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Images of “riot dogs,” such as Loukanikos (sausage) and Kanellos (cinnamon), which went
viral on the internet, pose an affective counterpoint to mass media representations of citizen
protest to neoliberal “adjustment” in Greece.
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Citizenship, Activism and Mobilization:
Internet Politics in Greece, Turkey and Bulgaria

Editorial

I

n this issue of Euxeinos we offer readers
three analyses of internet politics in the region of Southeast Europe. Greece, Turkey and
Bulgaria were not bypassed by the seismic
movements in internet use seen in recent years
in a number of countries across the world,
which have brought about significant changes
in the balance of forces between politics and
civil society. Everywhere – from the Middle
East, the site of the ‘Arab Spring’ in 2011, to
the Occupy Wall Street movement to the largescale protests against Vladimir Putin’s policies
in Russia at the end of 2011 and the beginning
of 2012 – we are witnessing the usage of the
same social tools online: blogs, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube and the local Web 2.0 equivalents. Mobile phones, in turn, have helped
reshape but also unify the communication
landscape by integrating multiple functions in
a single device and by providing direct internet access.
At the same time, however, the forms of activism and protest culture vary just as much as
their geography. Behind the ‘internet and politics’ label one will often find quite different
developments, interests and actors. This is especially evident in countries like Greece, Turkey and Bulgaria, which are neighbors, and in
many ways similar. They share common cultural codes, but that also have different histories, different political and civic traditions.
That is why the concrete practices of online
activism and mobilization produce both identical effects and effects that are specific to the
different countries. The expectations everywhere are that net politics will give an impetus to the democratization of the virtual public
sphere and civil society and encourage productive debates on key issues on the agenda
of the respective countries. But the developments are not always unambiguous and the
flourishing of online social media can serve
quite different, sometimes controversial ends.

Euxeinos 5 (2012)

Penelope Papailias analyzes the alternative
forms of independent reporting on the internet which are developing in the context of the
Greek debt ‘crisis’ of 2010 and 2011. Papailias’s
article ‘Reporting as an Act of Citizenship: The
Net, the News and the Greek “Crisis”’ takes as
its starting point the idea that the ‘crisis’ is a
media event, but placed in a context in which
confidence in the traditional media has been
largely discredited. Papailias carefully analyzes the reasons for the ‘bankruptcy’ of the mass
media systems and the ways it encourages the
flourishing of citizen journalism. As the author notes, it would be too lopsided to assume
that digital reporting is merely an alternative
to mainstream media discourse and a means
of producing a counter-narrative. Tracing the
historical development and concrete recent instances of citizen reporting in connection with
the crisis (blogs, satire, re-composing the original media content, producing narratives and
archives, and so on), Papailias convincingly
demonstrates that the fundamental change
is in the very ways events have begun to be
represented and perceived. Citizen journalism is much closer to the scene of the action,
to street protests, and focusses on the very act
of witnessing. The policy of witnessing is also
increasing the responsibility of citizen journalists. As a result of this important change in the
distance from the event, digital reporting is
gradually turning into an act of engaged citizenship capable of encouraging and re-imagining politics itself.
Asli Tunç, for her part, examines the developments that have led to the growing importance of the political uses of the internet
in Turkey. Tunç’s article, ‘Against the Wind:
Internet, Politics and Cyber Activism in Turkey’, clearly reminds us that the possibilities
for using social media and websites should
not be taken for granted, as they often have to
be fought for and won.. In fact, in some cases
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this holds not only for the internet in Turkey
but also in Greece and Bulgaria as well as in
many other countries. As Papailias points out,
in the summer of 2011 the Greek government
played with the idea of introducing legislation
to ban anonymity on blogs (even though the
proposal was not considered enforceable, it
clearly indicates the panic in the system). Testament to a similar attempt to locate and monitor sources of discourse, as of June 1, 2012,
Greek blogs hosted on Google can no longer
use the .com domain, but are redirected to .gr.
At different times, attempts have been made
to control and restrict internet service providers (ISPs) in Bulgaria, too. As Manuel Castells
notes, ‘Control of communication and information has always been the source of power,
and the internet opens up greater possibilities
for independent communication - something
that no government likes.’1 Tunç traces retrospectively all major restrictions imposed by
law on the internet in Turkey in recent years
(the blocking of YouTube between 2008 and
2010, the filtering of content by various criteria, the blocking of access to some 15 000 websites, and so on). One of the important problems analyzed by Tunç is that cyber activism
rarely receives sufficient coverage in the traditional media, or when it does, the focus is not
on the mobilizing potential of social networks
but rather on the issue that spurred cyber
activists into action. Despite this, in Turkey
(as in many other countries) the imposition
of restrictions on the internet has mobilized
a number of non-governmental organizations and cyber activists to protest against net
censorship. Since 2010, these online protests
have spilled over onto the streets of Istanbul.
1
Castells, Manuel (2004): ‘Izpitvam
moralnoto zadalzhenie da kazvam kakvoto znaya.
Interviu na Orlin Spassov s prof. Manuel Kastels’
(‘“I Feel It Is My Moral Duty to Say What I Know.”
An Interview with Prof. Manuel Castells by Orlin
Spassov’), Sotsiologicheski problemi, 3-4: 259.
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In Bulgaria, too, the world of politics has
changed quickly in recent years, becoming
more dependent on the new technologies.
One of the important questions is to what
extent practices related to the social internet
can stimulate political and citizen activism.
The answer is not always self-evident as various nationalist and other radical groups that
preach xenophobia and racism also profit from
social networks, where they have a strong following. There are two distinct driving forces:
the entry of traditional political structures into
the internet and activism ‘from below’. The
analysis of the performance of political parties in the last two election campaigns, in 2009
and 2011, shows that the use of the internet is
often more façade-like rather than genuinely
contributing to communication with voters.
Moreover, parties that invest less funds and
efforts in online campaigns usually do better
in elections. Thus, the traditional media remain dominant in shaping voters’ attitudes.
At the same time, mobilizations in the field of
civil society are often driven less by ideal than
by pragmatic motives. Thus, at the end of the
day, protest and the desire to be alternative
can now be easily practiced on the internet
without civic engagement.
This issue of Euxeinos appears at an important
moment, where we need to take stock of the
possibilities of social media for political and
citizen mobilization. There is no doubt that
many aspects of politics and citizen activism
are increasingly going digital. Democratizing
changes, though, are not guaranteed by the
very fact of access to the internet and information and communication technologies. People
remain the key factor, because it is their policies, wishes and choices that ultimately determine for what and how the internet is used.
Orlin Spassov
Guest Editor
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Reporting as an Act of Citizenship:
The Net, the News and the Greek “Crisis”1
by Penelope Papailias, University of Thessaly
This article examines the Greek debt “crisis” that began in 2010 as a significant moment of rupture and
transformation in media practices and ideologies. As the mass media system of broadcast television and
newspaper journalism undergoes scathing critique by large segments of Greek society, a new culture of
reporting and following the news has been flourishing on the internet. This article considers how this reimagining of the news (its object, agent, audience, purpose) is part of a re-imagining of the political in which
witnessing and reporting are positioned as fundamental acts of embodied citizenship.

