecurrentdefinitionofadigitalnative.Thisgotmethinking.
Isadefinitionnecessary?Ifyes,doesitencompassthecurrentphenomenon
of young people who are engaged with digital technologies for promoting
social change? Do all digital natives care about social change? Does it exclude
other types of actors who share similar practices but are not considered
digitalnatives?Doesthedefinitionentailthattherearepracticesuniqueto
digitalnatives,whichjustifythisdistinctontologicalandepistemological
group ? When the Thinkathon concluded, some of these questions remained
unsolved, and I was still puzzled by them. A few weeks later, an idea of a possible answer came from an unexpected quarter.
I was walking in our neighbourhood in Tel-Aviv with my four-year-old
daughter,whenshesuddenlyaskedmewhytherewassomuchgraffition
thestreets.“Graffiti?”Iasked,puzzled,sinceIhadnotnoticedanygraffitiin
ourneighbourhoodbefore.Shehadnoticedthegraffitiasthesmallfences
werejustherheight.Fromatallerpointofviewofanadult,Ihadonlynoticed
the blooming hibiscus bushes that grew above them. Then she asked, “Don’t
youthinkgraffitimakesourstreetsveryuglyanddirty?”“Yes,it’sveryugly,”I
replied, amused by her environmental concerns. Then she asked me to post
a message on the internet on her behalf, calling for people to demonstrate
againstgraffiti.AtfirstIlaughed,butshewasveryseriousaboutit.Amusedby
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herrequest,Itookherpicturestandingnexttothegraffitiandpostedhercute
requestonFacebook,whichreceived‘Likes’andcommentsfromtheusual
suspects in my immediate social network .
Butshewasmoreseriousthanthat.Whenwearrivedhome,shestarted
preparing signs for demonstration, asking if people were already coming and
iftheroadswillbeblockedwithtraffic.Atthatpointitwasclearthatitwould
bedifficultformetorealiseherfantasyforsocialchange.Iexplainedthat
in order to organise a mass demonstration we have to ask for a permit from
thepolice.“Ok,”shesaid,andtogetherwewrotealettertothepolice(which
Ineversent,ofcourse).Dayspassedandnothinghappened,butshekepton
asking whether they had replied and when the demonstration was going to
take place. She is still waiting for it to happen.
To me, this story serves as a frame of reference for understanding digital
native practices. As uncomfortable as I may feel about the current definition of digital natives and the connotations attached to it, I follow Nishant
Shah’s position that it might be better to accept the “found name”, rather
than to replace it, while at the same time attempt to unpack the baggage
ofpresumptionsattachedtothecurrentdefinitionandreloaditwithnew
meanings(Shah,2010,pp.18–25).Ifwemustacceptthetermassuchand
thedemographicdichotomiesitalludesto(i.e.,nativesasopposedtononnatives, digital as opposed to analogue, young versus older users of digital
technologies),thenthestoryaboutmydaughterisastoryaboutan“everyday
Digitalnative”,whois,asShahdescribed,“notperhapsjustauserofdigital
technologies, but a person who has realised the possibilities and potentials of
digitaltechnologiesinhis/herenvironments”(emphasismine)(Shah,2010,p.
19).Theemphasisontheimmediateenvironment,orthesituatedlocation—
the granular cause, as seen through digital native eyes—is perhaps one of
the lacunae often ignored in the current discourse about digital natives.
Accordingly, this chapter conceptualises the term ‘digital natives’ in a way
that attempts to reload it with new meanings about digital native practices as
such that have a commitment to grounded places and situated knowledges.
Bytrackingtheparalleldevelopmentsbothindigitaltechnologiesaswellas
digital activism in relation to place, this chapter wishes to reintroduce the
meaning of ‘the native place’ into the discourse on digital natives.

Introduction
Theterm‘digitalnatives’consistsofanadjectiveandanoun,whoseconnotations, taken both separately or together, periodise the point in time
inwhichthetermemerged.ItwascoinedbyMarcPrenskyin2001torefer
to a young generation of students who “are ‘native speakers’ of the digital
languageofcomputers,videogamesandtheinternet(Prensky,2001,p.1). 2
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In its original context, thus, both ‘digital’ and ‘native’ refer to language – the
language of these technologies is digital, and those native to it speak it
fluently.However,thechoiceofwordshasbroaderimplications.The‘digital’
in digital natives also refers to the current evolutionary phase of Information
andCommunicationTechnologies(ICTs).HadPrenskycoinedthetermten
years earlier, digital native would have probably been called ‘Cyber Natives’,
‘Virtual Natives’, much alike other prevalent terms of that time, such as ‘Cyber
Activists’ or ‘Virtual Communities’. 3 Similarly, the ‘native’ in digital natives connotesthingsotherthanfluencyinanativelanguageandthenaturalprocessof
acquiringit.Theliteraldefinitionofthenoun,rather,referstobeingbornina
specificplace.4
The purpose of this chapter is to conceptually unfold the broader meaning of
the term ‘digital natives’ both by a historical contextualisation of the ‘digital’,
as well as by a discussion of the geopolitics of the ‘native’. The terminological
analysis, grounded by a historical contextualisation of digital activism and
the history of digital technologies in the past decade, serves to argue that in
its current form, the term ‘digital natives’ may represent a renewed dedication to the native place in a point in time when previous distinctions between
‘physical’and‘digital’placesnolongerhold(Rogers,2008).Asclaimedby
PalfreyandGasser(2008),digitalnativesnolongerdistinguishbetweenthe
onlineandtheofflineandrelatetobothasahybridspace.Thisdefinition
relates to older debates about the introduction of ICTs that questioned the
differencesbetweenthe‘virtual’andthe‘real’,the‘online’andthe‘offline’
(Rogers,2009).TheclaimmadebyPalfreyandGasserisontologicalandepistemological;sincedigitalnativesdonotdifferentiatebetweenonlineand
offlinerealities,thedefinitionimpliesanewspatialepistemology.Ifthisisthe
case, how does a digital native – spatial epistemology manifest itself in various
forms of digital native activism?
Beforeattemptingtoanswerthisquestioninthefollowingpartofthe
chapter,Ireturntotheterminologicalanalysisoftheexistingdefinitionsof
digitalnatives.Ifthe‘nativeness’ofdigitalnativesrelatestotheirfluency
in ‘digital language’ and their ‘being at home’ in digital spaces, how are their
predecessorsdefined?Prensky,forexample,contrastsdigitalnativeswith
a previous generation of ‘digital immigrants’ – “those of us who were not
born into the digital world but have, at some later point in our lives, become
fascinated by and adopted many or most aspects of the new technology”
(Prensky,2001,pp.1–2).PalfreyandGasseraddathirdcategorytodescribe
the predecessors of digital natives – ‘digital settlers’, those who grew up in
an analog world but have helped shaping the contours of the digital realm,
but unlike digital natives, they “continue to rely heavily on traditional, analog
formsofinteraction”(Palfrey&Gasser,2008,p.4).
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The distinction between ‘native’, ‘settler’ and ‘immigrant’ does not only separatechronologicalgenerations;italsore-awakensthedebatebetweenthe
offlineandonlinerealitiesthatprecededtheemergenceoftheterm.From
a spatial point of view, it also distinguishes between the places of birth of
differentgenerations.AsinferredfromPalfreyandGasser’sdefinition,digital
natives are presumed to be born into a hybrid space comprised of enmeshed
digital and physical components, while digital settlers and digital immigrants
areperceivedashavingtravelledtothosespacesfromtheofflineworld.The
terminological premise is that natives are better acquainted with their place
of birth than immigrants, or settlers, and refers to the extent to which they
are “at home” with digital technologies. However, it would not be far-fetched
to assume that the imagery of the native, the immigrant and the settler also
borrows from colonial history, or any other history of territorial disputes for
that matter. The chronology of such demographic developments entails that
aspaceisfirstinhabitedbynatives,the‘indigenousinhabitants’,whoarelater
joinedbysettlers(oftentimesnotwithoutstruggle),andmuchlatereventually
joinedbyimmigrants.Inthedigitalcontext,however,thechronologicalorder
isreversed.Fordigitalnativeswerenotbornintoadigital‘terranullius’;digital
spaces were conceived, shaped and already inhabited by those referred to as
‘settlers’ and ‘immigrants’. Ironically, it is the settlers who set the grounds for
natives, and whose practices precede those of the natives.
This chronological paradox of being native to a place already created and
inhabited by others may explain the tension between other connotations of
‘digitalnatives’thataroseasthetermevolved.AsShahclaimed(Shah,2010,
p.15),thenamingofagroupas“natives”entailsanactof“othering”andin
the case of digital natives, the “othering” was loaded with expectations to
haveunique,“indigenous”characteristicsthatwouldontologicallyjustifytheir
classification,whileatthesametimeadoptandcontinuethepracticesoftheir
predecessors, the “settlers”.
Asaconsequence,themystificationorlamentsaboutthenewgeneration
of digital activists were performed vis-à-vis what was already performed
digitally,whichexplainstermssuchas“slacktivists”(Shah,2010,p.17),or
Bennet’sexplanationofdigitalnatives’politicsas“self-actualizingcitizens”
versus“oldcenturydutifulcitizens”(Bennett,2008).AsproclaimedbyShah,to
better understand digital natives, a fresh look at what digital natives do may
bemoreusefulthantheconstant(andoftenfailed)attempttodefinewho
digitalnativesare(Shah,2010,p.20).
Perhapsonewayofdoingsoisbyshiftingtheweightsinthedefinition
of digital natives from “being digital” to “being native ”, focusing on the
geographies and places digital natives are native to – not as being surrounded
by a media-rich environment, but as operating in a hybrid geography of
physical and online spaces. In the following, I argue that digital natives have
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a granular dedication to their local places and local causes, a dedication that
can be seen as a form of counter-practice to previous forms of cyber-activism,
shaped by transnational activist networks using ICTs for promoting global
causes. To make the case for digital native practices as a renewed dedication
to the local, I now turn to a historical account of previous practices of digital
activismforsocialchangeledbyCivilSocietyOrganisations(CSOs). 5
Bycomparingtwokey-eventsofsocialprotestsandlarge-scalemobilisation
of activists using ICTs, one marking early forms of digital activism in the late
1990s,theothermarkingoneofthemostrecentformsofdigitalactivism
to date, it shows that both digital technologies and agents of social change
have structurally changed from the transnational to the local, and from the
institutional to the individual. I then claim that the current discourse about
digitalnativescanbebetterunderstoodbyplacingitinaspecificpointintime,
andaspecificplaceintheconstantly-changingdigitalspace.

From Seattle to Tahrir Square
Theanti-globalisationprotestsagainsttheWTOsummitinSeattlein1999
marked the beginning of an era of what was then termed ‘cyber-activism’
led by CSOs.6 During the protests, a diverse range of activists, groups,
organisations and social movements coordinated actions against the WTO
summit using laptops and mobile phones. Some of the actions were directed
atcoordinatingprotestsonthestreets;othersweredirectedatdisseminating
information about the demonstrations and the anti-globalisation movement
on the Web. The media took up the stories put together by the various
organisations, which eventually led to the establishment of www.indymedia.
org,thealternativemediaoutletforsocialactivists(vanLaer&vanAelst,
2009).
Twelveyears(andmanyotherdigitalcampaignsandprotests)later,the
masses took on the streets of Cairo to protest against President Mubarak’s
regime. They too used the internet and mobile phone technologies to
coordinate the protests. People from all over the world watched the events
throughAlJazeera’ssatelliteTVchannelastheEgyptianauthoritiesfirst
switchedofftheinternetinEgypttopreventtheprotests,thensawMubarak
step down.7
Are these events comparable? Do they represent a ‘generational gap’ between
public protests facilitated by ICTs in the ‘digital settlers’ era, and their current
manifestation in a digital age inhabited by ‘digital natives’? If we accept for a
momentthedichotomousdemographicdefinitionsofolderversusyounger
inhabitants of the digital space, then an analytical comparison of the events
mayhighlightthedifferencesbetweenolderandyoungergenerationsof
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digital activists, to better understand what is unique to digital native activism
that was not already performed before.
Atfirstsight,however,thedifferencesbetweenSeattleandCairodonotseem
significant:bothareeventsofpublicprotestfacilitatedbyICTs,bothwere
propelledbyaloosenetworkofactivistsworkingonajointcause,bothare
examplesofcivicinitiativesthatprovedeffectiveandpowerfulinpromotinga
cause against well-established institutions such as governments, inter-governmental organisations, or the mainstream media. Such similarities question
the extent to which current forms of digital activism are unique practices that
justifythedichotomousdefinitionsofolderversusyoungerusersofdigital
technologies.Yetanexaminationofthedifferencesbetweentheevents
reveal that in a decade’s time, technological and social factors are responsible
for a gradual shift in the types of actors, the types of causes involved in the
process, and the digital spaces in which they operate.
Although the internet and mobile phones played a role in both the cases, what
wascalled‘TheInternet’in1999wasslightlydifferentfromitscurrentform.
Within a decade, digital technologies have transformed from a decentralised
network of computers connected to the internet and a parallel-but-separate
network of cellular communication devices, to enmeshed networks that
combineboth.Takingintoaccountthatin1999therewerefew,ifnone,wifi
hotspots, the activists in Seattle had to use laptops with a LAN or modem connectiontotheinternettocoordinatetheiractions(mobilephoneswereonly
usedforvoicecommunication,notforuploadingdataorseekinginformation).
TheWebwaslesssocial,too.WhilecurrentprotestsintheMiddleEastand
North Africa were mostly coordinated through social media platforms, Twitter
andFacebookespecially,in1999mostofthecoordinationofactionswasperformed using email distribution lists, e-bulletin boards and NGO’s websites.
Theactorsweredifferent,too,sincethemainlevelofcoordinationofactions
in Seattle was performed by a core network of CSOs, with a loose network
ofotherCSOsandindividualsattachedtothem(Clark&Themudo,2003,p.
116).TheactivistsinEgypt,ontheotherhand,werenotnecessarilymobilised
by civil society organisations, but by a critical mass of citizens, individuals,
who communicated with their immediate social networks to mobilise and
coordinate the demonstrations.
OneotherdifferencerelevanttothecaseIwishtomakefordigitalnatives
is that both the actors as well as the causes in the two instances represent
a shift from the transnational to the local. While Tahrir square has become
boththephysicalsiteandsymboliclocationoftheEgyptians’liberationfrom
their local regime, Seattle had transformed into a battle site only because it
hosted the WTO summit and attracted a network of transnational activists
toprotestagainstit.Putdifferently,whiletheprotestsinCairowereabout
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Egypt,theprotestsinSeattlewerenotaboutWashington;theywereabout
anti-globalisation.
The scholarly literature on social transformation facilitated by ICTs that
spurredintheaftermathofthe‘BattleofSeattle’highlightedtheimportance
ofthestructuralfitbetweenICTsandsocialmovements.This‘perfectmatch’
has been given many names, one of them was “the dot cause”, coined by Clark
andTehmudo(2003:110):
The term ‘dot cause’ can apply to any citizen group who promotes social
causesandchieflymobilisessupportthroughitswebsite.Suchgroupfit
KeckandSikkink’s(1998:2)definitionof‘transnationaladvocacynetworks’
as including ‘those relevant actors working internationally on an issue,
who are bound together by shared values, a common discourse, and
dense exchanges of information and services’. In social movements, dot
causes can be important mobilising structures, attracting new support,
coordinating collective action and producing and disseminating new
framings.
In many ways, the new technology, perceived as decentralised, global, and
flatteningtimeandspace,onlyfacilitatedthealready-existingstructures
of transnational networks of civil society organisations. Thus, the “settlement” of civil society organisations in cyberspace and their transnational
networking on the Web was perceived as a ‘natural move’. However, digital
technologies did not transform civil society organisations’ modus operando:
theirnetworkedstructurehasremainedthesame(albeitgreatlyfacilitated
bythenewtechnologies),theircauseshavenotchanged,andtheiractions
arestilldirectedatthesameinstitutions(government,inter-governmental
institutions,andthemassmedia)(Garrett,2006).
To contextualise the current discourse on digital natives, I suggest a rhetorical
‘thought experiment’, by applying the terminology used today to refer to
Digital Natives versus Immigrants or Settlers on the various stakeholders
thatusedICTsforsocialchangeinthelate1990s.Insuchacase,transnational
networks of CSOs were the ‘natives’ since their networked, transnational
structure was not alien to the transnational and networked structure of the
new technologies. Other institutional stakeholders, such as governments,
inter-governmentalorganisations,ormassmediacorporations,haddifficulties
adjustingtheirfixedstructuresandbusinessmodelstoemergingICTsinthe
same way the current discourse about ‘digital natives’ refers to the generation
of ‘digital immigrants’ or ‘digital settlers’.
Overtime,however,theparadigmshailedforthestructuralfitbetweenCSOs,
transnational advocacy and ICTs have started to collapse. Transnational collaborationwaseffective,butincertaincasesithitawall,especiallywhenlocal
issues and causes were addressed by the international community. As Garrett
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points out: “Protests occur regularly around the world, but activity generally
doesn’t continue at a single location for extended periods, and a particular
locationisunlikelytoseemorethanafewprotestsayear”(2006:210).Rogers
andMarres(2008),forexample,reporthowNGO-WebinvolvementinthecontroversyaroundtheNarmadaDaminGujarat,Indiaresultedintheabstraction
and generalisation of the issue to the extent that it no longer addressed the
situatedproblem.Inadifferentstudyontheinvolvementoftransnational
networkadvocacyinthePalestinian–Israeliconflict,wefoundthatlocalIsraeli
NGOsinvolvedinobjectingIsrael’sconstructionofthestructurebetween
IsraelandthePalestinianterritorieswereleftoutofthedebate(Rogers&
Ben-David,2008).Localissues,then,remainedlesswell-treatedbythetransnational community, using the global structure of ICTs.
At the same time, the World Wide Web has become less and less wide. Very
much following the logic of “daily me” Web cultures described by Cass SunsteininRepublic.com2.0(Sunstein,2007),EthanZuckermanspeaksofan
“imaginedcosmopolitanism”effectofdigitaltechnologies,reflectingonthe
need to tune into local reports from all over the world in order to widen the
potentialoftheWebasaglobaltechnology(Zuckerman,2010).Zuckerman
is especially referring to Global Voices Online8, the blogging platform he cofoundedin2004,hostedattheBerkmanCenterforInternetandSocietyat
Harvard Law School. Global Voices Online shares and translates local citizen
media and blog posts from areas in the world which usually do not make it to
the global news.9Yet,astudyofGlobalVoicesOnline,performedin2006by
theGovcom.orgFoundation,whichexaminedtheextenttowhichthelocal
reports are discussed in other places, showed that the conversations did
nottravelfar—theywereratherclusteredregionally(Rogers&Govcom.org
Foundation,2006).
Fromatechnologicalpointofview,theeffectofthenarrowingWebdescribed
byZukermanisexplainedbyagradualprocessoflocalisationofWeb-based
andmobilecommunicationstechnologies.RichardRogers(2008)describesthe
evolution of the politics of Web-space by dividing it into four periods, starting
from the perception of the Web as a global, hyperlinked space, followed by a
period in which the Web was perceived as a public sphere, then transformed
into isolated islands of content that marked the “Web as social networks”
period, followed by its current politics of localisation, what he also terms “the
revenge of geography”, where the Web’s organising mechanisms, such as
search engine algorithms and IP-based Web-services no longer distinguish
betweenWeb-spacesandgeographicalspaces.FromaWeb-spaceperceptive,
then,the‘BattleofSeattle’isplacedinthe“Webaspublicsphere”period,
whereascurrenteventsinEgypt,Tunisia,andothercountriesintheMiddle
EastandNorthAfricarepresentthe“revengeofgeography”period.The
rapidly localising digital technologies, characteristic of the period in which the
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discourse about digital natives emerged, is also characterised by increasing
controlofnation-statesondigitaltechnologies(asevidentinEgypt’sInternet
shut-down,tonameoneexample),aswellasbytheincreaseinaccesstothe
Internet through mobile phones which in many developing countries is now
moreprevalentthanaccessfromPCs(InternationalTelecommunicationsUnit,
2010).
Arguably, the growing localisation of ICTs has transformed the structural
fitbetweentransnationaladvocacynetworksandICTs.Untilrecently,civil
society organisations have been the hegemonic agents for social change
using ICTs. They were quicker than governments and other institutions in
adopting digital technologies, and thus changed power relations between
them. Alternative media outlets such as the Independent Media Center
(Indymedia)10whichwasestablishedintheaftermathofthe‘BattleofSeattle’
successfully competed with the traditional hegemony of mass media outlets
suchasnewspapersandbroadcastelectronicmedia,andwereeffectivein
mobilising and informing sympathisers of various causes from around the
world. However, as ICTs became more local, the hegemony of transnational
networks and organisations withered, and the agency of change shifted from
theorganisationallevel,totheindividual(Angelina,2010).Inthesameway
that institutions such as governments and mass media corporations have had
toadjusttothenewdigitalspacesadecadeago,civilsocietyorganisations
now need to rethink their paradigms to adapt to the current developments
in digital technologies. Last decade’s natives, then, become ‘settlers’, or
‘immigrants’, in contemporary digital space, while at the same time new
actors need less adaptation in using the new technologies for social change.
In the short history of the Web and of digital spaces, then, this is perhaps
the moment in time when the discourse about digital natives comes into the
picture.
New forms of digital activism are less reliant on existing structures of
organisation, fund-raising, and framing of campaigns. Instead, activism
for social change by actors termed as ‘digital natives’ is characterised by
individuals and groups promoting immediate, local causes, relaying information and mobilising for action through their immediate social networks.
Such activities changed the ways ‘campaigns’ were thought of so far. Current
debatesonwhetherlaunchingaFacebookgroupmayormaynotattracta
critical mass of members that will eventually lead to social revolutions have
not yet been resolved, but the spontaneity of action, the granular level of
the causes, as well as the lowered threshold of the agents and initiators, are
typicalofthecurrenttrendsindigitalactivismthataredifferentfromprevious
practices from a decade ago.
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Examplesfromallovertheworldabound.Amongtheless-celebratedof
thecountlessexamplesisadigitalinitiativecalledGazaYouthBreaksOut
(GYBO).11WhatstartedasaprovocativemanifestopostedonFacebookby
individuals who knew they should remain anonymous for the durability of
their cause,12 became a youth-movement of young Palestinians who wished
to break out the current situation in Gaza, being critical not only of Israel’s
closurepolicy,butalsoofthefracturebetweenHamasandFatah.Theirconcernwastomakeaspecificplace–Gaza–abetterplacetolivein.ThemanifestowascirculatedoutsideFacebookandhasreachedaudiencesfromall
overtheworld;itbothenabledthelocalmobilisationofyouthinGazaaswell
as raised support for the humanitarian situation in Gaza in ways that reached
beyondthewell-wornpoliticaldebateaboutGaza.WhenFacebookeventually
frozetheiraccount,GYBOmovedtoTwitter,Youtubeandotherdigitalspaces,
but their geographical cause has remained the same.
Inlessthansixmonths,GYBOtransformedfromadigitalinitiativetoasocial
movement, without adapting the structure of a civil society organization. It
did not have a media strategy, did not have accountability commitments to
funders, it did not launch a planned campaign.
Rather, they made use of their situated knowledge—both of their life in Gaza,
and of the digital tools they have at hand, to promote social change in their
local place.
The historical contextualisation of digital activism does not serve to claim that
current practices replace previous ones. Digital natives do not replace previous actors for social change such as CSOs and transnational advocacy networks. Rather, it sketches the spaces in which digital natives operate, one that
is both digital and geographical and that is populated not only by natives, but
by other types of actors and stakeholders characterized by their respective
practices. With these renewed meanings loaded into the concept of digital
natives, the following part concludes this chapter by returning to the conceptual discussion of digital natives and their digital places of birth.

Conclusions: Hybrid Spaces, Situated Knowledges
This chapter attempted to reintroduce a spatial context to the term ‘Digital
natives’. The shift from focusing on ‘native actors’ to ‘native places’ enables bypassing some of the problems and ambiguities attached to the term.
Instead of struggling with the problems of ontological dichotomies and
exclusions that come with the characterisation of a group of actors and
users, it treats the ‘digital native space’ as a continuous space that is constantly evolving and that simultaneously hosts a complex network of actors
and practices, digital natives among them. As Palfrey and Gasser claimed,
and as described by Rogers from a Web space point-of-view, this space is
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characterised by hybridity, both of digital and geographical spaces, of various
digital mechanisms and technologies and of a heterogeneous set of actors.
This is very much in line with Shah’s conceptualisation of a digital native space
asaflatland,a“freefloatingspace,whichisatonceimprobableandreal,
and where the elements that constitute older forms of change processes,
arepresentbutinafluid,movingway,wheretheycanreconnect,recalibrate
andrelatetoeachotherinnewandunprecedentedforms”(Shah,2010,p.
30).Asdemonstratedinthepreviouspartofthischapter,formsofpublic
protests facilitated by digital technologies may not be completely new, but
they introduced an unprecedented dedication to the local place. This dedication, however, does not entail that the knowledge produced by local forms of
actionsareconfinedtolocalspaces.TheprotestsinEgyptwereinspiredand
influencedbytheeventswhichtookplaceinTunisiaamonthearlier,where
digitaltechnologiesalsoplayedasignificantroleindisseminatinginformation
andmobilisingaction.TheGYBOinitiativeinGazastartedmoreorlessat
the same time and had similar characteristics, but the type of action and
knowledgeaboutthelocalissueswasadjustedtothesituatedplace.Inthat
sense, knowledge produced by current forms of digital activism travels from
oneplacetoanother,butisconstantlylocalisedandtransformedtofitthe
local actors and their causes.
Thistypeofknowledgeisverydifferentfromthepreviousdominantuseof
digital technologies by transnational networks. As described above, transnationalnetworksofactivistsoftentimesfailedtoeffectivelyaddress,oreven
see, the situated causes and issues of local places. The current dedication to
the local place can be thus interpreted in terms of a counter practice, one that
alludestoDonnaHaraway’sconceptofsituatedandsubjugatedknowledges
(Haraway,1991).TransnationaladvocacynetworksontheWebmaybe
described as adopting “the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity”
(Haraway,1991,p.195),whilegranularactivismdedicatedtolocalplacesmay
be described in terms of the grounded knowledge, that albeit its partiality,
encompasses greater complexity.
Thisbringsmebacktotheanecdoteaboutthehibiscusflowersandthegraffiti
which I described in the prologue to this chapter. Despite my commitment
to environmental issues which I try to pass on to my daughter, my taller gaze
wasa‘gazefromnowhere’andfailedtonoticethegraffitithatshefound
so disturbing and demanded an immediate action for change. Admittedly,
my response to her dedication entailed an act of ‘othering’, of treating her
devotiontoremovethegraffitifromthestreetsassomethingthatisbyall
means very cute, but incapable of understanding the complexities involved in
the real politics of change. The conceptualisation of digital natives as a young
generation of users may entail a similar act of ‘othering’ that views their politicsofchangeasdifferent,whileatthesametimefailingtonoticethatdespite
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theirdifference,theyareveryreal.Isuggestthatbyshiftingour‘othering’gaze
from the indigenous actors called digital natives, to the indigenous landscapes
inwhichvarioustypesofactorsoperate,wecanbenefitfromlearningabout
the complexity, heterogeneity and multiplicity of situated knowledges and
practices that take place in hybrid geographical and digital spaces.
I conclude by returning to the terminological problem of digital natives. Consider, for example, how the current generation of digital natives would behave
ten or twenty years from now, when they are no longer ‘young’ and when
digitaltechnologiesandspaceswouldprobablybeverydifferentfromtheway
we know them today . Would they still be considered ‘natives’ in these future
spaces? Would they rather become ‘immigrants’ or ‘settlers’ in the spaces considered their place of birth, as is the case now with CSOs having to adapt their
campaigns and strategies to social media platforms? It may very well be so
thattheparadigmofthe‘native’,withitsconnotationsofsubjugationofpower
andchronologicalordersattachedtoit,willbeabandonedinthefuture.For
now, the term is here to stay. As Shah claimed, we would rather treat the
conceptofdigitalnativesasanumbrellaterm,ora“placeholder”(Shah,2010,
p.13).FollowingShah,andbyfocusingonthereturntothelocalcause,this
chapter treated the concept of digital natives as “a holder of place”.
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cyberactivismdatebacktothe1980s.See,forexample,Rheingold1993.
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Annotation

visible repercussion of neoliberal

Padmini Ray Murray

is an alienation of these digitally

“Thepastisaforeigncountry;they
dothingsdifferentlythere.”The
parameters of Anat’s endeavor to
definethedigital‘native,’‘settler,’and
‘immigrant’ have incredibly, in merely
four years, shifted radically, in a postSnowden moment that has witnessed
Facebookgoingpublicanddebates
over net neutrality, occasioned by the
increasingly visible nexus between
governments and technology
corporations.
Prensky’s(2001)seminalessay
definesdigitalnativesasyoung
people who “have spent their entire
lives surrounded by and using
computers, videogames, digital music
players, video cams, cell phones,
and all the other toys and tools of
thedigitalage.”Bythisdefinition,
it is undeniable that all the university students I have taught during
my career, by virtue of economic
privilege and access, belong to this
category. However, these experiences have demonstrated to me
that there is no magical osmosis
of what it means to ‘be’ digital—in
fact, the more native to the manner
born these generations are, they
are less likely to see the potential of
technologies as activist tools, due to
the proprietary holding pens created
by technology corporations. The

practices in the technological sector
native generations from the means
of production underpinning the
tools they use, forcing their political
engagement only at the level of
interface. One of the most prominent
examples of this would be the rise of
the petition site, which has increased
exponentially with the popularity of
social networking and, I would argue,
stages a further turn that has been
precipitated by the shift from the
transnational cause to the local that
Anat discusses in her article.
These processes have now created
a context that mobilises the labour
of these users in the service of often
hyperlocal causes that are made
visible by the transnational nature of
the Web, thus emptying out the category of activism, and problematizing
thedefinitionofbothprotestand
demonstration. Is the act of digital
participation still considered as an
activist gesture? Or do these forms of
digitalparticipationfosteradifferent
modeofpoliticalsubjecthoodwhich
can readily operate under certain
conditions circumscribed by a World
Wide Web that increasingly exists in
corporate silos? Questions of access,
education, literacy, as well as the
linguistic fault lines that divide urban
from rural in South Asia, somewhat
underminetheefficacyoftechnology

Digital Natives and the Return of the Local Cause

as a tool for protest, although the

do technologies change the way we

increasing penetration of feature

protest,2)howdoweenactactivism

phones and mobile networks might

atthelevelofthedigital,3)how

accelerate these processes. Given

does the digital shape activism,

these uneven contours that shape

and4)howdoesactivismshapethe

‘the digital’, maybe the condition of

digital. Anat’s article engages with

being a digital native is determined

all of these questions, and explores

by making full use of the technologies

what it means when these questions

that are available to one, and this in

are posed together in concert. The

itself can be construed as Haraway’s

answers to these questions are not

(1988)‘situatedknowledge.’

straight-forward.

Fourofthefoundingquestionsat
theheartofthisreaderare:1)how
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Greatfire.org
Sumandro Chattapadhyay 1

[Image1]https://en.greatfire.org/blog/2015/mar/we-are-under-attack

Greatfirewas‘underattack’inMarch2015.Nowhowdoyouattackawebsite?
As they explain above, you attack it by sending a large number of visitors to
the website. It is like occupying a park or a building. With that many users
visiting the website, it stops working. Of course, these visitors are non-human
visitors: they are automated scripts/bots asking the website for information.

1

TextwrittenandscreenshotsfromGreatfire.orgcompiledbySumandroChattapadhyay.
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ButwhatinformationdoestheGreatfirewebsitepossessforwhichitgot
attacked?

[Image2]https://en.greatfire.org/faq/what-greatfireorg

[Image3]https://en.greatfire.org/faq/where-does-our-data-come

[Image4]https://en.greatfire.org/faq/what-are-you-trying-accomplish

[Image5]https://en.greatfire.org/faq/where-does-our-data-come

So how can the blocked sites and webpages in China be explored through
Greatfire?
Gotothehomepagefirst.
The Latest Stats section shows the various counts of online censorship in
Chinamaintainedbythewebsite.Itmonitorstheglobaltop1000most-visited
domains according to Alexa to check if those are blocked in China or not.
Similarlyitmonitorsspecificdomains,sitesandsearchresultpageswithin
Googledomains,HTTPSaddresses(asseparatefromHTTPaddresses),direct
IPaddressesofwebpages,URLsofwebpages(evenifthedomainitselfisnot
blocked,specificpageswithinitmightbe),searchresultpagesonWeibo(the

Greatfire.org

majorChinesesocialmicrobloggingplatform),andpagesacrossWikipedia
domains.

[Image6]https://en.greatfire.org/

Greatfiremaintainsalistofallthesedomains,webpages,IPs,searchresult
pages, etc. that it tests periodically to see if they are blocked within China or
not.YoucangototheRecentlyAddedsectiontocheckwhatalldomainsand
pages and IPs have they started to monitor in recent times: https://en.greatfire.org/recently-added.
TheSearchbarontopalsoallowsyoutodirectlysearchforspecifickeywords
and URLs and check if they are blocked or not.
Forexample,wecansearchfor‘Tibbet’inthesearchbaronthetop,and
Greatfirewillshowusaresultpagelikethefollowingone:

[Image7]https://en.greatfire.org/keyword/tibbet
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Now how should we interpret this censorship score? The 33% value indicates
thatoutofthethreesearchenginesthatGreatfiretracks—Baidu,Google,and
Sina Weibo—the search results for the term ‘Tibbet’ is only blocked for one
search engine, that is Google.
ThethingtorememberhereisthatBaiduandSinaWeibobeingChinese
companies,contentthatisavailableviathemmightbealreadysubjectto
other forms of censorship. The critical value of this 33% score hence is in demonstrating how Chinese censorship targets digital content being produced
elsewhere in the world and prevents it from being accessible to Chinese users
of the Internet.
Alookatthelistof‘CensorshipofAlexaTop1000DomainsinChina’reveals
how global digital content is comprehensively stopped from being accessed by
Chinese Internet users.

[Image8]https://en.greatfire.org/search/alexa-top-1000-domains.

This focus on the blocking of digital content produced elsewhere from being
consumed by Chinese citizens does not give us a full picture of the everyday
reality of media censorship in China. Lokman Tsui highlights this point as he
questionstheeffectivenessoftheprevalent‘GreatFirewall’metaphor,which
eventheGreatfirewebsiteemploys.
Tsui writes:
The metaphor most frequently used in describing and understanding
InternetcensorshipinChinaisthatoftheGreatFirewall…Iarguethatour
(ab)useoftheGreatFirewallmetaphorleadstoblindspotsthatobscure
and limit our understanding of Internet censorship in the People’s
Republic… To illuminate the existence of these blind spots, I use the term

Greatfire.org

GreatFirewallmyth(asopposedtometaphor).Byusingtheword“myth”,
however, I am not denying the existence of Internet censorship in China.
Onthecontrary.TheGreatFirewallmythisthebeliefthatChina’sefforts
to censor the Internet must ultimately fail, and that the Internet will eventually lead to the country’s democratisation…
[Themyth]givestheimpressionthatcensorshipispractisedonlyoninformationthatliesoutsidetheGreatFirewall:afterall,thatisthepurpose
of the protection the wall provides. Attempts to “break down” the Great
Firewallfocusoncounteringcensorshiptechnologywithmoreandbetter
technology, resulting in a cat-and-mouse game between activists and
censors…TheimageoftheGreatFirewallprotectingChinafromtheWest
thus obscures the fact that “undesirable” information often comes not
from the West but from within China itself...
…[Further,]theGreatFirewallmetaphorhintsatthedifficultyonlyof
receiving information, not sending it. Censorship prevents the barbarians
from coming in, but does it also prevent the Chinese from going out? The
concept of free speech has two aspects: the right to receive information,
butalsotherighttoimpartit.(Tsui2007)
Greatfire,however,effectivelycreatesentrypointstounderstandvarious
kinds of censorship activities of the Chinese government. The pattern of
blockingofWikipediapagesinChina,forexample,offersinterestinginsights.

[Image9]https://en.greatfire.org/search/wikipedia-pages.
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When interpreting the censorship of Wikipedia pages, there are two things
thatmustbegivenattention.Firstly,thefocusofthecensorshipisclearlyon
pagesintheChineselanguageWikipediaproject,andnottheEnglishlanguage
Wikipediaproject.Andsecondly,Wikipediaisasmuchasiteofinformation
consumption,asitisofinformationproduction.BlockingChineseInternet
usersfromaccessingspecificpagesontheChineselanguageWikipediaproject
is hence not only about preventing them from accessing Chinese language
content created elsewhere in the world, but also about preventing them from
creating and sharing Chinese language content within and outside China.
Production and digital distribution of content by Chinese users is also
censored by the Government of China through the ‘Self-Censorship’
mechanism.

[Image10]https://en.greatfire.org/faq/self-censorship.

Let us take a step back now and remember that various forms of censorship
are not that uncommon even for the global open Internet.
Googleservesmapswithdifferentpoliticalboundariesfordifferentcountries.
Facebookconductspsychologicalexperimentsbaseduponitsabilityto
algorithmically manipulate what status updates a user sees on her/his
Facebookwall.

Greatfire.org

The Tempora programme of Government Communications Headquarters
(GCHQ)oftheGovernmentoftheUnitedKingdom,tapsintothesubmarine
cablescarryingtheglobalInternetdatatraffic,andundertakesmassinterceptionofdatapassingthroughBude,asmallcoastaltown.GCHQalsoruns
EdgeHill,amassive-scaledecryptionexerciseofdigitalcommunicationflowing
throughHTTPSprotocol(targetingdigitalcertificatesprovidedbythreemain
authorities).
The rush for surveillance, monitoring, and censorship of global Internet transactions is a rather global phenomenon - neither being done only by government agencies, nor taking place only in Asian countries.
Akeyquestion,hence,isiftheChinesegovernmentisoneofthefirstmovers
in the space of Internet censorship. Did it initiate the competition, and
thus shape a global situation of acts and counter-acts of surveillance and
censorship?
EvgenyMorozovdisagrees.
…[T]heUSgovernmentinsiststhatitshouldhaveaccesstodata
regardless of where it is stored as long as it is handled by US companies.
Just imagine the outcry if the Chinese government were to demand
access to any data that passes through devices manufactured by Chinese
companies – Xiaomi, say, or Lenovo – regardless of whether their users
areinLondonorNewYorkorTokyo.Notethecrucialdifference:Russia
and China want to be able to access data generated by their citizens on
their own soil, whereas the US wants to access data generated by anybody
anywhere as long as American companies handle it...
...Whatever motivates the desire of Russia and China to exert more control over their digital properties – and only the naive would believe that
they are not motivated by concerns over domestic unrest – their actions
areproportionaltotheaggressiveeffortsofWashingtontoexploitthe
fact that so much of the world’s communications infrastructure is run
by Silicon Valley. One’s man internet freedom is another man’s internet
imperialism(Morozov2015).
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Taiwan’s Sunflower
Protest: Digital Anatomy
of a Movement1
Tracey Cheng

OnMarch18th,2014,hundredsofstudentsoccupiedthe“LegislativeYuan”,
Taiwan’s parliament, to protest against the Cross-Strait Service Trade Agreement(CSSTA).Anetworkoftech-savvyvolunteersimmediatelybegantouse
digital tools to broadcast their message to sympathizers and the public. Soon,
thousands of citizens rallied on the streets outside the parliament to supportthestudentsinside.Thismovementbecameknownasthe“Sunflower
Movement.”

[Image1]Credit:GazhuaJiang.
1

Additional writing and support by Peichieh Chen, additional editing by Taylor Dalrymple,
andfinaleditbyHanns-PeterNagel.
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In the eyes of many students, CSSTA had been hastily signed between the
respective governments of Taiwan and China without fully informing the
Taiwanese public of what it entails. Taiwan’s government asserted that the
agreementwouldboostTaiwan’sfalteringeconomy,butstudentsthought it
would result in Taiwan becoming too dependent on China at the expense of
Taiwan’s relations with other allies, and thus become vulnerable to political
pressurefromBeijing.

[Image2]StudentsoccupyingtheLegislativeYuan,Taiwan’sparliament. Credit: Occupy Taiwan
Legislature by Voice of America. Licensed under Public domain via Wikimedia Commons.

OnMarch23rd,protestersbrokeintotheExecutiveYuanbuilding,theseat
of Taiwan’s executive branch. Riot police evicted them by force. A national
uproar ensued and resentment toward the government reached another level,
partlyfueledbytheglobalsupportfortheSunflowerMovement’snonviolent
protests.OnMarch30th,just12daysintothemovement,studentsorganized
ademonstrationthatsawmorethan500,000Taiwanesecitizenstakingtothe
streets in support of their cause.
The government could not withstand the pressure. In a speech, Legislative Speaker Wang Jin-Pyng accepted the demands of the protestors. The
movementofficiallyconcludedonApril10thwhenthestudentswhohadbeen
occupying the parliament left the premises.
TheSunflowerMovementbecameoneofthebiggestpoliticalmovements
inthepast30yearsofTaiwanhistory.Itawokeayoungergeneration’s
awareness about politics, democracy and the identity of Taiwan as a country.
However, what most stood out about this movement was its clever use of
technologyanddigitalmedia.Enabledbythefastcollaborationofaselforganizedgroupofvolunteers,themovementtookflightinwaysneverseen

Taiwan’sSunflowerProtest

before and immediately garnered the attention of Taiwanese citizens worldwide in record time.

[Image3]Symbolofthe#CongressOccupiedmovementinTaiwan,March2014.Credit:http://
dd-jack.tumblr.com/.

Having it Covered: Live Streaming the Movement
Fromtheveryfirstmomentoftheoccupation,settingupanongoinglive
broadcast from inside the parliament became a top priority. It was so
important,aphotoofapairofflip-flopssupportingtheiPadusedtofilmand
livestreamtheeventduringthefirsthoursoftheoccupationturnedintoan
iconic image.
Livestreamingwaslatertakenoverbyg0v.tw1,awebsitelaunchedin2012and
runbymorethan100members.Theirmission:createanopenandtransparent government so that citizens can make better informed decisions.
Overthepastfewyearsthegrouphadworkedonseveralprojectswiththe
goal of deliveringeasy-to-understandinformationtoTaiwancitizensbyusing
simplifiedgraphics,webpagesandlayman’sterms.
Tobroadcasttheunfoldingevent,theg0v.twteam’sfirstchallengewastoset
up a stable and reliable wireless internet environment – the lifeblood of the
movement.Atfirst,theytriedworkingwithexistingWiMAXnetworksbutthen
moved on to constructing their own servers when it became clear that they
wouldneedfasterservicetokeepupwiththeamountoftraffictheywere
receiving.
Now, instead of relying only on mainstream media, volunteers and the
public had a faster and more reliable way of obtaining information. Over
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time, an impressive list of related links to the movement and transcripts
ofallthemajorspeechesandannouncementswascompiledong0v.tw’s
officialwebpageforthemovement. 2Theg0v.twteamandtheirsitewerean
importantpartofthesuccessoftheMarch30thrallybecauseofthetechnical
supporttheywereabletoprovidedespitethemassiveturnoutof500,000
people.

[Image4]Apairofflip-flopsandalive-streamingiPadbecametosymbolizetheSunflower
Movement’s digital DNA. Credit: Diung Libiu / Chang Liyou.

Throughouttheoccupation,g0v.twanditsmanysupportersreliedheavily
onHackpad,acollectiveeditingtool similarto GoogleDocs.Hackpadwas
adopted early on and was ultimately responsible for ensuring the successful
collaborationofmorethan1500volunteerswithtranscriptanddatadocumentation. 3Duetotheheavytrafficon Hackpad asthemovementgathered
steam,itsserverswerecompletelyoverloadedmorethanfivetimesinjust
threedays,necessitatingtheadditionof extraserverstokeepupwiththe
demand.

Crowdfunding Success Breaking Records
Around-the-clock live streaming and heavy social media use quickly turned
theprotestintoalargermovement.Butinordertospreadthemessagemore
effectively,themovementneededsomethingmovementstypicallylack:
money.
Crowdfundingwasthenaturalsolution.Thestudentssetupafundingproject
onFlyingV.cc4,oneoftheleadingcrowdfundingwebsitesinTaiwan.Within12
hours,thegoalof6.3millionNTD($210,000)wasreached.Thismoneyfunded
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full-pageadvertisementsinoneofthemajornewspapersinTaiwanaswellas
theNewYorkTimes.
ThefundingcampaignfortheSunflowerMovementbecameTaiwan’sfastest
crowdfundingprojecttoreachitsgoal,despitethelackofanypriorplanning.
Theaccompanyingwebsite4am.tw 5wasdesignedandconstructedwithin24
hoursbyandall-volunteerforceof 10translatorsandfourengineers.
Forcrowd-fundingplatformFlyingV,thestorydidn’tendthere.Thestartupwasfined50,000NTD($1,700)forviolatingtheircontractwithGreTai
Securities Market by assisting in the crowdfunding for a social movement.
FlyingVrespondedbyannouncingtheirplanstodevelopanalternativecrowdfunding site not under contract with Gre Tai Securities Market. VDemocracy.
tw 6waslaunchedonApril7th,2014.

Transparency Volunteers in Action
An amazing number of people were willing to step up for the cause. In a short
time, supporters became active volunteers. The driving force behind this rapid
groundswell of support was the perceived lack of transparency and loss of
trust in the government.
Determined to shed more light on government action, the movement put a
strong focus on growing the public’s awareness on the issues through a continuous supply of information.
Here are three examples of websites that were launched after the movement
started to encourage Taiwanese citizens to exercise their civil rights and
defend their livelihoods against the perceived threat of the CSSTA.

How Your Company will be Affected by the CSSTA
(你被服冒了嗎) 7
Enteranycompany’sregisterednametothiswebsiteanditwillshowifand
howthecompanywillbeaffectedbytheCSSTAaccordingtothecurrent
termsoftheagreement. Theuseof wittygraphicsandlayman’stermson the
website aims to make this serious topic accessible to everyone.