T

he debate around the phenomenon of
“citizen journalism” in the age of the internet has tended to gravitate around issues
of professionalism and credibility. Arguments
are frequently voiced on both sides. Some argue for the greater authenticity, proximity to
the event, and political autonomy of citizen
journalists, while others contend that they
lack proper training, knowledge of procedure,
experience and objectivity. What remains constant though is the emphasis on journalism,
rather than citizenship.1
In this brief essay, I want to suggest the need
for a shift of emphasis as I consider the flourishing of independent reporting, blogging and
tweeting, and the ongoing production of narratives, documentaries, satires and archives,
relating to the Greek financial “crisis” of 2010
and beyond (i.e., the EU/IMF “bailout,” the
austerity measures, the anti-austerity protests
and violent police actions against these protests). As the mass media apparatus of broadcast television and newspaper journalism has
been widely discredited, the aforementioned
practices have literally exploded on the web,
usurping the mass media’s prerogative to the
“live,” exploiting to the full the archival capacities of the internet and turning users into
producers, and news into parody.
1
This article is a revised and expanded
version of “Witnessing the Crisis” from the
Hot Spots web forum of the journal of Cultural
Anthropology, entitled “Beyond the ‘Greek Crisis’:
Histories, Rhetorics, Politics,” http://www.culanth.
org/?q=node/449 (Nov. 3, 2011).
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Like any media event, the debt “crisis” has
proved a watershed moment in the transformation of media practices and ideologies. To
the extent that this “crisis” is, as many finally
have recognized, first and foremost a political
crisis—a crisis of democracy—it could not but
constitute a crisis of representation in which
the two senses of representation: political
representation (speaking for) and communicational representation (re-presentation) are
critically fused. For this reason, the re-imagination of news reporting (its object, agent,
audience, purpose) also could not but entail
a re-imagining of the political. It is in this
sense that one is led to pose the question of
what it means for citizenship that reporting
has emerged with particular centrality in the
digital age.

Bums, Rats, Journalists!
The 2010 financial “crisis” exposed the shaky
ground of loans, government monies, tax
breaks and kickbacks on which the bloated
media system had been resting, as well as the
uninsured, off-the-books, flexible labor conditions of journalists, photographers, cameramen and other employees in the mass media
who have been losing their jobs in great numbers since the crisis began. More profoundly,
though, the bankruptcy of political culture
has been seen as synonymous with that of the
mass media system itself. Concentrated in the
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hands of a few wealthy ship owners, construction magnates and other businessmen who
can afford to take on these loss-making enterprises in order to influence public opinion, the
Greek mass media has been charged not so
much with working in the government’s interest by blatantly supporting its policies instead

Fig. 1: “Bums, Rats, Journalists”. Photograph of graffiti. Retrieved
from http://maga.gr/2012/01/25/alites-roufianoi-dimosiografoi/.

of critically reporting on them, but rather the
reverse: the state supports the media by granting government contracts to the economic
elite controlling the media and promoting
neoliberal policies in their interest.2
Things have gotten to the point that the familiar protest slogan “Cops, Pigs, Murderers” (Batsoi, Gourounia, Dolofonoi) has been
twinned with “Bums, Rats, Journalists”
(Alites, Roufianoi, Dimosiografoi). Remarkably,
this old anarchist slogan was taken up by the
more populist and patriotic of the Indignants
(Aganaktismenoi) who flooded and occupied
Athens’ central Syntagma square during the
2
Hatzistefanou, Aris. “From Snitches to
‘Pretenterides,’” Lifo. April 6, 2011.
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summer of 2011. In the symbolic topography
of the square, these Indignants congregated
in the upper part (the General Assembly, tent
encampment and working groups were to be
found in the lower square). After facing the
parliament building and chanting “thieves,
thieves” with hands outstretched and splayed
in the moutza cursing gesture, they
would pivot toward the historic
luxury Grande Bretagne hotel and
shout the aforementioned slogan,
while beaming the green lights
of toy lasers on the façade of the
building and into the lenses of the
barely visible spectator-journalists
on the balconies.
It would be tempting to conclude
that at this very moment the TV
masses who had never before been
involved in political action finally
got off their couches, lifting off the
televisual veil of deceit. It was not
long though before their performance of rage was itself deemed
a spectacle—crude, instinctual, uncommitted,
nationalistic—by those identifying with the
lower square. Yet, this convenient “upper”
and “lower” square dichotomy reproduced
a body/mind split easily transposed onto the
supposed chasm separating those still watching and being manipulated by TV from the
more enlightened internet users with their oppositional networks. However, as media theorist Tiziana Terranova has argued in Network
Culture: Politics for the Information Age, in fact,
intensive crosscutting and remediation occurs
across a common informational field that is
simultaneously highly connected and highly
segmented.3 Moreover, the modernist political
3
Tiziana Terranova. 2004. Network Culture:
Politics for the Information Age. London: Pluto Press,
p.144.
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Fig. 2: Laser beams play off the walls of the Grande Bretagne. Photograph: Yannis Behrakis/ Reuters. Retrieved from http://www.
washingtonpost.com/laser-beams-shine-during-a-massive-rally-in-athens/2011/06/06/AG4zsGKH_photo.html.

project of lifting the masses into reason and,
thus, out of affect and out of the body fails to recognize the centrality of bodily affect to the contemporary politics of communication by privileging information and representation over
the materiality of intensities and perceptions.4
4
From the perspective of Terranova’s
argument, a radical approach to the relationship
between politics and communication would focus
on the “capacity to synthesize not so much a
common position (from which to win the masses
over), but a common passion giving rise to a
distributed movement able to displace the limits
and terms within which the political constitution of
the future is played out” (2004: 156).
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Press as Project
Returning to the crowd slogan “Rats, Bums,
Journalists,” one is struck by the way this
phrase heralds the apparent “end of journalism,” or at least its total social delegitimization. Yet, in fact, what we have been seeing
is the profound re-imagination of journalistic
practice by critical journalists, as well as popular identification with this role. At the same
time that mass media has been undergoing a
scathing critique by large segments of Greek
society, a new culture of reporting and following the news has rapidly established itself on
the internet.
One of the key insights of scholarship on tele-