CSSTA Battle(服冒東西軍) 8
Thiswebsiteoffersacompilationofbothpositiveandnegativenewsand
opinions about CSSTA. The movement and its demands received a lot of media
attentionwhichledtoasignificantgrowthindebatearoundthetradeagreement. Informationsuchas theactualtermsoftheagreement,theprocess
of howitwastobepassed,thelegitimacyoftheoccupationattheparliament,
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[Image5]HowwillyourcompanybeaffectedbyCSSTAtellsvisitorswhatthetradeagreement
means to them. Credit: http://tisa.g0v.tw/.

andpoliceactionstodispersethecrowdonMarch24thbecamehottopics
once the general public took note of the whole situation. The site makes it
easyforvisitorstobrowsetopicsthey findinteresting andoffersopposing
arguments without censorship.

Review Our Own CSSTA (自己的服冒自己審) 9
TheSunflowerMovementstartedasaresponsetoacontroversialandobscure
process to pass the trade agreement with China. This blatant disregard of
the legal process outraged many citizens. They now want to have a hand in
the oversight of the trade agreement since they no longer trust the governmenttodosoontheirbehalf. Thiswebsite breaksdown complexregulations,
renderingthem clearerandeasiertounderstand.Italsoprovidestranscripts
from previous public hearings, all the related public hearing recordings, and
clauses of the agreement.

Taiwan’sSunflowerProtest

[Image6]TheAppendectomyprojectaddsaslightlydisturbingmedicalanalogytotheimpeachmentoflegislators.Credit:AppendectomyProject,http://appy.tw/.

Aftermath: The Sunflower’s Legacy
AstheSunflowerMovementcametoaclose,thequestiononmanypeoples’
minds became: “What happens now that the parliament will no longer be
occupied?”
Some felt that it was the right time for the movement to end while others
thoughtthatdoingso equaledsurrenderingtheirleverageoverthegovernment.Inresponsetothisvigorousdebate,anewprojectstartedtogain
momentum.TheAppendectomyProject10 is an online platform designed to
rallysupporterstoimpeachlegislatorswhohavelosttheconfidenceofthe
public.Theprojectisbasedonthepremisethatallcitizenshavetheright
toremovetheirrepresentativesfromofficewhentheythinkitisnecessary.
Despite the fact that the requirements for impeachment are rigorous, the residents of certain electoral districts are still pursuing this course for targeted
politicians.

93

94

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

The Legacy
TheSunflowerMovementhasbeendescribedasahighlytechnologicallyorientedsocialmovement.Sinceamajorityofparticipantswerestudents,
itwasonlynaturalthatthemovementreflectedthedigitalageinwhichthis
generation was born.
Themovementleftseveralimportantlegaciesbehind;itnotablycreated
several successful digital strategies ready for adoption by other groups
fightingforsocialchange.Caseinpoint:Taiwan’sresurgentanti-nuclearpower
movement,born rightaftertheSunflowerprotestsandusingasimilardigital
playbook.
The success of the movement was underscored by the change of attitude
towardspoliticsandsocietybytheyoungergeneration;thistransformation
becomes all the more obvious when contrasted with the absence of high-tech
communications in the political struggles of earlier generations.
Although it remains to be seen if the government will make good on its
promisetoproperlyreviewtheCSSTA,theSunflowerMovementmarksthe
beginning of a new era in Taiwan’s social movements with its digital success
story: the online protest that resulted in and supported a turnaround of public
opinion.
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signed between Taiwan and China in
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been intensely debated due to lack

TheSunflowerMovementisan
important landmark in the history
of democratic struggles in Taiwan.
The movement has been lauded
particularly for its scale and complexity of organization, with the
use of digital technologies and the
Internet being one of its key features.
Buttheprotestsbecomeparticularly
significantbecauseoftheirimmense
geopolitical implications, due to
Taiwan’s disputed political status and
its checkered history of problems
with China. Taiwan, or the Republic of

2010,anagreementwhichhasalso
ofclarityoveritsstatedobjectives
of economic growth. The CSSTA was
therefore proposed for a clause-byclause review in the legislature, a
move supported by the Democratic
People’sParty(DPP),andmany
Taiwanese citizens. The breakdown of
these negotiations, and an attempt
bytheKuomintang(KMT)-ledgovernment to put the agreement to vote
and pass it without review, caused
thefinalupsurgeamongstprotesters,
leading them to occupy the LegislativeYuanonMarch18,2014.

China(ROC)asitisofficiallyknown,

As mentioned in the article, the

was formed after the Chinese Civil

SunflowerMovementhasbeen

War, and since then has been the sub-

appreciated in Taiwan and all over

jectofseveraldebatesaboutitssov-

the world for introducing a young,

ereign status, and attempts at reuni-

neo-liberal and supposedly ‘apo-

ficationwiththePeople’sRepublicof

litical’ generation to a history of

China(PRC).TheCrossStraitServices

political protests and democratic

TradeAgreement(CSSTA),whichis

debates. However, Taiwanese

the focus of the protest, is important

youth are no strangers to protests

fortheeconomicbenefitsand

or public campaigns, given the

growth that it was deemed to bring

country’s vibrant history of student

for both states, due to increased

movements, with some recent exam-

employment and removal of trade

ples being the Wild Lily Movement

barriers. However the manner of its

and the Wild Strawberry movement.

negotiation and its representation

This movement therefore reiterates

in public is a matter of concern, as

that political awareness and activity

it is viewed as an attempt by China

is not a generational myth. The

toexertmorepoliticalinfluence

effectiveuseoftheInternetand

over Taiwan and also as a cover for

other multi-media tools point at the

reunificationwiththemainland.

advanceddigitalproficiencyand

TheCSSTAispartoftheEconomic

access of a large section of people

CooperationFrameworkagreement

across Taiwan. At a time when the
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international mainstream media was

areasaroundtheExecutiveYuan,this

divided between covering a political

time using violence as the numbers

crisis in Ukraine and a missing

were also much fewer than expected.

Malaysian plane, the protesters

The use of technology as part of

were resourceful in employing an

these protests, which seemed to be

arrayoftechnologiesefficientlyto

its biggest strength, also became a

process information that poured in

big weakness at one point.

from all quarters, and to reach out
to the rest of the world. The protest
demonstrateditscoreobjective
of pushing for transparency and
accountability in legislation and
governance by setting up a live
stream of video from the Legislative
Yuan,makingtheiractivitiesopen
to the public through social media
and tools such as Hackpad and
Google Docs, and crowd-sourcing
funding for materials and resources
through an online platform. Apart
from the implicit reliability and speed
of digital networks, the manner in
which the protest was organized also
indicated a network of trust that
people had in the movement, and in
everybody involved, which enabled
such transparent and open communication. However, the network
alsosufferedfromaglitchwherein
erroneous messages were sent out
throughFacebookandmessaging
apps to a large group of protesters
atacriticaljuncture,whentheywere
abouttooccupytheExecutiveYuan.
This glitch, which was presumably
the result of attempts by outsiders
or pro-CSSTA activists to misappropriate information, points to
the vulnerability of online networks,
wherein almost the entire strategy
tooccupytheExecutivebuilding
was compromised. As a result of the
confusion, riot police could forcefully
evict protesters from the streets and

ThemovementendedonApril10,
2014,whenLegislativeSpeakerWang
Jin-pyng assured protestors that
their demands would be heeded, and
legislation monitoring all cross-strait
agreements would be passed soon.
Protesters vacated the legislature,
but not before cleaning the place, and
assuring citizens that the movement
wouldcontinueindifferentways.
This is seen in the form of the
Appendectomyproject,forexample
which pushes for more accountabilityofelectedofficialsthrough
campaigns to review their work and
remove corrupt or incompetent
peoplefromoffice.TheSunflower
movement is said to have been
influentialinspurringotherprotests
such as the anti-nuclear movement in
Taiwan, and the Umbrella Revolution
in Hong Kong, all of which adopted
similar digital methods. The protest is
alsosignificantinthinkingaboutthe
solidarity it evoked in people across
social and economic barriers and the
complicated nature of sovereignty
in a disputed, or ‘non-state.’ When
there is a lack of clarity regarding
the identity of the state, the notion
of community and demands on
democracy become even more
rigorous and are defended greatly.
TheSunflowermovementwas
important as it was able to reach out
to a cross section of people in Taiwan

Taiwan’sSunflowerProtest

and across the world who wanted

gave the movement its name, and its

to contribute in every way possible,

ultimateobjective,tokeephopeand

asseeninthecaseofthefloristwho

the voice of reason alive in times of

handedoutonethousandsunflowers

strife.

toprotestersonthefirstday.Thatact
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Digital Revolution in
Reverse: Syria’s Media
Diversifies Offline
Armand Hurault

DuringthefirstyearandhalfoftheuprisinginSyria,citizenmediaactivists
used digital platforms and tools to coordinate their actions remotely – setting
upefficientorganisationsofpeoplewhohadneverphysicallymet.Skype
roomswerecreatedwherehundredsofpeoplesharedandverifiedinformationbeforepassingittointernationaljournalists.This“all-digital”model
workedaslongastheobjectivewastoleakinformationoutofSyriaandtoan
international audience.
Today,citizenjournalistsarenowaremakingeffortstoswitchtheiraudience
from an international one to a domestic one. Media activists have developed
autonomous Internet access through satellite modems to get around the
regime’s imposition of a complete Internet blackout on certain regions and
widespread electricity cuts. The many citizen radio stations and magazines
which have emerged since the uprising use these methods to make their make
contentpublictotheworld.Butthesemethodsaretoocostlyanddangerous
forthemajorityofSyrians–sotheseradiosandmagazinesareonlyavailable
to the population living abroad.
What gone nearly unnoticed in Syria is an increase in the traditional means of
mediadissemination:FMradioandprint.
TheAssociationdeSoutienauxMédiasLibres(ASML)1 is working to help these
emerging citizen media to remedy the situation. We have installed a wide networkofFMbroadcastingteamswithacoverageofalmosttheentirecountry,
called Hawa SMART. 2 The broadcasting equipment airs radio shows of citizen
mediaradiostations(Radioal-Kul[ar]3,CapitalRadioHunaAl-Sham)which
otherwisewouldonlybeaccessibleonline(functionally,abroad),butcan
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now be heard across the country. We are also printing hard copies of citizenjournalism-drivenmagazines,distributingthehardcopiesinsidethecountry.

[Image1]PosterforHawaSMARTRadio.Credit:AssocationdeSoutienauxMedias,http://www.
medialibre.fr/.

TherearemanydifficultiesassociatedwithFMcoverage,includingphysical
risks to the on-location broadcasting teams by the regime’s forces – calling for
secrecyandtightsecurity.Butafterthisperiodofdigitalflourishingduring
theArabSpring,radiohasreemergedasthemostefficientwaytoreachlocal
audiences living inside Syria, requiring only a cheap receiver and a small
battery. It is one of the most accessible ways for people to hear about what is
going on in neighboring areas, and to hear what their fellow citizens around
the country are thinking and doing.
Broadcastingteamleader Amrou approves of the wide coverage:
Now Hawa SMART covers almost un-interruptedly an area which goes
fromTurkeytotheverysouthofthecountry…[aswellas]thecoastal
region.This[region]isverystrategicbecauseitispopulatedinmajority
withAllawitepopulations,thesectofPresidentBasharal-Assad,and
whichhasbeenmostlysupportingtheregimesince2011.Itwasvery
important for us to reach this region because we are working for a united
Syria. It is crucial to target all segments of society to avoid the collapse of
the country.
These radio stations were started by amateur citizen media who are now
producing several hours of radio per day. Shows are varied – both for
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entertainment but also very serious issues. Radio Al-Kul, for example, features
children’s shows and sports, but also regional news programming focused on
local concerns, and a call-in show where listeners can contribute to discuss
their own worries and regional concerns.
TheFMbroadcastsnowbeingheardacrossSyriacanbestreamedonline
through Hawa SMART, made accessible for Syrian expatriates and refugees, or
anyone else wanting to hear about what is going on.4
To stay in touch, you can follow Radio AlKul on Facebook [arabic] 5 , and ASML on
twitter @ASML_medialibre [arabic] 6 – or get in touch with them info@medialibre.fr .
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still be out on whether technology

Puthiya Purayil Sneha

it was the other way around, the

The Arab Spring has become a milestone in contemporary history not
justforthemannerinwhichithas
unsettled complex equations of
power and democracy in the world,
but also for rethinking the way in
which activism and political protest
has been imagined for years before
it. A key aspect of this uprising was
the spotlight it shone on the role of
the Internet and digital technologies,
particularly social media such as
TwitterandFacebook,inthemobilization of people for change. In the
way that the protests were discussed
andspread,bothonlineandoffline, they seemed to challenge the
notion that the ‘revolution cannot
betweeted’.Whilethejurymay

spurred the revolution, or whether
crucial role played by the Internet
and media, in all its diverse forms,
cannot be ignored. This article, which
is part of ‘Rising Voices’, an outreach
projectbyGlobalVoices,illustrates
theeffortstakenbycitizenmedia
activists to make information available to people across Syria through
anetworkofFMbroadcastingteams
and print, thus dispelling the myth
of widespread Internet and mobile
phone access across this part of
the world. The quality of access to
new communication technologies
is restricted due to heavy censorship by the current regime which
controls all public broadcasting
services and also polices Internet
and telecommunication networks.
Media censorship has been strict
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undertheAssadregime;particularly

madeanyefforttomuzzlethepress

post the Arab Spring and the sub-

or censor radio, this could also be

sequent Syrian Civil War. According

an indication of censorship being

toReporterswithoutBorders,Syria

applicable only to content being

isranked177outof180countries

circulated outside of the country,

inthe2015WorldPressFreedom

and not so much within. The con-

Index,withascoreof77.29.Ithas

flictbetweenthelocalandglobal

alsofeaturedintheEnemyofthe

aspects of activism is interestingly

Internetreport2014.In2013,forthe

playedoutinthisprojectasseen

third time in a row, the Committee

by the selective censoring of media,

to Protect Journalists named Syria

and more crucially in the manner

the deadliest country in the world

in which language forms a critical

for the press. Journalists have been

pillar of the protests. The use of the

frequently abducted, imprisoned and

local language is important, as the

subjectedtotorturetoextractpass-

target audience is domestic, and to

words of social media accounts. Over

a large extent the Syrian diaspora.

82journalistshavebeenkilledsince

It also goes against the notion of

1992despitetheirnon-combatant

digital media being monolithic and

status;Internetcensorshipalsoputs

universally accessible in some sense.

bloggersandcitizenjournalistsin

Instead,itisshowntohavedifferent

grave peril with threats of imprison-

layers segregated in form and use.

ment and torture. A pro-Government

Here digital media actually works

onlinegroup,theSyrianElectronic

sequentially and simultaneously

Army, hacks websites to upload pro-

with traditional media, therefore

regime material, while the Govern-

also questioning these easy binaries

ment has been suspected of malware

of old and new, traditional and

attacks used to curb the spread of

modern media, which segregates

information.

them into silos. As illustrated here,

In such conditions of extreme
duress and violence, citizen media,
particularly in its traditional forms,
hasflourished,asitseemstohave
strangely escaped the eye of the
regime.Localcitizenjournalists
reporting for mainstream media on
the unrest have been doing so with
several risks, especially as foreign
correspondents have been stopped

the technological landscape exists in
many layers, and is also in transition,
so information often travels through
differentkindsofmedia.Thisalso
speaks of larger questions around
the choices made within activism
about choosing one form over
another, or addressing a particular
demographic versus the rest of the
world.

from entering the country since the

The intersectionality of the digital – in

unrestin2011.Whileitmaybepuz-

terms of form, language and mode

zling that the Government heavily

– is an important aspect of under-

monitors the Internet and main-

standingdigitalactivism,asitdefines

stream press, but has seemingly not

the space within which it functions.
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The aspect of physical space is also

control over an imagined community

interesting in this discourse, as the

of listeners and citizens, thus here

lack of some form of materiality and

alsodefiningaboundaryatlarge.

‘action in the real world’ has been

The manner of activists using digital

the constant criticism of digital and

technologies, and their imagination

specificallyonlineactivism.Here

of the role played by such technology

the airwaves are treated as physical

in shaping activism, is therefore a

space, therefore imposing some kind

crucial point to contend with in con-

of materiality and limits to them. Con-

versations on digital activism.

trol over the airwaves is regarded as
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India Calling
Rachel Jolley

When the world needs innovation it often looks for the discovery of some
cutting-edgetechnologytosolvetheproblem.Butsometimessomething
simple can provide the answer.

[Image1]VolunteerslearnhowtousethenewsplatformatSwara.Credit:PurushottamThakur.

IncentralIndia,ajournalistwhowantedtochangethelivesofmillionsof
people found his technical challenge solved by a simple, non-smart mobile
phone.
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FormerBBCSouthAsiaproducerShubhranshuChoudharydidn’thavetoask
thetechiestopullsomethingcleveroutofthebox;instead,heneededabitof
technology to which millions of poor people already had access, and once he
realised that, he knew where to look. He created a new kind of media service
where anyone could call in and leave a message in their own language and
suggestortellanewsstory;alternatively,theycouldcallandlistentostories
left by others.
Many poor, rural people who live in Chhattisgarh and in the forested areas of
centralIndiadonotspeakHindiorEnglish,themainlanguagesoftheIndian
media;theydon’thaveaccesstonewspapersorinternetnews;theylivein
remote villages, often without running water and schools. They also live at the
centre of a region that the Indian government has been pouring troops into
foryearstotacklethe“Maoistinsurgency”.Forthesepeople,thisinvention,a
media platform called CGNet Swara, was a way of both telling news stories and
listening to news from others, using a piece of equipment they either already
owned or could get access to.

[Image2]Womenphoneintohearthenews.Credit:PurushottamThakur.

ThelatestIndiancensus(2011)reportedthatmorepeoplehadamobilephone
thanhadinsidetoilets,with53percentofhouseholdsinthecountryowning
amobilephone,comparedwithonly3.1percenthavinginternetaccess.Take
intoaccountthefactthat,inadditiontothese53percentofhouseholds,
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people share mobile phones with others beyond the household, and others
use landlines, giving an even wider group access to telephone communication.
In fact the Indian telecommunications regulator TRAI suggest that access to
mobilephonesstandataround70percent,withthisfigureat40percentin
rural communities.
Choudhary,aKnightInternationalJournalismFellow,wasinspiredtocreatea
newsplatformforthisregionduringhistimeworkingfortheBBC:“Iwastravelling from one war zone to another, then wars started near my home. I grew
upincentralIndiaandIalsocoveredtheregionfortheBBC.Whensomething
happens nearer to you, nearer to your heart, it makes you think more. The
differenceinthiscasewasthatIgrewupinthatarea,andthebackbenchers
in my school – they were the ‘terrorists’ that the prime minister called the
‘biggest internal security threat’, and it unnerved me. These were the students
thatneverraisedtheirvoices,andhowcome25yearslatertheyhadbecome
‘terrorists’?”
So he took some time living in the forests of central India with these communities, who were being referred to as Maoists. And he was told by the
local people that the system of communicating news, and communicating
what was wrong in their lives, was not working for them. “This is a huge community,around100millionpeople,andthisisabreakdownofcommunication.
Our communication system is still very aristocratic, where a small number
ofpeoplesittingontophavetoomuchpowerandthehugemajorityof
people don’t have any voice or have very little power to decide what is not
heard and what should be heard. When you sit in a village in a small group
of people under a tree and discuss the issues, then that discussion is democratic because the medium they use is air, which is not owned by anyone.”
Democracy or equality disappears when certain people own the medium that
transmits the news, he argues, and when a group’s voice is not being heard,
grudges accumulate. He argues that the absence of those debates leads to
dissatisfaction and leaves communities susceptible to groups who come to the
forest claiming that they can create something better: “We call it the Maoist
problem,butthenumberofpeopleintheforestwhoareMaoistis2percent
or5percent.Theyhavesimpleproblemssuchaswater,roads,hospitals,jobs,
and we didn’t deliver because we didn’t hear them.”
Many people are adivasis, marginalised indigenous people, who often have
low levels of literacy but have an oral history tradition of passing on news and
traditions. “We go to these villages and ask who speaks Hindi without realising
thatisthelanguageoftherich;70to90percentofthesepeopledon’tspeak
any language but their mother tongue,” said Choudhary.
ButusersofthenewtypeofnewsplatformintroducedbyChoudharydon’t
need to speak another language – they can dial in and leave an audio message
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of the story they would like to tell in their own language. Areas are broken up
into groups, so local people hear from other local people, and there are hundreds of these audio communities. Most of these groups primarily listen to
localstories,butoccasionallythemoderatorsfortheservicefindastorythat
they think other groups would be interested in, about a wider issue, and it is
shared.
It is a bottom-up model, with communities electing their own moderators
who are trained by CGNet on skills such as fact checking and phoning back
“reporters” to check up on stories. CGNet also translates stories into Hindi and
Englishandpublishesthemonitswebsitesoawidergroupofpeoplecanread
the stories, as well as providing audio in the original language of the contributor.Theygetaround500callsperday,50ofwhichtheyrecord.Afterchecks,
aboutfiverecordingsarebroadcast.

[Image3]Staffworkcloselywithvolunteersatthenewschannel.Credit:PurushottamThakur.

“Wehaveastrictcrosscheckandfilteringprocess,includingcallingback
to encourage them, and if it is opinion it needs to be clearly labelled,” said
Choudhary.Hepointsoutthatthedifferencebetweenthissystemandthe
traditional newspaper editor is that these moderators are elected by the community, and so actually represent them.
Stories are varied and range from one report that a forest ranger asked for
bribestotallingRs99,000rupees(US$1,628),toanotheraboutschooldinners
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not arriving, while a third reports on high numbers of blind and mentally ill
children in an advasi[sic]village.Swaraisclearlyhavingimpacttoo:daysafter
the report about the numbers of blind village children, a health team arrived
tofindoutmore,andtherangerhasnowrepaidhisbribes.
CGNet is carrying out a wide range of activities to enhance the smooth running
of the news platform, including training young people as translators and
training adults as moderators, but it is hoped that training will be devolved to
the community in the longer term. It is working towards what it calls a “temple
model”, in which people train each other: a sort of trickle-down technique
for learning. It is also publishing all its learning and knowledge about its
technologysoothergroupscansetupsimilarprojectsinotherregions.
The next step is shortwave radio, which would allow them to reach much
bigger audiences still, including those who cannot read. There are obstacles
though. Currently there is a news radio reporting monopoly held by the
government-backed national All India Radio, although there have been some
suggestions that this regulation may be relaxed. So to push onwards CGNet
islookingtoworkwithaninternationalprovidersuchastheBBC,withwhom
Chaudhary has held initial conversations.
“The combination of mobile, internet and radio can really create a democracy
in this country. If you can link with radio you have to do so from outside the
country because India doesn’t allow shortwave radio. If we want to do shortwave linkage we can only do it from outside India.”
Around104millionIndianhouseholdshaveaccesstoaradio,doublethe
number with televisions, making radio an extremely powerful communication
tool.
Right now, Choudhary is looking for a partner to help make that next step
happen,butheisconfidentthatthistypeofnewsserviceismakinga
difference.
“It is not solving all problems, but you can create some hope, you can combat
someproblems.Youcantackletheattitudeofhopelessness.”
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possibilities of the Internet to present

Puthiya Purayil Sneha

information more accessible and

An example of a model of participatory democracy in the age of
the digital, CGNet Swara combines
the reach and potential of the
mobile phone with the immense

an innovative platform that makes
relevant to large but almost invisible
indigenous communities in India. As
this article by Rachel Jolley illustrates,
CGNet Swara began as a small step
to connect indigenous and tribal
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communities located primarily in the

or technological research points

Gondwana region in central India

towards an often ignored aspect

(acoreregionwhichcoversparts

of innovation in the development

of Maharashtra, Chattisgarh and

sector, which is that most break-

MadhyaPradesh)witheachother,

throughs are often the result of

and now steadily with the rest of the

findingnewwaystoutiliseexisting

world. The platform works through

resources. CGNet Swara makes

an Interactive Voice Recognition

optimum use of the ubiquitous

System(IVRS),whereinlocalnews

presenceofmobilephones(mostly

is collected, aggregated, moderated

notevenofthe‘smart’variety),

and disseminated through a net-

landlines, and the Internet to

work of mobile and landline phones,

effectivelycrowdsourceinformation

and a website, by a collective of

about issues that are pertinent to

trainedjournalistsandtranslators.

communities in the areas covered.

Most people of this region are eco-

The platform uses open-source

nomicallyandsociallydisadvantaged;

software freely available online, and

many fall into the categories of

other minimal infrastructure in an

scheduled tribes, such as the

efforttomakethemodelreplicable

Adivasis, who have borne the brunt

in diverse conditions. This so-called

of systemic and historical margin-

convergence of old and new media

alisation in India. Apart from a host of

also in some sense questions these

issues such as lack of basic amenities,

easy and often polarized binaries,

employment and security, this region

as it makes it apparent that one may

is also the heart of Naxalite-Maoist

actually not be able to work without

insurgency,anongoingconflict

the other. The model also addresses

between rebel groups and the Indian

a crucial ‘last mile connectivity’

Governmentforoverfivedecades

problem, which has often been called

for political control over the state.

the Achilles heel of all ICT-related

The insurgency has covered large

development strategies, particularly

parts of the country, and resulted in

in the Global South. The CGNet Swara

much violence and loss of lives and

model is an illustrative example of

property, often leading to heavy mili-

how more than being technological or

tarization in many regions. Several

technical, the problem of the last mile

Naxalite agitations have claimed

is really more of a conceptual one, as

support from the rural population,

describedbyAshishRajadhyaksha

particularly the Adivasis, as well

(2011).Hecritiquestheextantnotion

as atrocities by armed forces on

of techno-utopia that has framed

civilians, and this has further compli-

most of the discourse around

cated both the movement itself and

ICTs and development, wherein

the attempts by the state to suppress

technology by virtue of being neutral,

it.

accessible and incorruptible, would

The fact that CGNet Swara did not
involve a lot of radically new social

resolve issues of governance that the
state cannot, owing to its own shortcomings in this regard, thus ushering

India Calling

in a new era of techno-democracy

The growth of citizen media, often

propelled by increased connectivity.

posed as a counter to this hegemony

Apart from this imagination of

of the mainstream press, and

technology as being value-neutral,

spurred by the rise of the Internet

another crucial drawback of this

in particular, can be understood in a

model of governance was that it

differentcontextandnuancehere,

envisaged a linear model of transmis-

as the citizen reporter is not the

sion or information/resources from

stereotyped technologically savvy

the state or market-state entity to the

blogger, but very often a digital

public,inwhichtheend-beneficiary

immigrant of sorts. The growth in cit-

often remained a passive recipient,

izen media and other such indepen-

which is never the case, as is made

dent organizations also points to

apparent by CGNet Swara.

a decentering in the processes of

The article also locates marginalization within and among regional
languages as the cause for many
insurmountable obstacles to having
the voices of marginalized communities heard over privileged ones,
usuallythedominantEnglishand
Hindi language press and broadcast media. This demonstrates the
changing contours of news media
today, as the local slowly becomes
at the same time invisible and over
exposed through an increased
emphasis on the growth of devel-

communication normally controlled
and regulated by the state, thus
giving rise to more forms of peerto-peer communication, as noted
byRajadhyakshainhismonograph.
CGNet Swara thus raises interesting
questions for us about the nature
of activism today in the digital age,
particularly in conditions of little
or no access to technology, and the
importance of making initiatives
localized and relevant for greater
social impact and better participation
in the exercise of democracy today.

opment reporting across the world.
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Digital Populism in South
Korea? Internet Culture
and the Trouble with
Direct Participation
Youngmi Kim

The penetration of the Internet in Korean society is usually seen as a positive
development,perhapsevenamodelforothercountries;moreefficient
bureaucracy,morepoliticalfiguresmakinguseofpoliticalblogs,andgreater
opportunities for citizen participation seem to connect government and
citizensinamutuallybeneficialway.Neverthelessthepastsixmonthshave
witnessed events resulting from an impersonal and seemingly uncontrolled
Internet-basedsocialmobilizationthatcaststheshadowoftheeffectsof
unmediated online activity on social and political life: a vehement series
ofprotestsagainstthesigningoftheU.S.-ROKFreeTradeAgreementin
April,whichledtotheresignationofseveralseniorofficialsandministersin
the new Lee Myung-bak administration and a number of deaths of Korean
celebrities as a result of smear campaigns mounted and spread across the
Web.1 Although the latter episodes do not fall within the realm of politics,
such suicides nevertheless raise the issue of whether a state should somehow
regulatethefreeflowofinformation.
DiscussionsoftheroleoftheInternetinpolitics(andsociety)havedominated
the Korean media during the past few months. Surprisingly, the debate has yet
to reach academia. In fact, the link between Internet activity and populism, as
thistypeofbehaviorhasbeenreferredtoinpopularparlance(withoutproper
referencetotheacademicuseoftheterm)isunderexploredboththeoretically
and empirically. To be sure, both populism and Internet-based sociopolitical
actionhavebeentheobjectsofacademicstudy.Thereisaconsiderablebody
of literature on populism, its ideological underpinning, and its empirical

114

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

manifestationswithregardtobothWestandCentralEuropeandLatin
America. 2 Research on Internet technology has focused on the information
divide between the rich and the poor and the educated and the less educated,
andalsoonthepositiveornegativeeffectsoftechnologyonpolitics,namely
e-government, electoral campaigns, or Internet discussions. 3
We know surprisingly little, however, about how populist movements and
leaders make use of the Internet for political ends. The issue itself is far
fromnew,asoccasionaldebatesamongnetizensinEastAsiaovernational
sentiments(thedisputeovertheDokdoIslandsbetweenSouthKoreaand
Japan,forexample)dominatetheWeb.Onlinediscussionboardsareoften
instruments for sparking street demonstrations or even shaping electoral
campaigns. This paper constitutes an explorative attempt to make sense of
thetypeofbehavior—primarilythecandlelightvigilsinthespringin2008—
thattookplaceinSouthKorea;itisundertakeninordertounderstandthe
rolethattheInternetandInternetcultureplayinpolitics.Bydoingso,this
paper also seeks to conceptualize “digital populism” as a new type of political
behavior marked by the political use of the Internet as both a form of political
participation and an instrument of mobilization.
ThereseemstobeaparadoxinthehighlytechnologicalsocietiesofEastAsia,
and in Korea in particular. On the one hand the decline of the mass party and
its role in linking elites with citizens and a decreasing electoral turnout have
led some to point to a lack of participation and interest of ordinary people
in politics. On the other hand, with the rapid development of information
technology, citizens are getting more involved in political discussions. The
candlelightvigilsinSouthKoreainthespringof2008wellillustratethemobilizing power of online blogs, chats, and discussion boards that sparked street
demonstrations against the government policy of approval of a free-trade
agreement(FTA)withtheUnitedStates.Thecandlelightvigils 4 led to administrativeshuffles(threeministersreplaced)andtheappointmentofnewpresidentialsenioradvisers(sevenseniorpresidentialsecretariesoutofeightwere
replaced).Giventhatmostoftheoriginalappointmentswerefewerthanthree
months old, this was no minor event in Korean politics. Direct participation is
havinganeffectonrepresentativedemocracy.

The April 2008 FTA Deal and the Wave of
Popular Protests
InearlyApril2008theUnitedStatesandSouthKoreasignedanFTAafter
months of intense negotiation. 5Whilethiswasheraldedbytheofficialsofthe
twopartiesasawaytotakethealreadysignificanttradevolumebetween
the two countries to a new level, reaction on the streets of South Korean
cities suggested that many were unhappy with the deal.6 On the Korean
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side, concerns focused on the possible resulting lack of competitiveness of
SouthKoreanbusinessesalthoughthescrappingoftariffswouldensurethat
companiessuchasKIA,Hyundai,Samsung,andotherswouldbenefitfrom
easier access to the U.S. market.
TheFTAdecisionsparkedalargewaveofnationwidestrikes,rallies,anddemonstrations.Whilestreetprotestshaveledtoclasheswiththepolice(which
continueduntillateJuly2008),whatisinterestingtonoteistheroleplayedby
the Internet in mobilizing ordinary people against the deal and, as a result,
againstthegovernment(forcingsenioraidestothepresidentandministersto
re-sign).
South Korea is among the most wired societies in the world, and the
importance of online networks has gained increased prominence not only
insocialrelations(onlinegames,PCrooms,onlinedating,cyberblogs)but
even in public life. The Roh Moo-hyun administration owed a lot of its support to netizens. Political support expressed on the Web greatly contributed
totheelectionofRohMoo-hyunin2002,andwhentheoppositionsoughtto
impeachhimin2004thewidespreadpopularfurorhitnotonlythestreetsbut
especially the Internet as a thunderstorm.
The2008protests,thepeculiaritiesofthecurrentsituationnotwithstanding,
started similarly, namely, through an Internet-fueled mobilization, with its
newlanguage(forexample,2MBandAgorians7 ).Popularparticipationand
direct action grew as a result of the facilitating role of the Internet and online
networks, which reduce transaction costs and reach wider audiences than
traditionalmeans.ButisthisdirectdemocracyorisitInternet-inducedstreet
mobbing?
The lack of popular participation in public life is often lamented in modern
democracies. That more and more citizens become interested in what
happens in their countries should be obviously seen as a welcome development. At the same time, however, the current wave of protests and the
modus operandi of the protestors have worrying implications for democratic
systems. The Internet allows quicker and easier contacts among citizens of any
country.Morecrucial(andtroubling)isthatthespontaneous,uncontrolled
flowofinformationandpromptresponsehavetwoimportantconsequences:
first,relianceonofficialsourcesofinformationdramaticallydecreasesas
peopletendtorelyonunverifiedinformationfreelyavailableonline;second,
an emotional approach to politics replaces a more rational one.
Any type of information, whatever its reliability, prompts an immediate and
emotionalreaction.ThecurrentFTAprotestsareacaseinpoint.Compared
with citizens who rely less on the Internet, netizens are less concerned about
pondering the advantages or problems associated with the introduction of an
FTAbetweenSouthKoreaandtheUnitedStates,andtheyseemmoreeagerto
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express or channel their anger against the authorities, whatever their actual
faults. This targets one of the pillars of a democratic system: the fact that
representativesare,infact,justrepresentatives—electedofficialswho,fora
fixedperiodoftime,governthecountryandareeventuallyaccountabletothe
electorate. This new type of politics, hereafter called digital populism, calls for
a renegotiation of the putative contract between electors and elected.

What Is Populism?
The issues of direct representation and popular participation lie at the very
centerofpopulistappealsbecause“deliberationsandsecretelections[are]
redundant impediments to a direct expression of the popular will.8 ”Populism
offersadichotomousvisionofpoliticsandsocietythatplacesthepeoplein
oppositiontopoliticaleliteswhoselegitimacyisquestioned.EuropeandLatin
Americahavealonghistoryofpopulistleadersandparties,andevenEast
Asia has had its fair share of populist leaders: former presidents Chen Shuibian(ofTaiwan)andRohMoo-hyun(SouthKorea)andformerprimeminister
JunichiroKoizumi( Japan)havebeenoftencharacterizedassuch,oftenmore
because of their style of leadership than out of substance.
Scholarshiponthesubjectofpopulismindicatesapre-suppositionofaclear
and antagonistic dichotomy between the “pure people” and the “corrupt
elite”;9 as a solution, populism proposes an unmediated link between the
people and the leader,10 thus leading to unmediated popular sovereignty.11
Abts and Rummens argue that populism is mainly concerned with direct participation of “the people.” In this light, “deliberations and secret elections” are
“redundant impediments to a direct expression of the popular will”.12
Definingpopulismisbynomeanseasy.Theconceptofpopulismis“difficult
and slippery”.13 As a type of behavior, populism has involved various segments
of the population, ranging from elites to ordinary people. Often they are not
unitedbystrongorcohesiveideologicalglue(valuesorinterests).Theterm
populism is often used to highlight movements and phenomena that occur
from the extreme left to the extreme right end of the ideological spectrum.
Taggart describes populism as “an episodic, anti-political, empty-hearted,
chameleonic celebration of the heartland in the face of crisis”.14ForTaggartit
is a combination of “a movement, leader, regime or idea”,15 and Taggart also
notesthat“populistmovementshavesystemsofbeliefwhicharediffuse;they
areinherentlydifficulttocontrolandorganize;theylackconsistency;andtheir
activity waxes and wanes with a bewildering frequency”.16
Populism can comprise both elite-driven and mass-initiated political action.
Forelites,populismhasbeenactivelyused(ortheyhavebeenaccusedof
usingit)whentheytriedtoattractordinarypeople’ssupport.Populismhas
been seen in many cases in Latin America as well as in many recent popular
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politicalleaderssuchasTonyBlair(intheUnitedKingdom),Koizumi,and
Roh. Some populists do not mind being called populists.17 Abts and Rummens
identify three main characteristics of populism.18First,itentailsanantagonistic relationship between “the people” and “the elite”.19Muddealsodefines
populism as “an ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated
into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the
corrupt elite,’ and which argues that politics should be an expression of the
volontégénérale[generalwill]ofthepeople”. 20
Second, populism calls for the restoration of popular sovereignty. Populism
favors direct democracy, as populists believe democracy should be derived
from the power of the people. This ideology based on the people guides
populiststorejectrepresentativedemocracyanddelegitimizeestablished
elites.Zaslovemaintainsthatpopulistemphasisonpopularsovereignty
is dangerous, as this threatens “pluralism and democratic representative
institutions”. 21
Finally“thepeople”areunderstoodasconstitutinga“homogeneousunity”. 22
Thepeoplearea“non-plural,virtuous,andhomogeneousgroup[s]thatare
part of the ‘everyday’ and the ‘normal’ core of the country”. 23 The people being
one, it can only have one voice. This reinforces the us-versus-them antagonism that can even lead to overthrowing the established political order.

When Populism Meets Digital Technology
When populist activities take place in a highly developed information
technology environment, populism acquires a critical tool that can ease
recruitment of like-minded people and mobilize them as well as further
intensify social antagonism and witch-hunting behavior. So, when populism
meetsdigitaltechnology,themeetingengendersthreemaineffectsthatare
politically relevant.
First,forthepoliticiansorpopulistactiviststheuseoftheInternetasa
politicaltoolprovideslow-cost(orevenfree)accesstothegrassroots,the
potential ordinary supporters and voters. Transaction costs are lowered
(comparedwithcostsforordinaryrecruitment),andtherelianceononline
networks potentially yields a greater mobilizational capacity as it reaches out
to more people at the same time.
Second,theunmediatednatureofthemeans(opendiscussionboards,chats,
andblogs)canleadpeopletofreelyandpromptlyrespondtoaneventor
makeacommentwithoutpausingforreflectionor,morecrucially,pausingfor
acquiringsufficientinformationordouble-checkingtheinformationprovided.
The means become the source of information. Mudde has noted the crucial
function of the media in populism: the media gain more independence from
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thestateanddependonthemarketfortheirfinancialsupportwhenthey
tend to focus on “the more extreme and scandalous aspects of politics”. 24 The
focus on political scandals promotes exactly the type of “anti-elite sentiment”
that populist actors seek to create. 25 Ordinary people can now create their
ownpoliticalblogsanduploadfilms,photos,andcartoons.Theemergence
ofinfluentialblogssuchastheHuffingtonPostintheUnitedStatesandthe
use of the Internet as a recruitment tool and fund-raising instrument during
the recent U.S. electoral campaign are obviously positive developments in the
close relationship between Internet and politics.
Finally,immediacyandthelackofmediation—increasinglycommoninSouth
Korea—allow verbal violence and witch-hunting. After netizens identify a
target, a true online war against the enemy can be waged. The government’s
Web site may be hacked, TV celebrities can become the embodiment of all
evil,andordinarycitizensaccusedoffinancialfraudstrueorimaginedcanbe
targeted. Moreover, the fact that at present Internet users can hide behind
nicknames and hidden identities leaves these attacks mostly unsanctioned.
So, how does this all translate in the Korean context?

Populism Korean Style?
ThecaseofformerpresidentRohMoo-hyun’spresidentialelectionin2002
well illustrates the increasing role played by Internet in Korean politics. Roh
Moo-hyun was a charismatic leader who became a leading politician despite
beingonlyahighschoolgraduate(inacountrywhereauniversitydegreeisa
mustforsupportingambition)andthereforewithoutanyuniversityaffiliation,
a crucial resource in Korean society and politics. Roh Moo-hyun’s ascent to
prominence dates to the hearing about the corruption assessments of the
FifthRepublicin1988.Hisman-of-the-streetstyle(andlanguage)towardthe
formalityofPresidentChunDoo-hwanandotherhighofficialsduringthe
“question time” resonated with the TV audience angry at the authoritarian and
corrupt government. He soon became the hearing’s superstar.
Asapersonoutsidethesystem(noalumnities,nopartybackground),Roh
Moo-hyun could not rely on many supporters within a party when he became
apresidentialcandidatein2002.Hissourcesofsupportlayoutsidetheparty
system, in the “Rohsamo,” in other words, the society of people who love Roh
Moo-hyun. Rohsamo was a movement consisting of young progressives who
made widespread use of the Internet for social purposes as well as, it turned
out, political goals. The Rohsamo netizens helped raise funds to support Roh
Moo-hyun, and they organized meetings at their own expense. A bottom-up
political campaign orchestrated through chats and online discussions contributed to elevate Roh to the presidency.
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A second case illustrative of how online discussions turn into street politics
occurredontheoccasionofthecandlelightvigilsheldwhentwojuniorhigh
schoolstudentswereaccidentallykilledbyaU.S.militaryvehicleinJune2002.
PopularangeragainsttheU.S.militarycourt’sdecision(whichfoundtheU.S.
soldiersnotguiltybecausethiswasanaccidentduringtheirmilitaryduty)continuedforseveralmonths.Whatstartedasprotestsbyyoungercitizens(even
teenagers)turnedintopoliticalcallsforrenegotiatingKorea’sStatusofForces
Agreement with the United States.
More recently, new protests started with expressions of disapproval at President Lee Myung-bak’s initiative, soon after his election, to introduce a key
reform in Korea’s education system. The committee working on the reform
announcedthatby2010mosthighschooleducationwouldbeconductedin
English.PromotingEnglish-speakingskillsamongpupils,theirargumentwent,
would help solve the problems of parents spending a lot of money on privatetuitioneducationorevensendingtheirchildren(alongwiththeirmothers)
abroad to be educated, an increasingly common situation in Korean families.
The new term for this kind of situation is gireogi appa(awildgoosedaddy),
referring to a father who travels abroad to see his family but comes back
homealonetowork.Oneeffectofthepolicywouldhavebeenthatstudents,
teachers, and even parents would have had to spend a lot of money and time
tolearnEnglishinashortperiodoftime.This,theopponentsoftheinitiative
maintained, would reinforce the cleavage between the richer and the poorer
segments of Korean society, who would inevitably lose out after the change as
theycouldnotaffordprivatetuition.
Although protests over this policy initiative had not yet quieted, a new wave of
protestsbrokeout.InApril2008thegovernmentannounceditssigningofthe
FTAbetweenSouthKoreaandtheUnitedStates.Whiletheannouncementwas
heralded as an opportunity for Korean businesses to gain even greater access
to the U.S. market, frustration and anger were boiling among the people. One
oftheissuesatstake—anddefinitelytheonethatmostcapturedthepublic’s
imagination and attention — concerned the implications that beef imports
wouldhaveforthehealthoftheKoreanpopulation.Koreanobjectionswere
basedonthepossibilitythatthebeefcouldhavebeenaffectedbymad-cow
disease.
WhileonemaydisputethebenefitsordisadvantagesassociatedwiththeFTA
per se, what was striking was that the protests grew out of rumors such as
“Korean genes are especially exposed and vulnerable to mad-cow disease,”
“AmericansdonoteatAmericanbeef;insteadtheyimportbeeffromAustralia
orNewZealand,”“IntheUnitedStatesbeeffromcattleolderthan30months
isnotusedevenfordogorcatfood,”“BeeffordomesticusersintheUnited
StatesisdifferentfromthebeefexportedtoKorea,”and“IntheUnitedStates
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therearefivemillionAlzheimer’spatients;amongthose,250,000to650,000
patientsareassumedtobesufferingfrommad-cowdisease”. 26
Rumors are common in most societies and, of course, are not alien to political
affairs.However,thesekindsofrumorsreceivedconsiderableattention(one
maysaysupport)fromtheKoreanmediain,forexample,themajorcurrent
affairsTVprogram,PDSucheop[Producer’sNote]on29April2008whenit
airedabroadcastonmad-cowdisease.Laterin2008theprogram,which
included erroneous reports over the mad-cow issue, was criticized for its
stronglyantigovernmentagenda.DuringNationalAssemblyhearingsonFTArelated incidents in Korea, one member of the Grand National Party accused
the TV program of being a main source of rumors. 27
The PD Sucheop broadcast led to an emotional reaction. Rumors fed other
rumors, including that cheap, imported beef from the United States would be
usedforschoollunchesforchildren.Fearforchildren’shealthcausedapanic
that led to the candlelight vigils. Online discussion boards were dominated
by this one issue, and Internet bloggers uploaded the PD Sucheop program
on their Web sites. The program circulated more and more, gaining an even
wider audience receptive of the groundless rumors. This appeared to be especially popular among teenagers, generating many satirical short movies and
cartoons among youngsters. 28 A high school student suggested in an internet
discussioncaféthatthereshouldbeapresidentialimpeachment;withinthree
daystheWebsitereceivedamillionvisitors(andsupporters)whosignedan
online call for presidential impeachment. 29 The vigils were initially peaceful
and often rather like a festival, with entertainers singing and dancing. This festival-like atmosphere came to an end when protests became more violent and
were met by riot police and a government crackdown.
Therealoriginsoftherumorsthatstimulatedthecandle-lightvigils(PD
Sucheop;orthemainstreammediasuchasChosunIlbo,DongaIlbo,Jungang
Ilbo;oreveninexperiencedgovernmentofficials)arestilldisputed.MBC
(MunhwaBroadcastingCorporation)andKBS(KoreaBroadcastingSystem)
arestate-runcompanies,andmanyofthehighofficialswithinthecompanies
were appointed by the previous governments and held progressive views.
Thus,manycurrent-affairsprogramsseemedtopromoteanantigovernment
political agenda.
Theaimofthispaperisnottojudgetherightsorwrongsofthewaveof
popular protests or whether this was a democratic or even desirable way
of expressing dis-satisfaction with the government. Popular protests and
uprisings have played crucial roles in bringing authoritarian rules to their
end, and they have contributed to democratization. The problem here is that
the candlelight vigils showed strong elements of what can be termed digital
populism, namely a new type of political behavior marked by the use of the
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Internet as both a form of direct political participation and an instrument of
social mobilization.
The three dimensions of populist behavior referred to earlier lead to the
hypothesis that what happened earlier this year in the streets of Korean cities
well conforms to this type of political phenomenon. Protests were articulated
alongalinethatsetintooppositionordinarycitizensandelites(eliteswhom,
incidentally,thecitizenshadelectedafewmonthsearlier)inawaythatconstrued the two groups as enemies and thus available for all possible attacks.
Citizenswereportrayedasahomogenousgroup(us),allegedlyrepresenting
notonlycommonsense(Whowouldwanttohavetheirchildrenpoisonedby
unhealthybeef?)butalsotheso-calledtruemajority.Protests,onlineandon
the streets, represented the way to restore popular sovereignty and will that
had been lost to the unrepresentative government institutions. In addition,
the populist narrative could count on a powerful instrument: the Internet.
Spreading news and recruiting additional protesters were made easy and
cheapviathepopularityofblogsandchatsthatreducedsignificantlythecost
ofgettingoutthenewsofmeetings(timesandvenues).
Thus, the Lee Myung-bak administration plunged into political paralysis. Support for the Lee administration after the presidential election did not last even
three months. The representative system of the National Assembly and the
politicians within it could not play a mediating role between the state and the
citizens;theangrycitizensmarchedtotheBlueHousetotalkwiththepresidentdirectly,andpoliceofficersalignedcontainersonthemainroadleading
totheBlueHouseasawaytofenceoffprotesters. 30

Conclusion
A paradox is becoming increasingly common in South Korea: the more widespread the access to information technology, the more opportunities citizens
have to participate in politics, make their voices heard, and become politically
active. This is certainly positive in cases where e-government links rulers and
ruled and where political campaigns recruit and mobilize those who would not
otherwise take part, let alone vote. However, the riots associated with candlelight vigils and the acrimony that has accompanied online debates also show a
less benign face of this phenomenon.
AsInotedelsewhere,theSouthKoreanpoliticalpartysystemsuffersfrom
a low level of institutionalization. 31Thisisproblematicbecauseitaffectsthe
wayinwhichcitizensconnect(ornot)withpoliticalpartiesastheintermediary
organizations between themselves and the government. Parties lose their
linkage role with ordinary citizens, opening the space for alternative means
forpopularparticipation.TheInternetofferssuchanopportunityfordirect,
unmediated participation.
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The decline in the linkage role of representative organizations and the availability of an immediate and low-cost instrument for voicing unrestricted
opinions pose a challenge to representative democracy, as Mudde notes,
citing Ralf Dahrendorf when he says, “one’s populism is someone else’s
democracy, and vice versa”. 32 As digital technology allows more people to
access direct political debates with politicians or even presidential blogs,
home pages, and e-government facilities, digital populism seems to bring
revolutionary direct participation into politics. As Abts and Rummens note,
some scholars have analysed populism “as a means to reveal and even amend
the shortcomings and the broken promises of the representative system”. 33
Moreover,“[i]tcanbringbackthedisruptivenoiseofthepeopleandthus
prevent the closure of the formal political system”. 34 However this very same
phenomenon is also referred to as “a pathological form of democracy” 35 or
“dangerous threat to democracy” 36, given that direct participation aims to
bypasstheallegedlyflawedrepresentativeinstitutions.
TheInternetisplayinganincreasinglyinfluentialroleinshapingKoreanpublic
and political life, from the campaign that led to the election of Roh Moohyunaspresidentin2002tothecandlelightvigilsinthespringof2008.This
of course is not unique to Korea. What is peculiar to Korea is the scale of the
phenomenon and the extent to which online political debates have become
vicious and abusive, as well as the speed with which online discussions have
been taken into the streets. Policy debates are now ongoing as to how to
tackletheissuemosteffectively,butthereappearstobenoeasywayto
address the challenge that digital populism poses to a democratic society that
is caught between the choices of imposing restrictions to freedom of speech
and dealing with the emotional and often abusive behavior of an unchecked
minority.
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‘public morals or social ethics.’

Sumandro Chattapadhyay
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an impractical or unrealisable one, or

exchanges, that one should perhaps
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Many Clicks but
Little Sticks: Social Media
Activism in Indonesia
Merlyna Lim

InNovember2010,aCNNTechreportdesignatedIndonesia–acountrymostly
known for “sandy beaches, palm trees, and smiling inhabitants” – a “Twitter
Nation”inreferencetoaComScorereport(2010)whereIndonesiawasdubbed
the most Twitter-addicted nation on the planet. CNN reporter Sara Sidner
(2010)enthusiasticallypointedout:“Indonesiaiscrazyaboutonlinesocial
networking...butalltheTweeting,texting,andtypingisnotjustforfun.It
is also being used as a tool for change.” CNN is not alone in highlighting the
importance of social media in generating an unprecedented social movement
withinIndonesia’s“onlinesocialnetworking-addict”society(Shubert2009).
Two successful social media activisms in Indonesia are most often mentioned
inmakingthispoint:theso-calledgeckovs.crocodilecase(ortheKPKcase)
andthePritaMulyasarilibelcase(thePritacase).Inthefirst,Facebookwas
usedtosupportanti-corruptiondeputies,symbolisedbyagecko,intheirfight
againstIndonesia’sseniorpolicedetective,symbolisedbyacrocodile.Beyond
theonlinerealm,Facebooksupportersbroughttheiractivismtothestreetsin
a show of support for the gecko and successfully forced the government to act
in accordance with public demands and drop the anti-corruption charges.
ThesecondcasereferstotheFacebookmovementtosupportPritaMulyasari,
a32-year-oldmotheroftwowhofoughtforjusticeafterbeingprosecuted
for libel when she complained about service at a private hospital in an email
tofriendsandrelatives.TensofthousandsofIndonesiansjoinedasupport
pageforMulyasarionFacebook,sharedtheiroutrageonTwitter,anddonated
moneytopayhercourt-imposedfine.
EchoingCNN,someobserverssaythatsocialmediaisfurtheringdemocracy
andfreedomofspeech,callingitdemocratisingcontent(Sutadi2011),“the
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fifthestateinIndonesian’sdemocracy”(EndaNasutioncitedinLutfia2010),
andacivilsociety’stoolforsocialchange(Nugroho2011).Doessocialmedia
merit these accolades? If social media is really a tool for social change and
democracy, why are there not many other successful cases of social activism
from Indonesia? Why were these cases successful and others not? Social
media activism has a tendency for being fast, thin and many. In other words,
online campaigns emerge each minute and often quickly disappear without
any trace. The result can be many clicks, not equally distributed for each and
every cause, but little sticks in the sense that very few causes make for mass
activism in an online environment.
Public discussion of the political implications of social media in some ways
reinforces earlier debates on the supposed democratising nature of the
internet. At the heart of the debate about whether social media is furthering
democracy is the concept of participation. Two streams dominate the discourse.Thefirstfocusesontheongoingandgrowingconcernsaboutpublic
participation(orlackthereof)inmoderndemocracieswhereonlineactivism
isoftenperceivedasbanal,superficialandfailingtotransformorrenewdemocraticinstitutions(see,forexample,Morozov2009;Shulman2009;Gladwell
2010).Alongwiththisscepticalview,termssuchasslacktivism(lazyactivism),
clicktivism(clickactivism),armchairactivismandkeyboardactivismemerged
to question the worthiness of digital activism, often deeming it subordinate
to“real”(physical)activism.Thesecondstreamfocusesontheriseofnew
forms of participation in public life, enabled by emerging new technologies,
particularly the internet and social media, which promote a more enlightened exchange of ideas, transform political debates, increase levels of citizen
engagement,enablesocietalchangeandreformpoliticalsystems(see,for
example,KamarckandNye1999;Rheingold2002;KahnandKellner2004;
Shirky2011).Thesedichotomisedviewsarepartialatbest.Theysimplifythe
complexity and dynamics of the relationship between social media and its
users. Our understanding of both the democratic potentials and the impacts
of the internet and social media requires going beyond the binary oppositions
of utopian versus dystopian. The social impacts of the internet and media, or
“change” in society, should be understood as a result of the organic interaction
between technology and social, political, and cultural structures and relationships(Lim2012a).
So, what is social media capable of facilitating in the context of participatory
politics? How do we locate social media in the discourse of democracy?
Unquestionably, social media possesses the conviviality of its predecessor,
the internet. Characterised by convergence, low cost, broad availability and
reasonable resistance to and censorship, the internet is a “convivial medium”
(Lim2003,274).Assuch,itprovides“agreaterscopeforfreedom,autonomy,
creativity,andcollaborationthanpreviousmedia”(LimandKann2008,82).

Many Clicks but Little Sticks

Social media inherits these characteristics and pushes for even greater collaborationandsocialinteractivity.Beyondtheoldinternet,socialmedia
facilitates “organic content, distributed processing and interaction, and convergingmediaformat”(Andreas2007,2).This“new”internethasbrokenthe
usual pattern of media production and consumption. It is no longer a media
by which dispersed individual consumers retrieve content from centralised
media producers. Instead, social media “operates as an interdependent grassroots community of individuals, organisations, and sites whose relevance and
authorityareestablishedthroughinteractionandparticipation”(Andreas
2007,2).However,socialmediashouldnotbeperceivedasacausalagent
having a pivotal role in promoting social change or advancing democracy.
There is nothing intrinsic in social media that automatically achieves this
potential. Societal contexts and arrangements around the technology are key
toitsimpactonpolitics(Lim2012a).
Using both successful and unsuccessful cases of social media activism in
Indonesia as an empirical framework, I call for a much more critical approach
to the promise of social media. Rather than dismissing social media activism
asmere“slacktivism”(somerepertoiresofonlineactivisms,suchasonline
petition,aremeanttogenerateclicks;theydonotnecessarilyneedtotranslateintothestreetstobemeaningful)orapplaudingitastheforerunner
of social change in the contemporary society, I provide a more nuanced
argument by revealing the complexity of social media activism and identifying
the conditions under which participation in social media might lead to
successful political activism. I argue that social media does not inadvertently
generateanidealpublicsphereinwhicheffectiveandrobustpublicparticipation takes place. Social media enables multiple and diverse networked
spheres to emerge. While not aiming to advance and deepen democracy,
these contested spheres allow individuals to have a greater participation, culturally and socially. Under certain conditions, social and cultural participation
in social media spheres may translate into civic or political engagement. As we
will see throughout the article, such translation, however, is neither automatic
nor unproblematic.
The cases presented in this article seek to provide a new framework to
elucidate the linkage between participation in social media and populist
politicalactivism(online,offline,oracombinationofthetwo),namelythat
for the former to translate into the latter it needs to embrace the principles
ofcontemporarycultureofconsumption:lightpackage(contentthatcanbe
enjoyedwithoutspendingtoomuchtime,canbeunderstoodwithoutdeep
reflection,andusuallyhasahype-basedcomponent),headlineappetite(a
condition where information is condensed to accommodate a short attention
spanandonelinerconversations)andtrailervision(anoversimplified,hyped
andsensationalisedstoryratherthanasubstantialoneortheoversimplified
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representationofactualinformation).Inotherwords,onlysimpleorsimplifiednarrativescanusuallygoviral.Atthesametime,simpleorsimplified
narratives are associated with low risk activism and are congruent with
ideological meta-narratives, such as nationalism and religiosity, have a much
higher chance to go viral and generate massive activism. Success is less likely
when the narrative is contested by dominant competing narratives generated
in mainstream media.

Social Media in Indonesia
Beforeinvestigatingthedynamicrelationshipbetweensocialmediaand
politics in Indonesia, it is important to delve into the background knowledge
onthesocialmediainthecountry.Whiletheinternetservesonly55million
outofatotalpopulationof240million(in2012),Indonesiahaswitnessed
atremendousgrowthinsocialmediausage,with90%ofonlineactivities
devotedtobrowsingsocialnetworkingsites(GalihandNgazis2012).Indonesia
hadbecomethethirdlargestnationonFacebook(SocialBakers2012)with43
millionusersandfifthonTwitterwith29.4millionusers(Semiocast2012).The
blogospherehasgrownrapidlyfromonly15,000bloggersin2007to5million
asof2011.
With such expansion, some might expect social media to be utilised greatly
for political and social events. Previous studies, indeed, demonstrate that
theinternethashadsomemajorpoliticalrolesinIndonesiansociety.Under
Suharto’sregime,theinternetanditsphysicalnodes–thewarnet(cybercafé)
–hadbecomeafreespaceofresistanceformiddle-classIndonesians(Lim
2003).DuringthereformationstruggleagainstSuharto,warnetwasthemajor
sourceof“forbidden”information(Lim2003)and,consequently,theinternet
appearedasamediumforcivilsocietytochallengethestate(HillandSen
2005;Lim2006).InthepoliticalhistoryofIndonesia,theinternethadacted
as a “cyber-civic space” in which individuals and groups generate collective
activismonlineandtranslateitintoreal-worldmovementsinanofflinesetting
(Lim2006).Bybeingconvivial,theinternetisalsofriendlytouncivilactivism
asexemplifiedintheethno-religiousconflictinMaluku,wheretheinternet
functioned as a site for the revival of primordial, ethno-religious and communalidentities(Brauechler2005).
With the recent expansion of the Indonesian blogosphere, the internet continuedtoretainitssocio-politicalimportance.Theblogosphere,asexemplified
inthecasesoftheanti-pornographylawandthemovieFitna,hasopeneda
novel path for participation in political discourse and a space for assimilating
experiencesandvoicingopinions(Lim2009;2012b).Doessocialmediaretain
theinternet’strajectoryinpolitics?
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Social media is about social relations and social networking. Accordingly, networkscreatedinsocialmediaresemblethoseexistingoffline.Individualsare
clustered based on age, interests and other social and cultural commonalities.
MostIndonesiansunder25naturallydonotoccupythesamenetworksas
theirelders.Theyaredrawntodifferentgroups,interests,issuesandconversations. They blog about their music idols, fashion trends, their favourite
sinetron(soapoperas)orromance.OnFacebookandTwittertheypostlinksof
global teenage pop sensations and Indonesian stars.
Whileoccupyingasetofdifferentnetworks,thepreviousgenerationisnot
necessarilypolitical.Indonesiansover30alsousesocialmediamostlytointeract with each other and to maintain relationship with past friends from high
school and college. Parents mostly blog about about their children and use
Facebooktobroadcasttheirchildren’sactivities,shareparentingtips,post
photos of their children, the places they go, and the food they eat or make.
AdultmalesuseFacebookandTwittertobroadcasttheir“important”activities
and achievements. They are also interested in popular culture, although their
favourites are not those of the teenagers.
While political content exists, it is located on the fringe of social activities. In
the blogosphere, some of the top Indonesian bloggers are political bloggers
who are largely disconnected from other types of bloggers. The growth of
socialmedia,Facebookinparticular,introducesanewdynamic.Generally,
individualsarestillsociallyclusteredwithingroups.InFacebook,however,
users usually belong to multiple overlapping networks.
Thismultiplicityismuchmoretransparentthaninofflinesettings.TheinfrastructureofFacebookcanconnectdisparatesocialgroupsbybreakingthe
walls separating them. Two questions arise: Can this collapse of networks
createanewtypeofissuediffusion?Doesitcreateapossiblepathofconvergence between participatory popular culture and civic engagement?

Participatory Culture to Civic Engagement?
Social media provides a space for individuals, especially the youth, to participate in the act of consumption as well as in the production and distribution of
ideas, knowledge and culture. This very act of participation is called participatorycultureanditismanifestedinaffiliation,expression,collaboration,
distributionandcirculation( Jenkinsetal.2009).AccordingtoJenkinsand
colleagues(2009),thisparticipatoryculturecanserveasaninfrastructure
that may readily be borrowed and used by socio-political activities and transformed into civic engagement. While I agree that such transformation is
possible, using Indonesian cases I argue that it is neither straightforward nor
easy. The cases illustrate that social media is biased towards a certain type
of movement/cause. As will be explained in the later sections, those that may
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translateintocivicengagementareofsimpleorsimplifiednarrativesthat
impersonate popular culture, associated with low risk activism, not incongruent with dominant ideological narratives, and uncontested by powerful
alternative framing in mainstream media.

Two Successful Movements: KPK and Prita Cases
ThefirstcaseistheFacebookmovementtosupporttheCorruptionEradication Committee – the “Gecko vs. Crocodile” case, and the second is the
successful mass movement to support Prita – the Prita case. These two cases
exemplify the convergence of participatory culture and civic engagement that
resulted in two of the most successful online collective movements in the last
decade in Indonesia.

Gecko vs. Crocodile
TheGeckovs.Crocodilecase(orKPKcase)startedinApril2009whenSusno
Duadji,theNationalPolicechiefofdetectives,foundthattheCorruption
EradicationCommission(KomitePengentasanKorupsi,orKPK)hadtappedhis
phone while they were investigating a corruption case. Indeed, KPK had armed
itself with tools, such as warrantless wiretaps, to confront the endemic corruptionamonghighrankpublicofficials.Inapressconference,Duadjiexpressed
hisangerandcomparedtheKPKtocicak,acommonhousegecko,fighting
buaya,acrocodile,whichsymbolisesthepolice.InSeptember2009twoKPK
deputychairmenChandraHamzahandBibitSamadRianto,whohadbeen
suspended in July, were arrested on charges of extortion and bribery. The two
men denied the charges, saying they were being framed to weaken the KPK.
MostIndonesiansperceivedthesechargesasfabricatedones;someshowed
their support through an online campaign.
InJuly2009immediatelyafterthecaseagainstKPKappearedinthemainstreammedia,especiallytelevision,Gerakan1,000,000FacebookersDukung
ChandraHamzah&BibitSamadRiyanto(Movementof1,000,000Facebookers
SupportingChandraHamzah&BibitSamadRiyanto)1waslaunched.ByAugust
2009,thegrouphassurpasseditsgoalofonemillionmembersinsupportof
BibitandChandra.ThatparticularFacebooksupportpagewasnottheonly
one. Various other pagessupporting KPK also emerged. 2 The slogan of CICAK
–meaninggeckobutalsoanabbreviationofCintaIndonesianCintAKpk(Love
IndonesiaLoveKPK)–symbolisingthesupportforKPK,appearedeverywhere
online.ThefirstlineofaKPKjinglesays“KPKdidadaku,KPKkebanggaanku,”
meaning KPK is in my chest, KPK is my pride, was catchy for broad online
dissemination. 3YouTubevideosaboutthecasequicklyemerged,including
one with a Javanese rap song that was also distributed as a downloadable
ring-tone. Online cartoons, comics and posters with depictions of “gecko vs.
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crocodile” soon proliferated online. When the Indonesian Corruption Watch
organisedastreetrallyonline,5,000Facebookersshoweduponthestreetsof
Jakarta showing support for “the gecko.” This was followed by demonstrations
inseveralothercitiesinsupportofthetwomen.OnDecember3,2009,this
publicpressuresawchargesagainstBibitandChandradropped.

Case 2: Coins for Prita
PritaMulyasariwasorderedbyTangerangHighCourttopayaRp204million
(aroundUS$22,000)finefordefamingtheOmniInternationalHospitalin
Jakarta. The defamation suit was a reaction to an email complaint sent by
Prita to her friends and relatives about bad service at the hospital. Hospital
lawyersaccusedPritaofviolatingtheInformationandElectronicTransactionLaw(Indonesia’s“cyberlaw”).TheaccusationledtoPrita’sarrestin
May2009whenshewasdetainedforthreeweeks.Hercasewasreportedin
themediaandwasquicklydisseminatedonline.Bloggerswereoutragedto
learnthatanursingmotherwasjailedforsendinganemailcomplaintand
they started publicly protesting in the blogosphere. Due to public pressure,
Pritawasreleasedfromprison.InJuly2009thecourtreopenedthecaseas
Prita’s doctors at the Omni Hospital succeeded in convincing the prosecutors
to challenge her release. The Tangerang High Court found Prita guilty of
defamingherdoctors.Thecourtorderedhertopayafineandsentencedher
to six months in prison.
While bloggers who write on political and social issues are mostly from an
oldergenerationandhadtappedintothiscasefromMay2009,thecasedid
notgettheattentionoftheyoungerpopulationuntilitwasdiffusedthrough
socialnetworkingsites,especiallyFacebook.OncetheFacebooksupport
pagewassetupwiththeideaofcontributing500rupiahs(~US5cents)tothe
fine–the“CoinsforPrita”4–themovementtookoffandmanymoreFacebook
pages emerged. Posters were created and disseminated online and many
Facebookersmadethepostertheirprofilepicture.SomeYouTubevideos
showcasing sentimental ballads for Prita also emerged.
It is important to note that while the movement began online, mainstream
media channels, especially commercial television stations, played an
important role in popularising the case. After being broadcast on television,
thenumberoffansofthe“CoinsforPrita”Facebookpagessawexponential
growth.ThemainstreammediacoverageamplifiedthePritacaseand
expanded the “Coins for Prita” movement. The “Coins for Prita” campaign
launchedinJakartasoonspreadtoothercities,suchasBandung,Surabaya,
Yogyakarta,andeventootherislands.Indonesiancommunitiesabroad,such
as students in the Netherlands, also contributed to the campaign. Some coins
were donated through electronic bank transfer in the form of “electronic”
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coins, some coins were sent delivered directly in person and sent by mail. The
collectionofcoinsthattookplacefromDecember5to14in2009gathered
aroundUS$90,000,farexceedingthefine.WhenthecourtdecidedthatPrita
wasnotguiltyonDecember29,2009,themoneywasdonatedtoacharity
organisation to help other “Pritas.”

Leveraging Infrastructure
HowcanFacebookcreateapathwayforparticipatoryculturetotransforminto
civicengagement?Fromtheinfrastructurepointofview,thispathwayismade
possiblewithFacebook’spropensitytopromoteradicaltransparencyand
todiffuseissuesinmultipleweak-tienetworks.Asopposedtostrongsocial
ties, corresponding to family and close friendship, weak ties are less binding,
involving acquaintance and loose/distant friendship that, as argued by Granovetter(1973,1366),provideplatformsandstructuresforbetteraccessto
information and opportunities.

Involuntary, Radical Transparency
Unlike older platforms, such as mailing lists, forums, or even blogs, on
Facebookconsuminginformationisnotalwaysavoluntaryact.Intheblogosphere, for example, an interaction between bloggers and their readers
requiresavoluntaryactofreadingandcommenting.OnFacebook,suchanact
of reading or “glancing” is not always voluntary. When everything is thrown at
youonyourFacebookwallthepossibilityofcross-reading,cross-listeningand
cross-watching, which might lead to cross communication between strangers
(youandyoursecond-degreenetwork),ishigh.
The communication between a user and her/his “friends” has become transparent in the sense that everybody can also read the communication. Of
course,technicallyonehasachoicetofilterwhichcontentsareavailable
towhichgroups.Butsuchachoiceisneitherexplicitnoreasytorecognise.
ThecoreoftheFacebookinfrastructure,inKirkpatrick’s(2010,210)term,is
“radicaltransparency”whichrevolvesaroundtheFacebookfounderMark
Zuckerberg’sconvictionthatpeople,andevensociety,willbebetteroffifthey
makethemselvestransparent.Ironically,whileFacebookforcesitsuserstobe
transparent, the company itself lacks of transparency, especially in its treatment of individual data and users’ privacy.
Such “radical transparency” is almost unavoidable. Unlike the old internet
where individuals could be anonymous and liberated from conformity, as
reflectedintheoldadage“ontheinternetnobodyknowsyouareadog,”on
Facebook“everybodyknowsyouareadog.”Itbringsbackuserstothe“small
town” dynamics where everybody knows your business. However, this forced
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transparency easily leads to forced conformity as it generates peer pressure
amonginterconnectedusers.BakandKessler’s(2012)researchonFacebook
usersshowsthatconformityishighestamongfrequentFacebookusers.
Likewise,EgebarkandEkstrom(2011)foundthateventhoughpeopledonot
communicatefacetoface,conformingbehaviourexistsamongFacebook
users and it stems from the fact that a large number of users can observe
each other’s actions.
In the cases of Prita and KPK, some online participants admitted that
their participation in the movements began after they saw many of their
Facebookfriendsjoinedthecausesannouncedintheirwalls.Teenusers
wereparticularlydriventoacceptsuchaninvitationtojointhecause.One
middleschoolstudentconfessed,“Ikeptgettinginvitationtojointhe[KPK]
movement,likeadozentimes.Ialsosawthatmostofmyfriendshadjoined,
soIjoined”(interviewwithLala,Jakarta,January6,2010).Anotherstudent
commented,“IquicklyjoinedthePritacausebecauseoneoftheboysIknow,
thecoolone,hadjoined,”implyingthathe,too,wouldlookascoolashe
showedhisparticipationinhisFacebookwall(interviewwithAndi,Jakarta,
January6,2010).Certainlynoteverybodyjoinedthesecausesbecauseofpeer
pressureorthepressuretoconform.Somejoinedfordifferentreasons,aswill
be explained shortly later.

Issue Diffusion in Multiple Networks of Weak Ties
WithFacebook,theactofwritingcreatingandreading-watching-listeningis
changedtojoiningandsharing.Itneedsonlyoneclickofthe“like”button
togainamembershiptoaFacebookpage.Theactofsharingcanbedone
without any self-production, by sharing content on others’ walls by simply
clickingthe“share”button.TheinfrastructureofFacebookalsoexpandsconversations from one-to-one to the combination of one-to-one, one-to-many
and many-to-many all of which happens simultaneously in public. Interactivity
easilyshiftsfromtwo-waytomultipleways.Forexample,fromwritingand
commenting to multiple steps of commenting: commenting on the comments
aboutacomment(status),creatingthe“IknowthatyouknowthatIknowyou
know” network.
Theeffortlessnessofsharing,joiningandinteractingmakesiteasytodiffuse
information in multiple and overlapping networks. In fact, one cannot isolate an issue to a certain social group, as it would always travel in multiple
directions penetrating several and various networks and groups. In both cases
under study, some participants mentioned that an invitation from random
Facebookfriendshadmadethemawareoftheissue.Theyalsostatedthat
theyreceivedmorethanoneinvitationonthesamecausefromdifferent
types of “friends” thus seemingly increasing the cause’s importance.
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Unlikefriendsinofflinesettings,whicharebasedonstrongties,aFacebook
“friending”canoftenbasedonweakties.Facebookencouragestheriseand
expansionofweak-tienetworks.Granovetter’s(1973)theoryof“thestrength
of weak ties” provides an explanation of the process by which micro-level
interactionsonFacebookaffectmacrolevelphenomena,suchasintheonline
mobilisationofthePritaandKPKcases.Granovetter(1973,1376)arguesthat
“weaktiesaremorelikelytolinkmembersofdifferentsmallgroupsthan
are strong ones, which tend to be concentrated within particular groups.”
Eventhoughontheindividuallevelweaktieshaveweakerabsoluteimpact,
they can potentially “unlock and expose interpersonal networks to external
influences[from]individualsindistantnetworks”(Goldenberg,Libai,and
Muller2001,213)toprovideatrajectoryforthespreadofinformationtothe
masses.

Framing the Movement
Asmentionedpreviously,theinfrastructureofFacebookmakesiteasier
tospreadinformationanddiffuseacause.However,thisdoesnotprovide
anyassurancethatanissuewouldtravelfarandwideorthatanyFacebookbased mobilisation would be successful. What else should be done to
ensure the successful convergence of popular participatory culture and
civic engagement? One key element contributing to the success is how the
movements are framed.
Forsocialmovementscholars,theconceptof“frame”issignificantin
explaining how meaning is constructed to legitimise collective activities
andactions(Gamson1992).OriginatingintheworkofGoffman(1974,21),
frames indicate “schemata of interpretation” that allow individuals “to locate,
perceive, identify, and label” events and experiences in their life space and the
world.Byrenderingeventsmeaningful,framesfunctiontoorganiseandguide
actions(Snowetal.1986).Framesforcollectiveactionperformthisfunction
bysimplifyingthereasonsforandrationalesofparticipation.Beyondusual
social movement framing, to be successful in social media, movements need
to frame themselves to impersonate successful viral stories in mainstream
popular culture.

Simplification of the Narrative
Noteveryissueiswidelydiffused.Inthesocialmediaenvironment,networks
are vast, the content is over-abundant, attention spans short and conversations are parsed into short incomplete sentences instead of complete paragraphs.ThiscircumstanceisevidentinIndonesia,whereamajorityofsocial
media users access the networking platform from mobile phones. In such an
environment, those that go “viral” are of a light package, they tap into headline

Many Clicks but Little Sticks

appetites and they embrace a trailer vision. In other words, only simple or simplifiednarrativescanusuallygoviral.
While the two cases represented complex problems, news producers,
journalistsandsocialmediausersframedthemassimplernarratives.The
caseofKPKwasframedasasimplestoryofheroversusvillain,whereDuadji
wasthebadguywhovictimisedtheheroes,BibitandChandra.Asimilar
narrative was presented in the case of Prita as well, which was framed as a
non-ideological story of a good, innocent small person being victimised by a
bigandpowerfulbadguy.Intermsoftheirmediaidentities,Bibit,Chandra
andPritabecame“victims.”Victimisationframingidentifiesspecificvillains
or perpetrators – usually powerful actors such as political leaders and big
corporations – whose actions purportedly threaten weaker individuals or
groups. Such framing is not dissimilar to other “Cinderella” or “David vs.
Goliath” stories present in popular culture. Victimisation framing is commonly
used in contemporary television shows, especially in reality shows, as a way
to capture audiences’ enthusiasm and participation. This framing can be
presented in a light package with a short, catchy, sensationalised caption
andasimpletaletosatisfyheadlineappetites.Tofitthelightpackage,such
framing does not incite any dissonance, morally and ideologically.

Icons and Symbolic Representation
Inadditiontotheirsimplifiednarrativesandvictimisationframing,boththe
KPK and Prita cases have strong symbolic representations that are nonideological, compelling and resonate within multiple social clusters and
successfully grab the attention of social media users and their trailer vision.
In the KPK case, the icons used to symbolise the movements were extremely
vivid and visual. A small cicak or house gecko can easily be associated with
small,innocent,ordinarypeople,themajority;afterall,geckosareliterally
harmless. In Indonesia, they live among humans and can be commonly found
in most living rooms. A house gecko symbolises the common, the ordinary, the
“us.” On the other hand, a crocodile crudely symbolises a beastly characteristicofthepowerfulman.Thejuxtapositionofgeckoandcrocodilesymbolises
a battle between “them” and “us,” unifying “us” against “them” as a common
enemy.Discussinganddefining“whoweare,”–the“us”–establishes“the
profound ontological shift from a collection of individuals to a single unit” that
providesabasisformembersofamovementtoactasacollective(Harquail
2006,8).
ThePritacasetookadifferentrouteinitssymbolisation.PritaMulyasarihad
been portrayed textually and visually as an ordinary young mother of two.
The most circulated image related to the case showed Prita wearing a head
scarf with two infants on her lap. Symbolising religious piety, the scarf also
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demonstratesthemoralcharacterofthesubjectindeterminingherstatus
as an icon. The mother of two was a perfect icon to portray a “feminine
movement,” which is a movement “… that mobilises on the basis of women’s
traditionalrolesinthedomesticsphere,usuallyasmothersandwives”(Baldez
2002,14).Assuch,themovementappealedtobothwomenandmenwhosubscribe to traditional family values and gender roles. Just like cicak in the KPK
case, for them, Prita symbolised the common, the normal and the women they
knew.Oneparticipantwhoidentifiedherselfasahousewifestated:“Sheis
justlikeus.Ifthiscouldhappentoher,itcouldhappentome,toanyoneofus”
(interviewwithGita,January8,2011).
At the same time, the very act of Prita in challenging the power of the big
players – an international hospital and the government – can also be interpreted as a symbol of a feminist movement that explicitly challenges conventionalgenderrolesinpatriarchalsociety(Alvarez1990).Whilelendingitself
to diverse interpretations, for Indonesian women, the Prita movement is a
women’smovement;awomen’sprotest.Whatuniteswomen–feminine,feminist and those in between – is their systematic “exclusion from the political
protestandtheircollectivestatusaspoliticaloutsiders”(Baldez2002,15).

Easy Symbolisation, Amateur Production and Low-risk Activism
The rise of social media has developed a participatory culture characterised by “amateur and non-market production, networked collectivities for
producing and sharing culture, niche and special interest groups, and aestheticsofparody,remix,andappropriation”(Russelletal.2008,45).These
arereflectedinboththePritaandKPKcases;theamountofamateurishartwork devoted to an issue is astounding, especially if we calculate how much
individual time, energy and creativity spent to make digital posters, cartoons,
animations,songsorvideocompilations.Easysymbolisationenablesthe
amateur production of culture, in the visual and audio forms, to rise. The artwork in both cases helped the movements to embrace trailer vision even further and contributed to the movement’s success in reaching various networks
and groups.
IntheKPKcase,mostoftheartwork,includingYouTubeanimationsand
videos, make use of a gecko and crocodile as central themes. There are also
somedifferentapproachestotheartwork.Oneofthemostattractiveonline
postersisonethatresemblesamovieposter.EntitledKetikaCicakBersaksi
(WhenaGeckoTestifies),theposterlooksslickandprofessional.Itshowcases
all“actors”inthecase,includingSusnoDuadji,BibitandChandra,andsome
otherpoliticians,andpointsoutthattheyarepartofthesinetron(soapopera)
of Indonesian politics.
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In the Prita case, much of its artwork doubled as campaign tools in the forms
of logos and campaign posters. In this case, most of the artwork revolves
around the central icon, with a headshot of Prita adapted and transformed
inallmannerofforms.WhiletherewerenotasmanyYouTubevideosinthis
case, one music video is particularly interesting, created by an elderly man
whohadneverpostedanyYouTubevideosbefore,showinghimselfplayinga
keyboardinmusicdedicatedtoPritaandjuxtaposedwithflashingimagesof
her.
In all of this it is noticeable that the outcome is easy or low-risk activism. Such
activism can function to reinforce a narrative and thus help translate online
actions,suchasclicking,typingandsharing,intoofflinecollectivemovements.
Certainly,low-risk,accessibleandaffordableaction,suchasgivingonecoin
viaaclick,iseasiertomobilisethangettingprotestersontothestreets.For
example, in the KPK case, while there were more than one million clicks supportingthecase,therewereonly5,000individualswhoengagedinrelated
streetactivism.Bypropagatingthemessagethat“yourcoinscansolvethe
problem,”theCoincampaigneffortlesslytransformedparticipants(coin
givers)tobepartofthesolution,providinganinstantgratification,andsimplifying the actual problem embedded in the Prita case.

The Limits of Social Media Activism
The two cases discussed in the previous section have shown that social media
activism can translate into populist political activism. Successful cases, such
as Prita and the KPK, however, are not the rule. As mentioned previously,
social media activism generates many clicks, but little sticks. Many others
have failed to achieve critical mobilisation. The social media environment is
notneutral,beingboundtodisparityandsubjecttodomination.Conversationsandinformationthatdominatesocialmediareflecttheinterests,
choices and preferences of its users. Issues propagated by mainstream media
that engage urban middle-class interest receive the most coverage. As illustratedinFigure1,evenbloggerswhoareconcernedaboutsocialandpolitical
issues tend to discuss issues that were popularised by mainstream media. In
Figure1,weseethatthePritacasewasintenselydiscussedonlyinJune2009
and a pornography scandal involving artists Ariel and Luna Maya engaged
ongoingdiscussionsfromJuly2009toMarch2011.Meanwhile,theLapindoand
Ahmadiyah issues, which involved the poor and a religious minority, received
minimalcoverage(detailsonbothcaseswillbeprovidedinalatersection).
While not generating massive participation like Prita, the Sri Mulyani
Indrawati/Century(SMI)caseinFigure1didattractsignificantpublicattention
and was discussed among top bloggers especially in July and December
2009followingwidespreadtelevisioncoverage.TheSMIcasereferstothe
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controversyaroundthebailoutofCenturyBankin2008bytheMinisterof
FinanceSriMulyaniIndrawatiwhohasareputationasareformerandaclean
politician.In2009,thelegislature,spearheadedbyGolkarParty,accusedher
of crimes, pointing out that the bailout was done without legal authority and
withoutprovingacapitalinjectionwasneeded(seeBarta2010).SriMulyani
Indrawati defended the bailout as necessary given the global economic
uncertaintiesatthetime.InalloftheinvestigationoftheCenturyBankbailout
therewasnoevidencethatsheprofitedfromherdecision.LiketheKPK
andPritacases,theSMIcasewasoftenportrayedinthemediaasaconflict
betweenasymbolicfigureinSriMulyaniIndrawatiandpredatoryinterests
identifiedwithAburizalBakrieoftheGolkarParty.ThelargestFacebookSMI
grouphadmorethan50,000followers.Initslaterdevelopment,theSMIcase
became more complex and, hence, did not translate into massive activism.

[Figure1]Popularityofissuesintop80Indonesiansocio-politicalblogs.Source:author's
calculation based on the occurences of blog postings that contain keywords associated with
fiveselectedissues.Thefigureisgeneratedfrom4.065postingsrecordedin80blogs.

Thefirsttwocases,PritaandKPK,showthatsocialmediaactivismcanbe
successfulinmobilisingmasssupportbyembracingsimplifiednarratives,
popular symbols, and low risk activities. In the next section, I will look at
unsuccessful cases – those that failed to gain mass support – to provide a
more rounded understanding of the dynamics of social media activism in
Indonesia. In order to demonstrate that the above-mentioned features are
crucial to turn social media into successful mobilisation, I will present an
analysis of how the absence of these features has prevented the mobilisation
of the masses in other cases.
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Lapindo and Ahmadiyah Cases
TheLapindocasereferstoamudflowdisasterinasub-districtofPorong
inSidoarjo,EastJava,wheretheblowoutofanaturalgaswelldrilledby
IndonesianoilandgasexplorationcompanyLapindoBrantasInc.,created
the biggest mud volcano in the world. The main shareholder in Lapindo
BrantaswastheBakriefamily,oneofthecountry’swealthiest.Thedisaster
beganonMay29,2006,whenhotmudstartingeruptingfromtheground.
Theflowratesquicklyincreasedandthevolcanicmudcoveredover7,000
hectaresoflands,impactingeightvillagesanddisplacingmorethan17,000
people.SomescientificevidenceclaimedthedisasterwascausedbyLapindo
Brantasdrilling,yetthecompanyarguedthecausewasanearthquakein
Yogyakarta,250kmaway.Thecompanyassertedthattheincidenthadnatural
causes, meaning responsibility for the damage lay with the government.
Thecompany’sargumentwasoftenrepeatedbyAburizalBakrie,aLapindo
Brantasowner,whoalsowastheMinisterofWelfareatthattime.Currently,
BakrieisthechairmanoftheGolkarParty,oneofthemostinfluentialpolitical
parties,andisrunningtobecometheparty’snomineeforthe2014presidentialelection.LawsuitsagainstLapindoBrantashadbeenfiledsince2006,
but the current legal status of the incident is still pending with no foreseen
certainty.Inthemeantime,theresidentsaffectedbythemudflowhavenot
been properly compensated.
With frequent mass media coverage, including national television, discussionsoftheLapindocaseextendedintotheonlinespherefromMay2006to
2009.Thesediscussions,however,didnottriggermassreactions.Activists
attemptedtomobiliseIndonesianstoseekjusticeforthevictimsbysetting
upsupportpagesonFacebook 5 and, yet, only received modest participation.
Nearlyeveryyearontheanniversaryoftheincident,includinginMay2012,
activists and the victims held small street protests and online activisms. In
2010,activistsheldthecompetitionofLapindo-relatedFacebookstatusandin
2011asimilarcompetitionwasheldforblogposts.Afteryearsofundertaking,
activism is slowly growing, and thus far still has not generated substantial
public participation.
Ahmadiyah is a religious movement founded by Mirza Ghulam Ahmad in
Indiain1889.Thereareabout200,000AhmadisinIndonesia.Likemainstream
Islam,itsteachingsarebasedontheQuranandtheHadith.Thedifferenceis
whether there can be other prophets after Muhammad. Ahmad claimed that
hehadfulfilledtheQuranicprophecyofthesecondcomingoftheMahdi,the
Messiah,awaitedbyMuslims.Becauseofthisclaim,Islamistconservatives
and many mainstream Muslims perceive Ahmadiyah as a heresy and it was
suppressedundera2008PresidentialdecreerequiringAhmadisto“stop
spreading interpretations and activities that deviate from the principal
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teachingsofIslam”(TheJakartaGlobe,February25,2011).Violationsofthe
decreecanresultinjailsentencesuptofive-years.
TheAhmadiyahcasereferstotheFebruary2011brutalattackonthe
Ahmadiyah community in Cikeusik where three were killed by a small group
ofradicalIslamistswhoconsideredtheAhmadisasheretics.Followingthe
attack, disturbing footage of the victims’ bodies being repeatedly stoned
andbeaten,whilepolicewatched,werecirculatedonYouTube.Suchvideos
took the incident global and triggered condemnation from international
organisations, such as the Human Rights Watch. Despite the videos, the
incidentgeneratedverylittlesocialmediaactivism.AsseeninFigure1,the
incidentwashardlydiscussedamongtopsocio-politicalbloggers.Following
theattack,groupscondemningtheattackappearedonFacebook.Other
groups, supporting Ahmadiyah to be a recognised religion, also emerged.6
Whilethesegroupsattractedonlyahandfulofmembers,byJune2012there
were104anti-AhmadiyahFacebookgroupsadvocatingtherepressionofthe
group and even supporting the killing of members of the group.7
While the Lapindo and Ahmadiyah cases represent important challenges for
Indonesia and involved far more victims than the Prita case, attempts to use
social media to mobilise public opinion resulted in very limited participation.
Despite the propensity of social media to promote radical transparency and
todiffuseissuesinmultiplenetworks,activismaroundthesecasesfailedto
reach critical mass. Unlike KPK or Prita, both Lapindo and Ahmadiyah did not
lendthemselvestoeasysimplification.WhilebothcanbeframedasDavid
vs.Goliathstories,thesecasesarecomplexanddonoteasilyfitmainstream
popular culture.

Voice, the Poor and Ambiguity
In the Lapindo case, the victims are the rural poor. The poor lack the voice and
recognitionnecessarytoengageincivicaction(Appadurai2004,63).Framing
the struggle of the rural poor so that it resonates with the interests of the
urban middle class is a particular challenge. Often without strong symbolic
representationandnoiconicfiguresthrustingthemselvesintotheforefront of the issue, the plight of the poor often does not generate headlines.
Remarkably, given the scale of the disaster, Lapindo activists failed to gain
popular support. Part of the reason for this is that the legal process provides
no clear-cut picture of whom to blame for the disaster. While sympathising
with the victims and developing a sense of pity, the case’s ambiguity makes it
difficultforsocialmediauserstomarkitasdistinctivefromotherdisasters.
Unable to deliver a black-and-white story of victimisation, the case does not
fall into a light package category.
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Additionally, mainstream media, especially national television, has been
successful in shifting the framing of the case as a special incident – where
thereareperpetratorsandvictims–toa“usual”naturaldisaster.Bakrie’sown
televisionchannel,TVOne,hasbeenveryactiveinendorsingthisframe(on
ownership,seeSudibyoandPatria2013).TVOnehasre-namedtheincident
Lusi,abbreviatedfromLumpurSidoarjo(Sidoarjomud),insteadofLapindo
mud,distancingLapindoBrantasfromthedisaster.Asaresultoftheprevailing intervention of TV One, the term Lusi is now widely used by the mainstreamnationalmedia(Novenanto2009).TheLapindocaseindicatesthat
socialmediaisinfluencedbythelargermediasystemwherecontrolthrough
ownership can be extended online and determines the course of social
media activism by the mainstream framing of events. Hence, we see that a
movement would be less likely to succeed if it is contested by more powerful
competing narratives.
The Ahmadiyah case is even more problematic. Its complexity sets it far
away from a light package principle. While the Ahmadis are victims, many
apparentlyseetheattackassomehowjustifiable.ForthosewhoareantiAhmadiyah, the attack is perceived as a defence of Islam and a reaction to
theAhmadiyah’sclaimedblasphemy.Here,thenarrativedoesnotfitthe
simple framing of David vs. Goliath and Ahmadiyah is transformed into the
perpetrator. The belief that Muhammad is the last prophet is one of the core
teachings of Islam, making it a meta-narrative for most Indonesian Muslims –
a grand narrative that gives a totalising account based upon the appeal to universaltruth(Lyotard1984,29)–and,thus,itisconsideredtabootochallenge
it.
What was missing was a considerable body of users who were prepared to
voicetheiropinionandjoinpro-Ahmadiyahgroups,leadingtoasupremacy
of anti-Ahmadiyah accounts in social media. There are two explanations for
thislossofvoice.First,someIndonesiansarenotforAhmadiyah.Whilethey
are against the killing, they are in a great doubt that Ahmadiyah’s teachings
are acceptable in Islam. Hence, they did not belong to any Ahmadiyah-related
groups and were silent. Second, some Indonesians believe that the attack was
inhumane and that Ahmadiyah’s rights should be protected. They, however,
felt they were in minority and avoided expressing an opinion publicly. The
lattersituationreflectsthe“spiralofsilence”wherepeopletendtokeeptheir
opinions or thoughts to themselves when they think they are in minority,
fearingseparationorisolationfromthosearoundthem(Noelle-Neumann
1974).TheAhmadiyahcasedemonstratesthatanysub-narrativethatcomplicatesthestorycanmakethecaseunqualifiedforlightpackageactivism.
The case also indicates the supremacy of religious meta-narrative and how it
influenceshowpeopleexpressthemselvesinsocialmedia.
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At the same time, lacking iconic value, the Lapindo and Ahmadiyah cases
did not generate the production of amateurish arts. While visual and artistic
symbolisation serves as a tool to communicate a narrative in a more salient
way,itbecomesdifficultwherenarrativescannotbetransformedintosimplifiedproblemdefinitionsandcausalinterpretations.Additionally,inareligioussociety,suchasIndonesia,moralassessmentissignificantinsymbolising
narratives.Easyidentificationofrightandwrong,goodandbad,moral
and immoral, is important in the production of symbols. The Lapindo and
Ahmadiyahcasespresentachallengetosuchbinarymoraljudgements.Inthe
absenceofeasymoralidentification,neithercasesgeneratedvisualsymbolic
representations needed in embracing a trailer vision.
As noted above, low-risk activism tends to encourage more participation.
However, the risk is not always associated with action. Low-risk actions, such
as clicking, can also be perceived as high risk if the movement represents
or involves non-mainstream ideologies. In the “I know that you know that I
know you know” network where conformity is desirable, such a click can incite
undesirablesocialconsequences.Further,thepresenceofideologycancomplicate the narrative that is, otherwise, relatively simple. Nationalist and religious narratives are the strongest ideological narratives in Indonesia. Naturally,
to be associated with any issue that is incongruent with these ideological
narratives is perceived as risky. This risk was particularly apparent in the
Ahmadiyah case. To sympathise with this non-mainstream religion was and is
a risky choice where such an action can be interpreted as anti-Islam.
Beyondthecasestudies,itisusefultolookatotherissuesthathelpusto
understand the role of ideology. Human rights abuse in West Papua is one
such example. The Papua case is ideological by its association with the
story of separatist Papuans where their struggles for self-determination are
perceived as endangering the integrity of the Unitary State of the Republic of
Indonesia(NKRI).NKRIhargamati(NKRIisfinal,absolutelynonnegotiable)isa
nationalist mantra often used to suppress ideologies and movements deemed
not a part of “Indonesia.” With the absoluteness of nationalist meta-narratives
suchasthis,itisdifficulttomobiliseanyissueslikelytobeassociatedwith
an anti-NKRI stance. While violating human rights can be morally framed as
“bad”and“wrong,”theWestPapuanscannotbesimplyclassifiedas“victims”
because many non-Papuan Indonesians associate them with anti-NKRI
actions. In addition to separatism, in the nationalist meta-narrative, communism,socialismandatheism,too,areassociatedwithanti-nationalism(see
Anderson2001;McGregor2007).Socialmediaactivismsassociatedwiththese
“isms”wouldfinditdifficulttogainpopularsupport.
Toprovideasubtlerexampleoftheroleofideology,itisworthbrieflyrevisitingtheSMIcase,asdepictedinFigure1.Despiteitsearlypopularity,unlike
the KPK and Prita cases where their supporters reached millions, the SMI case
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never yielded immense activism. While the SMI story easily generated an icon,
activism around the SMI case was deeply polarised. SMI supporters perceived
Sri Mulyani as a victim as well as an idol. 8 Some others questioned the real
motivebehindherdecisiontobailouttheCenturyBank.Further,SriMulyani’s
friendly relationship with the West, especially with some in the USA, led to her
associationwithneo-liberalism(antekneolib),deemedasa“foreign”ideology
that would corrupt Indonesia and nationalism. When, ultimately, Sri Mulyani
lefttheministerialpostfortheWorldBankpositioninWashingtonDC,some
saw this as evidence of her neo-liberalist agenda.