7

Penelope Papailias
vision is that the reality effect of the medium
is fundamentally linked to its structure of temporality: “liveness” guarantees realness more
than reference.5 Thus, if we think in terms of
intensities and not only representations, the
usurping of the function of the “live” from
corporate media sources is extremely significant. Live streaming of people’s assemblies in
Syntagma and other squares around Greece
through hastily established web sites or Twitter newsfeeds formed by hashtags6 took the
pulse of the “now,” bringing dispersed followers into the moment. Individual “Twitterers”
emerged as go-to commentators7 while blogs,
web-based news collectives and portals, which
assembled multi-media sources from critical
blog posts and documentaries to live feeds,
took the next step of framing the news more
comprehensively.8 Testament to the nimbleness and cosmopolitanism of digital news re5
See Mary Ann Doane, “Information,
Crisis, Catastrophe,” In New Media, Old Media: A
History and Theory Reader, ed. W. H. Kyong Chun
and T. Keenan. New York, Routledge, 2006, 251-264,
and Penelope Papailias, “Историята ‘на живо’:
технология и темпоралност в медийното събитие
(Instant History: Technology and Temporality in
the Media Event). In Natural Sciences, Technologies
and Social Worlds, ed. Dessislava Lilova. Sofia: RIVA
(forthcoming).
6
For instance, #m15gr (the “Greek”
response to the first gathering of the Spanish
Indignados on May 15th, 2011), #25mgr (the
beginning of the Greek Aganaktismenoi movement),
#greekrevolution, #19ogr/#20ogr (for the 48-hour
national strike on October 19th and 20th, 2011)
and #rbnews (the citizen journalism feed of the
“radiobubble” collective).
7
See, for instance, http://twitter.com/#!/
Cyberela.
8
See, for instance, the sites www.tvxs.gr and
thepressproject.gr/, spearheaded by professional
journalists disaffected by the mainstream press and
broadcast media system.
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porting, the use of English and other foreign
languages has enabled the national media envelope to be transcended, often with the aim
of exposing state violence to an international
audience.9 What was taking place in all this activity was not simply an alternative documentation of a given reality but a struggle over
perceptions in which the emergent internet
news assemblages were not aloof to the discourse of corporate media but, as we shall see,
actively engaged in challenging and subverting it.
An interesting phenomenon in this context
was the 2011 Debtocracy, “the first Greek documentary produced by the audience.”10 Filmed
on a shoestring budget, the documentary was
(re)paid through post-factum contributions
from viewers, thus, circumventing reliance
on funders and the creative and ideological
restrictions such relationships so often entail. One of the two journalists who directed
the film, Aris Hatzistefanou, in fact, was fired
for political reasons from his job at one of
Greece’s major (ship owner-controlled) radio stations just two days before the film was
aired. The film, which challenges dominant
explanations of the causes of the debt crisis,
as well as the legitimacy of the debt itself
(through the notion of “odious debt”), was
made freely available as a download on the
film’s website and on YouTube. The documentary, which is in Greek but has subtitles in six
other languages, reached a half million views
within a few days.11 Contrary to the idea that
9
The “Occupied London/ From the Greek
Streets” blog, for instance, follows protests to
austerity measures in Greece, presenting “irregular
updates and articles on the situation in Greece, in
English,” http://www.occupiedlondon.org/blog/.
10
html.
11

See http://www.debtocracy.gr/indexen.
Buoyed by the success of Debtocracy,
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high-tech media forms are inaccessible to the
broader public, the documentary, in addition
to being watched on computer via broadband,
was viewed in any number of more conventional ways: screened throughout Greece and
abroad in public squares during protests, at
universities and in local cultural centers, but
also burned onto DVDs and watched on home
television sets in remote villages.

Archive and Remediation
Despite its association with
transmitting the present moment through
“streaming” and always
“refreshed” web pages,
the internet, like cinema
and other technologies
of modernity it incorporates, also records a fleeting “now.” The internet
has come to constitute
an ever-growing, userproduced,
open-access
archive that historicizes
the present. Uploaded
photographs and videos,
messages and tweets sent
in the heat of the moment,
commentary on breaking news, rants and jokes:
all this material remains,
providing a particularly

Fig. 3: An array of videos of police violence during anti-austerity protests available on YouTube.
Accessed on February 21, 2012 (search query=june+29+athens+police+violence).

journalists Aris Hatzistefanou and Katerina Kitidi
solicited audience donations toward the production
of a second documentary entitled “Catastroïka:
Privatization Goes Public” (http://www.catastroika.
com). This film concerns deregulation and the
privatization of public companies around the globe,
from California and Great Britain to the former
communist states of East Germany and the Soviet
Union. The trailer promises that “catastroïka” will
be “coming soon to your country.”
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varied resource for cultural memory, as well
as a tool for challenging monologic media
representations. Anti-archives have spontaneously emerged around disputed events, such
as the vicious police crackdown of the June
29th , 2011 protests against the passage of the
midterm austerity program.
Resonant counter-images, such as those of
Athenian “riot dogs,” which have circulated
virally on YouTube, have also been inscribed
into this sprawling archive.12 In these instances it becomes clear that we are talking not just
about the “what” of information, but also its
recombinant possibilities and the intensities

of its reiteration.
What kind of “news” or “truth” is a stray dog
lying on the ground, unperturbed, at the feet
of riot police, or running and barking loyally
12
At the time of writing this article, the
photo slide show on YouTube entitled, “The
Legendary Athens Greece Riot Dog” (http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=_HPb46aK7hM),
had
already surpassed half a million views.
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Fig. 4: Riot dog. Photo: Reuters. Retrieved from http://www.telegraph.
co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/greece/7705535/Riot-Dog-becomeshero-of-Athens-protests.html.

Another genre that has been assaulting the mainstream media news
and that relies heavily on archival re-collection is political satire,
which has been thriving in the crisis.
Prominent and central to this form
is the incessant, entirely irreverent
re-take on news footage, which is
“augmented”: overlaid with other
voices and images and brazenly
spoken over with ironic countercommentary and narrated by antianchormen, like the tsolias of the satiric Ellinofreneia (“Greek madness”)
radio and (now terminated) television show,
dressed in an exaggerated version of the ceremonial Greek national guard costume.

alongside protestors being sprayed with teargas or chased by police forces? Or do we need
instead to ask about the power of such images, which are usually infused with dynamic
soundtracks, to affect viewers (with hope,
with rage) and move them in a political sense?
Another important point related to the internet archive involves the shift away from the
idea(l) of the journalist-“author” toward the
act of re-producing (filtering, re-ordering,
commenting, modifying, annotating, etc.), a
shift of course occurring widely across digital networks in relation to audiovisual texts.
A just slightly after-the-fact aggregating,
storifying, chirpstory procedure enables the
ephemeral tweets and blog posts of the day to
be endlessly composed and re-composed into
multi-perspective news briefs and analyses in
which the authors might not have provided
any original material.13
13
See, for instance, compilations from
Twitter, blogs and other sources documenting the
June 2011 protests at http://globalvoicesonline.
org/2011/07/04/greece-we-gave-birth-to-
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Fig. 5: Former Prime Minister Giorgos Papandreou kisses
an icon transposed with Angela Merkel’s image on the television political satire show Ellinofreneia (SKAI channel),
August

2010.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_LR_

iWa130I.Bild29151.PNG

Defying the ephemerality of the news flow
and its particular topoi of incessant replay,
democracy-and-we-killed-it/ and http://storify.
com/asteris/greece-standoff-for-midterm-austerityplan-voting), or the assorted “chirpstories” of
“Irate Greek” (http://theirategreek.wordpress.com/
twitter-archive/).
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Fig. 6: Apostolis, the tsolias-anchorman of Ellinofreneia. Retrieved
from http://www.tlife.gr/Article/NEWS-NEWSMEDIA/0-40-5200.

the un-forgetting of “promises” and “red
lines” (in terms of cuts and concessions)
through the rerunning of old speeches and
pronouncements also can create ironic effects.14
While these practices of archival recall are
rampant on the web, actor Lakis Lazopoulos’ television show Al Tsadiri News (a notso-politically-correct play on Al-Jazeera
and the “shack” [tsadiri] of the gypsy)
has developed a tremendous following
(as well as many critics of his populism
and didacticism) for relentlessly ripping
through and remediating the whole televisual media flow from celebrity gossip to
global news. He often opens an extra window (parathiro) in rerun news footage to
talk back to the “box” (on the box).

Fig. 7: Lakis Lazopoulos opens an irreverent third window on the nightly news.
Video excerpt of Al-Tsantiri News uploaded on May 18, 2010 to http://www.you-

(No) Free Comments
With the growing dissent over austerity measures, state violence has been directed not
14
See the “time machine” of the “Press
Project” that even includes footage of former PM
Papandreou’s enthusiastic visit with Gaddafi in
Libya, http://thepressproject.gr/theme.php?id=5098.
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only toward the bodies of protestors, but also
to their cameras. There have been many incidents of physical violence against journalists,
including representatives of the mainstream
Greek media, but also foreign journalists,
which have led in some cases to debilitating
injuries.15
Reflecting a belated appreciation for the growing credibility and comprehensiveness of citizen journalism and commentary on the web,
but also a total ignorance of how it all works,
the government proposed legislation in the
summer of 2011 to ban anonymity on blogs.16

tube.com/watch?v=8J5KCJ0Y06Y.

15
See,
for
instance,
http://www.
keeptalkinggreece.com/2011/10/05/athens-riotpolice-beats-photo-reporters-pcts-video/.
On
April 5, 2012, president of the Greek Union of
Photojournalists, Marios Lolos, was beaten on the
back of his head by a policeman while covering a
protest and suffered serious brain injuries.
16
“Anonymity ban being explored for
blogs,” Kathimerini (English),
Aug. 10, 2011.
http://www.ekathimerini.com/4dcgi/_w_articles_
wsite1_1_10/08/2011_401865.
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some years in the making—one
could say it has been maturing
since December 2008. Less often discussed as a media event,
the 2008 revolt had at its core a
classic case of citizen countersurveillance. On December 6,
2008, a woman on her balcony
in the politicized Athens neighborhood of Exarcheia happened
to witness the gunning down
of 15-year old Alexis Grigoropoulos by the police and capture it in a video that would
be quickly uploaded to the
Fig. 8: A riot policeman hits photojournalist Tatiana Bolari in the anti-austerity demonstration of
October 5, 2011. Athens, Syntagma Square. Photograph: Yannis Behrakis/ Reuters. Retrieved from independent news portal Athens Indymedia. Later, this video
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/10/05/us-greece-strike-idUSTRE79449L20111005.
entered the televisual flow, but
first in a doctored form.18 SpeIn justifying this legislation, the justice miniscifically, MEGA channel broadcast a video in
ter remarkably stated that the internet should
which sounds of conflict were layered into the
cease to host koukouloforoi (literally, the “hoodsoundtrack making it seem that the policeman
ed ones”), thus provocatively likening blog
were reacting in defense, rather than initiatposts to Molotov cocktails lobbed into pubing the violence. The significant thing to note
lic places by masked protestors at rallies. By
is that this tampering was criticized intensely
using this particular contested term, though,
in the blogosphere and ultimately did not sucthe minister essentially extended the old techceed in convincing the public that “Alexis”
nique of criminalizing and de-politicizing
was a delinquent youth who got what was
dissent from the streets—onto the web. A
coming to him. Minutes after the murder, infew weeks later, a tongue-in-cheek blog post
formation began to be shared on Twitter and a
“reported” on a proposed 0.03 Euro tax on
new social-political collectivity was called into
comments to blogs (except anonymous ones!),
being by way of the address to a yet unknown
along the lines of the highly disputed property
“you”: “Come down (to the streets)” (Kateveite
tax linked to electricity (bills): those who do
kato). The networks formed through the use of
not pay the blog comment tax can expect to
17
the hashtag #griots (g[reek] riots), not to menlose their internet connection.
tion the countless Facebook memorial pages,
YouTube videos, Indymedia posts, uploads to
Remember, Remember the 6th of December
Flickr, blogs, SMS and pirate radio, played an
unprecedented role in the actualization, but
This new digital news mediascape I have
been describing did not emerge fully formed
18
For an excerpt from a documentary
in response to the debt crisis, but has been
17
See,
http://sarantakos.wordpress.
com/2011/09/17/telos/.
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discussing MEGA TV’s manipulation of the original
footage of Grigoropoulos’s murder, see http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=cEwcL2pXhOY.
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also the narration, of the revolt.19
As is so often the case in media events, the
actual referent of these messages and images
is less significant than the lines of connection
forged. Instead of seeking the meaning of the
revolt in a manifesto, one might look at what
this decentralized, non-hierarchical, flexible,
self-conscious, non-dogmatic networking and
news-filtering process says about the possibilities of another mode of representation
and communication. Turning to the current
debt crisis, one finds that many people active
in blogging or digital news-gathering collectives point to the formative days of December
2008, or even self-identify as members of the
“Generation of December,” when they speak
of their practice.
Reporter-Citizens
When thinking about Greek digital media reporting in the context of the debt “crisis,” perhaps the most important thing to note is that
the very notion of the event and our relation to
it has been transformed. What is at stake is the
gesture of witnessing—the burden and the responsibility—and, thus, nothing less than the
evolving terms of contemporary citizenship.
The acts of documenting, commenting, forwarding and re-composing I have described
actively rearticulate the relationship between
communication and the political. They have
arisen from profoundly affective bodily experiences in a reclaimed public space vying
to become a new commons. The newsfeeds
pulsing through Twitter hashtags, thus, do
not just represent an alternative, leftist news
source based on amateur, independent report-

ing, which challenges the distortions of mass
media discourse. These practices also signal
a fundamental shift in perspective—from the
hotel balcony of the foreign correspondents to
the streets—that implies not merely a “closer”
and “realer” view on events, but also a fundamentally different commitment.
This is not a matter of hierarchies of journalistic quality and accuracy. The issue is not
whether citizens can be journalists, or whether
they are for various reasons better or worse at
the job, but what it means for citizens to take
on this role. What seems to be happening, in
other words, is that reporting—looking (not
watching), recording, commenting and reviewing, as well as more generally empathizing with others and caring about what is going
on around you—has become a profound act of
engaged and embodied citizenship.
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Against the Wind:
Internet, Politics and Cyber Activism in Turkey
by Asli Tunç, Istanbul Bilgi University