The Simplified Narrative
The cases presented suggest that participation in social media leads to
populist political activism when it embraces the principles of contemporary
culture of consumption: light package, headline appetite and trailer vision.
Simpleorsimplifiednarrativesthatareassociatedwithlow-riskactivismand
are congruent with ideological meta-narratives have a much higher chance
ofgoingviralandgeneratesignificantactivism.Successislesslikelywhenthe
narrative is contested by dominant competing narratives generated in mainstream media. Why does political activism in social media need to be couched
insimplifiedtermsthatresonatewithtermsofpopularculture?Theanswer
can be drawn from the following underlying explanations.

Social Media Ecology: Network is Vast, Content is Overabundant
Afirstexplanationoriginatesfromtheecologyofsocialmediaitself.Social
media epitomises the most extreme example of an overall acceleration of
production and circulation of information. In social media, a user is part of
multiple, hyper-connected “communities” which constantly produce and
consume. How to appeal to the mass in such an environment? Moreover,
socialmediaplatforms,suchasFacebookandTwitter,donotencouragelong
“conversations.” Their features direct users to nurture short quick interactions
and encourage multi-tasking. The escalation of velocity and size of information combined with the rapidity and briefness of interaction make social
mediamorehospitabletosimpleand/orsimplifiednarrativesthancomplex/
complicatedones.Obviouslyanimageofasmallgeckofightingagainsta
huge crocodile in the KPK case is more likely to stand out in the information
abundant environment of social media than a seemingly generic image of poor
mud-floodvictimsintheLapindocase.Similarly,afamiliarstoryofHollywoodstyle victimization, such as the story of Prita, can easily be told and retold in a
casualonlinechatbyexchangingjustafewquicklineswhereasasensitiveand
complex story of Ahmadiyah cannot be discussed in the same manner.
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Social Media as Part of a Larger Media System
The second explanation comes from the dependency of social media on the
larger media system. While bloggers and social media users produce their own
information, when it comes to news and events, most of them tend to become
the echo chamber of traditional mainstream media, especially television
channels. The more convivial environment of social media does encourage
theriseofcitizenjournalistswhoproducealternativenews.However,the
alternative production is still too miniscule to challenge the dominance of
mainstream content.
As we can see in the case studies, commercial national television channels
playedsignificantrolesinamplifying,curtailingandinterveningissuesin
social media activism. The successes of the KPK and Prita cases were reliant
on a boost coming from national television channels. On the other hand,
the Lapindo case saw TV One intervene with a more powerful competing
narrative,reducingsocialmedia-generatedparticipation.Becausesocial
media is embedded in systems of control, power and domination in the larger
media system, issues and interests that dominate mainstream media also
influencesocialmediaactivism.
The success of social media activism is dependent on its congruency with the
mainstream media culture. A sound bite is characterised by a short, quotable,
and memorable remark that captures the essence of the larger message or
conversation(Burke2010).UsingthecaseofweekdayeveningnetworknewscastsintheUSA,Adatto(1990)revealsthattheaveragesoundbitefellfrom
42.3secondsin1968toonly9.8secondsin1988.Today,theaveragesoundbite
isevenshorter.Forsocialmediaactivismtopermeatethemedianetwork,its
messagesizeneedstofittheshrinkingsoundbite.

Techno-materiality of Social Media Access
The third explanation falls under the logic of access. Social media is not free
from the techno-materiality of access, which not only determines who has
access, but also how they access and consume information, and what kind
of information they prefer to consume. There are two aspects to technomateriality.First,thedistributionofaccessand,second,thedevicetoaccess.
Regardingthefirst,theinternetinfrastructureinIndonesiaisnotequally
distributed throughout the country. Rural areas lack access to even the most
basictelecominfrastructure.Ofthe76,613villages,57%remaindisconnected
fromtheinternetand16.8millionruralhouseholds(27%ofthepopulation)
stillhavenoelectricityservice(Depdagri2011;Suhendra2012).Accesstosocial
mediastronglyreflectsthispattern,withover60%oftrafficcomingfrombig
cities,suchasJakarta,Bandung,Medan,Yogyakarta,SurabayaandSemarang
(SalingSilang2011).Mostoftheuserspreferentertainmenttootheronline
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content(GalihandNgazis2012).Toattractpublicattention,apoliticalmessage needs to contend with the pervasiveness of entertainment content that
predominantly serves urban middle-class consumers.
Onthesecondaspect,from2009to2012onlineaccessthroughinternetcafes
declinedfrom64%to42%andaccessonmobilephonesincreasedfrom48%
to62%(Miftachul2012).Theproliferationofmobilephones,withover220
millionusersin2012(MobileMonday2012,6),growingexponentiallyfromonly
32,792in1993(Lim2002),hasbecomeadrivingforceofthegrowthofthe
mobile internet. This is supported by cheaper internet rates and the increased
availabilityofthewirelessnetworkinurbanareas.One-thirdof55million
internetusersaccesstheinternetfrommobilephones(MobileMonday,2012,
6).Theprevalenceofmobileinternetusagenotonlymakessocialmedia
moreportableandaccessible,italsoinfluencesthewaypeopleconsume
content. The shift from the rich features found in laptops and desktops to
mobile devices inevitably comes with a loss of some of its richness with a
smallerscreen,smallertext,feweroptionsandlowerfidelity.Mobilehas
enabled people, in a disruptive sense, to produce and consume content more
frequently, yet, mainly in “bite-size chunks.” In Indonesia, where the speed
and bandwidth are generally low, it is neither easy or nor cheap to download
heavyrichinformation.Forexample,IndonesiansIinterviewedspokeabout
howtheyhadtogetYouTubevideoscompletelyretrievedbeforewatching
them as real-time streaming was not possible. Mobile device suits social networking tools that are tailored for consumption based on light package, headline appetite and trailer-vision principles.

Conclusions and Implications
UsingtheIndonesiancontextasanillustrativecase,inthisarticleIoffer
a critical perspective to the existing literature of social media activism.
There,somespecificitiesoftheargument,suchasthedominanceofcertain
meta-narratives and the state of internet infrastructure, may not always be
applicable to other contexts. The overarching argument, however, can be
applied more generally. Similar explanations derived from cases presented
here can help us to understand social media activism in countries such as
Tunisia,EgyptandtheUSA.InTunisia,thestoryofMohammedBouazizi’sselfimmolationsawapoorstreetvendorwhoneverfinishedhighschoolbecome
anunemployeduniversitygraduateslappedbyafemaleofficialeventhough
nobody knew whether the slap really happened. This framing and its strong
symbolisationthroughBouazizi’sburningbodyimagesenabledaworking
class movement to culturally and politically resonate with the rest of the
population,especiallytheeducatedurbanmiddle-classyouth(Lim2013).
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Similarly,inEgypt,KhaledSaeed,ayoungmanwhodiedunderdisputed
circumstancesafterbeingarrestedbyEgyptianpolice,wasmythologisedas
“apowerfulfigurewhocanencapsulatetheyounggeneration:young,social
mediasavvy,anti-authoritarian,andwasmartyredataninternetcafé…By
elevatinghimintoafigurewithsaint-likequalities,minimisesandsimplifies
thedynamicsofhislife”(Ali2012),EgyptianactivistsconvenientlyusedKhaled
Saeed as a symbol of resistance that resonated with the entire population
(Lim2012a).
The successful Invisible Campaign in mobilising people to support the
Kony2012cause,avideoabouttheLord’sResistanceArmythatwentviral,
isanotherexample(seeDrumbl2012).AsarguedbyZuckerman(2012),the
campaign:
issocompellingbecauseitoffersextremelysimplenarrative:Konyis
auniquelybadactor,ahorrifichumanbeing,whosecapturewillend
sufferingforthepeopleofNorthernUganda.Ifeachofusdoesourpart,
influencespowerfulpeople,[theUnitedStates]militaryforcewilltake
action and Kony will be captured.
Usinganoverlysimplifiednarrativeandcallingforalow-riskactivismthat
easily transforms individuals to be part of the solution, the Kony campaign
isthequintessenceofthelightpackageactivismthatfullygratifiesheadline
appetites and skilfully embraces trailer vision.
Such instances suggest that the Indonesian experience is not unique. At the
same time, social media activism cannot be viewed in a dichotomous perspective. Rather than viewing it as a harbinger of progressive social change or
dismissing it as “slacktivism,” the article provides a more nuanced argument,
identifying the conditions under which participation in social media may lead
to successful political activism.
BystudyingsocialmediaactivisminIndonesia,welearnthattheparticipatory
nature of social media certainly is most suitable to disseminate popular
culture-related content. While this participatory culture can be borrowed
for civic engagement and political mobilisation, it is limited in its capacity
to mobilise complex political issues. The limitations are derived from, at
least,threecircumstances.First,insocialmedia,thenetworkisvastandthe
production and circulation of information is constantly accelerated.
Thisenvironmentismoregenialtosimpleand/orsimplifiednarrativesthan
complex/ complicated ones. Second, social media is not independent from
the large media system. Social media activism, thus, needs to attune with “the
incredible shrinking sound bite” culture of mainstream media. Third, social
media is not detached from its technomaterial aspect, namely the distribution
and device of its access. With a high concentration of social media access in
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urban areas, the narrative of activism always competes with entertainment
contenttailoredforurbanmiddle-classconsumers.Furthermore,ahigh
proportion of users access social media from mobile devices that are tailored
for the quick bite experience.
Social media activisms, thus, are most successful when their narratives, icons
and symbolic representations mimic those that dominate the contemporary
popular culture. In other words, they have to embrace the principles of contemporary culture of consumption: light package, headline appetite and trailer
vision.Beyondthat,theactivismmustneitherbeassociatedwithhigh-risk
actionsnorideologiesthatchallengethedominantmeta-narratives(suchas
nationalismandreligiosityinIndonesia).Further,italsoneedstobeuncontested by powerful competing narratives endorsed in mainstream media. As
such, social media activisms are always in danger of being too fast, too thin
and too many. While online activism may see many clicks, these are little sticks
– while we may witness many clicks, there are very few causes that make for
widespread activism in the vast online social media environment.
Social media activism marks a period of innovation and experimentation in
the use of new media technologies and participatory culture. Online expression, popular culture, combined with sociality, create multiple spheres where
millionsofIndonesianscometogether.OnFacebook,Twitterandthelike,
theseIndonesiansfindeachother,organise,collaborateandact.Socialmedia,
however, does not lend itself to facilitate deliberative discourses on complex,
difficultissues.Itdoesnotlenditselftothedeliberationneededinadeepeningdemocracy.Asnotedelsewhere,“[r]ule-bounddeliberationisslowand
ponderous, emphasises the acquisition of knowledge and expertise, focuses
on government laws and policies, and succeeds when citizens partners with
government in the service of good decisions, political legitimacy and social
stability”(LimandKann2008,100).
These characteristics are unmatched by the features of social media, which
is,firstandforemost,social.Socialmediaactivitiesforurbanmiddleclasses
mostly revolve around fun, self-expression and social gain. None of these
is readily categorised as part of civic engagement that contributes to democratic processes. Social media does not inherently promote civic engagement
and should not be perceived as a causal agent for social change and democratisation.Atitsbest,itfacilitatesandamplifiesaculturethathelps
establish a foundation, a training ground, and a learning space for individuals
to express their opinions, to exercise their rights and to collaborate with
others.Byunderstandingthenatureandlimitationsofsocialmediaactivism
and its conditions for success, activists may utilise, employ and transform it
into meaningful civic engagement and political participation.
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Notes
1  Availableathttp://www.facebook.com/pages/Gerakan-1000000-Facebookers-DukungChandra-Hamzah-Bibit-Samad-Riyanto/192945806132(accessedJanuary25,2013).
2  Examplesincludehttp://www.facebook.com/SelamatkanIndonesiaandhttp://www.
facebook.com/pages/Saya-Cicak-Berani-Melawan-Buaya/167520472821(bothaccessed
January25,2013).
3  Thejinglecanbefoundathttp://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSHwQDhDvF0(accessed
January25,2013).
4  Theoriginalpagewasathttp://apps.facebook.com/causes/290597?m=7c7df20b.Itisno
longer available.
5  Anexampleishttp://www.facebook.com/groups/26083340518(accessedJanuary25,2013).
6  ExamplesofpagessupportingAhmadiyaharehttp://www.facebook.com/antikekerasan.
ahmadiyah(accessedJanuary25,2013),http://www.facebook.com/pages/DukungAhmadiyah-Menjadi-Agama-Baru-di-Indonesia/190168814338999(thelinknolongerworks
asthepagehasbeenclosed)andhttp://www.facebook.com/groups/197293916964081/
(accessedJanuary25,2013).
7  Examplesincludehttp://www.facebook.com/pages/Gerakkan-FACEBOOKersbubarkan-AHMADIYAH/102692336450372?ref=tsandhttp://www.facebook.com/
groups/188601241161606/(bothaccessedJanuary25,2013).
8

Loyal supporters of Sri Mulyani continue to use social media for further, more ambitious,
agendabycampaigningforhernominationasa2014Presidentialcandidate.SomeSMI
social media activists became part of the newly-formed Independent People’s Union Party
(PartaiSRI),whosemaingoalistosupportSriMulyani’scampaigninthe2014Presidential
election.
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Annotation

same time, the essay, in its analysis of

Nishant Shah

in mobilising social and cultural

Merlyna Lim’s essay is perhaps
demonstrative of all the concerns
that this Reader espouses. It helps us
understand that the digital cannot
be taken too literally. It requires
qualificationsandcontextualisation.
Digitalisnotjustabouttheaccess
to technologies and cannot be
reduced to questions of penetration
and adoption. She shows clearly
thatthereisagentrifyingeffect
that the digital has, as only certain
communities and class-clustered
individuals get access to digital
playingfields,thusproducingskewed
representations of reality. Within
Indonesia, she shows the need to
look at the population that is getting
wired, to understand why certain
political positions are being taken
and how the impulses of transformation are shaped by the contexts
of these users who can easily stand
in for the larger population that has

how the digital gets operationalised
movements and protests, shows
that the digital is not as universal
as we would have imagined. While
there might be structural similarities
that emerge from the form and
aesthetics of the digital platforms
and apps as they traverse around
the world, the movements cannot
be merely labelled as the same,
underlabelslike“Facebookprotests”
and“TwitterRevolutions”.Evenas
the number of tools and spaces of
expression get reduced under the
massive monopolies of digital social
web, it is important to remember
that these tools get hugely shaped
by the contexts where they are put
into practice. Decoding them as
micro processes and understanding
themasspecificallyusedtoaddress
particular questions of the region is
important so that we do not privilege
the digital in the formulation of
‘Digital Activism’.

limited or no access to these spaces

Her take on activism also mimics

of intervention and discourse. At the

this need to qualify and substantiate

153

154

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

what we mean by activism. Drawing

which are not necessarily aimed at a

upon the dual nature of responsibility

pre-definedgoalbutrevealthepos-

and entitlement, of safety and open-

sibilities of digital engagement.

ness, of privacy and trust, she shows
how we need to think of activism,
not only as a goal based solution to a
problem but the beginning of a series
ofprocessesthathavedifferent
material and experiential practices.
Particularly in her critique of clicktivism, Lim helps to understand
how we might need to reconsider
the traditional indicators like impact
and spread, which have been the
measuresoftheefficacyofactivism.
New faces of digital activism, which
are more tactics than strategies,
require a new vocabulary and new
imaginations of what it means to act,
when that act is a click. Her conception of activism demands that
weseeactionindifferentregisters,
and look at a value-chain of actions,

The formulation of ‘Digital
Activism’, for Lim, is still not free
of the geographies of operation
and intention. She shows how
taking the geographical locations
– national, regional, global – is not
only important but necessary in
understanding what it means to
beactiveandthesubjectivityof
this actor based on the place of the
body.Ensuringthathercritique
isembeddedinthespecificityof
Indonesia, and the diversity of the
social, cultural, and political terrain
of the region, Lim argues for a
needtofindthematerialityandthe
geography of the digital, when it
becomes a space for activism and
intervention.

where we see the chain reactions
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Rising Voices: Indigenous
Language Digital
Activism
Subhashish Panigrahi

This narrative is based on a talk by Subhashish Panigrahi at the Global Voices Citizen Media Summit 2015, Cebu City, Philippines on January 25, 2015.

My name is Subhashish Panigrahi and I work at the Centre for Internet and
Society(CIS)inBangalore,India.IhavebeenworkingwiththeWikimedia
Foundationsince2012andthentheprogramgotshiftedtoAccessTo
Knowledge at CIS. It is focused to support all the Indic languages, and the
communitiescontributingtoWikipediaanditssisterprojects.Ihavebeen
workingwith63differenttribesfromtheIndianstateofOdishaspeaking
variousdiverselanguages.Thesecommunitiesspeakabout15unique
languagesastheirnativelanguagesoutofwhichonly10havescripts.And
they don’t have a common language to communicate among themselves. And
the state’s language is kind of dominating their native languages. None of the
languages have an application in their mobile phone or computer to type in
their languages. And because of various such reasons these languages are
slowly vanishing from the native speakers’ tongues. Similar instances might
happening in the rest of the world as well. I will be talking about the setbacks
thatarestoppingtheselanguagestogrow(technicalchallenges,linguistic
challenges,andconsensus),strategiesandopportunities.
A language is a gateway to the linguistic and cultural heritage of a society and
is a medium to communicate. Languages die out because of the dominance
oftheofficiallanguagesinastateorcountry.Becauseofthepredominant
useofofficiallanguagesforgovernance,languagesspokenbyindigenous
peopleareoftenrepressedanddieoutslowly.Thislanguage“Bo”(ofthegreat
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Andamaneselanguagefamily)diedwiththelastlivingpersonofthecommunity.1Thatissad!Hundredsandthousandsoflanguagesaredyingevery
year because of the dominance of other languages. Language is also a tool to
express any native practice of a community in its best way. When knowledge
is transferred via translation there is always a “loss in translation”. Languages
have historically been used to document and archive religious, cultural and
other text for the future generation to enable them to learn about their
ancestors.

[Image1]SubhashishPanigrahispeakingattheGlobalVoicesCitizenMediaSummit2015,Cebu
City,ThePhilippines.Credit:JeremyClarke,sharedunderCreativeCommonsBY-SA4.0license.

The challenges that the indigenous communities face are mostly the reach of
modern technology. Many languages don’t have their writing systems in the
computer, their scripts have not been standardized, many languages do not
haveUnicodesupport(UnicodeisascriptencodingstandardbytheUnicode
Consortiumthatdefinesthecharacterorglyphstandardsforascript).Alot
of non-Latin script based languages have the problem of the script not being
renderedinacomputer.Manyofthescriptshaveconjunctswheremorethan
onecharacterisjoinedwithanotherandwhenyoutypetheminacomputer
they look like gibberish. A lot of languages do not have native input methods
builtinthecomputerormobilephonetotype.Fontsthatareusedinascript
donotexistformanylanguages.Ihavebeenworkingonaprojectforgettinga
font designed for this script Ol - chiki for the language Santhali . This language
isspokeninatleastsevenIndianstatesbyabout6millionpeople.Itisoneof
theofficiallanguagesofIndiaandhasitsownuniquescript.Butitprobably
didnothaveaUnicodefontuntil2013.AndthenGooglecameupwithafont
Noto Ol-chiki which at the moment is the only available Santali Unicode font. 2

Rising Voices

We are working with a designer to design a font that could be used for print,
mobile, web and everywhere else.
There comes the strategies around digital activism for languages. Many
languages need external intervention by promoting its use in mainstream
media. The web as a platform could be used to popularize a language.
[Drawinganexample,]maybesendingtextmessagestofarmerswiththe
weather forecast could help common people to use their language more for
knowledge sharing. Many languages and scripts need standardization and this
workhasto[involve]academics,linguistsandresearchers.Aconsensushas
to be made for communities that are dispersed to have a single stand while
creating standards. If a language is not feeding someone then there is no
wayitcouldbeusedbymorepeople.Manycommunitiestodayarepro-EnglishbecauseitiseasiertogetajobwithEnglishproficiency.Lackofjobswith
native language competence has led to many people moving away from their
languages. So there is a strong need to raise the languages in a societal system
to a level that it enables people to earn equally with competence in their own
languages.Thereisaneedforadoptingamultipleofficiallanguagepolicyso
that the enforcement of many languages being used in many places will make
smaller languages get life that are otherwise dying out. Collaborating with
other communities, leveraging the strength of local hacker or developer communities to build language input and other language related tools, designing
good quality fonts, getting advertising media to promote regional languages
will be very useful for enhancing usability of the languages. There is always
a need for capacity building. Indigenous communities would not care for the
preservation of their language using modern technology which requires some
kind of external intervention from the academic, linguistic and researcher
community. All of these will contribute to build an ecosystem to collaborate
with native language speakers and empower them with advanced tools and
technology to use their native language in every possible way. This has a
parallel to how the missionaries started preaching in colonies. They learned
the local languages, published books in people’s languages and that is how
theBiblehasbeenthefirsteverpublishedbookformanylanguages.Asimilar
strategy is possible to design without of course a religious intent.

Endnotes
1  2015.“Aka-BoLanguage.”Wikipedia.March12.https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Aka-Bo_language.
2  “NotoFonts.”Google.http://www.google.com/get/noto/#/.

157

158

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

Annotation

anobjectlessonregardinghowlocal

Padmini Ray Murray

differentwaysofseeingandknowing;

Designations such as “millennials”
and “digital natives” implicitly
connote a techno-utopian vision,
underpinned by an assumption that
all young people have equal digital
access. However, it is safe to assume

epistemological legacies can provide
a learning that is crucial for those of
us working on digital cultures and
dissemination in South Asia, in order
to create our own theoretical frameworks in response to technological
change.

that the language of the digital native
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for Indic languages input is still a

in its scope, not only because of

significantchallengeformajorliving

the foundational role the American
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whether the Unicode Consortium,

underlie the very structure of the
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digital tools we use. As McPherson
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disrupting the whole.” In this article,
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to persuasively illustrate in his piece
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Towards 2 Way
Participation
Prabhas Pokharel

Formalactorsareincreasinglyusingtechnologyinordertopushyouthparticipationforward.Incrediblestoriesofgrassrootsyouthengagementefforts
that use technology have given and continue to give inspiration to many of
theseefforts.Inthisessay,Iusethisinspirationasapremisetoarguethat
the power of story-making and narrative formation is important to consider
whendesigningparticipationefforts.UsingexamplesfromUNICEFKosovo
Innovations Lab, I urge practitioners in this area to loosen their narrative constraintsoneffortsencouragingyouthparticipationthroughtechnology,andto
re-interpret youth participation as a two-way dynamic.

Story and narrative
Inordertomakemyargumentcoherently,Iwillfirsttrytodescribetwo
objects,thenarrativeandthestory.
Astoryissimple;roughly,ithasabeginningandanend,aplotandaflow
that guides one from the beginning to the end, some characters, and some
action. It is a tale, a set of events glued together one after the other, a set
of characters moving through time or space in one form or another. The
narrative, on the other hand, is the framework within which these events
and actions happen. It sets the rules that stories must follow: The types of
characters that are allowed, and the kinds of interactions they can have with
each other. The fairy tale narrative, for example, includes magic, wizards and
witches, princes and princesses, gingerbread men, and happy endings. The
western rational narrative of the world, on the other hand, insists on causality
according to the laws of physics, biology and various other sciences. Stories
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simplyexist(aretold)withinthesenarrativeframeworks.Inafairytale,
Cinderellafindsherprinceinaballroom,usespumpkinsthatturnmagically
into chariots, and has a fairy godmother. In the western rational world, Darwin
ridesaboatthroughtheCaribbean,observesmanydifferentkindofanimal
life as they progress through generations, and deduces the existence of
evolution.
Simplyput,thestoryistheflowofevents,amotivationthatprodsomeactions
which are followed by consequences. The narrative is the framework, the rules
and constraints that dictate what kinds of interventions are appropriate given
certain motivations and what consequences actions can have.
AndnowthatIhavedescribedthesetwoobjects,Iwillmoveontothesubjectofthispaper:thecontemporarypracticeofyouthparticipationthrough
technology.

Youth participation through technology
In this paper, I will talk to and about formal actors involved in the practice of
youth participation1throughtechnology.Butbeforegettingtotechnology,the
practice of youth participation that formal actors engage in is worth breaking
down, as participation is a broad term. In the paper, formal actors mean
governmentorganisations,aidorganisations,non-profits,andevenprivate
sectorparticipants—entitieswithbudgets,employedstaff,rulesofoperation
and so on. And youth participation refers to the practice of involving young
people in the kinds of processes the aforementioned formal actors perform. 2
Togiveanexample,IamreferringtosomethinglikeUNICEFKosovo’seffort
to engage young people in its anti-smoking program, by hosting debates to
bring out issues important to youth, and by asking young people to design
media campaigns that would appeal to their peers. Another example would
betheprogramthroughwhichPlanBeninhasbeengettingyoungpeopleto
contribute reports about child-related abuse and violence, in order to help
the organisation get a better understanding of the child protection needs in
Beninoisecommunities. 3Youthparticipationeffortslikethesecanbethought
of as participatory planning4 extended to action — involving young people
directly into work formal actors are engaging in. Planning is one type of work
in which people can be engaged, but also included are activities such as
designingnewcampaigns(forexampleagainstsmoking),developingbetter
maps of communities, or creating better pictures of on the-ground situations
(forexampleofchild-relatedviolence).AndformalactorslikeUNICEF,Plan,
andgovernmentsaroundtheworldhavebeeninterestedinsucheffortsfora
long time, for reasons that range from enabling youth participation itself, to
electoral considerations, promotion of volunteerism, and many other reasons.
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Such kind of youth participation both exists and is desired by many formal
actors.
Itisherethen,thattechnologyandrecenthistoryenter.Forintherecent
years,whathasarisenisthatthevery“audience”oftheseparticipationefforts
has been organising themselves using technology in highly notable ways.
I will use an example that I am intimately familiar with, that of the NepalUnites
protests organised in Kathmandu in demand for Nepal’s new constitution to
bewritteninMayof2011.Bythen,Nepal’sconstituentassemblywasrunning
shortonitsseconddeadlineforwritingtheconstitution(thefirstwasayear
before,inMay2010),andphenomenallylittleprogresshadbeenmade. 5 So
youngpeoplegottogetherusingFacebookasaprimaryorganisationaltool,
to protest against the inaction of the constituent assembly members. Starting
with the slogan of:

(“Youhavetakenyourfullsalaries,nowgiveustheconstitution”),thegroup
organised protests ahead of the constitutional deadline, gathering crowds of
thousands of people repeatedly.6Theprotestswereinterestinginthat(1)their
declaredinterestsweresimplythoseoftax-payingcitizens,and(2)theywere
organisedandledbyyouthnotaffiliatedwithanypoliticalparty,union,or
organisation — both rare enough in Nepal for people to take notice.
And notice people did: the protests received media coverage for many weeks
of their existence. It started with simple reports of the protests that people
had organised, but moved quickly on to the discussions of the pure “citizen”
stanceoftheeffort,criticismoftheclassednatureoftechnology-based
organisationinacountrywith58percentliteracy,7 and rebuttals cautioning
againststickingonlywithsupposedlytriedandtruebutineffectivemethods
ofinfluence.Allinall,theprotestsstayedonnationalnewspapersforatleast
two weeks around the constitutional deadline. The protests didn’t receive
any concrete goals in terms of achieving constitutional progress, but media
coverage extended even to international media. The story of how young
people in Nepal organised themselves using technology, and articulated their
demand loudly, was indelibly entered into the annals of national and international media, 8 and the minds of the public consciousness.
What this means is that any designer of a program for youth participation in
Nepal’s future will now be forced to confront, discuss, and address this set of
protestsofMay2011.Formalactorscannolongerframeyouthparticipation
effortsinspiringapatheticyouthtoaction;theywillinsteadhavetoframe
their audience in terms of one that was able to use technology to organise
themselvesandarticulatethemselvesloudandclearinMayof2011.Asthe
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accesstoandusageoftechnologyincreases(asithasbeen),moreandmore
youthparticipationeffortsinfactwillbeusingtechnologydirectly.Andmore
thananyotherparticipationefforts,thesewillhavetospeaktomovements
such as NepalUnites.
And they have. While the example I have used is so recent that it forces me
to foretell consequences, many events of the past lend credibility to what I
haveargued.The2011revolutionsinNorthAfricaandtheMiddleEast,the
PinkChaddhicampaigninIndia,theUshahidiHaiticrowdsourcingeffort,the
MapKiberaproject,andtheuprisingsinIranandMoldovaarejustahandful
ofyoutheffortswithaheavytechnologycomponentthattheworldknows
about.Effortslikethesearenotable,widelydiscussed,andalreadyplaya
crucialpartinthedesignofnewyouthparticipationeffortsbyformalactors.I
myself have seen these very examples repeatedly appear in opening paragraphsandmotivatingslidestalkingaboutformalparticipationeffortsthat
dealeventangentiallywithtechnology.Often,thesegrassrootseffortsactas
theverycatalystsfortechnologyusagewithinyouthparticipationprojects.
And even when not, they are bound to act as inspiration, or at the very least as
examples who can provide lessons learned.
Tome,thisisaverywelcomewayofdoingthings.Formaleffortsforyouth
participation should learn from how young people themselves organise and
have their own say using technology. What I want to do in the rest of this essay
isbreakdowntwoparticularattributesofparticipationefforts:story-making
andnarrativepower,andarguefortheirinclusion(andifnotinclusion,atleast
consideration)innewparticipationmethodsthatusetechnology.

Crowdsourcing and competitions: Storymaking
and narrative power
In this section, I want to describe two methods of youth participation through
technology: crowdsourcing and competitions. In the process, I will tease out
twopropertiesofyouthparticipationefforts:storymakingandnarrative
power.
One increasingly popular method of technology-based participation uses
the technique of crowdsourcing. The idea of crowdsourcing is to get large
numbersofpeople(the‘crowd’)tocontributeinformationoranactionof
somesort.Thegoalistoobtain(source)somethingfromthecrowd;the
something varies from some information individuals already have to small
tasks they have to complete. Popularised by the Ushahidi initiatives to solicit
information from large numbers of people during crises in Kenya and Haiti,
themethodhasbeenusedforsolicitingreportsofchildviolenceinBeninas
well as to collect information during disasters by UN-OCHA.9
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Crowdsourcing depends on a crowd, i.e., a large number of people. The tools
that enable crowdsourcing, because of its very nature, try to enable as many
peopletocontributetoaneffortaspossible.Thereliabilityofaggregate
resultsisimprovedbythenumberofcontributions;‘numberofcontributions’
toacrowdsourcingeffortareinfactoneofthemeasuresofitssuccess.In
order to enable large-scale participation in such a way, however, the barrier to
action has be reduced as much as possible—the action each person performs
hastobemadeatomisedandsimple.Butwhencontributions,or‘participation’ifyouwill,are(is)soatomised,thecrowdisleftwithcontrolofneither
storynornarrative.Bythetimeayoungpersonisinvitedtoparticipate,the
taskthatshouldbedoneisalreadydefined,thestoryofthewhyandthehow
are already told. In what ways the crowd is supposed to contribute, how the
needfortheefforttranslatestothespecificpiecesofdataoractionthatthe
crowd has to be performed, all of that is determined pre-‘participation’.
Simplyput,crowdsourcingeffortsgiveparticipantsverylittlecontrolofeither
the story or the narrative. There will be a story produced by the information
thatthecrowdcontributes.Butthestoryofwhytheeffortwasstarted(i.e.,
theneedthatmotivatedtheeffort),howthattranslatedintothespecific
actions the crowd is now performing, and decisions to change these actions
based on new information: all of that is out of participants’ hands. This is
especiallytrueinformalefforts,wheretheretendstobealargeseparation
betweenthe‘crowd’(theparticipants)andthe‘crowdsourcers’(theformal
actors).Thelanguageofcrowdsourcingitselfcarrieswithitthenotionofadisempowered‘crowd’whichcanbe‘sourced’foreffortandinformation.Butthe
crowdcannotdefinethe‘why’(thestory)orthe‘how’(thenarrative)ofwhat
they contribute.
In contrast is yet another popular method for youth participation through
technology:Competitions.TheWorldBank’sapps4devcompetition,state
department-sponsoredApps4Africa,andchallengessponsoredbyprivate
sectorcompaniessuchasGSMA(2011MobileAppChallenge)andNokia
(CallingAllInnovatorsprogram)workbydevelopingabroadproblemdefinition, and then accepting a wide range of submissions to solve the problem.
Theproblemstatementsreflecttheneedsandprioritiesthattheformal
institutions seek to be addressed, but there is usually plenty of freedom to
definewhyandwhattodo.Apps4Dev,forexample,askedtechnologistsyoung
andoldtocreateapps(applications)usingWorldBankdata.Creatorsofapps
could tell their own stories about what kinds of data they wanted to use, how
they wanted to use the data, why, who the audience would be, and so on. The
basicconstraintwasonlythattheapplicationhadtouseWorldBankdata.This
ofcourserestrictedapproachestobedatacentricandanalytic.Butbesides
that, there was a lot of freedom in choosing what kind of story to tell and
what narrative to use. The MigrantsMovingMoney app,10 for example, told a

163

164

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

story about migration around the world, while DevelopmentTimelines tried
to tell the stories of development of individual places through time. And the
narrative constraints by which their motivations manifested to interventions
weretheirown.Participantsdefined‘app’intheirownway(MigrantsMovingMoneywasasimpleweb-basedvisualisationofdata;GetaLife!presented
intuitionsintheformofagame;Bebemawasamobileappdirectedtowards
mothers),therebydefiningwhatinterventionswereappropriateforthekind
of story they were trying to tell.
I have on purpose not yet argued which of these is the better approach as no
techniqueofenablingyouthparticipationisapanacea.However,Ifindthis
property of story-making and narrative to be an important one to consider
whendesigningyouthparticipationefforts.Inthenextsection,Iwillbringout
examplesfrommyexperienceattheUNICEFInnovationsLabKosovo,which
has suggested to me that allowing for these freedoms in fact enables more
powerful mechanisms of youth participation.

Some real life examples
Here,IwouldliketosharemyexperiencefromUNICEFInnovationsLab
Kosovo,whichwasfoundedinNovember2010,andwhichIledfortheinitial
six months of its existence. The Lab has a mandate of increasing youth participation through technology among other things, and experience with young
people’sprojectstherehasmeconvincedthatnarrativeandstory-making
powersareofgreatvalueinyouthparticipationefforts.11
An early challenge that the Lab was given was to make better digital maps of
KosovoforUNICEF’suse—existingpublicmapshadlittleinformationabout
points of interest such as health facilities, youth centres, schools, and other
publicserviceresources.Youngpeople,includingthosefromtheorganisation
FreeLibreOpenSourceSoftwareKosova(FLOSSK)wantedtomakebetter
maps of Kosovo and were already working on this issue. Given that part of our
mandate was to increase youth participation through technology, then, our
taskwastocraftamethodologytoinvolvethese(andother)youngpeoplein
processesofmakingmapsthatwouldbeusefulforUNICEF(andultimatelythe
KosovogovernmentandtheKosovopublic).Twobasicmethodswereobvious:
(1)tostartwithacertainsetofinterestingpointstomapfromUNICEF’sperspective,definethecorrectwaytomapeachpoint,andaskyoungpeopleto
contributeindividualpiecesofdata;(2)tosimplytellyoungpeoplewhatwe
weredoing,andaskthemhowtheywantedtocontributetooureffort.The
firstmethodisthemethodofatomisation:todefinetheprocessandbreakthe
task into small chunks. The second is a non-atomised method that leaves all
ofthe‘howquestions’(andsomeofthe‘why’)tobedefinedbyyoungpeople
themselves.
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Wetriedbothmethods.KosovoYouthMap(http://kosovoinnovations.
org/youthmap)wasaprojecttomapyouthresourcesinKosovousingthe
atomised/crowdsourcedapproach.Wedefinedexactlythekindofdatawe
wanted(“youthresources”:youthNGOs,youthcentres,studentcouncilsand
peerclubs),atomisedthedatacollectionprocess(giveusinformationforone
oftheseresources;hereisaformtofill),andinvitedyoungpeopletocontributepointsofinterestontothemap(afterstartingwithabaselayerofdata
weobtainedthroughothermeans).Twoprojectswerebornoutofthelatter
method,ofjustputtingourrequesttoyoungpeopleofKosovo.Oneofthe
projectswastomappollingstationsthroughoutKosovo(http://kumevotu.
info),andanotherwantedtomappublicfacilities(schools,municipalityoffices,
healthcentres,etc.)throughoutthecountry.Themethodsformappingwere
similarinboththeseyouth-definedprojects:theyincludedgettingasmuch
publicdataaspossible,andthenusingGPSunitstolocatespecificfacilities
and putting them on the Wikipedia-like mapping platform OpenStreetMap.
Iworkedwithallthreeprojects.WhileIhavenorigorousevaluationmethodto
stand behind me, and more confounding variables that anyone could count,
youngpeople’sengagementinprojectstheydefinedthemselves,andtold
theirownstoriesfor,weremuchhigherthantheprojectwhereparticipation
wasmoreatomised.IcanparticularlydifferentiatebetweentheKuMeVotu
projectandtheKosovoYouthMap,twoprojectsthatweremoreorless
completed during my tenure at the Lab. Judging by number of contributions
received,numberofperson-hourscontributingtoagivenproject,andthe
amount of material contributed, the participatory output was simply higher
fortheyouth-definedproject.
One of the reasons why I think the engagement was higher in this case points
directlytonarrativepower;alotofitcamedowntosimplythesomewhat
technicalchoiceofamappingplatform.ForaUNICEFthatwantedgoodmaps
most of all, the slight preference of open source tools was no match to the
much greater quality and quantity of data available from proprietary vendors
likeGoogle.SotheKosovoYouthMapusedproprietarymapinformationfrom
Google as the default base layer, and Ushahidi, the popular crowdsourcing
software for collecting information about youth resources. The polling station
andpublicinstitutionprojects,ontheotherhand,wereworkingwithOpenStreetMap, which is a community-based mapping platform that places very
few restrictions on public consumption and re-use of mapping data. The
young people we engaged with had already been working on OpenStreetMap,
and had a very high preference for continuing to work on that platform
forideologicalreasons(thelicensethatOpenStreetMapusesisaCreative
Commons license that puts only two basic restrictions on usage of data: that
credit be given, and that any new work based on that work must also have
asimilarlicenseandthereforealsoallowre-use).Thegroupofyoungsters
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wanted to contribute to a global knowledge base that would be expounded on
by others after them, and was simply more excited to work using these tools.
Soultimately,engagementwasdrivenbythehowoftheproject(ie,howitwas
implemented),withthehiddenpoliticsofchoiceoftools.Itwasanarrative
choice,achoiceofhowmotivation(needformappedpollingstations)translatedtointervention(createpointsmappedonOpenStreetMap).TheLab
could have done interviews with the young people to bring out this preference
andaccountedforitindesigningouratomisedparticipationtools.But
allowingnarrativeflexibilitywasanother,easierwaytodealwiththesame
issue. And there might be subtler issues that our assessment tools might miss,
issues that can only be captured by putting young people in the driving seat of
the narrative.
There was also something behind the story-making power that the youthdefinedprojectsofferedtheparticipants.Motivationsforallthreeprojects
were built with somewhat of a collaborative approach, but the main
responsibility and ownership of storytelling fell on the young people for the
projecttheythemselvesdefined.Therewassimplyagreaterfeelingofownership and therefore responsibility that led to higher engagement. Moreover,
this is not an uncommon phenomenon—it has been documented repeatedly
by those working in issues of community and sustainable development.12

The drawbacks
There are drawbacks to such approaches. I see three big drawbacks: potential
cost,lossofoutcomecontrol,andlossofprocesscontrol.Thefirstoneis
simple: some ways of providing young people their own storymaking and
narrative facilities can be costly, precisely because there is a greater domain
toexplore.TheWorldBankApps4Devcompetitionneededtoputforthsubstantial resources in the form of competition prizes as incentives for people
to participate, because it wanted to draw in and incentivise a wide audience.
Mostatomisedparticipationmethods,whereparticipationismadeaseffortless as possible, have no need for such incentives. The second drawback is
thatthereisn’talwaysfullcontrolofwhattheoutcomewillbe.UNICEFwas
interestedinbettermapsofKosovo,butitsfirstpriorityformappingwasn’t
necessarily polling centres — health facilities would have been preferred
without doubt. The Lab was lucky that youth participation was part of its
mandate,anditcouldaffordanarrative-richapproachtoparticipationthat
didn’t yield preferred outcomes. Other formal actors may be more constrained.Andfinally,thereisthepossibilityofthelossofprocesscontrol.
Whenformalactorsletyoungpeoplecontrolthenarrativeofprogress(i.e.the
how),itwilllikelynotfitexactlywiththeprocessesalreadybeingemployed
bytheformer.Therewillbedifferencesinthekindsofcommunications
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protocols, archiving, decision-making, and evaluation processes that communities of young people and formal institutions employ, and this will simply
be something extra to deal with.

Towards 2 way participation
Despite the drawbacks, however, I think many institutions can commit to
youthparticipationthroughtechnologyeffortsthatletyoungpeoplemake
up their own stories and narratives of progress. And those who can, should,
forstory-makingandnarrativepowerarebuildingbridgestowardsreal2Way
Participation.
I believe many institutions are beginning to focus increasingly on such
approaches.IwillshareheremyknowledgeofUNICEFInnovationsLab
Kosovo, which certainly has. The Lab has tried to design programs that meet
young people halfway in participation platforms—where formal processes
(suchastheuseanddevelopmentofdigitalmaps)andyoungpeople’s
inclination(suchasofusingdigitaltoolsthatensuredpubliccontribution)are
bothrespected.Onewayithasdonesoisbycreatingaprojectframework
whereyoungpeopleareaskedto“submitinnovativeprojectsforsocialgood”.
Youngpeopledefinesocialgoodthemselves(theirmotivationalstory)and
“innovative”themselves(theirnarrativeofchange),andtheprojectframeworkisinnatelyflexibleenoughtoletpeopledefinetheirownmotivationsand
methods.
I think one of the most interesting things that comes out of this is that the
notion of “youth participation” itself is re-interpreted. Usually, when formal
institutions talk about “youth participation”, it is framed in terms of some
decision-making or formal process that young people are encouraged and
invited to participate in. There is no thought of formal institutions themselves
participating in the processes of youth, despite the motivation I provided in
the beginning of this essay, of the need and responsibility for formal actors
tolearnfromgrassrootseffortsofyoungpeopleusingtechnology.Thishas
to change—formal institutions need to think about how they can tap into the
realities of communities like NepalUnites.13
Thereleaseofstory-makingandnarrativepowerinyouthparticipationefforts
throughtechnologyisonewaytostartworkingonthisissueimmediately.By
allowingyoungpeopletodefinethewhyandthehowofprojects,institutions
can tap into ecologies of existing practices that people are already a part of.
When the Innovations Lab asks young people to submit “innovative ideas
for social good”, young people submit ideas that they are already working
on, whether they be about developing open maps, tackling environmental
issues using photography, or developing new methods for inter-ethnic cooperation through the arts.14 When the ideas are new, they build on existing
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communities, existing sensibilities and values. When participation includes
theabilitytodefinethestoryofwhy,andthenarrativeofhow,participation
begins to become two-way.