T

he Internet, especially social media, has
gradually become a defining force in
modern-day politics in Turkey. Beginning to
realize the oppositional power of the Internet
a decade ago, the political establishment, the
AKP (Justice and Development Party) government – to be precise – has enacted the Internet
Law No. 56511 in May 2007. This controversial law left a damaging mark in the Turkish
blogosphere. However, in terms of the country’s Internet censorship history, websites
were taken down or blocked as early as in
2000 in Turkey and, between 2000 and 2007,
several blocking orders were issued by courts
and enforced by the then dial-up Internet Service Providers (ISPs).2
An Interesting Phenomenon in the Turkish
Blogosphere
Before discussing the analysis of the Internet
Law and the Internet censorship in detail, let
us first look at the general overview of the Internet scene in the country. The number of Internet users exceeds 35 million. Social media
are widely popular, with 31 million Facebook
and six million Twitter users as of December
2011.3 While social media is extensively used
among young people, political news blogging
is neither developed nor influential in Turkey,
partly because of the wide variety of opinion
1
Law No. 5651: Regulation of Publications
on the Internet and Suppression of Crimes
Committed by means of Such Publication.
2
Report of the OSCE Representative on
Freedom of the Media on Turkey and Internet
Censorship, by Yaman Akdeniz, available at http://
www.osce.org/fom/41091 (accessed 11 April 2012).
3
Internet World Stats, Turkey Internet
Usage and Telecommunications Report, available
at: http://www.internetworldstats.com/eu/tr.htm
(accessed 11 April 2012).
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available via newspaper and magazine websites, and partly because of the unusual role
played by interactive hypertext dictionary sites
such as Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary, eksisozluk.com) (fig. 1,2). This unique phenomenon is
a platform where explanations and definitions
of almost any concept, person or act can be
posted and shared anonymously. Ekşi Sözlük
and many other similar forums such as Santral
Sözlük (www.santralsozluk.com), İnci Sözlük
(inci.sozlukspot.com), Uludağ Sözlük (www.
uludagsozluk.com), and ITU Sözlük (www.
itusozluk.com) have become a major arena for
covering delicate social and political issues,
such as conscientious objection, homosexuality, and ethnicity, including the Kurdish issue
and the internationally recognized Armenian
genocide. Since the contributors’ anonymity
frequently causes libel suits, the administrations of all hypertext dictionaries keep legal
experts on staff. Ekşi Sözlük draws approximately 3 million visitors per month, and hosts
roughly 40 thousand writers contributing to
its content on a voluntary basis.

Fig. 1: Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary)
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Fig. 2: Ekşi Sözlük (Sour Dictionary)

The Turkish blogosphere is extremely vibrant
and diverse while average Internet use in Turkey exceeds one hour per day. The information
society branch of the Ministry of Development
reported that 73 percent of users logged on to
check e-mail; 64 percent visited chat rooms,
online forums and interactive news sites; 59
percent read news; 56 percent searched for
information about goods and services; and 51
percent downloaded games, music and films.4
Unfortunately, however, Turkish political
leaders often underestimate the power of
young Internet users with high digital literacy and their skills in getting organized in the
cyberspace. In 2008, the government blocked
YouTube after a court in Ankara ruled that
4
Ministry of Development, “Bilgi Toplumu
Raporu” (Information Society Report), 2011, at
http://www.dpt.gov.tr/DocObjects/View/12808/
Bilgi_Toplumu_Istatistikleri_2011.pdf
(accessed
April 12, 2012).
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various videos posted on the site were “insulting and humiliating to the legacy of Turkey’s
founding father, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk”.
Additionally, the Ministry of Finance sought
taxes amounting to €15.1 million, and YouTube refused to pay. Between May 2008 and
November 2010, YouTube was inaccessible in
Turkey. According to the Ministry of Transport and Communications, the ban was lifted
when the offending videos were removed
from the site. YouTube claimed that it had
nothing to do with the removal of the offending videos. As a result of the YouTube ban,
three separate applications were made to the
European Court of Human Rights from Turkey alleging an infringement of Article 10 of
the European Convention on Human Rights.5
5
Mapping Digital Media, Turkey Report
by Asli Tunç and Vehbi Görgülü, March 18, 2012.
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Turkish Internet Users: Unite!

ISPs are compelled to offer the filtering service
to their customers, and the filtering database
The first signs of protests came just after the
and profiles are controlled and maintained by
YouTube ban with the aid of influential activthe government.
ism sites such as the Internet Without CensorThe government introduced the “Child and
ship Movement (Sansursuz İnternet, sansursuFamily Profiles Criteria Working Committee”
zinternet.org.tr), the Cyber Rights Movement
to address concerns regarding the establish(cyber-rights.org.tr), and the Censor the Cenment of filtering criteria. However, Internet
sorship Movement (sansuresansur.org).
users should have the freedom to make an inMore recent public outrage related to the Independent decision about using content filters
ternet censorship was followed by the Inforor families should have the liberty to purchase
mation Technologies and Communication
and download optional filtering software to
Authority’s (BTK) decision on February 22,
protect their children instead of accepting
2011. Acthe moral valcording to
ues imposed by
this initial
state authorities.
proposal,
According
to
I n t e r the AKP governnet users
ment, the filterw o u l d
ing system would
have
to
protect the Turkchoose beish youth from
tween one
“objectionable
of
four
content” includInternet
ing the separatist
filtering
propaganda of
options:
terrorist groups,
f a m i l y , Fig. 3: Scenes from the protests against Internet censorship
such as the PKK,
children,
on the Internet.
domestic,
In a further ator standard. Although this regulation was
tempt to control the Internet, the Telecomdue to go into effect on August 22, 2011, it
munications Communication Presidency
was modified upon the recommendations of
(TIB) announced a plan to ban 138 English
the Internet Council, a branch of the Transand Turkish words from Internet domain
portation and Communications Ministry, and
names including ‘beat’, ‘escort’, ‘homemade’,
postponed to November 22. After the revised
‘hot’, ‘nubile’, ‘free’ and ‘teen’. Some English
system, the number of filters has been reduced
words would also be banned because of their
to two – “family” and “children”.6 However,
meanings in Turkish: ‘pic’, short for picture, is
banned because it means ‘bastard’ in Turkish.
6
“Turkey Backtracks on Controversial
The past tense of the verb ‘get’ is also banned
Internet Filtering Plans,” Today’s Zaman, August 5,
2011,
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-252787-
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turkey-backtracks-on-controversial-internetfiltering-plans.html
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Fig. 4: Scenes from the protests against Internet censorship