Endnotes
1  Actually,whatIreallywanttotalkaboutisparticipationeffortsgearedtowardsadigitally
active public: perhaps best represented with a term such as “digital participation”.
However,suchatermdelinkstheeffortsIwanttotalkaboutfromverysimilarefforts
whichdonotusetechnology,whichtomehavemuchmoresimilaritythandifferences.
Therefore, I will use the cumbersome phrase “youth participation through technology”.
Forthen,thebaseideais“youthparticipation”,auniverseinwhichtechnologicalandnontechnologicalinterventionslieclosetogether.ManyoftheeffortsItalkaboutdoinclude
non-youth actors, but the audiences of technologically-capable audiences are largely
young people, and the language about digitally-capable publics and youth correspond
closely.Therefore,despitetheimpreciseness,Ifind“youthparticipation”tobethebest
established term I can pick up and talk about.
2  Tomakethisevenclearer,itmightbeworthbreakingdowntherelationshipbetween
youthandformalprocess.Fourbasicrelationshipsbetweenyouthandformalprocessare
obvious: formal process for youth, youth for formal process, youth in formal process, and
formalprocesswithyouth.Iamtalkingaboutthelattertwo—formalprocess(oraction)
with youth, and youth in formal process. I am not talking about the formal processes that
are designed for young people, or the process of mobilising young people in support for
formal process. I am talking about incorporating young people directly into the processes
themselves: formal institutions enacting these processes with young people as involved
participants.
3  MoreaboutUNICEFKosovo’santi-smokingefforts:http://kosovoinnovations.
org/w/?s=smoking&search=Search.MoreaboutPlanBenin’sworkon
child-violencereporting:http://www.globalhealthhub.org/2011/01/13/
revisiting-the-smsviolence-reporting-project-in-benin/.
4

Wikipedia: Participatory planning is an urban planning paradigm that emphasises
involving the entire community in the strategic and management processes of urban
planning or community/.

5  Beforethelastmonth,intheentireone-yearextensionperiod,theconstituentassembly
metforatotalof95minutesandeventhenonproceduralissuesratherthanthoseof
content(http://www.ekantipur.com/the-kathmandu-post/2011/05/17/top-story/atale-ofidleness-in-365-days-constituent-assemblysweated-for-95-minutes/221797.html).Bythe
timetheone-yearextensionwasagainrenewed,onlytwomajorissuesweredecided,one
ofwhichwasthenameoftheconstitution(http://www7.economist.com/node/18775293).
6  http://nepaliblogger.com/news/nepal-unites-viafacebookand-speaks-up-at-khula-manch/2062/attachment/
nepali-singers-at-nepal-uniteskhulamanch-event/
7  UNICEFNepalStatisticshttp://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/nepal/nepal_nepal_statistics.html
8  EventheEconomistbegananarticleonNepal’spoliticalclimatewith“Agaggleof
protesterswanttoturntheArabSpringintoaHimalayanSummer”.(http://www7.economist.com/node/18775293)
9  SeePlanInternational’sSMSviolencereportingnetworkinginBenin(ref.http://www.globalhealthhub.org/2011/01/13/revisiting-the-sms-violence-reportingproject-in-benin/)and
UN-OCHA’s crisis map for Libya at http://libyacrisismap.net/.
10

This, and the rest of the apps mentioned in this paragraph can be found at http://appsfordevelopment.challengepost.com.
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11

And here I do have to add the disclaimer that the Lab is only less than eight months old
at the time of writing, and therefore has not “proven” its success or the robustness of its
approachyet(howeverthatwillbedefined).

12  Forinstance,aquickGooglesearchfindsaproductsheetfromtheSustainableDevelopment Group International which includes the following sentence as motivation: “SDGI
believesthatthebestgovernedprojectsarethoseinwhichcommunitiesareencouraged
to take an active part in identifying needs and formulating solutions”. http://www.sdg-int.
org/view/english/ensuring-local-participation-andownership.
13  OnepossiblemethodistheInnovationsCafehostedatUNICEFInnovationsLabKosovo.
The Lab is essentially hosting a community of young people working for social change
usingtechnology.TheseincludepeopleworkingonprojectssupportedbytheLab,but
includeanopenandwelcomeinvitationforanyoneworkingonsimilarprojects.TheLab
brings this community together every two weeks in an informal event where everyone
getstogether.ThediscussionsinvolveLabstaffandsometimesrevolvearoundthework
that young people are doing in various ways, or ideas and problems posed by either
UNICEForthevariousgovernmentministriesUNICEFpartnerswith.
14  Seehttp://kosovoinnovations.com/w/byfy/projectsforalistofprojectsthatyoungpeople
are working on at the Innovations Lab.
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while these fora represented spaces

Padmini Ray Murray

itisworthconsideringsomeoffline

Prabhas Pokharel’s article focuses on
aspecificshiftinNepaleseprotest
culture that saw the country’s youth
mobilise themselves with tools
traditionally used as an instrument
of intervention by ‘formal actors.’
Pokhareldefinesformalactorsas
government and aid organisations,
not-for-profitandprivatesector
operations that work with and for
young people to achieve social
change.

where the youth could seize agency,
features that may have contributed
tothesuccessoftheproject.Nepal’s
inhabitants had already rallied
behind the Citizen’s Movement for
DemocracyandPeacein2005,thus
creating a blueprint for activism
that was keen to distance itself from
any rhetoric of being a “formal” or
“political” organization. This lack of
party bias presented a refreshing
alternative to past struggles, and this
characteristic may have also helped
to contribute to the success of the

This shift was occasioned by the

NepalUnites campaign. While its

NepalUnites protests, which urged

online nature attracted criticism, as

the constituent assembly to frame

lack of access and literacy obviously

the country’s constitution, a process

prevented large swathes of the

that had already been considerably

population from participating, and

delayed. A cursory search for the

the protest itself did not accomplish

campaign throws up evidence of

its stated goals, it created a template

sustained organized endeavor, with a

for youth protest using the Internet

Twitter,Facebook,andblogpresence,

as a mobilizing force. However, this

as well as diasporic groups united

brings up the question of how we

under the same banner. However,

quantifythesuccessofsuchprojects.
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Looking back on this admirable

in this case, the slogan says nothing

initiative through the thicket of social

about what the campaign hopes to

network activity that now exists, in

achieve;rathertheemphasisison

contrastto2011,onecanimaginea

mobilization, the more achievable

far more undiluted and immediate

goal. The slogan also marks the shift

response than what might be fos-

in status of the citizen from ‘audience’

tered today by the constant attention

to ‘public’ by virtue of the collapse of

deficiteconomythatcurrentlypre-

the private and public caused by the

vails in online spaces. Added to this,

personal networked device—as Sonia

thekneejerkactivismencouragedby

Livingstone points out: “teenagers

Facebook’s‘liking’and‘sharing’mech-

communicate privately in space that

anisms seem counter-productive to

isconventionallypublic(textinginthe

actual sustained protest.

cinema)andcommunicatepublicly

While the protest itself did not yield
political change, it can be argued that
itsucceededonalevelofaffective

in space which is conventionally
private”—and these behaviours are
no longer restricted to the youth.

spectacle. The increased ubiquity of

Themostsignificantdifference

media-producing gadgets and plat-

between the NepalUnites moment

forms for sharing such media almost

and the digital media landscape four

demands the photogenic spectacle,

years on, is how this public/private

in order to go viral and thus increase

collapse has been negotiated and

the visibility of the cause at hand.

navigated by more traditional news

Paulo Gerbaudo describes this sort

organizations. The turn towards

of decentralized, social-media-mobi-

long form, multimedia narrative

lized protest as “emotional chore-

journalism(seeTheGuardian’s

ographies,” and images of the silent

seminal‘Firestorm’newsstory)has

NepalUnites protest bear out the

been spurred on by the decline of the

truth of this—the theatrical pervades

print newspaper, and the struggle

and elevates the protest with an aura

for such entities to remain relevant.

of the iconic, which then immediately

Thesejournalisticformats,along

fulfilsitspurposeaseminentlyshare-

with disruptors such as clickbait sites

able media.

and listicles, are most successful

Whatdifferentiatesthesehyperdocumented protests from their
predecessors is their dissemination through a citizen-powered,
alternative media outlet, congregatingunderhashtagsand@
characters but also that of a slogan:
NepalUnites.EricKluitenbergdesignatestheaffectivesloganasa“resonanceobject”whichis“semantically
void.” It is instructive to observe that

when deploying an empathetic
human interest approach, replicatingandreproducingaffect.The
algorithmic preferences of social
sites can sometimes work counter
to the demands of users, but I would
arguethattheforceoftheaffective
spectacle counteracts such logic by
persuading readers to share such
content, thus mobilizing themselves
as actors working in favour of the
cause.
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Wikipedia, Bhanwari
Devi and the Need for an
Alert Feminist Public
Urvashi Sarkar

UntilJune20th2014,ifyouvisitedtheWikipediaentryonBhanwariDevi—a
women’s rights Dalit activist who was raped for taking on child marriage in an
uppercastecommunityinherRajasthanvillage—youwouldhavebeeninfora
nasty surprise.
The following lines from the biography section of the article would have stood
out starkly:
Bhanwari,theyoung,illiteratepotterwoman…struttingaboutthevillage
giving gratuitous, unctuous advice to her social superiors made attempts
to persuade the family against carrying out their wedding plans. Standing
unveiled in the street outside the house of the brides-to-be she loudly
beratedtheelderlypatriarch…flauntedhergovernmentappointment…
and threatening them that she would stop at nothing to ensure their
public disgrace by stopping the planned marriage.
Thecitationforthisparagraphwasprovidedas‘BhateriRapeCase:BacklashandProtest’byKanchanMathurpublishedintheEconomicandPolitical
Weekly(EPW).
NotasinglesentencefromthatparagraphfeaturesintheEPWarticle;buta
precedingparagraphintheWikipediaentry,whichdescribesBhanwariDevi’s
work as a sathinorgrassrootsworkerwiththeWomen’sDevelopmentProject
oftheRajasthanGovernment,iscorrectlyattributedtotheEPWpiece.
Another paragraph titled ‘The alleged gang rape’ stated that after the Deputy
SuperintendentofPolice(DSP)whoexaminedBhanwariforsignsofinjury
“foundonlytwoextremelyminorbruises”anddoubtedherstory—Bhanwari
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is alleged to have claimed that she was a minor, “and therefore any intercourse
withher,evenifshehadbeenawillingparticipant…wasacriminaloffense.”
ItfurthernotesthattheDSPsenthertothePrimaryHealthCentre(PHC)for
atest“confirmingtheageofthevictim”.Thecitationforthisisprovidedasa
chaptertitled‘ThePoliticsofPatriarchyandSathinBhanwari’sRape’byTaisha
Abraham from the book Women and the Politics of Violence.
WhilethechapterinquestionnotesthattheDSP,withwhomBhanwaritriedto
lodgeanFIR,doubtedherstory—thereisnoreferencetoBhanwari’sclaims
ofbeingaminor.Instead,itquestionshowamedicalexaminationconfirming
the age of the victim — standard procedure for determining child marriage —
couldberelevantforawomanover40yearsold.
TheentryalsohaspartshighlightingBhanwari’strialsandtriumphs–such
asherbeingforcedtodepositherskirtatthepolicestationasevidence;
mentioning her national and international recognition and awards, as well as
the Vishaka guidelines relating to sexual harassment at the workplace, which
were a direct outcome of her struggles.
Thus, the Wikipedia piece revealed a distinct pattern – of factually accurate information from sources such as The Indian Express, Tehelka, People’s Union of Civil
Liberties, The Hindu and Rediff, interspersed with large chunks of anonymous
points of view, often wrongly attributed to these sources.
The ‘Summary of evidence’ section, which lacks citation, is described as confirmingtheclaimofBhaterivillagersthatBhanwariwasa“villageslut”,“a
professional prostitute who felt cheated by life and exploited by men”, it being
“easiest for her to claim that she was raped.”
TheentryincludedtheclaimthatBhanwarirefusedcompensationoffered
byherrapistsbecauseshewas“enjoyingunprecedentedfameandpublicity
from the media and money from various organizations…” Some of the court
observationsarementioned,whichstatethatBhanwari’shusbandcouldn’t
have passively watched his wife being gang-raped and that since the accused
included an uncle-nephew pair, it was implausible that a middle-aged man
from an Indian village would participate in a gang rape in the presence of his
ownnephew.Thesecourtobservations,sourcedfromShivamVij’s‘AMighty
Heart’, published by Tehelka, are twisted out of context and distort the intent
oftheattributedarticlewhichistohighlightBhanwari’sstrugglesandtenacity.
ThisinformationisinsteadusedtojustifyhowheruppercasteGurjarrapists
won the court case “because of the sheer strength of Truth.”
Interestingly, the article steered clear of the most crucial and infamous part
oftheverdict:“Sincetheoffenderswereupper-castemenandincludeda
brahmin,therapecouldnothavetakenplacebecauseBhanwariwasfrom
alowercaste.”Buttheinterpolatingauthor’sleaningsareevidentinthe
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sympatheticlanguageusedfortheaccusedGurjarmenwhoaredescribed
asbeingpoor;illiterateandknowingnothingaboutcourtproceduresor
mediamanagement.“UnlikeBhanwari,theyreceivednohelpfromanysocial
organization, activist, agenda-pusher or busybody.” No citation is provided for
this information.
It was claimed that a speedy verdict was given despite media scrutiny and
pressurefromwomen’sgroups,andthatseveraljudgesfeltcoerced,“and
unabletodelivertheobvious,adversejudgment.”
It appears that a standard piece with two citations originally, has been added to
by several editors over the course of time.1 While some have made responsible
additions, others have distorted the basic structure of the entry in misogynist and
casteist ways.

Violation of Wikipedia’s Content Policy
TheproblemswiththeWikipediaarticleasIreaditbeforeJune20thare
several—wronglycitinginformationisonlyoneofthem.Evenmoretroubling
isthatsuchinsertionsaredeliberatelyaimedatdiscreditingBhanwariDevi
herself.Further,thearticleintheforminwhichIreaditviolatedWikipedia’s
‘biographies of living people’ policy according to which contentious material
which is unsourced or poorly sourced must be immediately removed, especiallyifpotentiallylibellous.Furthersucharticlesmustadheretoaneutral
pointofview,verifiability,andcontainnooriginalresearch—comprising
thewebsite’scorecontentpolicy.Wikipediaclarifiesonitswebsitethatitis
notatabloid,butanencyclopaedia,anditsjobisnottobesensationalist
ortitillating.Thearticleviolatedallthesenorms;inbeingpoorlysourced,
defamatory,lackingneutralityorverifiability,containingnewunattributed
information;andbeingbothsensationalistandtitillating.

Editing Wikipedia – The Perils of Democracy
on the Internet
The fact that anyone can edit Wikipedia entries is its biggest plus and also
adrawback.Forinstance,changesmadebyoneeditorcanberepeatedly
reversedbyothers.HoweasyisittoeditWikipedia?SaysBishakhaDatta,who
isontheWikimediaFoundationBoardofTrustees:
Wikipedia can be relatively hard to understand because it is a certain
model of open knowledge. Most users are not knowledge producers,
rathertheyareknowledgeseekers.Buttheycanbebothandtherecanbe
barriers that people experience such as the technical barrier. There are
editing options such as ‘edit source’ and ‘editbeta’ and the latter is easier.
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Buthowdoesoneknowbeforehand?Anotherbarrierrelatestopolicyand
rules, wherein you are unsure of the rules and policies that govern editing
and writing for Wikipedia. The time barrier is also a deterrent – properly
editing a Wikipedia is time consuming and requires high motivation.
EditingorwritingaWikipediaentryisakintowritingaresearchpaper,complete with citations and references, requiring a lot of work. In cases such as
theBhanwariDevipage,onecanflagconcernsbyvisitingthe‘Talk’tabon
page. There are also ways of protecting articles, so that they cannot be edited
by one and all.

Need for an Alert Feminist Public
“Wikipediaistheworld’sfifthlargestwebsiteandmanagedentirelybyunpaid
volunteers.Thereare80,000activeeditorswhotrytoimproveWikipedia’s
contentwhichisalwaysaworkinprogress,”saysBishakha.Thisisnotaneasy
taskgiventhatmostpeoplehavejobs,andworkonWikipediaonanunpaid
volunteerbasis.FrequentWikipediaworkshops[2]couldbeheldforfamiliarisation with editing. 2 More importantly, there is need for an ‘alert feministpublic’,bothonlineandoffline,whichcanremainvigilantandcombat
misogynist tendencies in all kinds of spaces – whether cultural, lingual,
political,economic,oracademic.Finally,wemustnotforgetthatBhanwari
Deviwhowasrapedinthelineofdutyin1992—andtowhosestruggleand
courageweowetheSexualHarassmentofWomenatWorkplace(Prevention,
ProhibitionandRedressal)Act,2013—hasstillnotreceivedjustice22years
after she was raped. After a sessions court verdict found the accused not
guiltyin1995,theRajasthanstategovernmentfiledanappealagainstthe
verdictintheRajasthanHighCourtwhereitcontinuestolanguish.
The Wikipedia page on Bhanwari Devi is currently undergoing extensive edits by
concerned editors.

Endnotes
1  2010.“BhanwariDevi.”Wikipedia.April07.AccessedJune15,2015.https://en.wikipedia.
org/w/index.php?title=Bhanwari_Devi&oldid=354489880.
2  2014.“Wikipedia:Workshop.”Wikipedia.November19.AccessedJune15,2015.https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Workshop.
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Annotation
Shobha S.V.

results in homogeneity in terms of
the contributors.
Forinstance,itisawell-documented

Today, Wikipedia is the largest open

fact that Wikipedia has been facing

source encyclopaedia in the world.

a shortage of women editors on

BeforetheadventofWikipedia,

a global scale. One of the con-

knowledge creation, was always

sequences of the shortage of women

restricted to few people. Wikipedia

editors on Wikipedia is that articles

brought with it the era of decen-

about women tend to be short or

tralisation and democratisation of

absent completely. There are multiple

knowledge creation. The intrinsic

reasons why there aren’t many

appeal of Wikipedia is that absolutely

women editing Wikipedia. Studies

anyonecaneditit.Butisitthateasy?

have shown that the so-called col-

While it is true in principle, access
to Wikipedia is also restricted
by various factors. Who can edit
Wikipedia is not a simple question.
Itisalsoareflectionofexisting
power dynamics within our society.
Knowledge creation and dissemination do not exist in isolation.
The varied levels of schism that
existinasocietyarereflectedin
the so-called democratised space
of knowledge as well. Just as an
electoral democracy sees fewer
members of marginalised groups in

laborative space within Wikipedia
often turns out to be a space that
isconflict-driven,andwomenhave
experienced bullying from fellow
male contributors driving them away
fromthespace.Fewnumbersof
women attract even fewer women to
the space, and the vicious cycle continues. The editing of the Wikipedia
articleonBhanwariDeviisaclassic
example of how a dominant caste
narrative tries to censor subaltern
narratives. Add sexism to the
dynamicandwegetadeadlymix!

power, the Wikipedian community

Therearemanyeffortsunderway

reflectssimilardynamics.Factors

indifferentpartsoftheworldto

including lack of access to infra-

addressthegenderimbalance.For

structure in the form of computers,

instance, Wikipedia edit-a-thons are

lackofproficiencyinalanguage,lack

being conducted by many groups

of access to economic resources, and

allovertheworld.FemTechNetisa

gender bias, among many others,

group of feminist academics, scholars

end up having a profound impact on

andstudentsthattriesdifferent

the way knowledge gets produced

ways of using Wikipedia to address

and used in the world. In India, a

the gender gap within Wikipedia and

combination of factors of caste, class,

also in technology. Their edit-a-thons

and religion, among others, also

- where they come together and edit

ends up playing an important role

articles on Wikipedia - and other

in restricting people’s access. Lack

pedagogical methods that involve

of access by certain communities

students using Wikipedia are some of
the innovative ways by which they try
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to address the problem of the gender

write it, are critical questions that

gap. In India as well, there is a small

one needs to ask. The Internet is like

community that conducts Wikipedia

a street. Having your voice heard

edit-a-thons all over the country to

on the street can only happen when

encourage more women from diverse

you have access to the street. Having

backgrounds to participate in editing

your voice heard when you barely

the open source encyclopaedia.

have access to the street is an act of

Wikipedia is a product of knowledge
activism.Encyclopaedicknowledge,
which was hitherto accessible to
only a few, is now free. However, it
doesn’t end there. What gets passed

activism. And ensuring that marginalised voices also have similar access
to a democratic space is the only way
one can truly live up to the spirit of
Wikipedia.

offasknowledge,andwhogetsto
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Digital Natives in the
Name of a Cause:
From “Flash Mob” to
“Human Flesh Search”
YiPing (Zona) Tsou

The emergence of newly imagined communities
The dominant discourse around use of digital and internet technologies
has been either mired in celebration or pathologisation. On one hand are
thepeoplewhobaskintheparticipatorypowerofWeb2.0technologies,
announcing the emergence of new public spheres and democratic spaces
of engagement and expression. On the other hand are the detractors who
remain sceptical of the ‘newness’ that digital technologies bring, often
repeating the axiom of how, more the things change, the more they remain
the same. In this discourse, even though the warring lines are clearly drawn
and the dialogue is often fraught and tense, there is something that remains
unexamined and unquestioned – In the imagination of either of the warring
factions the users who remain at the centre of the discourse are identical.
Scholars and practitioners alike, whether they are hopeful all the way,
waiting to witness the bright, promising future that the information and
communicationtechnology(ICT)isgoingtobestowuponus,liberatingall
the oppressed from the tyranny of the authoritarian regimes and repressive censorship, or skeptics who stay alert of “the dark side of internet
freedom”and are addressing the issue with sentiment of disillusionment,
mourningforthefailed(ornotyetfulfilled)promiseofadigitalutopia,
presumethatthebeneficiariesandarchitectsofthisnewpublicspheresare
still well intentioned, progressive, liberal and tolerant users. Sure, there might
be occasional exclamations at questions of piracy, pornography, bullying,
etc. but it is always believed that there is something intrinsic in the nature of
theinternetthat‘cures’theexistingevilsofourtimes.Eveninthediscourse
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around these subversive activities, there is a resilient hope that the ‘user’ of
cyberspaces would necessarily be a civic-minded person.
However,asbloggerandcommentatorEvgenyMorozovperceptivelypoints
out,nomatterhowwistfulweare,socialmediaandWeb2.0donotalways
fostercivicengagementanddemocraticreform.Ineffect,theverytools
the revolutionaries use to undermine the authoritarian governments are
justaslikelytograntdictatorswithmorepowerfulweaponstocrusha
popular uprising or any budding rebellious force.1 This essay tries to look at
the ‘other’ side of cyberspaces to show that digital natives and the causes
they espouse are not automatically desirable. These new generations of
prosumers, who consume, produce, share and disseminate information in
participatory and collaborative ways, can also mobilise their resources for
regressive and authoritarian ambitions. This essay shows, how, in this age of
ubiquitouscomputing,hithertocontainedviolencesfindgreatersupporters
and audiences than ever before. The very platforms and techniques of usergeneratedcontentarchives,collaborativeproductionofinformation,peer-2-peerlooseaffiliationsandanunregulatedspaceforgerminationofideascan
also lead to the production of a digital native identity that can be dangerous
and destructive.
It is not the intention of the essay to be steeped in paranoia and call for a
censorship or regulation of the internet spaces. Rather it seeks to make us
aware of the biases we hold when talking about digital natives by locating
them only in progressive liberal contexts.
In the process, it also develops a new way of understanding contexts, which
are not only about the geo-politics but also about the imagined histories and
legacies, ambitions and aspirations that we attribute to digital natives.
Inordertomakethisargument,Ilookattwosignificantprocesseswhichhave
emerged with participatory technologies, use the same technological impulses
andyetachieveveryoppositeresults.Thefirstisthephenomenonofflashmob – a viral networking mobilisation that calls for people who do not know
each other but are connected with each other through the technologies and
digital platforms that they consume, to come together in public spaces and
perform a series of unexplained, often bizarre actions that subvert the logic
andintendeddesignofthespaces.Flashmobshavebeenusedsuccessfully
aspoliticalstatements,culturalinnovation,socialrejuvenationandatoolfor
mobilising large numbers of people to engage in civic and leisure activities
collectively.Thesecondisthephenomenonof“HumanFleshSearch”(人肉

搜索renrousousuo)thathaslatelygainedcurrencyinthePeople’sRepublic

ofChina(PRC)andTaiwan–TheHumanFleshSearchisapeer-2-peernet-

work that harnesses the ‘wisdom of crowds’ to search for people who might
haveoffendedacommunityoracollectivebutescapedtheireofthemobs
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byremaininganonymousonline.HumanFleshSearchesmobilisemasses
ofpeopleonlineorofflinetoidentifycertainviolatorsof‘morality’thatthe
community seeks to punish because the ‘crimes’ might not be punishable by
the law. In looking at both these, I’d like to lay bare the grey area between the
bright side of a cyber-utopia that would be attained through the egalitarian
progressive valuesinbuilt in the prevailing discourse of ICT and the other side
that we tend to overlook where the risk of alternative use, or purely abuse of
the internet, lies in the name of a cause.

Digital natives with a thousand voices
With the advance of technology, the world seems to have become widely
wired, operating on the common language of digital literacy. In this wired
world emerged what the scholars called ‘Digital Natives’, which is still a highly
contested term. 2
The Digital Natives with a Cause? Knowledge Programme began with each of
usseekingtodefineandidentifywiththetermDigitalNative;however,the
realjourneystartedafterallparticipantsfromdifferentregionsandcultures
agreed to disagree that we do not wear the term Digital Native uniformly.
Some of us proudly claimed the title of ‘geek’ and declared “geek is the new
sexy”whileothersexclaimed“wearenotalltechies!” 3 Some members felt
“stayingoffline”soundedworsethan“committingsuicide”andsomebelieved
in “the right to unplug” or “to lurk online”. 4 Probably the only thing everyone
agreedonwasthefactthat,apartfromavery(un)privilegedfew,nomatter
what we do, most of people today can hardly operate outside the parameters
of digital technologies.
“When in doubt, Google” is a motto virtually shared by all of us. Turning to
social networking websites and mobile devices has become an everyday
activity so embedded in our routine that we do not even feel we are “utilising”
the digital technology. Surrounded by all pervasive digital devices as we are
today, even though we do not claim or avow to be digital activists who aim for
a radical, social reform, our concept of activity/activism is being so radically
reformatted that we are constantly inventing new modes of engagement with
public events, the much condemned “slacktivism” or “clicktivism” included. 5
Criticism aside, the dominant discourse tends to have a positive outlook on
the emergent imagined communities shaped by digital technologies, attributing the recent progressive and democratic development to digital natives
who speak the new-fangled language of this information age and hence are
supposed to act upon a greater cause for the betterment of the world.
In fact, such discourse is quite powerful as shown by the comments after
successiverevolutionsintheMiddleEastandNorthAfricawhichare
takingplacein2011.Theworldseemstohavewitnessedtheglorythatis
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the “smart mob”, a gathering of those who know how to utilise the communication technologies, and are able to connect and mobilise themselves,
and successfully congregate in a physical space so as to make social impact
in person.6 The mass media and a vast array of commentators along with
popular bloggers sing in unison, eulogising over these “smart mobs” who
symbolise a new face of revolutionaries armed with their smartphones and
other high-tech gadgets, and predict a latest wave of revolution employing
tactics unseen before the advent of digital technologies.7 Such success
stories have set many other authoritarian regimes on high alert, including
the People’s Republic of China8 that took quick steps to ensure that such
mobilisations of masses questioning the authority of the government do not
mushroom in the country.9

The dark force of digital natives
The PRC government has been known for its strict control over the “internetfreedom”(ormoreprecisely,speechfreedombothonlineandoffline)
while ironically, everyday civilian Chinese are among the most destructive
and intrusive hackers that pose a serious threat to cyber-security all over
theworld(asidefromChinaitself).However,theseChinesehackers,though
not in direct association with the central government, are more in line with
the Communist party politics than against it.10 Their cyber-attacks are often
instigated by nationalistic prompts and mainly targeted at the so-called
offendingcountriesinsteadofchallengingtheoverridingideologyofthe
CommunistParty,andrarelyfocusonthedomesticpublicaffairswithin
China.11Ineffect,someChinesepatriotichackersevencallthemselves“red
hackers” and are highly esteemed among the general public as they appear to
set a model for the nation.12 The acclamation for these hackers is akin to the
accolade for the brave smart mobs, who purportedly aspired to “activate” a
revolution via social networking sites and digital communication tools in an
attempttoachievedemocracyintheMiddleEastandNorthAfrica(MENA)
discourse. Of course, hackers are not equivalent of smart mobs in that they
simply manipulate the systems so as to make a virtual announcement of their
existence without making a physical presence in public. Simply put, even
though they may make an impact socially, in reality their faces remain hidden
behind the screen.
LocatingdigitalnativesinChinahelpsusunpackthedifferentpresumptions
that build the idea of a Hacker. They are not necessarily hackers, but there
are undeniably some overlaps, and if the aforementioned mentality is any
indicator, it would not seem so surprising when there is no serious attempt at
a Chinese version of a “Jasmine Revolution” initiated by the smart mob in the
PRC.13 Moreover, if we know the socio-historical context of China, then there
is no surprise at all why a smart mob has never become a driving force in the
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PRCthatcompelsanypoliticalorsocialchangesofar.Ineffect,eversincethe
TiananmenSquareprotestsof1989(aseriesofstudents’non-violentdemonstrationsforeconomicreformandliberalisation)weremetbyamilitant
massacre(whichwasclaimedtoneverhavetakenplacebythePRCpress
andmedia),14 the authorities concerned have been successfully suppressing
any potential revolt with the aid of their ‘Law of the People’s Republic of
China on Assemblies, Processions and Demonstrations’ enacted right after
the Tiananmen crackdown.15 Hence the political gathering in public could
cause the participants a great risk of ending up in prison. Accordingly, any
opengatheringevenjustpurelyforfun,suchasflashmobactivity,isstillfew
and far in between.16Whilethesmart/fleshmobissomehowkeptincheck

in the PRC, there is a curious collaborative cyber activity called “人肉搜 索引

renrousousuo yingqing,” or simply ren’rousou’suo, literally and graphically
translatedas“HumanFleshSearchEngine”.
ThisHumanFleshSearchEngine,accordingtoJamesK.YuannandJason
Inch, the authors of Supertrends of Future China, seems to share many of the
characteristicsofClayShirky’snetworkedsocialcollaboration:“Enabledand
madecost-effectivebytechnology,channelinganexistingmotivationthatwas
not possible to act upon as a group before”.17Butwhilethetypesofgroup-

forming that Clay Shirky, in his book Here Comes Everybodydescribesas“flash
mobs”havebeenstagingcertainanti-authoritariandemonstrations(suchas
theflashmobgatheringinBelaruswherepeoplecametoapublicsquarein
the capital Minsk to do nothing but eat ice cream together while the government agents still treated this as an illegal assembly and arrested some of the
youngparticipants),18suchflashmobsarehardtospotinChina.Eveninthe
fewsuccessfulmobilisationsthatattractedmediaattention,flashmobsinthe
PRC seem yet to have evinced any element of confrontation and have been
often described as a whim of fashion to the public.19 On the other hand, the
HumanFleshSearch,whichbasicallydeployssimilartacticsandmechanics,
anddrawsonthewisdomofthecrowds,crowdsourcing,Friend-of-a-Friend
structure,andmaywellbedeemedanalternativeformofflashmobs,has
virtually turned into a nation-wide operation that engages and mobilises a
greatandgrowingnumberofChineseinternetusers(oftenreferredtobythe

Chinese media as ‘netizenwang min’ or 網 民 ” who would stay online virtually all

thetime).Althoughsimilaroccurrenceofcrowd-sourcedvirtualdetectivework
has been seen in other countries, quite a few commentators claim Human
FleshSearchisaculture-specificphenomenonthathadstartedasearlyasthe
year2001inChinaandquicklyspreadtootherpartsofEastAsia(Taiwanin
particular). 20
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Witch Hunt 2.0: Digital natives with a chase
TheallegedlyfirstcaseofHumanFleshSearchtookplacein2001whena
netizenpostedtheHongKongactressZiyaoChen’sphotoonlineandclaimed
her to be his girlfriend. This instigated the other unbelieving netizens to start
a crowd-sourced detective network through Chinese forums and bulletin
boardsanddiscoverhertrueidentity-strippedoffthevestedinterestand
exposedthenakedtruth,thepure“flesh”.Butitwasnotuntil2006withthe
“kitten-killer” incident in which a video of a girl crushing a kitten to death with
her stilettos was posted online, that Renrou Sousuo became a widely known
and fast spreading phenomenon in the PRC.
Within hours of the posting of the said video, indignant Chinese netizens
scrutinised the footage and traced back the unknown ‘faceless’ perpetrator
in the video to her exact locale by mobilising human and digital resources
aidedbytheirsmartgadgets.TheyinitiatedaprojectonMopforum21 calling
for “hunting down the lady and the cameraman” which went viral on many
popularforumsandsoonformedanationwidenetworkof“humanflesh
search” powered by a combination of computer networking skills as well as
human connection. An anonymous netizen traced the original video link and
revealed the video was posted by someone registered as Ganimas. Then the
crowdfolloweduptoconductkeywordsearchinBaidu(China’sequivalent
ofGoogle)andquicklydiscoveredmanypurchasesofhighheels(theabove
stilettosincluded)underthesameuserID,andsinceonlinetransactionsneed
certainverificationofpersonalinformation,Ganimaswasquicklynailed.
Meanwhile,anothernetizenidentifiedthelocaleoftheincidentashis/her
hometowninHeilongjiangprovinceandprovidedsimilarphotosfeatured
on local government’s tourist information website, which further prompted
aGoogleEarthsearchconfirmingthelocale.Withthiscrucialinformation,
a man who had done transactions with Ganimas and worked in a local TV
stationfollowedupontheleads.Fourdaysafterthesearchbegan,the
traditional media picked up the story, and people all across China saw the
kitten killer’s photo all over the TV and newspapers. And the lady, Wang Jiao,
wassoonidentifiedbyanetizenwholivedinthesametownandhadseenher
working as a nurse in the local hospital. 22
In less than a week, the cyberposse exposed every single detail of this
woman’s life—including her real name, age, marital status, whereabouts
(addressofdomicileaswellasoffice),whichresultedinconstantbombardment of thousands of malicious phone calls and even death threats, and eventually led to her forced suspension from her position and eventually she had
to leave her hometown. 23 If there were a theme song for this incident, it would
probablybe“Ding-Dong!Thewitchisdead!Nowlet’sgosearchingforother
witchesamongus!”Aswecansensefrominternetcomments,mediacoverage
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andevenofficialresponse,themajorityseemstohavetakenthiscaseasa
“just”execution,whichhasprobablyspurredmorenetizenstotakeonaselfappointed mission to go on more of such “witch hunt” in ensuing years.
Infact,bytheyearof2008,ithadbecomesopopularthatGoogleevenmade
a mock webpage of Renrou SousuofortheAprilFool’sDayprankinsimplified
Chinese, recruiting experts with “a spirit of Gossipism and preferably a casual
and cavalier style” along with volunteers as long as the applicant “owns a
computer,atelephone,somechalks,aboxofnapkins,awholesetof40volumesTheChartsofPopularGossipFigures,sixteenthedition(largeprint)”.
The descriptions of this manpowered, all-powerful search engine are hilarious,
especially when they proudly declare their mission statement, and no one
can render it better and more poetic than the Google Translator itself. Renrou
Sousuo does not have an inherent or consistent cause: “the truth behind a
certain door”, “public recognition of a moral position”, “the most beautiful
junglegirl”,“themosttouchingAlpineherdsmen”,“themostmysterious
desertcave”,“themostromanticencounter”....Aninfinitepossibilityseems
toliesinsuchendlesssearchfortruthandjustice,beautyandromance,
and everything that touches a heart and strikes a chord with the audience.
Poetic,isn’tit?Itseemstostartoutassuchaninnocuousandeffectivewayof
searching and sharing the information.
However,HumanFleshSearchhasgraduallyturnedintoadouble-edged
sword, cutting through the line between good and bad. 24 Tom Downey, The
New York Times journalist,elucidatessuchaconceptualturninhisarticle
entitled“China’sCyberposse,”pointingoutthat“[t]hepopularmeaningisnow
notjustasearchby humans but also a search for humans, initially performed
online but intended to cause real-world consequences. 25
Asthenamesuggests,theHumanFleshSearchgraphicallydepictsthiskindof
search that is conducted by human connections rather than machine-based
algorithms to locate the sources of information as well as calculate the relevance of the data for the sake of ferreting out and hunting down the human
target who has committed all sorts of wrongdoings, ranging from telling a lie
(asintheallegedlyfirstcase),blockingtheambulanceandflashingthemiddle
finger, 26 refusing to yield the seat to the elderly, 27 abusing a cat, 28 sexually
harassing a girl, 29havinganaffair, 30 hit-and-run31 to anything that is considered “immoral” or “improper” by the wide wired world which could virtually go
wildinthenameofjusticeandvengeance. 32
AsaptlyputbyDowney,“[t]hey[HumanFleshSearches]areaformofonline
vigilantejusticeinwhichInternetusershuntdownandpunishpeoplewho
haveattractedtheirwrath.Thegoalistogetthetargetsofasearchfiredfrom
theirjobs,shamedinfrontoftheirneighbors,runoutoftown.”KevinBloom,
a writer and critic based in South Africa, further points out that after the
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“kitten-killer” incident, what used to be “a form of harmless crowd-sourcing,
suddenly became a network for fed-up social activists with a taste for nonconceptual blood”. 33
Inasense,theprevailingHumanFleshSearchEnginefeedsonfleshand
blood of those who are accused of committing misdemeanours, moral vices
orsimplydissidence;inotherwords,ithassomehowtransformedintoa
man-powered censorship machine spontaneously run by the civilian netizens,
operating “search and punish” mechanism.
NotonlyistheBigBrotherwatchingyou,butnowthatthelittlebrothersand
sistersjoinforcetomonitoralltheaberrantanddeviantwhodonotactin
conformity with the societal norms, social mores as well as political ideology, a
moreeffectivesurveillancehascomeinforcefromthebottom-up.
Hence, any case of aberrant behaviour, once spotted, recorded and uploaded
online, could trigger moral panic as well as mass hysteria and can lead to
public shaming and lynching of the target by the angry mob. 34
HumanFleshSearch,inthissense,isjustlikeanupdated,modernand
perhaps more “civilised” form of medieval witch-hunt, with the same
self- righteous mentality, the modern cyberposse equipped with the new
technologywouldsniffout“thewitch”innotime.Oncethehumantargethas
beensingledoutfromamyriadof“opencallsforhumanfleshsearch”[人肉搜

索令],withoutsomuchasatrialbutapersecution,thenetvigilanteswouldgo

into great lengths to expose every single detail of the targeted individual’s personallife,flayingthefleshandbloodalive,andcondemningtheprivacyofthe
soughttoavirtualdeath.Inagrimcase,suchHumanFleshSearchhaseven
caused an actual death. 35 Despite grave admonitions some commentators put
forward, warning us of the consequences of misuse of technology and privacy
violation, the term “人肉搜索引擎 renrou sousuo yingqing” has become so trendy

thattheyouthhavestartedtouse“HumanFleshren’rou人肉 ” as a verb. Dis-

cussionforumsarealwaysinundatedwith“callsforhumanfleshsearch人肉搜
索令 ”to the point that the expression “人肉他!ren’rou ta”, literally translated as

“humanfleshhim/her”,hastakenonanuncannynuanceofcannibalism.

OnesignaturepicturepostedonMop.com,fromwhichtheterm“HumanFlesh
Search” originated, in which two girls are waving knives with blood on them,
and the slogan at the right bottom reads “We are the chopper gang”. 36

Mob 2.0: Digital natives with/out a cause
Some scholars have taken positive positions and made optimistic predictions
abouttheHumanFleshSearchEngine,thinkingitcouldremedydeficienciesof
the legal systems and redress the failing moral values in the Chinese society,
suchamechanismof“searchandpunish”hasaseriousflawwhentheissues
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it readdresses are not so clear-cut black and white. This is aptly pointed out by
Bloom.
Nestling somewhere between the related concepts of “tyranny of the
majority”and“theirrationalityofcrowds,”saidflawwasillustratedinJune
2008bythestoryofayoungwomannamedGaoQianhui,whojustwantedto
watch her favourite programme on television. 37
Gao became a target since she recorded a video to give full vent to her frustration about the three-day national mourning period for Sichuan quake that
disrupted regular TV schedules. The video was clearly for her to rant and
rave, but her remarks such as “Come on, how many of you died? Just a few,
right?TherearesomanypeopleinChinaanyway,”triggeredaHumanFlesh
Search to, again, hound down the “witch/bitch”. Within hours, her identity was
exposed, and the next day local police came to arrest her, albeit without any
legitimate reason to detain her. 38
However,the“tyrannyofthemajority”and“theirrationalityofcrowds”are

evenmorepalpableinthecaseofGraceWang(王千源 ),whowasafreshmanat
Duke University when she tried to mediate the two camps between the pro-

Tibetindependenceandpro-ChineseprotestersinApril2008. 39 The netizens
again reacted as one, mobilising the wired world to dig out her personal information in an attempt to punish her “treason” in siding with Tibetan independence.TheHumanFleshSearchinstigatedbythenationalistsentimentwasso
powerful that once her parents’ home address was posted online, they had to
fleefromtheirhouseandgoinhidingforthesakeofsafety.
It is not unheard of that “the wisdom of the crowd” could verge on “the noise
of the mob,” which is probably best manifested by the innumerable edit wars
on Wikipedia talk pages where people engage in heated discussion about
certaineditedpageyetendupinfierceverbalswordplayandpersonalattack.
Inmostpartsoftheworld,fierceandbrutalthoughsuchwarfareofideologies
is, none has ever gone “physical” and actually attacked people beyond the
virtual domain, which is not the case with a lot of “virtual wars” on discussion
forums and bulletin boards that have gone “real”, or rather, real dirty in the
HumanFleshSearchphenomenoninChina.
Bothcasesdemonstratetheeaseandspeedwithwhichpeoplecanbe
mobilisedforacause,whetheritisjustornot,itwouldbejustifiedbythe
mob mentality when “all becomes one”. Just as the saying goes, “the mob has
many heads, but no brains”. In carrying out a shared cause, the individual
netizens coalesce to form a vigilante group of some sorts, often bordering on
a lynch-mob mentality. Thus, once the mob is formed by any sensationalised
callforHumanFleshSearch,theauthenticityofthepieceofinformation
shared might not be of primary concern, and no one would actually go into
lengthtofirstexaminewhethertheposteristellingalie.Therehasbeen
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a weird sentiment “we are in this together”, so no one can really question
whether the original poster has the right to initiate such search, and even if
the mob got the wrong target, the cause is still right.40 In fact, whenever such
a cyber mob is formed, “right is determined by a kind of process of consensusbuilding where the strongest, earnest, motivated voices may dominate,” as
YuannandInchperceptivelypointout.41 Those who believe that internet and
communication technology can serve as a power equalizer and has greater
democraticpotentialmayfeeldisappointedsincetheHumanFleshSearchin
China has proven quite the opposite. 42 ICT does not help equalise distribution
of resources, and by extension, power in the digital age. In some sense, it
empowers people with tools and skills to begin with, and as the optimists
expect,therehavebeenindeedsomesuccessfulcasesofHumanFleshSearch
thatexercisecitizensurveillance.Yetmostofthetime,theyhavenothingto
dowithgovernmentalofficialsbutmerelyanordinarysomeonewhousedto
beabletohideamongthecrowd.Butnow,aswecanseefromthemiserable
outcomeofthosewhohavebecomethetargetoftheHumanFleshSearch,
they are forced to face a multitude of netizens, anonymous, gregarious and
ubiquitous, executing many-to-one surveillance in perfect unison.
There is no way to hide from the public gaze when everybody is watching
everybody, but don’t panic, we have nothing to worry about as long as we
“stayinline”bothonlineandoffline,wewilllivetogetherinperfectharmony,
happily ever after... Or at least, so says the Communist Party, stressing a
utopian vision of a “harmonious society”.43 Under such a big banner, all the
surveillanceandcensorshipseemstobejustified,andinsomesense,these
internet vigilantes, cyberposse or “norm polices” are in line with the “red
hackers,”workinghandinhandwiththedominantideology,fightingagainst
the enemy abroad while hunting down the enemy within who disrupts the
“harmony”.Freedomofspeech?Personalprivacy?Democracy?That’sheresy
oftheWest!WhenMob2.0ismobilised,“themany”hasbecomeONE(andthis
ONEcannotbechallenged)evenintheso-calleddemocraticsocietysuchas
Taiwan.

Out of many, comes ONE
Assoonasthecontroversialrulingofdisqualificationduringthemid-boutof
aTaekwondocontestantYangShu-chunfromTaiwanwhenshewasleading
9-0attheAsianGameson17November2010wasannounced,thewholewired
worldinTaiwanwasimmediatelyfloodedwithindignantpostsandmany
startedtoinvestigatethe“truth”bygatheringinformationfromdifferent
sources, uploading live recording of the match online.44 Their coverage of the
story appeared online almost instantaneously, if not faster, than all the mainstream media reports in Taiwan and overseas.45Whenourofficialassociation
and government was slow in reaction, many digital natives initiated campaigns
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onFacebookandsomeevenwenttolengthstotranslatetheincidentintoEnglish to spread the word out.46
Whileallvoiceschantedinunison,targetingtheKoreanjudgeandChinese
officials,thedissidencestoodout:AstudentpostedremarksonhisFacebook,
declaring that he was “totally supportive of the Korean’s ruling” and that he
“feltgreatsinceKoreanjudge’shard-linedealingwouldgiveTeamChinese
Taipei a good lesson”. The reaction was immediate and sensationalised. The
online community soon proved the old saying still goes: “Unity is strength” by
executingHumanFleshSearchtodigouteverybitsandpiecesofhispersonal information and share it with the whole world. In no time, his blog was
inundated by furious posts accusing him of being a “traitor”, his cellphone kept
receiving foul text and voice messages, and he claimed to be stalked when he
walkedhome.EventuallyheshutoffhisFacebookaccount,agreedtobeinterviewed and warned those who had harassed him that he had the freedom of
speechandwouldfilealawsuitiftheydidnotstopharassinghim.
ItseemsthattheHumanFleshSearch,thoughdoneindifferentregionsandby
differentpeople,manifestsexactlythesamepatternandexercisesaroutine
thathuntsthehereticallthewayfromonlinetoofflinelife.Ofcourse,digital
natives in the PRC and Taiwan claim they are doing this for a cause, and a
nobleoneintheirsense,tofindandstop/punishtheimmoral,butexactly
wholaysdownthoserulesandstandardstojudgeandevaluatethe‘morality’,
‘integrity’ or ‘patriotism’ of someone whom we may never even know in
person and meet in life? Who has the right to decide who ought to be searched
orpunished?Howdoweknowwhetherthecauseisjustifiedandwouldn’t
turnintoanexcuse?WhenthemultitudeofvoicesbecomesONE,itcouldbe
adangeroussign.Eventhoughmostofusstartfromthe“right”side(orsowe
believe),itishardtosaywewouldneverendupontheotherside.