because ‘got’ means ‘butt’ in Turkish. Haydar, a very common Alevi name for men, is
also banned because it is the slang word for
‘penis’. ‘Gay’ and its Turkish pronunciation
‘gey’; ‘çıplak’ (naked); ‘itiraf’ (confession);
‘liseli’ (high school student); ‘nefes’ (breath);
and ‘yasak’ (forbidden) are some of the other
banned words. Also, the restriction was allegedly designed to protect children from harmful content on the Internet. 7
The online censorship once again caused an
uproar and triggered protests around the
country. The campaigns against Internet censorship launched in 2010 achieved various
7
Tunç, Asli. “Turkey’s Bumpy Road to
Democracy: The Current Issues, Challenges Ahead
in Freedom of Expression,” EuroDialogue, Journal of
International Relations, Economic and Social Studies,
V.1, 2012, pp. 15-32.
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degrees of success, such as the one initiated
by yeter.neonebu.com (“Stop Internet Censorship in Turkey!”) or the one entitled “İnternet
Sansür değil, Hız İster” (“The Internet needs

Fig. 5: Logo of “Don’t Touch My Internet” movement

speed, not censorship”). These campaigns,
among others, were well covered online. Online protests have been backed by several real-
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life demonstrations. In July 2010, for the first
time, over 2,000 people paraded down Istanbul’s İstiklal Avenue, answering a call by sites
campaigning for freedom of expression on
the Internet (fig. 4). They called for the end of
online censorship and denounced the authorities’ lack of response to calls for amending
Law No. 5651 on Internet-related offences.

Legal provisions and practices related to freedom of expression, the free flow of information and media pluralism on the Internet are
crucial topics that need to be discussed in the
framework of freedom of expression in Turkey.8 According to Law No. 5651, which was
passed in 2007 and mentioned at the beginning of this article, the provider is responsible
for the location, access and the content of the
news presented online, while the locator is
not required to have control over the content
whether an unlawful activity is taking place
by content providers. The definition of criminal activities were quoted from the Law 5237,
and include the sexual abuse of children (Article 103), encouraging the reader to suicidal
activity (Article 84), facilitating the use of narcotic or stimulant substances (Article 190), obscenity (Article 226), prostitution (Article 227),
providing a platform for gambling activities
(Article 228), and supplying dangerous substances imperiling health (Article 194).9
The enactment of this law followed concerns

for the availability of offensive videos involving the founder of the Turkish Republic Mustafa Kemal Atatürk on YouTube, combined
with increasing concerns about the availability of child pornography, obscene, and Satanist
content on the Internet, and websites which
provide information about suicide, or about illegal substances deemed harmful or inappropriate for children.10 The Telecommunications
Communication Presidency (TIB) was chosen
as the organization responsible for executing
blocking orders issued by the courts, and has
been given authority to issue administrative
blocking orders with regard to certain Internet
content hosted in Turkey. Article 8 of this Law
authorizes blocking access to certain websites
if there is even an “adequate suspicion” that
any of the following eight offences are committed: encouraging suicide, sexual exploitation or abuse of children, facilitating the use of
narcotics, supply of unhealthy substances, obscenity, online betting; or anti-Atatürk crimes.
Law No. 5651 is widely used for the mass
blocking of websites and in its current form
it not only limits freedom of expression, but
severely restricts the citizens’ right to access
information. In January 2010, an OSCE report
on Internet censorship documented that 3,700
Internet websites were blocked in Turkey. As
of July 2011, that number was estimated to be
around 15,000.11 Certain leftist and pro-Kurdish news websites are consistently blocked,
especially those dealing with southeastern
Turkey, home to most of the country’s Kurd-

8
The OSCE Report on Freedom of the Media
on Turkey and Internet Censorship by Prof. Yaman
Akdeniz, discusses the Internet Law No: 5651 and
offers recommendations on how to bring the law
in line with international standards protecting
freedom of expression: http://www.scribd.com/
doc/25109297/Turkey-Internet-Censorship-andfreedom-of-Media-OSCE
9
ibid.

10
See http://www.scribd.com/doc/25109297/
Turkey-Internet-Censorship-and-freedom-ofMedia-OSCE
11
According to engelliweb.com, some
18,278 Internet websites are currently inaccessible
either as the result of a court decision or at the
initiative of the TIB. (accessed on April 24, 2012)

The Internet Law is Raising Concern
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ish population.12 The Law No. 5651 may have
serious repercussions for a number of fundamental rights protected under the Turkish
Constitution and international human rights
laws. The blocking policy undoubtedly has a
very strong impact on freedom of expression,
which is one of the founding principles of democracy and is a violation of Article 10 of the
ECHR. Based on legal and procedural deficiencies, the Law No. 5651 should be brought
in line with international standards on freedom of expression, or otherwise be abolished.
In Times of Tragedies: Social Media to the
Rescue
Despite the restrictive legal environment, the
Turkish blogosphere is still extremely vibrant while the majority of civil society groups
maintain an online presence,
and social-networking sites such
as Facebook, FriendFeed, and
especially the micro-blogging
platform Twitter, are used for a
variety of functions, including
political campaigns, protests,
and digital activism.13
Facebook has also been widely
used to organize social and political protests. A few of the most
noteworthy groups succeeded in
mobilizing thousands of people
on the first anniversary of the
12
Yaman Akdeniz, Report of the OSCE
Representative on Freedom of the Media on Turkey
and Internet Censorship (Vienna: OSCE, January
2010),
http://www.osce.org/documents/
rfm/2010/01/42294_en.pdf

13

Freedom House Turkey Report, Freedom
on the Net 2011: http://www.freedomhouse.org/
images/File/FotN/Turkey2011.pdf
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murder of Hrant Dink, a prominent TurkishArmenian journalist and editor-in-chief of
the newspaper Agos, who was gunned down
in broad daylight in front of his office on 19
January 2007. His murder triggered protests
against ultranationalists, and every subsequent year on the anniversary of his death
there have been demonstrations in Ankara
and Istanbul to honor Mr. Dink and demand
justice. These groups are primarily mobilized
through events created on Facebook.
Online activism does not usually get full coverage in the mainstream media. The coverage
these cases do receive tends to focus on the
consequences of the activities rather than the
mobilizing role of social media. The frequency
of such forms of mobilization is increasing

Fig. 6

among the young population, since mainstream media often look the other way when
it comes to controversial and oppositional
subjects. The power of organization on Twitter was widely recognized during the rescue
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Fig. 7

efforts after a devastating earthquake in Van, a
city in Southeastern Anatolia in October 2011.
Social media played a major role in locating
victims under the rubble, organizing aid campaigns, and pressuring both delivery companies to send aid packages free of charge and
telecommunication companies to improve
their signals in the area. A journalist, Ahmet

He used “Evim Evindir” (“My home is your
home”) – as a Twitter
hashtag (Fig. 6). The
campaign’s success was
such that the Istanbul
governor’s office set up
a 24-hour hotline where
people could apply both
to stay in guests’ houses
or sublet their own flats.
Hashtags like #van,
#deprem (“earthquake”
in Turkish) trended instantly, and were tweeted hundreds of times per second as people
shared information on how to help and what
to donate. Groups such as the Red Crescent
(the Turkish equivalent of the Red Cross) and
AKUT, a search-and-rescue organization, enabled one-click SMS donation services. Even
the popular pop star, Rihanna, started an

Fig. 8

Tezcan, tweeted to his 22,000 Twitter followers that those willing to offer accommodation
to quake victims could send him an email.
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awareness campaign by tweeting to her millions of followers around the globe by using
the #Pray4Turkey hashtag (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 9: AKUT, the rescue organization, tweeted updated information about the survivors and located
victims

As a result, the impact of social media is still
to be fully seen, but so far it appears to have
given citizens new opportunities for digital
activism and political participation despite the
concerning legal restrictions on the Internet in
Turkey.
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New Media and Politics in Bulgaria:
Outcome Postponed
by Orlin Spassov, Sofia University

T

o better understand the relationship between the internet and politics in Bulgaria,
we have to start by noting that there are two
main trends in collective action today, which
are often in conflict.
The first trend is associated with a decline in
social engagement at many levels. After the
end of socialism, the collectivist mindset was
quickly stigmatized and loudly condemned
as the new values associated with individualism and the market captured politics and
the imagination of most Bulgarians. An ideology of the ‘every-man-for-himself’ type became dominant and largely undermined possibilities for a more collective type of action,
especially at the higher levels of social solidarity. This new pragmatic, market-centred
ideology encouraged more consumerist than
civic-minded behaviours.1 Against this background, internet use itself (in 2012, by about
57% of the population in Bulgaria2) has long
since stopped being a self-evident sign of belonging to civil society. Even the most active
internet users are often socially and civically
disengaged and passive, preferring to use the
new media for other purposes.
The second, opposite, trend is associated with
numerous examples of growing activism in
cyberspace. This is an attempt to reduce the
alienating effects of market individualism, and
1
This problem is discussed extensively in
Ditchev, Ivaylo and Spassov, Orlin (eds.), Novite
mladi i novite medii (New Young People and New
Media). Open Society Institute, Sofia, 2009.
2
See Institute of Social Surveys and
Marketing MBMD, ‘Situatsiyata na mediyniya
pazar v nachaloto na 2012 g. – presa, televiziya,
internet’ (‘State of the [Bulgarian] Media Market at
the Beginning of 2012: Press, Television, Internet’),
http://www.mbmd.net/ (accessed 21 May 2012).
According to this survey, 90% of the Bulgarians
who have internet access use it every day or at least
two or three times a week.
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hence, some effects of globalization related to
the excessive fragmentation of society. To a
large extent, such practices are also a response
to the weakening of the State and of political parties, which are increasingly abdicating
many of their traditional social duties and
responsibilities and shifting them onto civil
society.3 The motives for this activism may
be very different or even opposite. For convenience, we may distinguish two main types of
mobilizations that widely use online tools to
achieve their ends. The first type involves mobilizations around nationalist causes, while
the second is pro-active and it is realized in
the practice of various environmental protection movements, internet freedom activists,
and the like.
Between Nationalism and Defence of the
Internet
There is a clear consolidation based on rising
nationalism, xenophobia and inter-ethnic confrontation. Here mobilizations have led to the
growing stratification of Bulgarian society and
declining communication between the separate ‘diverging’ groups. Such mobilizations
usually seek to keep and defend a particular
status quo. People mobilize because they feel
that some aspect of their unique identity (related to their origins, language, territory, and
so on) is under threat.4 Thus, for example, the
3
For detailed analyses of this process, see
Ditchev, Ivaylo and Spassov, Orlin (eds.), Novi medii
– novi mobilizatsii (New Media, New Mobilizations).
Open Society Institute, Sofia, 2011.
4
For an analysis of contemporary
nationalist discourse in cyberspace and its role
in forming a collective identity in Bulgaria, see
Mineva, Milla, ‘Kolko e vazhno da badesh poroben’
(‘The Importance of Being Enslaved’), Seminar_BG,
No. 7 (2012), http://www.seminar-bg.eu/spisanie-
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dense network of interlinked nationalist and
patriotic websites in Bulgaria played an important role in inciting anti-Roma sentiments
and riots in 2011 after inter-ethnic clashes in
the village of Katunitsa caused the death of
two young men.5 These protests spilled over
to Facebook, which proved to be a suitable environment for organizing actions calling for
violence and disseminating instructions for
the preparation of Molotov cocktails meant to
be used in the anti-Roma demonstrations. It
is telling that the traditional Bulgarian media
remained much more moderate in their coverage of the conflicts around Katunitsa than
the internet environment, which is incomparably more susceptible to radicalization and
in which there are no effective mechanisms of
self-regulation in cases of hate speech and calls
for violence.