The name of the cause
Clearly, there is no returning of this digital revolution, and the newly imagined
communitiesthatwecallDigitalNativesareofathousandvoices,fightingfor
a variety of causes, may not be all progressive, liberal and striving to make a
change for the better. The ICT grant us a new set of powerful tools, but a social
tool is only as good or as bad as the people who are using it.
No matter how “liberating” and “empowering” we imagine the tools to be, a
tool is a tool is a tool...Meanwhile,itdoesnotmatterwhatcertainflashmobs
or smart mobs have done in the past, digital natives all over the world are
not of one face, there is an undeniably dark force breeding among us. On
occasion, the changes could be violent and the causes could verge on or end
up as excuses to exploit the ICT so as to hunt down any dissident or “peacebreaker” that disrupts “harmony”.
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The Causes that we espouse and the ambitions that we enable with the use of
digital technologies and the tools that they provide, hence, need to be questioned. Merely the use of digital technologies do not make us digital natives
– the impulses, the aspirations, the desires, the contexts, the impetus and
the motivation, all add to understanding our relationships with digital and
internet technologies. It might be true that one becomes digital and is not
bornso,butbeforeonebecomesdigitalonewearsmanydifferentidentities.
Not all of these identities necessarily endorse individual freedom and rights.
Thetechnologiesthatallowustocreateprocessesofchangeforajustand
equitable world are also technologies that enable massively regressive and
vigilanteactsthatexerciseamob-basednotionofjustice.Maybeweneedto
addqualificationstoourunderstandingofwhoadigitalnativeis.Maybewe
needtodefinenotonlytheusers,butalsothepoliticsbehindtheiractions;
Andwedefinitelyneednewframeworksandvocabulariestoaccountfora
sectionofthepopulationwhomightbeequallyskilledandfluentwiththese
digital technologies but produce another kind of change, using the same tools
andprocessesthatwerejoicein.
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13  http://chinadigitaltimes.net/2011/04/jasmine-in-the-middle-kingdom-autopsy-of-chinasfailed-revolution/;http://www.miller-mccune.com/media/media-and-revolution-2-0-tiananmen-to-tahrir-28595/;http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/asia-pacific/
uprooting-the-chinese-jasmine-revolution/article1987779/page2/.
14  http://globalspin.blogs.time.com/2011/06/04/22-years-after-tiananmen-shadow-of-crackdown-looms-large-over-china/.
15  Seehttp://www.ahga.gov.cn/falv/GAZHFLFG/FL/1083.htm;http://reason.com/
archives/2009/06/04/china-after-tiananmen.
16  Thereareindeedsomefunincidentsofyouthdancingorplayingaprankinpublic.
Nonetheless,occurrencesofasmartorflashmobthathavetakenplaceinthePRCare,
demographicallyspeaking,relativelyinsignificantandsporadiccomparedtotheprevalent
andvigouroushappeningselsewhere.Buttheydohavewebsitessetupforflashmob
gathering such as http://www.hlo.cc/, http://www.artmy.cn/ but there are few successful
mobilisationdrivesknowntothepublic.Ineffect,thecoverageisfewandfarinbetween
at its best.
17  Intheirblogarticle“China’sHumanFleshSearchEngine-Notwhatyoumightthink
itis...”,JamesK.YuannandJasonInchsharealotofinsightsonthisphenomenon
which they argue is unique in China. http://www.chinasupertrends.com/
chinas-human-flesh-search-engine-not-what-you-might-think-it-is/.
18  See“Icecreampolitics:flashmobinBelarus”postedbyHowardRheingoldonOctober3rd,
2006http://www.smartmobs.com/2006/10/03/ice-cream-politics-flash-mob-in-belarus/.
19  AlmostalloftheflashmobactivitiesthathavesuccessfullytookplaceinthePRCsofar
have been staged like a performance, most people either sing a song or dance, or perform
askitatbest.HerearetherarenewscoverageinEnglish:“‘FlashMob’PuzzlesBystanders”
http://www.china.org.cn/english/entertainment/220084.htm;“‘Flashmob’of12Proposed
toOneGirlinBeijing”http://english.cri.cn/3100/2006/09/03/202@134346.htm.
20  ForaninsightfuloverviewofthisargumentinEnglish,see“HumanFleshSearch:Old
Topic,NewStory”postedonFriday,June27,2008byXujunEberleinhttp://www.insideoutchina.com/2008/06/human-flesh-search-old-topic-new-story.html;inChinese,“Manpower
Search:Cyberpublicspace,SocialFunctionsandLegalRegulations”[人肉搜索 : 網絡公共空

間、 社會功能與法律規制 ]http://cdn851.todayisp.net:7751/article.chinalawinfo.com/Article_

Detail.asp?ArticleId=47680.

21  MopForumisoneofthemostpopularsocialnetworkingsitesinChina.Youcanreadmore
about it at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mop.com.
22  SeeDongxiaoLiu’sHumanFleshSearchEngine:IsItaNextGenerationSearchEngine?
23  http://hplusmagazine.com/2009/06/02/search-and-destroy-engines/.
24  Youcanstillaccessitathttp://www.google.cn/intl/zh-CN/renrou/index.html.Asthearticle
“China’sHumanFleshSearchEngine-Notwhatyoumightthinkitis...”pointsout,“The
factthatdaywasApril1stshouldtellreadersitwasmeantastongue-in-cheek(andmay
notentirelybeajoke-anumberofsearchengineshavetriedhuman-assistedsearchand
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relevancechecking),butitputanametoamovementthathasbeenhappeningonlinein
China for some time: Online collaboration by Netizens to search via the power of China’s
massive225millionInternetusers.”(http://www.chinasupertrends.com/chinas-humanflesh-search-engine-not-what-you-might-think-it-is/postedonMay25,20083:56pm).A
famous online magazine in Hong Kong dedicated a feature on this phenomenon entitled
“‘HumanFleshSearch’—IsitaDemonoranAngel?「人肉搜索」是 惡魔還是天使 ” which has

providedacomprehensiveoverviewofthiscontroversialissue.(http://hot.wenweipo.
com/2008035/).

25  http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/07/magazine/07Human-t.html?_r=2&pagewanted=all;SeethelistamongthemostnotoriouscasesinChina:http://xzczkt.gicp.net/show.
asp?id=205;http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_flesh_search_engine#Notable_examples
26  “Universitystudentunderfireforambulanceincident”:ThisHumanFleshSearchtook
placeinTaiwaninDecember2010whenadoctoralcandidateatNationalTaiwanUniversity allegedly blocked an ambulance that was rushing a gravely ill woman to the
hospitalandgaveitthemiddlefinger.Theincidentcausedpublicoutrageandtheman
waschargedwithcausingbodilyharmandobstructionofofficialbusiness.(http://www.
taipeitimes.net/News/taiwan/archives/2010/12/30/2003492244;http://www.taipeitimes.
com/News/taiwan/archives/2011/02/02/2003495037).ForthevideofootageandanEnglishdiscussiononaMalaysianforum,seehttp://forum.lowyat.net/topic/1700216.Fora
detaileddocumentationhttp://zh.wikipedia.org/zh-tw/%E6%96%B0%E5%BA%97%E6%95
%91%E8%AD%B7%E8%BB%8A%E9%98%BB%E6%93%8[B%E4%BA%8B%E4%BB%B6.
27  TakethemostrecentcaseinTaiwanforexample:ayoungwomanrefusedtoyieldtheseat
totheelderlyandgotintoafierceverbalfight,whichwasrecordedandpostedonline.
http://www.nownews.com/2011/06/15/91-2720382.htm.
28  Suchcasesofanimalabuseandcrueltyhaveinstigatedmanycasesofinternational
internet vigilantism and calls for web hunt, as in the case with “vacuum kitten killer” who
suffocatedtwokittensinaplasticbagaftersuckingtheairoutwithavacuum,whichhad
infuriatedmanyanimalrightsactivists,animallovers,andFacebookusersacrossthe
worldtounitetohuntdownthemanandrevealedhimtobea25-year-oldbisexualporn
starbasedinFrance.http://news2.onlinenigeria.com/odd/64590-Vacuum-kitten-killerhunted-after-making-snuff-movie-suffocation.rssbyJamesWhite24/12/2010;http://
teddyhilton.com/2011-01-13-boy-who-killed-kittens-identified-as-gay-porn-star.
29  “Chineseofficialshamedby‘humanflesh’searchengine’”:Agovernmentofficialaccused
ofmolestingagirlinarestauranthasbeenfiredfromhisposition.(04Nov2008)http://
www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/china/3377338/Chinese-official-shamed-byhuman-flesh-search-engine.html.
30  See“CommitadulteryinChina,Webvigilanteswillhuntyou”byGregSandoval(postedon
November25,2008.http://news.cnet.com/8301-1023_3-10107679-93.html)and“Human
FleshSearch:VigilantesoftheChineseInternet”(http://news.newamericamedia.org/
news/view_article.html?article_id=964203448cbf700c9640912bf9012e05)NewAmerica
Media,Newsfeature,XujunEberlein,Posted:Apr30,2008.InDecember2007,a31-yearoldBeijingwomannamedJiangYanjumpedoffthe24thfloorbalconyofherapartment.
A post on her blog before her suicide blamed her death on her husband’s extra-marital
affair.Newsofthis“deathblog”spreadontheChineseinternetandsoon,amassofoutragednetizenslaunchedaHumanFleshSearchEnginetotrackdowntheguiltyparties.
Withindays,everydetailofherhusband’spersonallifewasallovertheinternet.For
months, this man, his alleged mistress and their parents were bombarded with attack
messages and even death threats. In March, the husband sued three websites for cyber
violence and privacy violation.
31

The most infamous case took place in the PRC when Li Qiming, driving a black Volkswagen
Magotan,hittwofemalestudentsatHebeiUniversityonOctober16,2010.Licontinued
to drive on after hitting the two students, one of whom later died. When Li was stopped
bycampussecurityguards,heyelled,“LiGangismyfather”.(http://china.globaltimes.cn/
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society/2010-10/585212.html).Foradetaileddocumentation,seehttp://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Li_Gang_incident.
32  TomDowneyhasprovidedquiteacomprehensivecoverageoftheinfamouscases
takingplaceinthePRC.(http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/07/magazine/07Human-t.
html?_r=2&pagewanted=all).
33  “Human-fleshsearchengines:Chinatakesinstantjusticeonline”byKevinBloom.http://www.thedailymaverick.co.za/
article/2010-03-16-human-flesh-search-engines-china-takes-instant-justice-online.
34

“A witch-hunt is a search for witches or evidence of witchcraft, often involving moral
panic, mass hysteria and lynching, but in historical instances also legally sanctioned and
involvingofficialwitchcrafttrials.”http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Witch-hunt.

35  “HumanFleshSearchEndsinBloodyCase”:Itallbeganwithanunexaminedlie,theman
claimed he was abandoned by his girlfriend after supporting her for four years, and
that he had terminal leukemia and would like to see her again. After having successfully
mobilisedHumanFleshSearch,hetrackedherdownandstabbedhertodeathinpublic.
http://big5.xinhuanet.com/gate/big5/news.xinhuanet.com/video/2009-05/17/content_11388430.htm.ForadetailednarrativeoftheincidentinChinese,seehttp://blog.
sina.com.cn/s/blog_5ee0e8640100d74v.html~type=v5_one&label=rela_prevarticle;
http://big5.eastday.com:82/gate/big5/news.eastday.com/s/20090225/u1a4200069.html.
36  Pan,Xiaoyan,“HuntbytheCrowd:AnExploratoryQualitativeAnalysisonCyber
SurveillanceinChina”.GlobalMediaJournal.FindArticles.com.22Jun,2011.http://
findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_7548/is_201004/ai_n53931440/.
37  “Human-fleshsearchengines:Chinatakesinstantjusticeonline”byKevinBloomhttp://www.thedailymaverick.co.za/
article/2010-03-16-human-flesh-search-engines-china-takes-instant-justice-online.
38  Forthevideo,see“Onlinelynchmobsfindsecondpost-quaketarget;Liaoninggirldetainedbythepolice”http://shanghaiist.com/2008/05/22/
online_lynch_mo.php.Foraseriesofdiscussionandrebuttal,see“InternetMob
RidesAgain–LiaoningBitch-Girl”http://blog.foolsmountain.com/2008/05/21/
internet-mob-strikes-again-liaoning-bitch-girl/.
39  “ChineseStudentinU.S.IsCaughtinConfrontation”http://www.nytimes.
com/2008/04/17/us/17student.html?st=cse&sq=china+tibet+Duke&scp=1.
40

“人肉搜索”若搜錯了, 誰才能”平反 ?”“Whatif“Humanfleshsearch”gotitwrong,whoshouldwe

findto“redress[agrievance]”?http://big5.home.news.cn/gate/big5/www.xj.xinhuanet.
com/2009-01/22/content_15526532.htm.
41

http://www.chinasupertrends.com/
chinas-human-flesh-search-engine-not-what-you-might-think-it-is/.

42  Pan,Xiaoyan,“HuntbytheCrowd:AnExploratoryQualitativeAnalysisonCyber
SurveillanceinChina.”GlobalMediaJournal.http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_7548/
is_201004/ai_n53931440/.

43  TheconstructionofaHarmoniousSociety( 和諧 社會 héxiéshèhuì)isasocio-economic

vision that is said to be the ultimate end result of Chinese leader Hu Jintao’s signature
ideology...The idea has been described as resembling characteristics of New Confucianism
in some aspects. In a country where political class struggle and socialist slogans were
the normative political guidelines for decades, the idea of societal harmony attempts
to bring about the fusion of socialism and democracy. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Harmonious_society.

44  JusttolistafewvideoswithEnglishsubtitlesorcommentary:http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v= 09Ht7l1Jdkg;http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QgiAx-zDpIQ;http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=z9drPmoXTKE&feature=related;andhttp://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ydZh9It7Wds&feature=related.
45  SincemostofthenewsisinMandarin,IonlyincludereportsinEnglishhere:“Taiwan
taekwondoathleteinAsianGamessocksensorrow”(17November2010,Lastupdatedat
15:30GMT)http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-pacific-11775465;“Taiwanfuryafter
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athlete’sAsianGamesdisqualificationinChina”(November17,2010-Updated20:50GMT)
http://edition.cnn.com/2010/SPORT/11/17/asian.games.china.taiwan/index.html;“Taiwan
taekwondostormcastscloudoverGames”(Wed,Nov172010)http://in.reuters.com/
article/idINIndia-52974420101117.
46  HereisapartiallistofFacebookpagesforreference:http://www.facebook.com/
AntiRogue#!/Justice.For.Taiwan.Yang.ShuChun;https://sites.google.com/site/
dirtytaekwondo2010/;http://www.facebook.com/AntiRogue;http://www.facebook.com/
event.php?eid=161214030582670;http://www.facebook.com/pages/zhi-chi-yang-shu-junwo-men-ting-nai-dao-di/140944652624862?ref=ts&v=wall;http://www.facebook.com/
pages/yang-shu-jun-shi-ge-shi-jianqing-zong-tong-fu-li-ji-xiang-zhong-guo-biao-da-zuizui-zui-qiang-lie-de-kang-yi/169393219756510.ScreenshotofhisFacebookpagetakenby

aPTTuser:http://img408.imageshack.us/img408/7568/facebookqs.jpg;“ 學生書PO文挺韓網

友人肉搜 索 ”http://video.chinatimes.com/video-cate-cnt.aspx?cid=10&nid=42491;“po文失

格大快人心挺韓 網友引公憤 ”http://www.ctitv.com.tw/news_video_c14v22957.html.
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Internet-centric political theorists

Nandini Chami

view, the positionalities of the actors

YiPingTsou,inheressay‘Digital
Natives in the Name of a Cause,’
explores how the very ‘same
technological impulse’ of ‘viral networking mobilisation’ underpins
twoverydifferentkindsofpolitical
actions: the radical Flash Mob
protests that epitomise the resistance of pro-democracy interest groups against authoritarian
and dictatorial regimes, and the

(Shirky2011;Johnson2012).Inher
in the online public sphere, as shaped
bytheirspecificsocio-historical
contexts, determine the kinds of
political action that ensue – and she
is primarily interested in challenging
naive theorisations of digital activism
that automatically ascribe progressiveintentionstoanyeffortthatfalls
under the umbrella of Internet-enabled and Internet-mediated political
action.
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However, it is important to avoid
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Human Flesh Search phenomenon in
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reduces everything to a function of

technique to ferret out and punish

pre-existing social and political forces

individuals whose online conduct is

without paying adequate heed to the

perceived as being disrespectful of
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prevailing moral codes. Through a

publicsphereoffers,forparticipatory

case study analysis of Human Flesh

communication and collaborative

Search, Tsou seeks to demonstrate

action. It may be more productive

that there is nothing inherently

to adopt a median approach that

democratic about the online public

unpacks the dialectics between the
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digitalplatformsofWeb2.0and

of techno-deterministic and

thefieldofpoliticalaction(Fuchs
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2012),recognisingtheco-constitutive

inadequacy of ‘openness’ as a value,

relationship between technology and

in pushing the progressive political

society. In particular, this approach,

agendaforward.Forthisanalysis

grounded in critical theory, requires

helps us identify the limitation

ustoexaminethespecificwaysby

of the mainstream imaginary of

whichsocialmedia(andotherpar-

‘online openness’ that over-valor-

ticipatorydigitalspaces)“stand in

ises “purposeful individual actions

contradictionswithinfluencesbythe

ratherthan(challenging)systemic

state,ideologyandcapitalism”(Fuchs

bias”(Reagle2012)inrealisingan

2012),inspecifichistoricalmoments.

inclusionary vision of transfor-

Suchstructuralanalysisoffers
another pathway to explain the
differential(andsometimescontradictory)politicaloutcomesproduced

mation(eveninthoseweb-based
communitiessuchasFOSSwhose
members profess a commitment to
democraticideals).

by the very same technological

Pushing this analysis to its logical

affordancesofopennessandcollab-

conclusion, we start to recognise

oration – a useful counter-analysis to

thattorealisetheaffordances

an agency-centric theory that locates

of the Internet and ICTs for fur-

thesedifferencesasstemmingfrom

thering a transformative political

variances in individual political

agenda, it is important to create

motivations(whichistheposition

participatory digital spaces whose

thatisimplicitinTsou’sessay).This

organising principle is ‘openness with

kind of analysis is also helpful in

equity’ rather than ‘openness per se’

building on Tsou’s critique of the

(Gurumurthy&Singh2013).
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Three Forces Acting
behind the Development
of the Internet
Hu Yong

This article is the transcript of the speech delivered by Prof. Hu Yong of Beijing University at the workshop “Consensus and Spring Luncheon” on March 29, 2014.

Thisyearmarksthe20thyearoftheadventofInternetinPeople’sRepublicof
China;besidestheannualcommemorationdayalsofallsinApril.Manypeople
might be wondering, after all, what has the Internet brought into China during
the past two decades. And by extension, what all can we make out on the
basis this nodal point?
AsIlookatthepasthistoryoftheInternet,basicallyIcanfindthatthereare
three forces acting behind it: the country, the market, and the masses. And as
the Internet was forged by these three dissimilar forces, there emerged three
dissimilargovernancemodels,too.Thefirstgovernancemodelisthemodel
guided by the country. The second model is the one guided by the market. In
theyear1995,twoBritishscholarsputforwardaconcept,called:“TheCalifornianideology.”Thanksto[thisideology]theWestcoastofAmericawitnessed
a brand-new ideological trend and this very same brand-new ideological
trendultimatelygavebirthtotoday’sfreeandopenSiliconValley;besides,
it pushed the industry from semiconductors to computers and again from
computers to the Internet, until it reached today’s mobile Internet, all of which
are the products of “the Californian ideology.” The third model is the one led
by the masses. And this model has a rather extreme variant and I would call
this variant the radical libertarianism. And this radical libertarianism actually
appearedintheyear1996;atthattimetherewasarockmusicwritercalled
Barlow;and,Barlowinthatyearhadanextremelyfamousthingcalled,“Declaration of independence by Cyberspace” and it was told through the article
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thus:YouareabunchofpredatorGiants,youareabunchofpastgovernments,don’tgetintoournetandinterferewithus;wearethefuturewhileyou
folksconstitutethepast,weenjoysovereigntyinthecyberspace.”So,thisis
the typical third model.
What is curious about this third model is that, actually it has been built with
effortsofeachotherandisintertwinedwitheachotherandthereforecannot
be completely separated. While “the Californian ideology” and things like
that do represent the independent market, however such things cannot exist
without the government in the background. Conversely, to an extent we also
knowthat“theCalifornianideology”hasalsospawnedactsoftheState;such
things are called the Information Superhighway. And things like the Information Superhighway are in fact the infrastructure built up with the power of
the government, including in China. In reality, these three things act together.
The information Superhighway has ultimately brought in thinking like this to
everyone: that the technology utopia could be achieved through a certain
technology. And with this technology utopia in backdrop, it may be said, for
instance, that the designer may materialize some dreams for humankind with
thehelpofcertaininstitutionalsystems;andthereforeinthissensetheInternet could be viewed as a catalyst for democracy and liberation. In this sense, it
isassociatedwiththe“DeclarationofindependencebyCyberspace”ofBarlow,
and they overlap each other.
However,letusseehowthesituationwillchangetwentyyearsfromnow;
for instance, as for the sovereignty issue of the Internet, the sovereignty
mentionedbyBarlowmeantthatwedonotwantanyactofinterferenceby
the government or commerce in matters regarding the net and netizens.
But,intheyear2010,Chinahadforthefirsttimeissuedtotheworldawhite
paper on “China’s Internet Situation.” In fact there was a background behind
coming out with this white paper by China, in that China and Google had
fought a battle as an outcome of which Google had to withdraw from China.
The Chinese government had made it clear through the white paper that the
infrastructure existing within the Chinese territory is part of China’s internet
sovereignty, and therefore you are required to abide by our internet sovereignty. To put it another way, so long as you carry out any activities within
our territory, or your physical servers remain in our territory, you must then
adhere to the rules and regulations of the Chinese government.
Youmaymakeoutthatthereexistsawholegalaxyofdifferencebetweenthe
two accounts in terms of internet sovereignty. However, what is interesting
is the West regards this Internet sovereignty as an extension into the Cyberspaceofthealreadybackwardandbankruptpoliticalsovereignty;actually
the traditional national sovereignty is also encountering great challenges.
ThepeopleoftheWestthenthoughtthatsuchastatementposedaproblem;
however, following the ‘Snowden incident’ that occurred the previous year,
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China’sjustificationtotallydisruptedthelessonslearntbytheWestinregard
tothisissue.Toputitanotherway,there-delineationofInternetspace(renationalization)hasnowbecomeatrend.Tociteanexample,followingthe
occurrenceofthe‘Snowdenincident’,BrazildemandedthatifGooglewanted
tooperateinBrazil,thephysicalserverofGooglemustbeinstalledinBrazil
and they shall not have it in California nor could they install it wherever they
wouldfinditconvenient,becausehowcanoneknow,fromwheretheycould
orcouldnotinfringeupontherighttoprivacyofthecitizensofBrazil,eventhe
righttoprivacyofthePresidentofBrazil.
This implies that we may not be having a world with only one Internet, we
mayhavemultipleInternets;inotherwords,itmaybethattheChinesemodel
might still have certain victory in the domain of Internet, because China has
all along insisted that it should have its own Internet. This is the paradox with
regard to the matter. In the whole process, the Internet companies have again
played a certain role of castigating the people, and everybody knows that all
majorInternetcompanieshaveprovidedtheinformationconcerningthem
to the government, but where the government has carried out various kinds
of analyses or various types of monitoring with respect to them, the Internetcompanieshavegoneonrecordsayingtheywerehelpless;therefore,the
ethics with respect to the Internet companies themselves has also become a
big challenge.
We have stated upfront that out of the three models, two have been called
into question. Therefore, at the moment, all those who have felt that the Internet belongs to the masses have come up with an initiative, which is described
as: “We want to reclaim the Internet.” The reason being, the country and the
enterprises have betrayed the Internet. With the result that the Internet we
have today is not in the same shape as we dreamt of in the year in which it
wasputup.Amongthemthereisawell-knownrepresentative[namedBruce]
Schneier, an American cryptology expert, who has put forward three aspects
as regards to how to reclaim the Internet.
First,wehavetoexposeallmonitoringbythegovernmentsbecauseitisnot
something we can allow. Second, we have to redesign the Internet. This call
ismajorlytobegrantedtotheengineers,andtheengineerscancarryout
new designing with respect to the present framework of the Internet. Third,
improve upon the governance of the Internet. The core issue with regard to
the Internet is that one country cannot be allowed to decide on the trend
oftheInternet.Forinstance,asituationcannotbeallowedtoprevailwhere
America has the Internet of America, Iran has the Internet of Iran, China has
theInternetofChina.Secondly,theInternetshouldnotjustremainanaffair
betweenthegovernmentsofcountries;onthecontraryitshouldbeanaffair
to be discussed together by global civil societies.
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I feel we have to carefully watch as to how the Internet will proceed in future
andhowatrade-offwillcomeaboutamongthesethreeforces.But,letme
sumupfinally,onethinghasbecomeextremelyplainduringthepasttwenty
years. When you proposed the idea of an Internet twenty years ago, you
utteredsomebeautifulwords;youtalkedaboutequality,democracy,and
independence;whereastodayasyoutalkabouttheInternet,itiscontroland
review. Will such a shift in discourse be pulled over in future, I do not know,
butitisalsosomethingwehavetocontinuetowatch.Thankyouall!

Annotation

in the recent past, and the conditions

Puthiya Purayil Sneha

around the Internet has emerged

When you proposed the idea of
an Internet twenty years ago,

within which the political economy
inChina,whichalsohassignificant
implications for many years to come.

you uttered some beautiful

Chief among these are the issues

words;youtalkedaboutequality,

of Internet sovereignty and govern-

democracy,andindependence;

ance, both of which have emerged as

whereas today as you talk about

important problems for the rest of

the Internet, it is control and

the world to contend with in the last

review.

couple of years. An important aspect

This telling statement from Prof.
Yong’sspeechperhapssumsup
for us the aporetic idea that is the
Internet for most of us today. The
Internet, like with most other new
technology, has always been a bone
of contention in most parts of the
world;givenitsstrangeparadoxof
democracy and openness, and virtually unlimited possibilities in terms
of access to people, knowledge and
resources, but also multiple concerns of regulation and control of the
flowofinformation.Inthecontextof
China, this paradox becomes even
moresignificantduetotheshort
but very chequered history of the
Internet in a country which has the
largest number of Internet users in
theworld,atafigureof642millionin
2014.Thespeechlaysoutwhathave
been some key events of this history

of Internet development in China is
that all online access is controlled
by the government, with bandwidth
being rented out to telecom service
providers, and only a few private
players in the market. With such a
control over infrastructure and networks, the government also brought
in very early a regime of censorship, in which citizens’ access to the
Internet is closely monitored by the
‘Internetpolice,’aforcenumbering2
billionin2013.Theinfamous‘Golden
Shieldproject’alsoknownasthe
‘GreatFirewallofChina,’hasbeen
symbolic of this regime, and the focus
of much activism around free speech
and democracy. China monitors the
Internet through extensive legal and
administrative provisions, due to
its claim to Internet sovereignty in a
whitepaperissuedin2010.Thishas
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allowed it to regulate and control

population from being online and

access and usage of the Internet

taking part in the ‘social’ web. The

within its borders, using an advanced

Internethasdefinitelybolstered

mechanismofsurveillance,filtering

the economy in several ways that

and blocking of content, with the

were unimaginable before, espe-

large means at the disposal of the

cially with increased mobile phone

state. As a result, access to any

access. According to a report by the

information construed as politically

Mckinsey Global Institute, depending

sensitive is restricted, and dissent is

on the speed and extent of industry

easilysuppressed,ineffectimposing

adoption,theInternetcouldadd0.3

a condition of self-censorship

to1.0percentagepointstoChina’s

wherein individuals and institutions

GDPgrowthratefrom2013to2025.It

willingly monitor and censor their

is expected to change the very nature

online activity to avoid dire legal con-

of growth by enabling GDP based

sequences. The Google controversy

on productivity, innovation and

mentioned in the speech is perhaps

consumption, to develop a more sus-

the best example of the problem-

tainable model of economic growth.

atic idea of Internet sovereignty and
self-regulation. Google entered the
Chinesemarketin2004incompliance
with the self-censorship regime
withafilteredcontentsearch,but
in2010,followingabarrageofcyber
attacks on its infrastructure and
loss of data, decided to move to an
unfilteredversionandredirected
all search operations through Hong
Kong instead of mainland China.
Ostensibly, the restrictions on foreign
players in the market has led to
the growth of a thriving industry
in China, with better access and
innovation, which is often claimed to
be based on the American model. In
fact, as global social media sites like
Facebook,YouTubeandTwitterare
blocked, their Chinese counterparts
such as WeChat and Sina Weibo get
to serve and innovate on the basis
of a huge market protected from
externalcompetition.Blockingof
global players, hence, does not stop
in any way a large part of the Chinese

The notion of Internet sovereignty, as
contentious and problematic as it is,
further complicates how we understand governance and regulation of
theInternet.AsProf.Yongpointsout,
the condition of a fragmented Internet with each country developing its
own forms of regulation can actually
be counterproductive to the goals
of increased connectivity, sharing
and access, as a result of which
much of the democratic potential of
the Internet would remain unrealised.VintCerfetal(2014)argue
that Internet governance is a shared
responsibility, because the Internet is “both a technology and a
socio-economic space.” it is a shared
environment, and unlike a traditional
commons “it is capable of growing at
the will of those who use it and the
entities that invest in its expansion”.
Its boundaries may therefore not
be drawn as easily as with physical
space, as the notions of space and
communityitselfcomeintoconflict
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duetotheveryfluidnatureofthe

encyclopediaBaiduBaike,wherein

web. Stemming from this idea are

vandalised and humorous con-

several questions about regulation of

tributions using profanity were made

speech online, dissent and activism

to the encyclopedia in an attempt to

itself, as citizens and particularly

illustrate the uselessness of content

activistshavealwayshadtofind

filtering.Assuch,activisminthe

innovative and sometimes insidious

digital space can take various forms

ways around the Internet police to

even in the face of several limitations.

communicate with each other and
the rest of the world. A regularly
used tactic is to actually publish
politically sensitive material online
and wait for it to be pulled down
by authorities, because in the time
that is taken down several people
would have read and circulated the
material. Another example is the
famousmemeon10mythicalChinese

As mentioned in the introduction,
the Internet is still in some sense an
aporetic idea, so models of governance and development need to keep
in mind its expanse and immense
potential for growth, with due consideration that democratic governance is incomplete without space for
dissent.

creatures featured on the interactive
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Old and New Media:
Converging During the
Pakistan Emergency
(March 2007 – February 2008)
Huma Yusuf

Introduction
OnMarch13,2007,afewdaysafterPakistan’spresidentGeneralPervez
Musharraf suspended the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, an online
petitioncondemningthegovernment’sabuseoftheindependentjudiciary
was circulated via mailing lists and blogs.1Butoverthecourseofseveral
weeks,thepetitiononlyattracted1,190signatories.Lessthanayearlater,in
February2008,Dawn,thecountry’sleadingEnglish-languagemediagroup,
launchedacitizenjournalisminitiative,invitingPakistanistosubmitimages,
ideas, news reports, and analyses that they wanted to share with the world.
In a matter of months, the Pakistani media landscape evolved from a point
where a politically relevant online petition failed to gain momentum to
one where a prominent mass media group felt the need to include citizen
journalistsintheprocessofnewsgathering.Thispaperaimstoexplainwhy
this evolution occurred, how it was facilitated by both old and new media, and
what impact it had on the political process and civic engagement.
To that end, the paper describes how certain communities – for example,
university students – came to use digital technologies and new media platforms to organize for political action and report on matters of public interest. In The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and
Freedom,YochaiBenkleradvancestheconceptofanetworkedpublicsphere.
With reference to the internet and online tools, he argues that the networked
information economy produces a public sphere because “the cost of being
a speaker ... is several orders of magnitude lower than the cost of speaking
in the mass-mediated environment” 2. He adds, “the easy possibility of
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communicatingeffectivelyintothepublicsphereallowsindividualstoreorient
themselves from passive readers and listeners to potential speakers and participantsinaconversation.”InBenkler’swords,then,thispapershowshow
some Pakistanis became “speakers and participants” in the political process.
Enabledtocreateanetworkedpublicsphere,theybeganinthespringof2007
to participate, reciprocate, and engage in many-to-many rather than one-tomany communications.
Interestingly, a networked public sphere emerged during a time of heightened
politicalinstabilitythathasbeencolloquiallytermedthe‘PakistanEmergency’
(March2007-February2008). 3 Digital technologies that were harnessed
during this time for political advocacy, community organizing, and hyperlocal
reportingincludecellphones,cameraphones(mobile-connectedcameras),
SMStextmessages,onlinemailinglists,andinternetbroadcasts(liveaudio
andvisualstreams).Meanwhile,popularnewmediaplatformsutilized
duringthePakistanEmergencyincludeblogs(liveblogging),YouTube,Flickr,
Facebookandothersocialnetworkingorsociablemediasites.4
Writing about mass-mediated markets that are slowly inundated with new
mediatools,Benklerpointsoutthatatransitionoccurs“asthecapabilities
of both systems converge, to widespread availability of the ability to register
and communicate observations in text, audio, and video, wherever we are and
whenever we wish” 5.DuringthePakistanEmergency,asimilarconvergence
of old – that is, traditional broadcast – and new media occurred. In a time of
turmoil and censorship, Pakistanis were driven by a desire to access information and thus turned to multiple media sources when the mainstream
media was compromised. One could say the media landscape became hydraheadedduringthePakistanEmergency:ifonesourcewasblockedorbanned,
anotheronewasappropriatedtogetthewordout.Forexample,whenthe
governmentbannednewschannelsduringtheNovember2007stateof
emergency,privatetelevisionchannelsuploadednewsclipstoYouTubeand
live streamed their content over the internet, thus motivating Pakistanis to
go online. In this context, the mainstream media showed the ability to be as
flexible,diffuse,andcollaborativeasnewmediaplatforms.
A combined use of digital technologies and new media tools also helped
bridgethedigitaldivideinacountrywhereonly17millionpeoplehaveinternetaccessandtheliteracyrateislessthan50percent.In“Democracyand
New Media in Developing Nations: Opportunities and Challenges”, Adam
Clayton Powell describes how the internet can help open up developing
democracies:
Many argue that in much of the world, the Internet reaches only elites:
governmentofficialsandbusinessleaders,universityprofessorsand
students,thewealthyandtheinfluential.ButthroughNet-connected
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elites information from the Internet reaches radio listeners and newspaper readers around the world, so the Internet has an important
secondaryreadership,thosewhohearorareinfluencedbyonline
information via its shaping of more widely distributed media, outside of
traditional, controlled media lanes of the past.6
No doubt, traditional broadcast media relay information from the internettothePakistanipublic.Butthenational“secondaryreadership”was
established in a far more dynamic and participatory way during the Pakistan
Emergencythankstotheprevalenceofcellphonesandthepopularityof
SMS text messaging. Indeed, this paper shows how citizen reporting and
calls for organized political action were distributed through a combination
ofmailinglists,onlineforums,andSMStextmessages.Emailsforwardedto
net-connected elites containing calls for civic action against an increasingly
authoritarian regime inevitably included synopses that were copied as SMS
text messages and circulated well beyond cyberspace. This two-tiered use of
mediahelpedinculcateacultureofcitizenshipinPakistanisfromdifferent
socioeconomic backgrounds. In other words, the media landscape witnessed
a convergence of old and new media technologies that also led to widespread
civic engagement and greater connection across social boundaries.
Despite such multivalent uses, this paper shows that the overall impact of
digital and new media tools in Pakistan has been nebulous. After all, General
Musharraf’s dictatorial regime retained control over access to the internet
and other communications infrastructure throughout the period of widespread civic engagement. As an increasing number of Pakistanis turned to
YouTube,Flickr,Facebook,andSMStextmessagesasalternatemediaportals,
thegovernmentclampeddownonthesesources.BetweenMarch2007and
February2008,cellphonenetworkswerejammed,internetserviceproviders
wereinstructedtoblocktheYouTubewebsite,internetconnectivitywas
limited or shut down, and blogging softwares were banned. Moreover, the
authorities came to monitor the public’s use of new media platforms: images
ofanti-governmentralliespostedtoFlickrwereusedtoidentifyandarrest
protesters.
The only antidote to the government’s control of digital and new media
tools, this paper shows, was the widening of the networked public sphere to
includePakistanisinthediasporaandglobalmediasources.Forexample,
whenthegovernmentblockednewschannelsandjammedcellularnetworksinNovember2007,youngPakistanisacrosstheglobecontinuedto
planandorganizeprotestralliesviathesocialnetworkingsiteFacebook.
Similarly, when university students demanding the restoration of an independentjudiciaryrealizedthatsecurityofficialshadpreventedjournalistsfrom
covering their protest, they submitted self-generated video clips and images
toCNN’siReport,anonlinecitizenjournalisminitiative.Indeed,asPakistan’s
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media landscape became a hybrid model in which professional and amateur
journalistsgeneratedanddisseminatednewsbywhatevermeanspossible,
internationalmainstreammediaoutfitssuchasCNN,theBBC,andtheUKbasedChannel4increasinglysoughtouthyperlocalreportingpostedtolocal
blogs,YouTube,andFacebook.
Ultimately,thispaperidentifieshowthemeansofcommunicationinPakistan
becamedispersed,accessible,anddecentralized,leadingtoafreerflowof
informationduringthePakistanEmergency.ByfocusingonhowPakistanis
have harnessed digital technologies and new media platforms, the paper aims
toilluminatethewayforPakistantobecomeafull-fledgeddigitaldemocracy...
Byanalyzingdigitaltechnologiesinthecontextofexistingtechnologiesand
social practices in Pakistan, the paper emphasizes the importance of realworld deployment. It shows that users adopt and adapt tools in a way that
responds to local needs. As such, the paper can be considered a call for
members of the civic media community to design tools that bridge the digital
divide,adapttolocalcircumstances,andareflexibleenoughthatdifferent
communitiescanusethemincreativeandrelevantways.Afterall,asBenkler puts it, “the networked public sphere is not made of tools, but of social
production practices that these tools enable” 7.

Media Vacuum: Blocking Independent
Television in Pakistan
November 3, 2007: State of Emergency Declared
PresidentMusharraf’sdeclarationofastateofemergencyonNovember3,
2007,arguablyhadagreaterimpactonPakistan’smedialandscapethanonits
political history. The manner in which the government handled media outlets
duringtheemergency,whichendedonDecember15,2007,demonstrated
the vulnerability of mainstream media and created an opportunity for the
systematic, sustained, and nationwide use of new media platforms. Indeed,
barelyfiveyearsafterindependenttelevisionstationswereestablishedas
the go-to medium for news and infotainment for one-third of Pakistan’s
150-millionstrongpopulation, 8 Musharraf’s crackdown on news channels
during the emergency demonstrated how easily the boom could go bust.
During emergency rule, a media vacuum was created that allowed for the rise
of new media outlets as viable alternatives for information dissemination and
community organizing. Mediated practices that facilitated civic engagement
andcitizenjournalismduringthesix-week-longemergencycontinuetobe
widelyadoptedandrefined.

Old and New Media

OnNovember3,soonafterproclaimingemergencyruleinatelevisedaddress,
Musharraf demanded that cable television operators block the broadcasts of
all local and foreign news channels, except those of the state-owned Pakistan
TelevisionCorporation.Nearly30privatelyownedchannelswerepromptly
takenofftheair.Thenextday,policemenraidedtheIslamabadofficesofAaj
TV,anindependentnewschannel,andattemptedtoconfiscatethechannel’s
equipment.ThetelephonelinesofPakistan’sfirstindependentnewschannel
GeoTVwerecutandtheirbroadcasterswerethreatenedwithlongjail
terms...9

Tightening Control in the Run-up to Emergency Rule
Ironically,theverymediafreedomthatMusharrafstifledwasoneofthehallmarks of his rule until the emergency declaration. After coming to power in
1999,heincreasedfreedomfortheprintmediaandliberalizedbroadcasting
policies to mitigate the perception that military rulers are authoritarian. In
March2002,thePakistanElectronicMediaRegulatoryAuthority(PEMRA)was
establishedtoinducttheprivatesectorintothefieldofelectronicmedia.Since
then,56privatelyownedtelevisionchannelshavebeenlicensedinPakistan10
and48werefullyoperationalasofMay2008.GeoTVbecamePakistan’sfirst
privatenewschannelin2002.
The recent proliferation of independent television channels is a marked
departure for the Pakistani media landscape, which had been dominated by
thestate-ownedchannelPakistanTelevision(PTV)untiltheearly1990s.Inthe
previous decade, access to international satellite television channels, via illegal
satellitedishes,hadmanyPakistanistuningintoIndianchannelssuchasZee
TVandotherregionalofferingsviaStarTV,theAsiannewsandentertainment
network owned by News Corp. These illegal channels gained popularity as
theycircumventedthecensorshipandreligiositythatdefinedPakistanimedia
throughoutthe1990s.
Since2002,independentnewschannelshadbeenoperatingwith
unprecedented freedom as per Musharraf’s directives. Cable television thus
become the fastest growing media property in Pakistan: subscribers increased
from1.5millionto3.27millionfromJuly2004toJuly2007,meaningthatonethirdofallPakistanishadaccesstoprivatenewschannelsin2007.11 News
content was increasingly investigative and often openly critical of the government. However, signs that the mainstream media remained vulnerable to the
government’s whims began appearing well before the emergency declaration
ofNovember2007.
Thefreedomofthenewlyempoweredbroadcastmediawasfirstquestioned
inOctober2005,whenadeadlyearthquakestruckthecountry’snorthern
areas. As a reporter for The Christian Science Monitor put it: “Pakistan’s
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earthquake, while at once a story of national tragedy, is also the coming of age
storyofthecountry’sfledglingprivatetelevisionchannels.Theirunflinching
coverage of the disaster... showcases an era of unparalleled media freedom
andinfluence.Butithasalso,bycreatingriftswiththegovernment,underscored the very limits of that newfound freedom”12. Media coverage of the
government’s response to the disaster – often featuring angry villagers
criticizingthePakistanArmy’sinefficientorcorruptreliefefforts–highlighted
officialshortcomingsandportrayedthetrueextentofthedisasterthatthe
government was slow to acknowledge. The regularity with which the government was criticized in the months following the earthquake established the
electronic media’s watchdog role and approach to news coverage, which was
biasedtowardanalysisratherthanobjectivereporting...

From Small Screen to Satellite and YouTube
... After most channels were blocked during the emergency, two independent
newschannelsmadeeveryefforttocontinuelivebroadcasts.GeoTVandARY
One World, another independent station, transmitted live broadcasts from
their bureaus in Dubai. The news that some independent news channels were
continuing to broadcast prompted Pakistanis across the country to obtain
illegalsatellitedishes–whichhaddeclinedinpopularitysincethe1990s–so
as to continue receiving independent coverage of the unfolding political crisis
fromtheirfavoritenewsanchorsandbroadcastjournalists.Despiteaprompt
government ban on the purchase of satellite dishes, they sold like “hotcakes”13.
The fact that Pakistanis resorted to satellite dishes in the wake of the government ban indicates that broadcast media were considered the most important
formofnewsdeliveryinPakistan(theEnglish-andUrdu-languageprintmedia
wasnotcensoredduringtheemergency,nordidtheyseeanincreaseinsales).
Interestingly, it was this desire to seek out live television broadcasts that also
drovemanyPakistanistotheinternet,inmanycases,forthefirsttime.
GeoTV,ARYOneWorld,andAajTVlivestreamedtheircoverageonthe
stations’ websites.14 As soon as Geo TV initiated live streams, its website registered300,000simultaneoususers,upfrom100,000beforetheemergency.
ThroughNovember,thesitereceivedasmanyas700,000hitsafterbreaking
news. News broadcasts featuring important updates were also uploaded
bothbystationproducersanduserstoYouTubetoallowforeasycirculation.15
Moreover, websites such as Pakistan Policy compiled streaming audio and
video content from the independent news channels to allow users across
thecountryanddiasporatoenjoyuninterruptednewsreportingonpolitical
events.16Initially,then,broadPakistaniinterestinfindingnewsonlinewasan
example of old and new media colluding: content was produced by traditional
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media outlets and intended for consumption along the one-to-many model.
Butthedistributionofthatcontentwasdiffuseandcollaborative...
The weeks during which all independent electronic news outlets were completelyshutdownorcensoredbythegovernmentmarkedasignificantturning
point in the Pakistani media landscape. It was in this media vacuum that other
alternativesbegantoflourish:thepublicrealizedthattofulfillitshungerfor
news in a time of political crisis, it had to participate in both the production
and dissemination of information. Activist communities established blogs
and generated original news coverage of hyperlocal events, such as antiemergency protests on university campuses. Civilians increasingly used SMS
text messages to keep each other informed about the unfolding political crisis
andcoordinateprotestmarches.YoungPakistanisacrossthediasporacreated
discussiongroupsonthesocialnetworkingsiteFacebooktodebatethepros
and cons of emergency rule.

Overheard: FM Radio and Public Participation
The Pakistani public’s ability to use both old media and new digital
technologiestoensurecommunicationsflowwasdemonstratedbefore
theimpositionofemergencyrule.Indeed,beforecitizenjournaliststurned
determinedlytoblogsandsocialnetworkingsites,citizenshadbeenusingFM
radio broadcasts and cellphones as a way to organize and disseminate information. The emergent, ad hoc, and hyperlocal networked public spheres thus
created served the public well under emergency rule.
DespitetheburgeoningpopularityofFMradiostations–byJuly2008,there
werenineoperationalFMradiostationsinKarachiand162licensedstations
nationwide17 – the medium did not emerge as a site for civic engagement or
communitybuilding.Thisisbecauseunliketelevision,allFMradiostations
– whether state- or privately-owned – were forbidden even before the
Emergencyfrombroadcastingnews,currentaffairsshows,oranytime-bound
content with political implications...
Unable to provide news updates, Karachi’s most popular community radio
station,ApnaKarachiFM107,negotiatedviolentflare-upsinthecitybyissuing
regular“trafficreports”whichfollowedthelawbutsignaledtherealsituation.OnMay12,2007–whenKarachiwasaffectedbyviolentrallies,widespread gun battles, and the indiscriminate torching of vehicles after Chief
Justice Chaudhry was prevented from properly visiting the city – the station
punctuateditsprogrammingatfive-minuteintervalswiththesespecial“traffic
updates.”
Throughoutthetumultuousafternoon,thestation’sradiojournalists–
reporting on the move via cellphones – called to indicate which roads were
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heavily congested, which were blocked, and which were seeing only sporadic
traffic.Karachiitesaccustomedtourbanconflictunderstandthatthedensity
oftraffichintsattherelativesafetyofaroadorneighborhood–afterall,
trafficthinsoutinareaswheregunbattlesareunderway.
At11:57a.m.thatday,thereporterMohammadQayyumstated:“theroads
to the airport are empty. Public transport is at a standstill and the few taxis
andrickshawsoperatingintheareahaveinflatedtheirfares.”Justafternoon,
he alerted drivers, “although we had earlier told you that Mai Kolachi Road
wasseeingnormaltraffic,wearenowsuggestingthatyoutakeadiversion
andchooseanalternateroute.”At12:22p.m.,hiscolleagueWaqarulHasan
reported, “buses have been torched near Karsaz, so people wanting to come
toDrighRoadshouldn’theadinthisdirectionbecausetrafficisbad.”Later
intheafternoon,theradiojournalistWaqarAzmatadviseddriverstoavoid
the area known as Gurumandir, “because the conditions there are not good,
thereisnotrafficinthearea.”Afewminuteslater,at2:26p.m.,hereturnedto
theairwavestosay,“trafficonShaheed-e-MillatRoadisverybad,asitison
Sharah-e-Faisal.There’smadnessallthewayuntilTipuSultanRoad.Drivers
should choose their routes carefully so that they don’t become victims of bad
traffic.”
Initseffortstostaywithinthelawwhilealsoprovidingcoverageofviolence
throughoutthecity,ApnaKarachiFM107wasaidedbyKarachiitesthemselves.
Throughout the day, hundreds of people called the station, from their cars,
homes,andworkplaces,toreportonthetrafficsituation–andthusthe
securitysituation.Forexample,at3:15p.m.thestationbroadcastthiscall:“I’m
AkhtarcallingfrommyofficeonShahrah-e-FaisalRoad.Icannotleaveright
now because there are no buses on the road. They say buses will resume here
by5p.m.”CallssuchasthesehelpedKarachiiteskeepeachotherinformed
about which spots in the city were dangerous at any given time...
Subsequently,asimilarcombinationofFMradiobroadcasts,landlinephones,
and cellphones were used by Karachiites to create a networked public
sphere and monitor protest rallies through the cities during emergency
rule and general elections. This shows how people empowered by creativity
and a commitment to aiding their community can use old and new media
technologiestomakeadifference,evenonanadhocbasis.
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Disconnected: Jamming Cellular Networks
November 6, 2007: Chief Justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry
Addresses the Nation
As the public adopted alternative media platforms, the government escalated
itseffortstocontrolcommunicationandnewsdissemination.OnNovember
6,theoustedchiefjusticeoftheSupremeCourt,whohadbeenplacedunder
house arrest when emergency rule was declared, chose to address the nation
via cellphone. In his talk, he called for mass protests against the government
and the immediate restoration of the constitution. Justice Chaudhry placed
aconferencecalltomembersoftheBarAssociation,whorelayedhismessage via loudspeakers. That broadcast was intended to be further relayed by
members of the crowd who had planned to simply hold their cellphones up to
the loudspeakers to allow remote colleagues and concerned citizens to listen
in on the address. More ambitious members of the crowd planned to record
the message on their cellphones and subsequently distribute it online.
However, most mobile phone services in Islamabad went down during
Chaudhry’saddress,promptingsuspicionsthattheyhadbeenjammedby
the government.18Inthefirstfewdaysoftheemergency,sporadicefforts
tocuttelephonelinesandjamcellphonenetworkswerecommon,even
though the telecommunications infrastructure in Pakistan is privately owned.
Mobile connectivity at the Supreme Court, protest sites, and the homes of
opposition politicians and lawyers who were placed under house arrest was
jammedatdifferenttimes.Inoff-the-recordinterviews,employeesattelecommunications companies explained that the government had threatened
to revoke their operating licenses in the event that they did not comply with
jammingrequests.
Thegovernment’sattemptstojamcellphonenetworksduringtheemergency
demonstrates that, much like television, cellphones had become an integral
medium of information dissemination and community organizing across
Pakistan. This is not surprising given that cellphones have been the most
rapidly adopted – and adapted – technology in Pakistan’s history.
Betweenthelate1990sandJuly2006,mobilepenetrationinPakistan
increasedfrom0.2percentofthepopulationtoanunprecedented43.6
percent.19Monthsbeforetheemergencydeclaration,inAugust2007,there
were68.5millionmobilephoneusersacrossPakistan,whichamountsto60
percent of the total potential cellphone market in Pakistan... 20
SMS text messaging also played a large role in helping communities organize
protests during the emergency. Owing to the low literacy rate and the nonavailabilityofmobileplatformsinlocallanguages,SMStraffichasremained
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low.Thatsaid,2007sawamarkedincreaseto8,636milliontextmessages
exchangedfrom1,206millionin2006. 21OnJuly20,2007,whentheJustice
Chaudhrywasfirstreinstated,400millionSMSmessagesweresentnationwide. According to the PTA, that is the highest number of SMS generated in
onedayinPakistan.Butmobileserviceprovidersclaimthatarecordnumber
ofSMSmessageswereexchangedinthefivedaysafteremergencyrule
wasdeclared(statisticstosupportthisfactarenotavailable).Nodoubt,in
the absence of independent news channels, text messaging emerged as an
instantaneous way for people to update each other on developments such as
protestralliesandthenumerablearrestsoflawyers,journalists,andactivists.
In the early days of the emergency, SMS text messaging was lauded across the
Pakistani blogosphere as the savior of communication in a time of crisis.

Student Activism / Digital Activism
November 7, 2007: Police Surround the Lahore
University of Management Sciences
In the media vacuum created by the censorship of television channels,
PakistaniuniversitystudentsturnedtonewmediaplatformssuchasYouTube,
Flickr,Facebook,andblogstofacilitatehyper-localreporting,information
dissemination, and community organizing against emergency rule. As such,
studentactivismduringthePakistanEmergencywassynonymouswithdigital
activism.
OnNovember7,over1,000studentsoftheprivatelyownedLahoreUniversity
ofManagementSciences(LUMS)–Pakistan’smostprestigiousbusinessschool
based in Lahore – gathered to protest the imposition of emergency rule.
Students at universities across Pakistan had begun protesting and organizing
vigils immediately after Musharraf’s televised emergency announcement
onNovember3.ButthegatheringatLUMSwasamongthelargestofthe
civilmovementlaunchedbylawyers,journalists,andstudentsagainstthe
emergency.(Bycontrast,about90studentsattendedaprotestthesameday
atLahore’sNationalUniversityofComputerandEmergingSciences,FAST-NU,
afederallychartereduniversity.)
The protest took place amidst heavy police presence. Prior to the gathering,
policemen warned LUMS students that they would be baton charged and
arrested in the event of civil agitation. On the morning of the scheduled
protest,policesurroundedthecampus,whileplainclothesofficerspatrolled
its grounds. Still, students managed to march through the campus grounds
and eventually staged a sit-in at the main campus entrance, in front of the
dozensofpoliceofficers.BroadcastjournalistsforGeoTVandotherstations
that were continuing to provide live coverage of emergency-related events
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via satellite and internet streams were present to cover the LUMS protest.
However,policeofficialssuccessfullypreventedmediapersonnelfrom
enteringtheLUMScampusandeventuallyconfiscatedtheircamerasand
otherrecordingequipment.Aftersuccessfullyremovingalljournalistsfrom
the premises, the police ramped up their presence on the campus grounds.

Creating the News, Organizing the Community
OnceLUMSstudentsrealizedthatmajorPakistaninewsnetworkshadnot
been able to cover their protest, they took it upon themselves to document
the authorities’ intimidation tactics and their own attempts at resistance.
Midway through the day-long protest, a student narrated the morning’s
eventsinapostonTheEmergencyTimesblog 22, which had been established
to help students express their opinions about democracy and organize against
emergency rule. This post was then linked to by other blogs, such as Metroblogging Lahore, that are frequented by Pakistani youth. 23TheEmergency
Times blog also featured pictures of the protest.
Within an hour of the LUMS protest commencing, a Karachi-based blogger
Awab Alvi, who runs the Teeth Maestro blog, also helped those behind The
EmergencyTimesblogsetupanSMS2Bloglink,whichallowedstudentsparticipating in the protest to post live, minute-by-minute updates to several blogs,
including Teeth Maestro, via SMS text message. 24 Students availed of this set
up to report on police movement across campus, attempts to corral students
intheirhostels,thedeploymentofwomenpoliceofficersacrosscampus,and
the activities of LUMS students to resist these actions.
OnthenightofNovember7,studentspostedvideoclipsoftheprotest
that were shot using handheld digital camcorders or cellphone cameras to
YouTube. 25 These videos showed the students gathering to protest, confronting the university’s security guards, and the heavy police presence at
the university’s gates. Many clips focused on protest signs that students were
carrying in an attempt to convey their message in spite of the poor audio and
visual quality of some of the video clips. Anti-emergency speeches delivered
by students were posted in their entirety.
Some students uploaded their video footage of the protest, shot on cellphone cameras, to CNN’s iReport website, which solicits contributions from
citizenjournalistsacrosstheglobeintheformofvideo,photos,orblog
posts. 26FootagefromiReportwasthenusedinaregularCNNbroadcast
aboutthestudentprotests.ThatCNNbroadcastwasthenpostedtoYouTube
for circulation amongst Pakistanis who no longer had access to the channel
because of Musharraf’s blanket ban on news programming. 27 Through this
confluenceofcitizenreportingandtheinternationalbroadcastmedia,
Pakistanis – and a global audience – were informed about the LUMS protest.
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Interestingly,betweenNovember3-6,videoclipsofprotestsandgatheringsat
LUMShadbeenpostedtoYouTube.Butnoneofthesewereaswellproduced
orcontextualizedasthoseuploadedonNovember7.Inthedaysafterthe
emergency,postedvideosupto10minutesinlengthwerenotclearlytitled
for easy searchability, nor did they provide any explanation of the events
portrayed in the footage. 28Incontrast,November7videoclipswereclearly
titled and tagged. In many cases, the clips included captions that dated the
event,identifiedthelocation,andcontextualizedthestudents’activities. 29
Thisdifferencesuggeststhatuniversitystudentswereawarewithindays
of the emergency that their collectively generated coverage of the campus
protests was the primary source of information for those looking for coverage
ofresponsestothepoliticalcrisis,includinglocalandinternationaljournalists.
Forexample,DawnNews,Pakistan’sfirstEnglish-languagenewschannel,
firstbroadcastnewsofthestudentprotestsonNovember10inaclipthatwas
madeavailableviasatelliteandYouTube. 30
It is worth nothing that university students became savvier in their use of
newmediaplatformsoverthecourseoftheemergency.OnDecember4,
policemen and intelligence agents once again surrounded and barricaded the
LUMS campus to prevent students and faculty from attending a daily vigil for
civil liberties. As soon as police appeared at the LUMS campus, a post warning
studentsthattrafficinandoutoftheuniversitywasbeinginspectedappeared
onTheEmergencyTimesblog... 31
Inallemergency-relateddemonstrationsbetweenNovember3andDecember
15,universitystudentspostedimagesfromtheeventstoFlickr. 32 However,
security forces soon began using these images to identify student activists
and subsequently arrest them. In an attempt to one-up the authorities,
students began blurring the faces of protestors in images before uploading
themtoFlickrandotherblogs. 33 The fact that the authorities were monitoring
newmediaplatformssuchasFlickrisanindicationofhowquicklyalternative
resourcesgainedinfluenceinthemediavacuumcreatedbythetelevisionban.
Meanwhile,youngPakistaniswhowereunabletojoinuniversityprotests
andyouthacrossthediasporaturnedtothesocialnetworkingsiteFacebook
to express solidarity and oppose emergency rule. Within three days of the
emergencydeclaration,aFacebookgrouptitled“WeOpposeEmergencyin
Pakistan”boastedover5,000members. 34 The group’s homepage featured
links to online petitions, up-to-date news reports from the Pakistani print
and broadcast media, and blogs with original news content, such as The
EmergencyTimes.Embeddedvideoclipsofmessagesbydetainedopposition
leaderswerealsouploadedtotheFacebooksite.Thegroup’sdiscussion
board quickly became the site of lively discussion, with teenagers and twentysomethings – who previously did not have a voice in the Pakistani public
sphere – debating the implications of Musharraf’s decision. As the emergency
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draggedonandthemovementtorestorethejudiciarygainedmomentum,
Facebookwasharnessedbydiasporacommunitiesasatoolfororganizing
protests.
...ItisnotsurprisingthatuniversitystudentswereamongstthefirstPakistanis
to turn to the internet as a venue for information dissemination in the wake of
the television ban. Owing to low literacy rates and high service costs, the internet has not been as widely adopted in Pakistan as cellphones. In December
2007,therewere70internetserviceproviderscovering2,419citiesandtowns
inPakistan,butonly3.5millioninternetsubscribers.Owingtothepopularity
of cyber cafes, however, the total number of internet users was estimated by
thePTAtobecloserto17million.Pakistaniuniversitiesareamongthefew
venueswhereinternetsaturationishigh:by2005,over80%ofalluniversity
librarieshadinternetaccess.AndinJuly2007,theHigherEducationCommission of Pakistan enhanced bandwidth four-fold at public sector universities
– at private universities, bandwidth was doubled – to facilitate video conferencing and other online communications. Private institutions such as LUMS
boast two internet access nodes in each double- or triple-occupancy room.

In times of emergency, The Emergency Times
...TheEmergencyTimes(ET)blogandnewsletterexemplifythecollisionand
collusion between old and new media that helped shape civic action against
increasingly authoritarian rule. What began as an informative on-campus
handoutquicklyevolvedtobecomethemouthpieceandmajornewsresource
fortheStudent’sActionCommittee(SAC),theumbrellaorganizationthat
rallied student activists across Pakistan and the diaspora against Musharraf
and his policies.
LaunchedonlineonNovember5,2007,ETdescribeditselfas“anindependent Pakistani student information initiative providing regular updates,
commentary, and analysis on Pakistan’s evolving political scenario.” An early
experimentinyouthcitizenjournalismanddigitalactivism,ETbecameoneof
the most regular and reliable sources of information about the Pakistani civil
society’smovementagainstthegovernmentbetweenNovember2007and
June2008.Atitsheight,theblogclaimstohavereachedover150,000peoplein
over100countries.
Although many students were involved in generating the blog and its
accompanying online mailing list, Ammar Rashid, a LUMS student who served
as editor-in-chief for the blog, and Samad Khurram, an undergraduate at
Harvard University who managed the mailing list, led the initiative. Khurram
explains that Musharraf’s crackdown on news channels during the emergency
motivated his and Rashid’s work: the blog was conceptualized as a daily
newspaper while the mailing list was meant to emulate the one-to-many
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distribution model of traditional broadcast mediums. “Providing these were
important to us,” says Khurram, “since all the private TV channels were
banned and the print media faced serious curbs.” The choice of a blog and
mailing list was further motivated by the fact that these mediums are “simple,
reliable,andcost-effective.”
Khurram, Rashid, and other SAC members initially experimented with a
web-basedtelevisionchanneltitledFreedomTV,butdroppedtheidea
owing to time constraints and the lack of resources. The idea of launching an
onlineradiostationwasalsofloated,butrejected.Eventually,Khurramand
Rashid determined that the combination of a blog and mailing list would be
themosteffectiveintermsofdisseminatinginformationaboutthepolitical
crisis and organizing community action. While Rashid compiled and edited
news,Khurramfocusedoncoordinatingandmobilizingdifferentgroups
thatincludedlawyers,journalists,andpoliticiansinadditiontostudents.
This combined use of a blog and mailing list suggests that at the time of the
emergency, Pakistanis with internet access were not yet accustomed to the
interactive, collaborative, and user-generated culture of the blogosphere.
Instead, they were seeking a broadcast alternative to the independent television channels that had come to dominate the media landscape in recent
years.
Initially,theETblogwaslimitedinscope,cateringprimarilytotheLahorebased community of student activists. Anti-emergency vigils and protest
marchesdemandingtherestorationofthejudiciaryweredocumentedonthe
blogthroughoriginalimages,videoclips,andfirst-persontestimoniesposted
by university students. 35 As the SAC movement gained momentum, the blog
became the go-to website for information about the campaign, upcoming
meetings and protests, and related events such as a lecture series featuring
leading activists. Politicians and lawyers hoping to woo, inspire, or advise
studentactivistsalsousedtheETblogasacommunicationsplatform.Moreover, students who had the opportunity to meet or speak with leaders of the
movementfordemocracy–suchasdeposedjudges,detainedlawyers,or
opposition politicians – would share notes from their conversations with the
SAC community at large through the blog.
Significantly,theETblogwasoneofthefewresourcesfororiginalreporting
on the government crackdown on student activism. Reports of students being
harassed or arrested were regularly posted. 36
After emergency rule was lifted and Musharraf surrendered his post as chief
ofarmystaff,theblogshifteditsfocustocampaignfortherestorationofan
independentjudiciary.BroadeningtheET’smandateinthismannerkeptitrelevant and timely in the context of the unfolding political crisis, but resulted in
a reduction of original content. Since most students were not directly involved
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in what came to be known as the “lawyers’ movement” – a campaign to restore
theindependentjudiciarythatwasinofficeonNovember3underChiefJustice
Chaudhry–theETblogincreasinglyfeaturednewsarticlesandopinionpieces
from the mainstream print media, both Pakistani and international...
The mailing list, meanwhile, gathered momentum and gained credibility as it
expanded to serve the activist community at large, particularly in the contextofthelawyers’movement.ByMarch2008,duringBlackFlagWeek,a
week-long protest against the lawyers’ deposition, the mailing list reached
over50,000people.Khurramexplainsthatheinitiallypushedhise-mailsto
prominentjournalists,columnists,bloggers,newspapereditors,andpolitical
partyleaders.Thelistwasthenforwardedbythese‘influentials’towidenetworks that were eventually incorporated into the original mailing list.
Thanks to the regularity of updates and its distribution of original content
–postsfromtheETblogorforwardedcorrespondencefromhigh-profile
lawyers,activists,andpoliticians–theETmailinglistcametobeseenasa
credible news source by most of its recipients. In a big moment for alternative
news sources, Chief Justice Chaudhry chose to circulate a letter responding
toallegationsagainsthimbyMusharraf’sgovernmentviatheETmailing
list.Indeed,newsitemsandstatementsoriginallycirculatedontheETlist
wereeventuallycitedbypublicationssuchasTheNewYorkTimesandThe
Washington Post. The mailing list’s credibility also allowed it to function as
a fund-raising resource: “When I made a call for donations for the SAC long
march[inJune2008]wewereabletoraiseoverUSD1,000withoneemail,”
says Khurram.
Interestingly,boththeETblogandmailinglistreliedontheiraudienceusing
SMStextmessagingtopushtheircontentandcommunityorganizingefforts
wellbeyondthelimitedonlineaudience.Forexample,theblogcoordinated
a “mass contact campaign”: readers were asked to forward protest messages
and campaign demands to politicians via SMS text message. The coveted
cellphone numbers of relevant recipients, including top-level politicians,
diplomats, and army personnel, were posted to the blog. 37Forhispart,when
forwarding e-mails with logistical details about protest marches, Khurram
would also make sure to circulate SMS text messages containing the same
information. “We had a few key people in each segment of the population
on an SMS list: a couple of lawyers, a couple of students, a few civil society
activists,andsomejournalists,”heexplains.“Theywouldthen[forwardthe
message]andinformothers[intheirnetwork].Textmessagingwasaprimary
source of communication and the mailing list was a close second.”
DespiteitssuccessduringthePakistanEmergency,theETblogsuspended
operationsonJune25,2008.Inhisfinalpost,Rashidindicatedalackoftime
andresourcestomaintaintheblog.Assuch,thefateoftheETblograises
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questions about the sustainability of new media platforms beyond times of
emergency. Can tools of digital activism also be harnessed as tools of expression? Can young Pakistanis overcome the participation gap and use new media
platforms to enact democratic and participatory practices on an everyday
basis and not only as tools for community organizing during crises? More
importantly, is it necessary for new media platforms to be used in a sustainable way, or is it adequate that developing nations muster ‘silent armies’
ofnetworkedcitizenjournalistsandcommunityorganizerswhocanmobilize
during crises?

Citizen Journalism: Redefining Media and Power
December 27, 2007: Benazir Bhutto Assassinated
...InPakistan,theassassinationofformerprimeministerBenazirBhutto
onDecember27,2007,redefinedPakistaninewsmediaasahybridproduct
generated by professional and amateur reporters and disseminated via old
andnewmediasources.Bhutto’sdeathshockedandenragedPakistanisas
well as the international community, heightening the sense of political instabilityacrossthecountry.BythetimeofBhutto’sdeath,Musharrafhadlifted
hisbanonnewschannelsandtheincidentreceived24-hournewscoverage
for several days. The assassination was also extensively covered by the internationalpressandbroadcastmedia.Infact,PakistaniFMradiostations,
which are legally prevented from broadcasting news, also spread word about
Bhutto’sdeathanditsfalloutwithimpunity.Anecdotalevidencesuggeststhat
most Pakistanis were glued to their television screens for information about
Bhutto’slastmomentsandtheperpetratorsoftheattack.Andyettheassassination marked a turning point in Pakistan’s media landscape and ushered in
aneweraofcitizenjournalism...
SoonafterBhutto’sdeathhadbeenverified,itscausewascontested.Eyewitnesses in Rawalpindi reported hearing gunshots before an explosion.
MembersofBhutto’sentourageandhercolleaguesinthePakistanPeople’s
Party(PPP)claimedthattheleaderhadbeenshot.Intheimmediatewakeof
the attack, a team of doctors examined her body and stated in a report that
she had an open wound on her left temporal region. A day after the assassination,governmentofficialsclaimedthatBhuttohaddiedwhenherheadhit
the lever of the sunroof of her car as she ducked to avoid an assassin’s bullets
and/or in response to the sound of a blast caused by a suicide bomber. The
questionofwhetherBhuttodiedofgunshotwoundsoraheadinjuryriveted
the nation because the truth would have implications on allegations about lax
security and government complicity in the assassination.
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An important piece of evidence to help settle this debate came in the form
of images and an amateur video generated by a PPP supporter at the rally
whereBhuttowaskilledandsubsequentlycirculatedbyapopularKarachibasedblogger.Bymakingthefootageandimagesavailabletothemainstream
mediaandpublicatlarge,thesecitizenjournalistssparkedanaccountability
movement that eventually forced the Pakistani government to revisit its
accountofBhutto’sdeath.

The Teeth Maestro Blog: From Online Diary to Citizen Journalism
The blogger who initially circulated the key images and video clip is Dr. Awab
Alvi, a dentist by day who runs a blog called Teeth Maestro. Alvi also contributesandcross-poststoMetrobloggingKarachi,anEnglish-languageblog
maintained by a community of Karachi-based bloggers. Alvi came to blogging
early,launchingTeethMaestroin2004andsigningupaspartoftheMetrobloggingKarachiteaminApril2005,soonafterthelaunchofthegroup
blog.Alviisawareofthetrajectoryofhisbloggingcareer:“Itstartedwithme
keeping an online diary. Then it became a serious hobby.” 38 Since playing a
significantroleinthecoverageofBhutto’sdeath,Alvidescribeshimselfasa
citizenjournalist.HispostsareregularlyfeaturedbyGlobalVoicesOnline,an
international blog aggregator. 39
...Interestingly, Alvi did not primarily consider blogging as a means to communityorganizingandpoliticaladvocacy.Forexample,whenBhuttowas
firsttargetedbyasuicidebombattackthatkilled134peopleinKarachion
October18,2007,Alvichosenottoacknowledgetheviolenceinhisposts.
“When all these bad incidents were happening,” he says, “I thought we should
coverKarachiinapositivelightandsoIwenttoFlickrandpickedupallthese
inspirationalpicturesandforseveraldaysIjustkeptaphotoblog.Iwantedto
Karachi to remember its beauty and how it is really a good place.”
During the emergency, however, Teeth Maestro – motivated much like The
EmergencyTimesbythemediavacuumcreatedbyMusharraf–emerged
as a go-to blog for information about the students’ activist movement.
Alvi also proved to be one of the most technologically forward bloggers in
Pakistan.HewasthefirsttointroducetheSMS2Blogfeatureforliveupdates
and helped others covering anti-emergency protests install the technology
aswell.AtthetimeofBhutto’sassassination,Alviwasarguablythemost
prominent Pakistani blogger and his interests had clearly shifted from cultural
observations to political commentary, advocacy, and community organizing.
ThisisevidencedbythefactthatonthedayofBhutto’sdeath,heposted
four blogs on Teeth Maestro, including live updates via SMS. The next day,
heposted12times:hisownupdatesfromthestreetsofKarachiandlinks
to important news items and insightful commentary from the global print

221

222

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

media were supplemented by contributions from other bloggers and citizenjournalists.Forexample,hepostedaneyewitnessreportoftheviolent
responseacrossKarachitoBhutto’sdeaththathereceivedviaemail.40

Hybridity: Citizen Journalists Inform Mainstream Media Coverage
Two days after the assassination, someone contacted Alvi claiming to have
obtainedimagesandavideoclipthatconfirmedthatBhuttowasshotbyan
assassin, and therefore did not succumb to a head wound as government
officialsweresuggesting.Theseimagesandvideofootagehadbeenposted
by a PPP supporter to his home page on the social networking site Orkut.
However, after being inundated with questions and comments about the new
evidence, the original source removed the images and clip from Orkut. Luckily,
Alvi’s contact was able to grab screen shots of those uploaded images before
they were taken down.
Alvi then contacted the original source, the PPP supporter, and convinced
him to share the images and video. Soon after, Alvi had obtained four images
indicatingthatBhuttohadindeedbeenshot.However,thevideoclipproved
harder to obtain. The PPP supporter was based in Islamabad and only had
accesstoadial-upinternetconnection.Sincethevideowasa56MBfile,he
was having trouble uploading and electronically forwarding it to Alvi. At that
point,AlvicontactedtwoemployeesatDawnNews,anindependent,Englishlanguage Pakistani news channel, and arranged from them to collect the video
from the PPP supporter’s house the next morning. The goal, after all, was to
make the images and video clip available to the public as soon as possible,
whether via the Teeth Maestro blog or a mainstream media broadcast. After
a late-night phone call with Alvi, the PPP supporter agreed to share the video
clipwiththeDawnNewsteam.Butthenextmorning,theoriginalsourcecould
notbereachedonhiscellphone,andthehandoffofthevideoclipdidnot
occur.
Inthemeantime,bytheendofthedayonDecember29,Alvihadpostedthe
four images he received from the PPP supporter to his blog.41 Teeth Maestro
wasthusthefirstmediaoutlettocirculateimagesofBhutto’sassassination
that could help clarify whether she died of gunshot wounds or a fatal head
injury.“ThemomentIsawtheseimages,IknewIhadtogetthemoutpublicly
as soon as possible,” says Alvi. “I quickly edited the posts, published them
online on my blog and circulated the link far and wide, letting the dynamics of
thefreeandopeninternetprotectmeandthe[original]source.”
The images were soon cross-posted on other Pakistani blogs, such as The
EmergencyTimes.42 Alvi also contacted CNN iReport with his story about fresh
evidenceandforwardedtheimagestotheDawnNewschannel.Butthese
mainstreammediaoutletswereslowtopickuponthestory.DawnNewsfirst
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broadcasttheimagesinthecontextofaninterviewwithasecurityanalystat3
p.m.onDecember30...

New Media and Citizenship
February 18, 2008: General election in Pakistan
AfterBhutto’sassassination,generalelections,initiallyscheduledforJanuary
2008,werepostponeduntilFebruary18,2008.Itwaswidelyunderstoodthat
the outcome of the elections would be pivotal for restoring democratic norms
inPakistan.Afterall,sincetheofficialelectionperiodbeganinNovember
2007,Pakistanishadseentheindependentjudiciarydismissedandtheconstitution undermined emergency rule. They had also seen their most popular
politician,Bhutto,assassinated.WhilePakistanisstruggledtoimaginewho
couldpossiblyreplaceBhutto–ashoo-intobeelectedtoherthirdtermas
prime minister – they were adamant that the decision be theirs alone, as
reflectedinafreeandfairelection.
However, in the run-up to the election it became clear that election rigging
andcampaignmisconductwererampant.OnFebruary12,theNewYork-based
Human Rights Watch reported that the Pakistani election commission charged
withmanagingpollingwasunderthecontrolofpro-Musharrafofficials.43
Opposition politicians across the country complained that the police and
representatives of Musharraf’s governing party were harassing them, illegally
removing their billboards and banners, and obstructing their campaign rallies.
Citizens demonstrating support for any other than the ruling party were either
being intimidated by police into changing their vote or bribed.
Afterbeingsubjecttonewrestrictionsduringemergencyrule,themainstream
media was in no position to expose these dire circumstances. Journalists,
particularly those in rural areas, reported that they were being prevented
from covering news stories and campaign rallies, threatened with arrest, and
regularlyhavingtheirequipmentconfiscated.Themainstreambroadcast
media, meanwhile, was prohibited from covering election rallies and protests
and from airing live news broadcasts, live call-in shows, or live talk shows.44
Moreover,thegovernmentkeptspecificrestrictionsonelectioncoverage
deliberately vague in order to put the onus of caution and restraint on media
outlets...

Mailing Lists, Monitors, and Mobilization
Inthisenvironment,citizenjournaliststookituponthemselvestomonitorthe
elections armed with little more than camera phones. According to The Wall
StreetJournal,theFreeandFairElectionNetwork(FAFEN),anindependent
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coalitionofnon-governmentalorganizations,enlistedover20,000civilians
toobservepollingstationsandpre-electioncampaigninginmorethan250
electionzones.SuchrecruitmentwasunprecedentedinFAFEN’shistory.
SpeakingtoTheWallStreetJournal,AhmedBilalMehboob,theexecutive
director of the Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development and Transparency, another election monitoring group, said, “Never before has there
been such large-scale mobilization for a Pakistani election... The role civil
society is playing has been a real positive”45...
Mailing lists became the main form of communication between activists and
Pakistanis in the days before the election. Samad Khurram, the manager of
TheEmergencyTimesmailinglist,whichatthetimeoftheelectionboasted
over50,000recipients,explainedthatmailinglistshadparticularappeal
because content circulated remained among existing networks of trust. Since
the goal was to organize the surreptitious monitoring of the polls by civilians,
Khurram pointed out, it would make little sense to use a more open and accessiblemediaplatformsuchasYouTubeorablog.Activistslearnedthehardway
duringemergencyrulethatpro-Musharrafofficialsandsecuritypersonnel
wouldmonitornewmediacontent,particularlyFlickrimagesandYouTube
video clips, to identify and arrest protestors and democracy advocates.
Relying on similar platforms during the election would have made volunteer
monitors targets for harassment by election commission delegates and police
officers...
It is important to note that activist groups did not rely on mailing lists alone to
mobilizePakistanisonelectionday.Eachemailincludedacellphonenumber
that volunteers could contact via SMS text messages with questions and to
indicatethespecifictimeslotsduringwhichtheywereavailabletomonitor
polling. In most cases, emails included short messages that were meant to be
copied and further circulated via SMS text message. The parallel use of SMS
text messages allowed activists to reach a wider audience while continuing
to keep information about their monitoring activities restricted to trusted
recipients.
On the day after the election, activist groups and volunteer monitors used
the mailing lists to distribute their observations from the polling booths.
First-handaccountsofelectionriggingatspecificpollingstationswerewidely
circulatedbycivilianmonitors.Forexample,onFebruary19,AhmedMustafa,
a student at the Sindh Muslim Law College in Karachi sent out the following
emailwiththesubject“100%riggingatpollingstationNA250andNA24”:
Iwas...onmyfieldvisits[at]pollingstationofSMLawCollegeNA250.
Presidingofficerstamped400fakeballotpapersinfavorof[political
party]MQMinfrontofourteam....WhenweapproachedNA242in
FederalB.Area,peoplesaidthatwhentheyenteredthepollingbooth
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to cast votes, a person with a badge of the MQM blocked everyone and
snatched[their]ballotpapers.
Mainstreammediajournalistsandnon-governmentalorganizationssuchas
Human Rights Watch used such brief emails to evaluate the prevalence of
election rigging.

Live Blogging the Vote
Although mailing lists were the preferred form of communication on election
day, bloggers remained active in providing election coverage. In the run-up to
voting, bloggers were regularly posting links to news reports about election
rigging, voter intimidation, recommendations from international monitoring
committees, and articles from the international print media analyzing the
importanceoftheFebruary2008elections.Forexample,onFebruary16,The
EmergencyTimesblogranatranscriptofaphonecallinwhichPakistan’s
attorney general admits that the upcoming elections will be “massively
rigged.” The post included an audio clip of the phone conversation as well as
background information about the attorney general and his political biases.46
Meanwhile,NaiTazi–withitsslogan“Pakistaninews.PoweredbyYou!”–
emerged as a leading source of information during election week. The blog
featuredcommentsbyprominentjournalistsandnewsanchorsagainstthe
government’s restrictions on the media.47 It also posted helpful analyses of
previous elections and voting trends to orient young voters, who in many
caseswereheadingtothepollsforthefirsttimeinthishistoricelection.
Forexample,aposttitled“Karachi:MQMsetsyeson18outof20[National
Assembly]seatsfromKarachi”,uploadedonFebruary15,documentedthe
electoral success of a prominent, Karachi-based political party, the Muttahida
QaumiMovement(MQM).Thepostincludeddetailsabouttheparty’s
campaign tactics, popularity level by location, and past performance when in
office. 48
On election day, bloggers were providing updates about polling results as
they came in through the mainstream media, particularly independent news
channels. The Teeth Maestro blog, for example, posted an update about which
political parties were leading in the polls and included a summary about each
party’s stance with regards to seminal issues such as the restoration of the
judiciary.49
More importantly, many young voters turned to popular blogs to post
descriptions of their polling experience and, often, expose election rigging.
Forexample,midwaythroughelectionday,astudentatthePECHSGirls
CollegeinKarachidocumentedexplicitriggingattheNA251pollingstationon
the Teeth Maestro blog. 50 Her account described several irregularities in the
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waypollingwasbeingconductedaswellasaballot-stuffingincident.Thepost
generated several responses that either discounted claims of election rigging
atthesamepollingstationordescribedsimilarelectionriggingeffortsatpollingstationsinthejurisdictionsofrivalpoliticalparties.

YouTube and SMS Text Messaging: Motivating Civic Action
Inadditiontoblogs,YouTubewasusedininnovativewaystomobilize
Pakistanis. Since calls for civilian election monitoring could not be broadcast online, leading activists uploaded inspirational messages and mission
statementstoinspireaction.Forexample,AitzazAhsan,theheadofthe
PakistanBarAssociationandleaderofthemovementfortherestorationofan
independentjudiciary,postedaseriesoforiginalpoems,recitedbyhimself,to
YouTube.Onepoem,titled“Yesterday,Today,andTomorrow”andpostedon
February14,tracedthehistoryofPakistan’sdemocraticaspirationsandcivil
society movements against the army and other forms of oppression. 51
Mediatedcivicengagementwasnotrestrictedtoactivists,citizenjournalists,
and civilian monitors alone. On election day, average voters used SMS text
messages to urge their friends, family, and colleagues to vote. One SMS
that was widely circulated on the morning of the elections read: “With
theelections,letsalllightaflameofhope,thatwewillnotletPakistanbe
destroyed by people who are not part of us.” Moreover, SMS text messages
were used to counter widespread fear that there would be violence and bomb
blastsatpollingstations.Forexample,confidentaftercastinghervotethat
there was no security threat at her appointed polling station, Tabassum Saigol,
a Karachi-based voter, text messaged everyone in her cellphone directory. She
assured them that the streets were safe, the polling stations well-guarded,
andthevotingprocessstraightforwardandefficient.
Sadly,despitesuchefforts,the44.5percentvoterturnoutremainedlower
thanthe45%registeredduringthepreviousgeneralelectionsin2002.Theuse
ofnewmobilizingtoolswasoffsetbyagreaterfearofviolence.Buttherewas
asignificantcivicmediasuccessstory:thecivilianmonitoringeffortsproved
thatnewmediaplatformscouldbeusedefficientlytocoordinatecivicaction
byspecificcommunities.

Civilians with Camera Phones
February 21, 2008: Rigging during 2008 General Elections Exposed
OnFebruary21,acivilianmonitorpostedavideodocumentingblatant
electionriggingtoYouTube.Theclipshowsawomaninchargeofconducting
pollingattheNA250stationinKarachimarkingseveralballotsinfavorofthe
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MQMpoliticalpartywithherthumbprint(owingtolowliteracyrates,this
isacommonwayofcastingavote).Theanglefromwhichthevideoisshot,
its quality, and duration indicate that the civilian monitor used a concealed
camera phone to capture the incriminating footage. 52
ByFebruary22,thelinktotheYouTubeclipwasdistributedviathemailing
lists that had been established in the run-up to the election and posted to a
handfulofblogs.Butthesameday,usersbegantocomplainthattheycould
notaccesstheYouTubedomain.BlogssuchasPKPolitics53 and Adnan’s Crazy
BloggingWorld54reportedthatYouTubehadbeenbannedinPakistan.These
reports prompted a range of responses from internet users nationwide:
some claimed that they could still access the video-sharing site, others were
convincedthatthePakistanTelecommunicationsAuthority(PTA)hadinfact
bannedYouTube.Eventually,itwasdeterminedbyseveralbloggersthatusers
relying on internet service providers that utilized the infrastructure – primarily
phone lines – of the government-run Pakistan Telecommunications Limited
(PTCL)werebeingpreventedfromloadingtheYouTubedomain.
SincethePakistanigovernmenthadnotofficiallyannouncedabanonthe
video-sharingsite,bloggersbegantospeculateastowhyaccesstoYouTube
wasbeinglimited.AdnanSiddiqi–whomaintainsAdnan’sCrazyBlogging
World – wrote:
I...don’tknowwhat’stheactualreason[fortheYouTubeban]but...
[people]saythatthereweresomevideospublishedonYouTubewhich
were singing praises of free and fair election in Pakistan.55
...Pakistanis posting to online chat forums such as Shiachat also linked the
government’sattempttoblockYouTubetotheclipsdocumentingelection
rigging. 56 Indeed, news of the government’s attempts to suppress evidence
of election rigging sparked a vibrant conversation throughout the Pakistani
onlinecommunityaboutthetransparencyofthe2008elections,the
frequencyofpollingviolations,andthesignificanceofrigging.Thepolitical
partywhoseofficialscanbeseenimproperlymarkingballotsinthevideowas
also maligned.
OnFebruary23,thePakistanigovernmentofficiallyblockedaccesstothe
YouTubedomain,claimingthatthepopularwebsitehostedblasphemous
content. No mention of the election rigging videos was made in the
announcement...TheBBCreportedthatthePTAhadinstructedPakistani
internet service providers to block the site because it featured the controversial Danish cartoons depicting the Prophet Muhammad as well as a
trailerforaDutchfilmthatnegativelyportraysIslam... 57
ItisinterestingtonotethatifthegovernmenthadnotblockedYouTube,the
election rigging video would only have been viewed by activists, students,
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andvolunteermonitorswhosubscribedtomailinglists.TheYouTubeblock,
however, created a buzz in the blogosphere and curiosity about the government’s motivations, thereby attracting more attention to the election rigging
clip and ensuring its broad circulation.
The incident also prompted an interesting collaboration between old and new
media.SoonafterreportsabouttheYouTubebansurfacedonlineonFebruary
22,theleadingindependentnewsstationGeoTVbroadcasttheoriginalvideo
uploaded by the civilian monitor. However, as it became increasingly clear
thatthegovernmentwasmakinganefforttosuppressthevideo,thenews
channel,whichhadalreadybeenbannedduringthe2007emergency,ceased
broadcasting the clip.
Instead, the channel took a cue from the clip’s content and, emboldened by
theonlineresponsetotheYouTubevideo,beganbroadcastingotherfootage
that revealed irregularities at polling stations. Although Geo TV reporters
hadcapturedthisfootageonelectionday,February18,theydidnotcompile
and broadcast it as an investigative report focusing on election rigging until
February22,thedaytheYouTubevideowasbeingcirculatedonline.58 The
channel made sure to include any footage captured on hidden cameras in
anefforttomimicthetacticsofcitizenjournalistsandcivilianmonitorswho
mobilized for the election.
Interestingly, some of the early viewer comments about the election rigging
clippostedtoYouTubebetrayskepticismaboutthevideo’sauthenticity,with
one viewer asking why Geo TV has not broadcast the clip if it is genuine. This
response shows that the primary trust of the public remained with mainstreammediaoutlets,ratherthancitizenjournalists,evenatatimewhen
new media tools were in wide deployment. While it cannot be explicitly documented,thefactthatGeoTVdideventuallybroadcasttheYouTubeclipmust
haveboostedtheperceivedcredibilityofcitizenjournalism.Moreimportantly,
the fact that Geo TV shifted the focus of its programming to accord with a
civic media artifact indicates that the Pakistani media landscape is moving
towardsahybridmodel,whereprofessionaljournaliststaketheworkofcitizenjournalistsseriously,whilecitizenmediareliesonthemainstreammedia
for dissemination and legitimacy...
OnFebruary24,thePakistanigovernment’sattemptstoblockYouTubeledto
aworldwideshutdownofthewebsiteforseveralhours...[A]guestbloggeron
the Teeth Maestro website wrote:
It seems illogical for the government of Pakistan to hinder their own
people from using one very important tool of the modern era. Pakistan
InternetExchangeisalsoadvisedtoupgradeitsfiltering/censorship
systemswhichcancatertoURL-specificblocksandnottaketheentire
country down a roller coaster of censorship. 59
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OwingtotheglobalramificationsoftheYouTubeblock,thePakistanigovernmentwasforcedtoliftthebanonFebruary27.Clipsshowingelectionrigging
– those posted by the civilian monitor as well as subsequent broadcasts from
independent news channels – continue to be available on the website.

Pakistani vs. Western New Media Use
In this paper, we have seen how new media platforms and digital technologies
havebeenharnessedbycitizenjournalistsanddemocracyadvocatesfor
hyperlocal reporting and community organizing. We have also seen how mainstream media outlets increasingly serve as distribution channels for citizen
journalism,initiallygeneratedandcirculatedviablogs,YouTube,orSMStext
messages. Within certain communities, then, the adoption of new media platforms in Pakistan resembles their use in developed democracies such as the
United States.
Thereare,however,differencesbetweenPakistaniandwesternapproachesto
new media. In the developed world, new media platforms gained popularity
as many-to-many communications tools that reoriented the public as media
producers and participants in a conversation rather than passive consumers
within the one-to-many broadcast model.
In Pakistan, however, access to information – rather than the desire to participate – has driven the adoption of new media platforms. When old media
distributionchannelswerecompromised,newmediawasharnessedtofillin
thegapsandmaintainaflowofnewsandinformation.Assuch,newmediain
Pakistan has helped old media survive. The result is a media amalgamation in
which information is pushed to the public, promiscuously distributed across
broadcast media, new media platforms, and various digital technologies to
prevent being disrupted or corrupted by the authorities. Thanks to amateurs
and activists, students and concerned civilians, a nugget of information can
leapfromlocaltelevisednewsbroadcaststoYouTubetoSMStextmessageto
FMradiobroadcaststoblogpoststointernationalnewsreports–whateverit
takes to go public.
It would be a mistake to conclude this paper with the impression that digital
technologies and new media platforms are the exclusive preserve of educated
andprivilegedactivistsandcitizenjournalists,usedsolelyforinformation
dissemination and community organizing. Indeed, some of the best uses
of new media and digital technologies address highly localized issues and
areemergent,adhoc,andculturallyspecific.Forexample,theresidentsof
Karachioccasionallycreateanadhoc,networkedpublicsphereusingFMradio
broadcasts, cellphones, and landline connections not only to negotiate urban
violence,astheydidduringtheEmergency,butalsotonavigateflashfloods
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duringthemonsoon,negotiatebadtrafficowingtoconstruction,andmonitor
protest rallies through the city.
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Redefining Youth
Activism through
Digital Technology
in Singapore
Weiyu Zhang

Introduction
Generational shifts in civic engagement are evident around the globe. In most
of the liberal democracies of the western world this shift has been manifested
amongyoungerpeopleasanincreasingdisengagementanddisaffectionwith
traditional participatory mechanisms. The mechanisms of representative
democracyarenolongeradequatetomobilizeyoungcitizens.Youngpeople
are involved less and less in voting, the fundamental participatory act of a
representativedemocracy(Putnam,2000).Partymembershiphasdropped,
andthenatureofinvolvementwithapoliticalpartyhaschanged(Dalton
andWattenberg,2002).Distrustofelectedpoliticalfigures,suchasparliamentarians,hasbeenfoundtobehighamongyoungpeople(Dalton,2004).
Youthhavewithdrawnfrommanytraditionalparticipatoryacts,suchas
attendingtonews(DelliCarpini,2000;Mindich,2005).Instead,youthinthe
West seem to be attracted by a variety of new forms of civic engagement:
issue-based activism, lifestyle politics, identity politics, and consumerist acts
havebecomeincreasinglypopularamongtheyoung(Bennett,1998;Ward
anddeVreese,2011).Thesechangessuggestanewpoliticalhorizon.However,
whether this horizon is shared by youth in other parts of world remains an
open question.
Generational replacement also happens in countries that are in transition,
or in the early years of democracy. However, the prevailing conditions are
vastlydifferentfromthoseseeninmatureliberaldemocracies.Inmanynew
democraciesyoungcitizensarefightingagainsthistoricalbarriers,suchas
fear-drivenpoliticalculturesorrepressivecoloniallaws.Furthermore,recent
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developments in liberal democracies, such as the decline of party politics
anddisenchantmentwithrepresentativemechanisms,alsoinfluencetheway
in which young citizens in the new or still developing democracies interpret
their future. Against this particular backdrop of political developments, youth
activism in young or semi-democracies is expected to manifest through distinguishing patterns, creating unanticipated implications for their societies.
Theintroductionofinformationandcommunicationtechnology(ICT)since
the1990shasplayedasignificantroleinthegenerationalshifts.Childrenborn
into this era, and growing up with digital technology, are variously known as
theNetgeneration(PalfreyandGasser,2008),GenerationY(Americansborn
after1976),Millennials,orDotNets,astheyaredefinedbytheircomingof
agealongwiththeInternet(Zukinetal.,2006).However,itremainsunclear
whether, and how, ICT reshapes politics. While Internet use can be linked
totraditionalpoliticalparticipation(KimandKim,2007),scholarshavealso
beendrawntothepoliticalpotentialofanonlinepublicsphere(Zhang,2006).
Bothparticipatorydemocracyanddeliberativedemocracyhavebeenused
as guiding models when looking at the impact of ICT. Such impact is supposed to be even more apparent among the young, as their everyday lives
are organized around the new media. In addition, the promising role of ICT in
promotingdemocratizationhasbeenconfirmedbyreallifeevents,suchas
theEgyptianandLibyanrevolutions.Scholarshavedocumentedthepowerof
ICTtobothreinforcedominatingregimesandtochallengethem(Yang,2010;
Zheng,2008).WhentheyoungergenerationseizesthepowerofICTintheir
ownhands,howwillitaffecttheircivicengagement,andhowwilltheirparticipatory acts change the political landscape? These are the thematic queries
that mandate this investigation.
This article aims to examine the relationship between youth, ICT and civic
engagement, within the context of an authoritarian democracy, Singapore.
Youth,asdescribinganagegroup,withoutdoubtincludesadiversecollection
of people. In order not to fall into the trap of over-generalization, this
examination is focused on younger people who, not only have the access
to ICT, but who also are involved in some form of civic activity. In-depth
interviewswith23youngactivistsinSingaporewereusedtogatherinformationabouttheemergingphenomenonofdigitalactivism.Thefindings
arepresentedinthreeparts.First,Iexplainhowtheconceptofactivismhas
been understood in the Singaporean context and how young activists have
redefined,appropriated,orrejectedthisconcept.Throughthisexerciseof
definingactivism,weareabletoseehowICTgoesbeyondfunctioningasa
tool, to become an important component of their political lexicon. Second, I
examine generational shift through the young activists’ own accounts of their
parentsandseniors,includinghowtheprominenceofICTdiffersbetween
older and younger generations. Third, I explore the details of using ICT in
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activism,examiningdifferentformsoftechnology,withtheiradvantagesand
disadvantages. I conclude with a discussion of the theoretical and political
implicationsofthefindings.

Activism in an Authoritarian Democracy
Abasicdefinitionofdemocracysuggeststhattherulershavetobeselected
bytheruled.Singaporefulfillsthisdefinition,asitholdsregularelectionsto
selectitslegislativebodyandpresidency.Theelectionshavebroadsuffrage,
as almost every citizen has the right to vote. In addition, the voting procedure
isfairanddoesnotinvolvefraud.However,inSingaporethereisaneffective
single-party system, in which opposition parties have never overturned the
dominationoftherulingparty.Singaporehasheld11generalelectionssince
itsindependencein1965,andthePeople’sActionParty(PAP)hascontinuedto
returntopower,withanoverwhelmingmajority,withtherecent2011election
yieldinga60%majority.Competitivepartypoliticshasbeenabsentfrom
mostofthepastelections,duetoelectioneeringandlegislativedevices(Chua,
2004).Forinstance,theInternalSecurityAct(ISA)givesthegovernmentthe
power to detain anyone for a period of up to two years, without the need for a
publictrial.ThisActhasbeeninvokedtwicerecently,in1987and2001.
The hybrid nature of the Singaporean political system has, to a great extent,
shaped the activism now occurring in the city-state. Political activism is
narrowlydefinedasoppositionpartypoliticsthatchallengesthedominance
ofthePAP(Chua,2004).Civilsocietyorganizationsarenotallowedtoaffiliate
with political parties, preventing coalitions developing between oppositional
social forces. This means that many social entities that are not necessarily
pro-opposition, but are critical of certain governmental policies, are unable to
findanefficientmeansforexertinginfluence.Somescholarshavetherefore
claimedthatSingaporehasastrongstate,butaweakcivilsociety(Lam,1999;
Ming,2002).
Strong state intervention is evident in many areas, including its youth policies.
The government has purposely cultivated young leaders. Many awards
(e.g.,aNationalYouthAchievementAward)andvariousgovernment-funded
scholarships are handed out to young Singaporeans who excel, and who
are expected to pay back through their contribution to society. The average
youth is not left out of the governmental plan, either. In fact, the government
has been promoting charity-focused activities, as well as community-based
volunteering, in the society as a whole, and particularly among the youth.
ThegovernmenthasadoptedtheobjectiveofprovidingSingaporeanswith
essential services, such as education, housing, and health care, while reducing
thewelfareburdenonthestate(Cheung,1992).Therefore,theroleplayedby
local philanthropic organizations is crucial to Singaporean society. Citizens are
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alsoencouragedtocontributeactivelytocharities,exemplifiedintheregular
fundraisingtelethons.Foryoungercitizens,co-curricularactivities(CCAs)are
compulsory, non-academic activities in which Singaporean students must
take part. These CCAs often happen in groups, including clubs, societies,
and associations. Such group activities are often linked to community-based
volunteering,suchashelpinginthehomesoftheelderly.Bothphilanthropy
and volunteering work are activities performed by many Singaporean youth.
These group activities, although not aimed at political change, nevertheless
foster social capital, and cultivate civic identity among young people. The
causes supported through these activities are mostly collective, in contrast
to personal interests, such as hobby groups. Therefore, it is inaccurate to say
that the youth in an authoritarian democracy are given no chance of getting
involved in social activism.
Youngactivists,growingupinsuchapoliticalenvironment,areexpected
tobedifferentfromtheolderactivists.Theoldergenerationofactivistsin
Singapore, as represented by oppositional party leaders, carries the image
ofbeingradical,antagonist,andunsuccessful.Forexample,TangLiang
Hong,anelectoralcandidateaffiliatedwiththeWorkers’Party,wassuedfor
defamation,andfledasafugitivetoAustraliaafterfailinginhischallengeof
therulingparty.JoshuaBenjaminJeyaretnam,anotheroppositionpolitician,
was declared bankrupt after failing to keep up his payments for damages
owed to PAP leaders as result of a libel suit. These examples illustrate how
the older activists have been presented to Singaporeans. The youth activism
asseentodaythusbothinheritsanddifferentiatesitselffromthistraditionof
oppositional politics. The spirit of promoting social change is maintained, but
the practicalities of being oppositional are neutralized. In short, a new wave of
activism is emerging among Singaporean youth.

ICT, Youth, and Civic Engagement
SingaporehasenjoyedhighICTpenetrationsincethegovernmentinitiated
a master plan of developing the city-state into an ‘intelligent island’. The
computerownershipratewas84%in2010(InfocommDevelopmentAuthority,
2010).Internetaccesshadincreasedto78%in2010,ascomparedtoamere6%
in1996.Mobilephonepenetrationin2009hadreached137%,meaningthat
manySingaporeansusemorethanonephone.Thesefiguresnotonlyexceed
the regional average, but also put Singapore among the most developed ICT
countries in the world.
Considering the prominence of ICT in Singaporeans’ everyday life, it may be
expectedtohaveasignificantimpactoncivicengagement.However,the
reality shows otherwise. The political culture under an authoritarian democraticsystem(Skoric,2007)hasrenderedthemajorityofthepopulation
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eitherapathetic,orafraidofgettinginvolvedinpolitics(Tamney,1996).
A media system closely controlled by the government presents the prevailing political culture. Nation-building is considered the primary function
oflocalpress(Lee,2000:217–218,225).Massmediaaresupposedtoinform
and educate citizens rather than provide a platform for all kinds of political
expression.Publishersandjournalistswhohaveneglectedthisprimary
goal have been punished under the Newspapers and Printing Presses Act,
ortheDefamationAct(Lee,2002;Seow,1998).Theregulationsrelatingto
theInternetservicearesimilartothoseofthemassmedia.Forexample,all
Internetserviceproviders(ISPs)mustbelicensedbytheMediaDevelopment
Authority(MDA).AnotherexampleisthattheMDAmaintainsasymboliclist
of100blockedsitestoshowcasetheirauthorityincensoringonlinecontent.
An apathetic and fearful citizenry, along with careful control of media, makes
some scholars think that any kind of organized resistance, even online, would
befraught(Rodan,2003).
However,itisworthdiscussingwhetherthelackofinfluenceofICToncivic
engagement holds true among the younger section of the population. There
were818,500Singaporeanswhofellintothecategoryofyouth(20–34years
old)in2010,whichcomprisedaround22%ofthetotalpopulation(Singapore
DepartmentofStatistics,2010).Theseyoungerpeopleweresocializedinan
environment where poverty is a remote memory, and all the post-Second
World War chaos has been dealt with. They do not necessarily buy into the
nation-building argument, because the need for strong intervention by the
government does not seem to be as urgent as before. They are also very much
influencedbymoreliberalcountries,suchastheUKandUS,asSingapore
sharesthesameofficiallanguage,English,andSingaporeansareexposed
to many cultural products from the liberal West. The political culture forged
in the earlier years of the nation is thus not that applicable to the younger
generation. Instead, they are better educated, exposed to wider worldviews,
and feel more comfortable with voicing their concerns and demanding to be
heard.
The introduction of ICT accompanied the socialization of this younger
generation.YoungpeopleuseICTforvariouspurposes,includingbothsocial
andpolitical.Arecentsurvey(LinandHong,2011)showsthatduringthe2011
GeneralElection,peopleagedbetween21and34werefarmoreactively
involved in online politics, such as writing about the elections on blogs,
Facebook,orTwitter(28%youthvs10%totalpopulation),andforwardingor
sharingonlinecontent(20%youthvs10%total).Inaddition,amongthose
whoagreedtorevealtheirvotingdecisions,16%ofyoungerrespondentssaid
theysupportedtheopposition,incomparisontoanoverallrateof11%.These
numbers show that younger Singaporeans not only are less likely to share
with their seniors an apathetic and fearful culture, but also are more likely to
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express their political views through online platforms. This present article is
thus motivated to examine how young activists in Singapore, socialized in an
ICT-saturated environment that is increasingly distanced from political apathy
and fear, engage in civic activities.

Method
A snow-ball sampling method was used to recruit interviewees. An age limit
of18–34yearsoldwasset.Therewasanaverageageof24yearsoldamong
our23interviewees.Therecruitmentofintervieweeswasconductedwitha
clear intention of reaching both demographic and opinion diversity. In order
to make sure that various types of young activists, as well as various perspectives, were included in our interviews, informants were recruited from
three communities: student volunteers, who are mainly involved in charity
workandcommunityvolunteering;issueactivists,whoaremotivatedby
specificissues,suchastheenvironmentandhumanrights;andpolitical
activistswhoareengagedinpartypolitics.Aneffortwasmadetoensurethat
bothgenderswereequallyrepresentedinthesample(12malesand11females)
andthatracialminoritieswereincludedaswell(1Malay,3Indians,1Caucasian,
and1Eurasian).
Oursampleshowedanaverageof15yearsofeducation,whichequatesto
a college degree in Singapore. The interviewees reported that they were
somewhat,orvery,interestedinpolitics(M1 ⁄43.5ona1–4pointscale)and
theypaidquiteabit(M1 ⁄43.76ona1–5pointscale)ofattentiontopolitical
and governmental news. On two or three days every week they watched TV
news, read newspapers, and talked with others about political and governmentalissues.Allthesenumbersconfirmedthatoursamplewasnotasample
of average youth, but was more skewed toward the active members of society.
In addition, our sample was also an ICT-experienced group. They had an
average10-yearhistorywiththeInternet,whichmeantthattheyhadstarted
using the Internet in their teenage years. On average, they surfed the Internetfornewsonpoliticsandgovernmentonfivedaysaweek,whichisclearly
higher than their use of other media channels, such as TV and newspapers, for
thesamepurpose.Thesefiguressuggestthatoursampleisindeedagroupof
young people growing up with digital technology.
Thepotentialintervieweeswerefirstcontactedthrougheitherpersonalties
or emails. The interviewers scheduled the interviews at a time and place convenient to the interviewees. Some of the interviews were conducted in a universitymeetingroomandotherswereinpublicspaces,suchascoffeeshops.
Eachoftheintervieweeswasprovidedwithadocumentthatintroducedthe
projectindetail,andtheysignedaconsentformbeforeproceedingtothe
actual interview. The interviews took from one to two hours, and except for
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twointerviews(oneemailandoneinstantmessaging),allwereconducted
face-to-face.TheinterviewswereconductedbetweenSeptember2009and
February2010.
Allinterviewswereaudio-recorded(withtheinterviewees’permission)and
transcribedbyqualifiedpersonnel.Athree-stepanalysiswascarriedout.First,
an overall reading of all transcripts was done, and various notes were added
tothemargins.Second,anumberofthemeswereidentifiedbycombiningand
comparingthenotes.Finally,differentthemeswereorganizedunderthethree
majortopics:contestingactivisminadigitalage;aNetgenerationofactivists;
and the pros and cons of ICT in activism. These are presented below, as the
mainfindingsofthisanalysis.

Contesting Activism in a Digital Age
Activism,bydefinition,emphasizesaction.However,therearenumerousways
totakeactiononvaryingissues.Forthisreason,activismbecomesahighly
debatable concept. Through an exploration of the meaning of activism we can
seehowpoliticalcontexts,aswellasICT,canplaytheirrolesininfluencing
youngSingaporeanactivists’perceptionsandidentifications.Althoughall
of our interviewees were involved in one or more activities that advocated
certaincauses,theirinterpretationsofthesimpleidentificationofbeingan
activist were quite diverse. Some dedicated youths saw this identity as very
true to their hearts, and considered activism to be a crucial characteristic
definingwhotheyare.C.1 is a human rights activist and she answered:
Iwouldidentifymyselfasanactivist.It’singrainedinmypersonality.Ifind
it sometimes hard not to be political, even when in normal conversations.
G., another student activist who focuses on human rights issues, said:
I would say it’s very much a part of me, as in how I am, what I believe. It
drives me in a sense because of my interest in it, so that’s why what I’m
studying now actually, I feel, gives me a better understanding of civil
society.
Some interviewees even felt that they were not doing enough to qualify as
activists,althoughtheywereeagertobecomeone.S.,auniversityyear-4
student, who advocates for animal rights, expressed her feelings:
OK, to be very frank, I wouldn’t consider myself an activist now, because
ofmylevelofcommitmenttowork.Butbefore,inmyyear1,year2,year3,
I could say I was really involved. I really had a voice. I really could channel
my voice. And I really tried to do things that would change the environment,evenintheuniversityenvironment,orthelargerenvironment.ButI
don’t think that with my lack of initiative at the moment, it’s not fair to say
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thatI’manactivist.ButwhatIreallyhopetodointhefuture–Idefinitely
cannot, as in – to me, a real activist, is the people who work in these NGOs
likechosetoputthemselvesthereandtheychosetofightfordifferent
things.
Ontheotherhand,someyoungactivistsdeniedbeinganactivistup-front.For
instance,Z.,amemberofseveralenvironmentalgroups,said:
I am not too sure if I am considered an activist. I tend to do things on a
very sporadic level as in I don’t tend to get involved in too many things. As
in I don’t tend to specialize too much I tend to be very generalist . . . I will
justsimplysayIamaconcernedcitizenwhojustwantstomaketheworld
better.
ThedistanceZ.putbetweenhimselfandthetitleactivistprobablyreflectsthe
politicalcontextinwhichactivismisdefined.Itismainlyduetotheperception
thatactivismhasnegativeconnotations.Z.explainedthisperceptionandits
formation very well:
ActivistsinSingaporetendto[beconnoted]moreinthenegativelight.
Becausepeoplewillthinkthatyouareneglectingyourcommitmentsjust
becauseofthiscause,oryouarejustanattentionseeker.Orpeoplewill
saythatbeinganactivistisbeinganti-establishment,oryoujusttryingto
get yourself into more trouble, you know.
S.N., a member of a migrant worker NGO, shared the view that activism is
linked to oppositional party politics, and therefore denied being an activist:
I don’t know if I can be called an activist, ’cause I don’t know what it
means. In Singapore we don’t get an education about what activism
means. And I think the forms of activism we have, it doesn’t seem like, it
justseemslikeit’sthatandthere’snothingmore.Andifthere’smore,it
wouldbetotakeapoliticalpositionintoanoppositionparty.Butthatis
not so desirable for me.
Activism in Singapore is often narrowly understood as political opposition that
is against the establishment. The methods that have been used by the oldergeneration activists are often antagonist and radical. Therefore, the media
portrait of such behaviors shapes a perception of activism as civil disobedience.Suchaperceptionhasinevitablyinfluencedyoungactivists,andhow
they plan to approach the initiation of social change. One approach, in contrast to the oppositional style of activism, emphasizes a cooperative relationship between activists and government. K., a leader of volunteer work, stated
how he engaged with the ruling powers:
I’dsaythatthewaytheactivists[whotry]tobringthemessagesacross
israther[a]confrontationalmethod,throughdemonstration,rally,riot
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to bring the message in a hard way to the government to some extent,
thatpeoplemightbeaffected,arrested.Tome,Idon’tagreewiththeway
theydothings.Yes,wewanttoprovidefeedbacktotheauthority,butthat
should be done in a proper mode of communication, which is the consultation mode.
Another interviewee, R., works on environmental issues. She termed her
activities awareness building, rather than activism. She said:
I haven’t personally gone hard core online to actively protest. It’s a very
aggressive way. At the end of the day, what we need is a conducive
environment for both parties, if you were to introduce tension and
restrictionoverthere,it’sjustgonnacreatemoreresistance,soItendto
call it not activism but awareness.
TheroleofICTinthisdebateoveractivismistofunctionasefficienttoolsin
building awareness and recruiting participants. L.J., a mental health activist,
described how his activism was prompted by the Internet:
I don’t think I would be so interested in going into activism if not because
a lot of what I’ve read is online, even though now I’ve started reading
some books as well. And then, how do I volunteer for Maruah [a human
rightsNGO]?Ididitonline.HowdoIreachouttopeople?Idoitonline.
HowdoIfindoutaboutevents?IdoitthroughFacebook.
Inaddition,therecruitmentisnotalwaysintentional.Forinstance,oneofour
interviewees, S., described how she ‘bumped into’ an activity that interested
her:
I was writing a happy birthday message on my friend’s wall and I saw it
underthegroupsshejustadded.Iclickedonitbecausethenamesounds
cool, you know ‘vibrant colors’. Actually I heard about it before, they [had
been]tomysecondaryschooltopromotetheprogram.
The recruiting of young people into advocating public causes is not limited to
local activities: several of our interviewees had engaged, via the Internet, in
international causes, such as those run by the United Nations, or even issues
that were local to other countries. S.L, for example, had participated in the
FreeBurmacampaigninSingapore,mostlythroughonlinemeans,suchas
readingBurmesenewswebsites.
Someactivistswentastepfurtherindefiningtheiractivismasbeingthrough
ICT-based activities. If activism emphasizes actions, online actions qualify as
online activism. In other words, it seems to them that online involvement is no
lessactivethanofflineengagement.A.,aprominentlocalblogger,said:
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Ifyoulookatourwebsite,wecallourselvesbloggervists,notjust
bloggersoractivists.It’sacombinationofboth.Sometimeswejustblog,
sometimeswebecomeactivistsfightingforacause...
According to our young activist interviewees, they argued against the negative
connotation of activism in Singapore, either by proudly identifying themselves
with activism, or by tactically denying being an activist in the sense of
oppositionpartypoliticians.Furthermore,theyseemedtobeopentovarious
means of advocating social change. They not only accepted the method of
cooperating with the ruling power, but also valued basic activities, such as
awareness building, no less than those activities that aim for immediate and
realeffects,suchaspetitions,protests,rallies,andsoon.ICTsupportsthis
expanded understanding of activism by facilitating information dissemination and participant recruitment. Some young activists assigned to their
onlineactivitiesequalimportancewithofflineactivitiesbycallingthemselves
‘bloggervists’, a term that illustrates a new form of activism. This new form
of activism, emerging in the Singaporean context, is distinguished from the
confrontational approach of opposition party politics, and also incorporates
ICT-based activities as part of its repertoire.

A Net Generation of Activists
YoungactivistsinSingaporearedifferentfromtheoldergenerationinmany
ways.Forone,theyareofferedmoreopportunitiestoengageinpublic
mattersthantheirparentswere.Forinstance,oneinterviewee,S.,mentioned
that the civic education young people receive forges them into a new
generation of civic-minded citizens. In addition, chances to visit parliament,
and other political institutions, are provided to the youth, which were not
available in previous eras. These new opportunities expand the possibilities
for civic activism among younger people.
These changes in opportunities for activism should be seen in the larger
context of the nation’s developmental stage: Singapore was still a developing
country when independence was declared. The living conditions under which
theoldergenerationgrewupwereverydifferentfromthosetoday.Therefore,
thekindofactivismthattheoldergenerationgotinvolvedinwasdifferent,
too. O., a sportsman who later became an environmental activist, pointed out
that:
They[hisparents]fundamentallythoughtabouthowtosurvive.When
you don’t have enough money, when you have to go to hospital, let’s put
together enough money for your hospital bill. When you don’t have a
house,come,leteverybodycontribute.Nowwe’redifferent.Nowwehave
differentsystemwherebyyoushouldhaveenoughmoneytoliveonyour
own, beautifying the house, what level you want.
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The improvements in living conditions have given activists time and resource
to work in activism, as their basic needs are no longer urgent. The nature of
the causes that attract people to take action have also changed. The survival
issues have already been solved, and sporadic cases of need can be taken care
of by existing institutions. However, precisely because of this situation, O. felt
that his generation is not as civic minded as his parents’ generation was. He
said:
We’re on a thin line, we cannot call it civic. Achieving civic is a challenge
because civic means an ideal whereby I will act socially because I want to
helpyounaturally.Butforus,we’regoingfurtherfromthis.Weallwant
something better, which is directly opposite from civic.
Anotherdifferencetheyoungactivistsobserved,isadifferenceinchallenging
authority. The political culture in Singapore, established through making
known the failed cases of political activists, is marked with fear and apathy
(Rodan,1998;Tamney,1996).Whileoldergenerationswerebusysurviving,and
the authorities thought controlling the citizenry was necessary for nationbuilding, the widespread attitude was to avoid getting into trouble through
being silent, or by turning one’s back on certain issues. However, this is no
longerthecase.N.,anactivecommunityvolunteer,statedthedifferencequite
clearly:
Themaindifferenceyouwouldseeisthattheyoungergenerationismore
willing to speak up. We fear the government less, maybe. My grandmother
thinksifyousayanything,[the]policewillgetyouandyou’lldie.Mymom
thinksifyousaythingsresponsibly,it’sOK.Forme,Ithinkyoucansay
anything as long as you have facts to back it up responsibly, it shouldn’t
be a problem.
There were a few interviewees who came from families with an activist
tradition. However, even in cases like this, our interviewees still saw
differencesinperspectives,priorities,andexperience.Forinstance,Y.W.,an
environmental activist, pointed out that he does not necessarily share his
father’s perspective, as his father used to be in the socialists’ organization.
Nevertheless,theinfluenceoftheoldergenerationisevident.Although
parents and children do not always agree upon causes and methods, their
values and beliefs with regard to activism and good citizenship are held in
common. R. commented on this:
Sinceyoungthey[herparents]alreadyinfuseduswithvalues,attitudes.
Idon’tseemyselfthinkingverymuchdifferentlyfrommyparents,which
is why some of my fellow peers often said that my way of thinking tends
to be old-fashioned. It’s about how you preserve these values or beliefs.
They have never proved to be the wrong ones, and often, new solutions

246

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

are not always the best solutions, so it’s always good to be on the same
trackwiththosewhohavegone[along]thepath.
L.J. expressed appreciation of his parents:
I have a good fortune to have my parents talking about politics at the
dinnertable.Ithinknot[all]parentstalkaboutpoliticstotheirchildren.
Itgotmeinterest[ed]eventhoughI’mnotveryinterestedinpolitics.I
know that my father generally talks about it, but he actually does not do
anything about it, and my mother was a civil servant so it’s not entirely
her fault.
Despite a continuation of activist values and attitudes, there are clear
variations between the generations in understanding and actually ‘doing’
activism.Thereasonsforthesedifferencesaremany.Asdiscussedbefore,
the opportunities presented to younger people to access civic activism are
broader now. Compared to their parents, who by necessity had to focus on
bread and butter matters, younger people today have a more supportive
environment, allowing them to engage in various activities. The civic education
they receive in schools also helps them to get past the mentality of fear and
apathy. ICT serves as another important information source and engagement
platform, for potential young activists.

The Pros and Cons of ICT in Activism
Whentalkingaboutthedifferencesbetweentheyoungerandolder
generations,S.thoughtonebigdifferenceisthatyoungerpeopledonotread
newspapers as much as older people. Instead, younger people rely heavily on
online media to access and disseminate information.
Mailing lists, as one of the oldest online media, remain important in disseminating information. Most of our interviewees subscribed to mailing lists
belongingtovariousorganizations,andreceivedeventnotificationsand
otherinformationfromthoseorganizations.Blogshaveincreasinglybecome
anothermajorinformationsource.Whenaskedwheretheygettheirinformation, most interviewees referred to local blogs and social network sites.
A.,aninfluentiallocalblogger,hasusedbloggingashismajorapproachto
activism. He emphasized the importance of laying the foundation of a credible
onlineinformationsource,whichisjudgedbyintelligentreaderswhopasson
the information to more citizens. He said:
Oncepeopleknowthatyou’recredible,they’refine.They’retheones
who will tell their friends about this, and I know it, because I know
teachers, lecturers have been passing it on. I know there was a teacher
whohappenedtofindusontheInternet,sheemailedusandsaid,‘I’m
recommending this to the whole class when they’re doing their social

RedefiningYouthActivism 247

studies.’Thisisgreat.Fromonepersontoawholeclass,30–40students.
Whentheyfinditcredible,theopinionmakers,peoplewhocaninfluence
others, they can pass it on.
However, not all the young activists felt comfortable voicing their opinions
online.Thepoliticalculturestillseemedtoinfluenceafewofourinterviewees,
and made them practice self-censorship. S. explained why she did not get
involvedinbloggingaboutseriousstuff:
No, because I wouldn’t want to say the wrong thing. And because there
arenewspaperreportsofsomepeoplewritingpoliticalstuffandgetting
sued for it. So that one I try not to touch, but for example, when I went for
theparliamentthing,Ijustsaidsomethinglike‘It’sagoodexperience’,a
generic thing.
The contribution of these blogs or websites is recognized by young activists
as primarily providing an alternative voice that cannot be heard in the
traditional mass media that are controlled by the government. G., for instance,
commented:
I would say so because a lot of times alternative media carry a lot more
interestinginformationthatmaynotbereportedinTheStraitsTimes(the
majordailynewspaperinSingapore).
However, this recognition is not accepted without caution. Many of our
interviewees were conscious about the potential biases of online sources. K.,
an active volunteer, pointed out:
In terms of a disadvantage, the level of trust or credibility of the informationpublishedonthewebsite,there[are]stillsomedoubtsoverit.As
an Internet user, sometimes when we blog about articles, we input our
ownpersonalthoughtsthatmightbequitesubjective.Tome,that’sthe
disadvantage of the new media.
Inadditiontoblogs,socialnetworksites,suchasFacebookandTwitter,are
also widely used in activism. Many of our interviewees mentioned that they
useFacebooktogatherinformation,tobroadcasttheireventsandactivities,
as well as to participate in activist groups, and to get in touch with fellow
activists.A.reliedonFacebookasasource,notonlyforpersonalinformation,
but also for news gathering. He said:
EverymorningyougotoFacebookandseenews,somethingyou
don’tknow.Sometimesmyfriendshavetheirownsources.Iftheyfind
somethinginteresting,theyalsopostonFacebook,andIseeit,then
Ipostitonmyblog,then5000peopleseeit,thenitgetspassedon.
Going viral is very useful that way, for news gathering as well as for news
dissemination.
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G.isresponsiblefortheFacebookaccountaffiliatedwithherorganization.She
explainedwhatshedidwhenmanagingtheFacebookaccount:
ActuallywhatIdoisjustaddpeople,updatetheevents,photos,
advertisement or whatever platform that we have. That’s mainly what
wedoforFacebook....Becauseitoffersustheconvenienceofinviting
people, because it’s a very central platform that a lot of youths use,
from there we decided that’s the best way to reach out to our friends.
Unless you go directly and ask your friend face to face, ‘Can you come to
thisevent?’youjustneedtodoaFacebookinvite.It’sjustthatwiththe
Facebookinvite,somepeoplemaysaythatthey’reattending,butthey
may not turn up.
In addition to information exchange, blogs and social network sites also support debates and dialogues among Internet users. H. made this point clearly:
Facebook–mainlyforcommentingonpeople’slinks,notes,andstatus
updates–andthecommentsthreadsonTOC,KRC,etc....Besides
Facebook,Iparticipateinonlinedebateanddiscussiononcurrent
affairsnewssitessuchasTheOnlineCitizen,SGDailyandtheKentRidge
Common.
The role of ICT has also been incorporated into the everyday running of
activist groups. Several interviewees mentioned that they use Google groups
and Google documents to organize their activities. They relied on ICT to the
extentthatonlinecommunicationcanreplacesomeoftheofflinemeetings.
L.J. said:
I guess it’s quite important because in the organizations where I’m in, we
don’t really meet that frequently. Much of the things we do are online, so
it’skindofmoreinformal.Alotofstuffisorganizedonline.Itmakesthings
more convenient and it also compresses the time we need to discuss
things.Youdon’thavetomeetataspecifictime.Iguessithelpsinthe
organization of events and discussion on whether to proceed with certain
things.
The capacity of ICT in facilitating organizations is particularly crucial for
activistswhoworkinternationally.Youngactivistsallovertheworldareable
to collaborate on common issues, thanks to ICT. V., who has run an internationalproject,wastechnologicallysavvyenoughtotakefulladvantageof
the Internet. He used Google documents creatively to share information, as
wellastoorganizevoting(withanonlinespreadsheet).Healsousedacontent
management system to put up agendas for real-time online meetings. Realtime reports of such meetings were also published through this system. V.
concluded:
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The Commission on Sustainable Development, the one that I work with
theUNfor.BytheveryfactthatI’mtheonlyonewhoisfromSingapore,
fromAsiaactually,fortheCSD17thatI’mcoordinating,wehadtogather
inputsfromacrosstheworld,acrossvariouspeoplewhospokedifferent
languages,whohaddifferenttimezones,definitelytheInternetturnsto
be a huge thing.
Twitter, another social network tool, is reported to be less important than
Facebook.MostofthetimeourintervieweessynchronizedtheirFacebook,
blog, and website activities with their Twitter accounts. Twitter only functions
as another dissemination channel. The reasons given for not fully utilizing
Twitterincludeits140-characterlimit,thefragmentednatureofthetweets,
and the lack of popularity of Twitter among both activists and the general
public.Itwasalsoobservedthatonlineforums,atypicalWeb1.0socialplatform, are not very much used by these young activists. Lack of interaction in
onlineforumswascitedasthemajorreasonfortheirnotbeingused.
WhilethesignificanceoftheInternetininformationexchangewasfully
acknowledged by our interviewees, they were not blind to the shortcomings,
or inherent disadvantages of ICT. Information overload was one of these
shortcomings.L.J.usedtheexactterminreferringtohisdifficultywith
Facebook:
Informationoverload,definitely!Itshowsyouall[this]supposedlyinterestingstuffbutImeanyouhavesomanyfriendsonFacebook,thiswhole
list of update, even though it’s not important, I don’t really care what
other people are doing anyway. Sometimes people send out mass invites,
I’mguiltyofthattoo,suchasapplicationinvites.RecentlyIjustmakesure
that I ignore all app invites.
A concern about the homogeneity of online communities was also voiced. H., a
socialworkeronfoodissues,pointedthisout,aftercomplimentingFacebook
on being instantaneous:
The downsides are that I am exchanging views with people I regularly
speak to already, as well as a particular demographic group, such as
students/social activists/social media people, etc. rather than a wide
spectrumoftheaffectedpopulation.
LossofprivacywasnamedasanothersideeffectofusingaFacebookpersonal
accounttoraiseawarenessandorganizeactivities.N.,afterlistingthebenefits
of online channels, said:
As much as I love how much it reaches everyone, I think your own personalprivacy...Whenyoudoprojectslike,allthemoreyouwanttofocus
onit,notonyou,butpeopletendtolinkbothtogether.Youdon’twant
that.
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Amajorfrustrationfacingmanyintervieweeswashowtoturnonlinesupport
intoofflineaction.A.hadorganizedquiteafewreallifeactions,buttheyhad
notdrawnasufficientnumberofsupporters.Hedescribedoneoftheevents:
One of the downsides is people prefer to stay online, and it’s proved
throughalltheeventsweorganizedattheSpeakers’Corner.Forone
event,theFacebookgrouphas5000membersbutonly200peopleturned
up on the actual day. I think mostly social networking platforms are good
fordisseminationandlikeIsaid,gatheringnews.It’snotveryeffective
from what we can see in organizing people to come out in real life.
C. made a similar comment by recognizing the role of ICT in raising awareness,
but not in translating into real action:
I think ICT has been very useful to raise awareness, at least to put it in the
consciousnessofthepeople,justtoletthemknowthattheissueexists.I
think the challenge is how to translate it into real action. Anyway, signing
an online petition is very easy, but at the end of the day, does it actually
influencedecision-makers?That’swherewehavetofindthislink.
While how to activate online support remains a challenge to almost all
activists in the world, one contextual reason should not be ignored, and that
is the lack of responsiveness from local politicians to online sentiments. G.
mentioned that:
Forus,Idon’tthinkweuseICTtoinfluenceapoliticianbecausethisis
Singaporeandtheydon’treallyrecognize[ICT]...Theyalwayssaythat
alternativemediaisthere,butmaybenotsignificantenoughtocreatea
greatimpact,sotheydon’treallycare.Eventhoughtheymonitor,they
don’t really care a lot.
AlthoughmobilephonesenjoycompletepenetrationamongtheSingaporean
population, they are generally not used for most activist purposes, with a few
exceptions.Thefirstexceptionisthatmobilephonesareusedtokeepintouch
withfellowactivists,justaswithinterpersonalcommunicationwithfriends.
Another exception is that a migrant worker organization used a helpline to
assist migrant workers. S.N. introduced the topic:
Thismobilenumberisalternatingamongstaffmembers.Wehavea
socialworkerwhohandlesthecalls,it’saseparatemobile.Butifshe’snot
around, I take over.
However, in most cases mobile phones are not used for activist work. The
shortmessageservice(SMS)hasneverbeenusedincoordinatinglargescaleofflinegatheringsinSingapore,whereasthePhilippines,aneighboring
country, has exploited SMS in its public demonstrations, such as People’s
Power. One of the reasons is that mobile phones are often considered to be
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personal devices, meant for private use, not for public communication. A.
explained why mobile phones were not used in his news gathering:
The other time we were thinking about having a hot line. We were to get a
phone card with a number. If people have a news tip, they could SMS us.
AfterIthoughtaboutit,it’sgoingtobringalotofhassle,peoplewilljust
give us wrong information, we will have to spend time running around,
when we are there, we realize that people play us up, it’s a false alarm, it’s
going to be a lot of waste, so no.
DespitethedifferentextentstowhichICTisusedinactivism,allofouryoung
activists had made use of at least one or two ICT tools to help them with their
activities. The best use of ICT was found to be for accessing and disseminating information. As a result, the information is able to reach a broader
readership and mobilize interested individuals to participate, especially when
someonline-basedactivitiesareeffortlesstoparticipatein.Thescopeofthe
reach sometimes goes beyond national boundaries, which clearly facilities
internationalcollaborationregardingcertainwidelysharedcauses(e.g.,
environmentalissues).However,concernsoverICT-basedactivismwere
expressed. These ranged from issues of credibility and information overload,
tohomogeneityandprivacy.Amajorchallengeistotranslateonlineactivities
intoofflineactionsthathavearealimpactongovernmentandpolicy-making.

Conclusions and Discussion
Thisstudy’sfindingssuggestthatincontrasttothedecliningpoliticalparticipation among youth in many liberal democracies, Singaporean young activists
are not less actively engaged in activism than the older generations. Rather,
theyseemtobeactiveinboththeold(e.g.,communityvolunteering)andthe
new(e.g.,issue-basedactivism)arenasofactivistwork.However,theaccepted
definitionofactivism,orthepopulartypeofactivistwork,doesshowa
generational shift: whereas most of the older generation of Singaporean
activists were either intentionally or unintentionally involved in opposition
partypolitics,mostofourintervieweesdidnotshowanyinterestinjoining
opposition parties. They are instead attracted to a variety of social issues that
do not directly challenge the ruling power, but, nevertheless, require work
to raise awareness and obtain support from the general public. ICT has been
highlyeffectiveinservingthegoalofinformationdissemination,bothamong
the young activists themselves, and to the public they want to reach.
Weiss(2011)claimedthat,inSingapore,‘[a]ccessinginformationbecomes,in
effect,activism’.Shewentontoexplainthattheveryactofengagingonlineis,
initself,aformofprotest.Thesignificanceofaccessinginformationthrough
ICT has to be understood within the context of the Singaporean information
infrastructure. As mass media are controlled by the authorities, and the

251

252

Digital Activism in Asia Reader

physicalspaceallowedfordebateanddiscussion(e.g.,Speakers’Corner)is
limited, there are almost no alternative venues for acquiring information,
except via the Internet. Going online to get alternative viewpoints is an expression of activism because these alternative views are not readily available in
thedominantpublicsphere(i.e.,throughmassmedia).Whattheactivists
have done is to exploit the tools of ICT to seek for, as well as to supply, such
alternative viewpoints from the Internet. This purpose has been, to a large
extent, successful, according to the interviewed activists.
What is challenging is how to build a link between online activism and actual
policymaking,whichstilllargelyhappensoffline.First,theconvenienceand
ease of use of ICT for activist work do not change the inconvenience and
difficultyofparticipatinginthoseofflineactivitiesthatcouldbringpressure
to bear on policy makers. Therefore, an increasing engagement with online
activism does not necessarily mean that people will be motivated to take
offlineactionsthatcaninfluencepolicymakers–thedemandsassociated
with such activities are considered to be too onerous. Second, the existing
decision-making structure has yet to incorporate online forms of participation
intoitsregularroutines.Inotherwords,day-to-daypolicymakingremainsoffline,andifonlineactionsarenotextendedintotheofflinemechanisms(e.g.,
throughprotestsorappealstomembersofparliament)thesystemseemsto
disregard what is being done in cyberspace. Due to these two reasons, ICTbasedactivismhasnotbeensuccessfulindirectlyinfluencingpolicymaking
and governmental decisions in Singapore.
Our analysis shows that the role that ICT can play is shaped by contextual
factors. The extent to which ICT can make an impact is also constrained
by contextual factors. The Singapore situation suggests that how young
activists perceive the contribution of ICT to their work is limited by the historicaltrajectoryofpoliticaldevelopment,andthecurrentarrangement
ofinstitutions.Ifthereisanewhorizoninyouthactivism,itisdefinitely
the increasing prominence of ICT. However, the exact impact of using ICT
varies.IwouldarguethatthedifficultyfacingyoungactivistsinSingapore
isnotdisengagementordisaffection;indeed,wehavewitnessedapeak
ofyouthengagementintherecentelections(ZhangandLim,2012).But
the challenge facing young activists in Singapore is how to take advantage
of ICT while avoiding the disadvantages of this technology, in order to
promote democratization in the light of various barriers, be they historical,
institutional, or psychological.
Thisarticleendswithafewpolicyimplications.First,thefindingssuggestthat
completecontroloverinformationflowisalmostimpossibleintheInternet
era.Formalinstitutions,aswellassocialorganizations,shouldnotshyaway
fromjoiningtheflow,andneedtoactivelypromotetheirmessagesthrough
cyberspace.Thishastobedoneeffectively,ratherthanhalf-heartedly.
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Otherwise,thebacklasheffectwouldputtheseeffortsintoanegativelight,
and harm the institutions and organizations that set up the channels and
sendthemessages.Aneffectivemeansforengagingcitizensonlineisto
provide constant and interactive communication. Not only should messages
be broadcast, but conversations with Internet users should also be held in a
timely manner. Second, although our young interviewees are all online, policy
makers should not ignore the fact that a large number of the older population
is not online. The situation is particularly tricky when mainstream on the
Internetequateswithalternativetotheofflineworld.Inotherwords,ifyoung
people receive their information largely from alternative online sources, that
holdverydifferentpositionscomparedtothenationalmassmedia,theriskof
seeing a polarized nation becomes real. Those who rely on mass media would
perceivethecountry’ssituationquitedifferentlyfromthosewhorelyon
online alternative media. Policies are needed to bridge the digital gap as well
as the perceptual gap, and thereby to facilitate integration.
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Endnotes
1

Interviewees’ initials are used for the purpose of protecting their identity and privacy.
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evolvingandinterdisciplinaryfield

Sarah McKeever

solelyonAmericanorEuropeancase

When approaching a new article,
case study, or even dataset, it can
behelpfultofirstexaminethe
origins of the piece, in order to
adjustourexpectationsaccordingly.
Our academic backgrounds and
schoolsofthoughtdeeplyinfluence

of social media studies are based
studies, including many referenced
in this case study. Many academics,
myself included, feel forced to cite
these core works when their relevance to other contexts is deeply
problematic, and this is an issue
which needs to be challenged.

the way we are trained to read a

Examiningthemethodologyofthe

piece, the questions we expect to be

study can also provide additional

asked and answered, and the way

insight into a case study. In this

in which we evaluate research. The

case study, the author uses personal

piece in question, a case study on

contacts and “snowball” interview

digital youth activism in Singapore,

techniques to approach participants,

was originally published in a com-

and meticulously notes a variety of

municationstudiesjournal.There-

participant personal information,

foreitanswersdifferentquestions

including the gender, education, and

than would a piece published in an

age of participants. While the author

anthropology or political sciences

is very clear about the type of par-

journal.Academiaisnotamonolithic

ticipants involved in the study, one

entity, but full of deeply ingrained

must always be cautious of sampling

theoretical biases, critiques, and

bias creeping into any study, or at

practices which act as points of con-

least acknowledge its existence. The

tentionbetweendifferentfields.

relatively high level of education

When reading a text, it is also helpful
to examine the sources cited and
examine the origin of other case
studies and theories present in any
work. As this case study examines
Singapore, it is helpful to examine
how many of its cited texts directly
relate to the Singaporean, or even
Asian, context. How many sources
are regional case studies, and what
type of theory shapes the argument?
The author references a number of
Singapore-specificcasestudiesand
historical research to base the case

among the Singaporean participants
could skew the relative importance of
digital mobilisation. Many of the participants appeared disenchanted with
traditionalpoliticalmobilisation(or
strictlyoppositionalpolitics),working
on issues of the environment, mental
health,andevena“FreeBurma”
campaign. However, issues of class,
education, gender, language, and
access to digital spaces must be
considered when making claims to
representativeness within a society
as diverse as Singapore.

study on. Unfortunately, most of

Bringinghistoryandcontextinto

the core theoretical texts within the

focus, Singapore represents an
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interesting challenge to what has his-

this challenge our understanding that

torically been considered “activism.”

digital activism somehow requires

Manyoftheparticipantsrejected

less of us than activism on the

the label as being linked to historical

ground?

oppositional politics, which they
appearedtofeelverylittleaffinity
with, in spite of the fact that some
of their parents had participated in
earlier political movements. Active
civic participation is encouraged, but
appears to be linked to the state. The
consequences of protesting the state
may be potentially severe, which
could lead to an understandable
reluctance to report dissent in the
digitalandofflineworldinSingapore.
Themuch-toutedbenefitsofdigital
activism are the ease with which
activism can be accomplished. When
the consequences of these “easy”

To summarise, it is helpful when
approaching any text to be aware of
its methodological and theoretical
origins and to evaluate any work
bearing our own personal and
academic biases in mind. It is
additionally crucial to be aware of
the applicability of theory outside
of its geopolitical context. This case
study is a good entry point into the
use of ICT among youth activists
in Singapore and encourages us to
make further enquiries into the complex historical, political, social, and
geographical context of the country.

actions are fairly severe, how does
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The digital turn might as well be marked as an Asian turn. From
flash mobs in Taiwan to feminist mobilisations in India, from
hybrid media strategies of Syrian activists to cultural protests in
Thailand, we see the emergence of political acts that transform
the citizen from being a beneficiary of change to becoming an
agent of change. In co shaping these changes, what the digital
shall be used for, and what its conse uences will be, are both up
for speculation and negotiation.
Digital Activism in Asia marks a particular shift where these ues
tions are no longer being refracted through the ICT D logic, or
the West’s attempts to save Asia from itself, but shaped by multi
plicity, unevenness, and urgencies of digital sites and users in
Asia.
This reader crowd sources critical tools, concepts, analyses, and
annotations, self identified by a network of change makers
in Asia as important in their own practices within their own
contexts.
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