Fig. 1: September 2011: Online-organized protests over the
events in the village of Katunitsa
Source: http://www.vesti.bg/?tid=20&oid=12300&gal
id=58612

seminar-bg/broy7-kiberfolk/item/349-колко-еважно-да-бъдеш-поробен.html (accessed 24 May
2012).
5
For an analysis of the roots of the conflict
in Katunitsa and of its development in 2011, see
Kirilov, Svetlozar, ‘Edin sotsiolog v Katunitsa –
kakvo budi etnicheski chudovishta’ (A Sociologist
in Katunitsa: What Rouses Ethnic Monsters’),
e-vestnik.bg, 4 October 2011, http://e-vestnik.
bg/12777 (accessed 19 May 2012).
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At the same time, there are mobilizations
whose energy is directed at finding possibilities for social change. Here activism is based
on more innovative approaches towards problems. The existence of conflicts is not an obstacle for negotiation with opponents and does
not lead to the hardening of the divides between communities. The pressure is focused
on institutions taking decisions that have undesired consequences – in the spheres of the
environment, protection of animals, internet
freedoms, and so on. It is hardly a coincidence
that one of the most successful mobilizations
in Bulgaria in recent years was in February
2012, when several thousand people took
to the streets in Sofia to protest against the
ratification of the Anti-Counterfeiting Trade
Agreement (ACTA) by the Bulgarian government after organizing on Facebook. This
controversial agreement was met with resistance because users feared it threatens to limit
and criminalize access to free online content.
Bulgaria launched an ACTA ratification procedure (parallel with another 22 EU member
countries) but, following massive street and
online protests, Economy, Energy and Tourism Minister Traicho Traikov announced that
‘Bulgaria won’t take any action with regard
to implementing ACTA, including ratification, until there is a unified position of all EU
member-states.’6

6
See ‘Traicho Traikov: Vinata za
podpisvaneto na ACTA e moya, da sam chel
po-dobre’ (‘Traicho Traikov: Blame for Signing
ACTA Is Mine, I Should’ve Read Better’, dnevnik.
bg, 14 February 2012, http://www.dnevnik.bg/
tehnologii/2012/02/14/1766155_traicho_traikov_
v i n a t a _ z a _ p o d p i s va n e t o _ n a _ a s t a _ e _ m o i a /
(accessed 19 May 2012).
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Fig. 2: February 2012: Thousands protest against ACTA
Source: http://bnt.bg/bg/news/view/69879/hiljadi_na_protest_sreshtu_akta_u_nas

Today both types of mobilization in Bulgaria
are equally strong and have well-developed
and influential channels of their own. The
communication networks of the internet and
of mobile phones are at the core of a significant change in the way protests, demonstrations, pressure groups are organized but also
– ever more often – in the election campaigns
of political parties. The important question is
to what extent those new communication networks have the potential not only to transmit
information but also to influence the character
of the different campaigns.
An Overview of the 2009 and 2011 Election
Campaigns
Against the background of the rise of citizen
activism on specific issues and cases such as
those noted above, political parties in Bulgaria
remain – despite their questionable reputation
in recent years – of key importance in channeling relations between the state and society.
They are not indifferent to citizen mobilizations and increasingly identify with them. A
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number of politicians from leading and more
marginal parties have set up personal profiles
on social networking sites. Moreover, more
and more parties are eager to present their
own policies as a continuation of activities
launched by civil society. Thus, for example,
Members of Parliament from ideologically
opposite parties like the right-wing Union of
Democratic Forces (SDS) and the left-wing
Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP), as well as politicians from the centrist National Movement
for Stability and Progress (NDSV), joined the
civic protests that were organized in 2010
under the motto ‘Bulgaria Isn’t Big Brother!
2010 Isn’t 1984!’ by the Electronic Frontier
non-governmental organization in connection
with planned amendments to the Electronic
Communications Act. The amendments in
question provided for the introduction of an
‘interface’ granting the Interior Ministry direct
access to citizens’ personal data. These protests were also supported by the The Greens
(Zelenite) party and the United People’s Party
(ENP). For their part, the 2012 public protests
against ACTA were widely supported by most
parties and by all Bulgarian Members of European Parliament. As a rule parties that use
the web more actively in their campaigns are
more inclined to support causes related to internet freedom. Political parties are learning
from the experience of citizen movements and
adjusting it to their practices in order to survive in the context of competition from political ideas coming from outside their own perimeter of action.
Political parties in Bulgaria already have comparatively long experience in using the internet both in election campaigns and in their
day-to-day work. Here I will look more specifically at political party mobilization online
during the last two campaigns: the elections
for the European Parliament and for the Bul-
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garian National
Parties‘ online
Party
Votes in
Gain/loss as
Assembly
in
7
activity in the
2009 (%)
compared to 2005
2009, and the
2009 elections
elections (%)
elections
for
medium
president and
GERB
+39.72
39.72
for local govCoalition for
high
17.70
-13.25
ernment
in
Bulgaria
2011.
low
14.45
+1.64
DPS8
The main parties that took
+1.22
Ataka
9.36
low
part in the elections can be
6.76
-7.36
Blue Coalition
high
provisionally
medium
4.13
+4.13
RZS9
divided
into
two
groups:
3.02
high
-16.86
NDSV
parties
for
Table 1. Source: http://rezultati.cik2009.bg/results.
which
campaigning online
was a priority,
and parties for which this activity was relegatmentary elections and its relation to parties’
ed to the background. Is there a connection,
online activity in 2009 (see Table 1).9
then, between the character of campaigns on
At first sight, those results appear to be somethe internet and election outcomes? Is an inwhat inconsistent. A closer look, however, entense online campaign associated with a better
ables one to see their inner logic. In the case of
performance in elections?
average intensity of the online campaign and
An overview of the results of the 2009 parliaan absent focus on its interactive character,
mentary elections allows one to draw several
what was actually reproduced on the internet
conclusions.7 First, the average activity of powas the model of using traditional media. This
litical parties online coincides in all cases with
is exactly what a party like Citizens for Europegood election results. Second, high party activan Development of Bulgaria (GERB, the party
ity on the internet tends to be correlated with
that won the 2009 elections) did: it entered the
serious problems in parties’ performance in
web as just another channel for disseminating
elections and is more rarely accompanied by
information. It merely ‘uploaded’ content that
certain successes.8 Third, low online activity
was already available in other media. Thus,
is associated both with certain losses and with
without particular enthusiasm and without
certain benefits. Here is a comparison in parrunning risks, its campaign was merely exties’ performance in the 2005 and 2009 parliatended online in order to reach out to people
who were turning away from traditional me7
In Bulgaria the threshold for entry into
dia. The internet was treated pragmatically as
parliament is 4% of the votes cast.
an ‘old’ media, it was ‘normalized’ and banal8
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Movement for Rights and Freedoms.

9

Order, Law and Justice party.
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ized as a communication channel. That is also
why no efforts were made to use online social
tools. In combination with other factors such
as the high popularity of the party’s key figures in the traditional media environment and
in society, this model at least did not prevent
success. It was in harmony with the overall
conservative logic of this type of campaign
and brought GERB victory even the first time
the party ran for parliament.10
The fact that high online activity tended to
entail loss in the elections merits more serious consideration. Of course, online activity
in itself did not cause the bad results. What is
noteworthy is that even the wider use of social tools in election campaigns did not have
a direct effect on the election outcomes which
remained dependent mainly on factors outside the internet. Whatever the parties did on
the web, those actions cannot be associated
with success or with particular minimization
of losses.
The natural conclusion that comes to mind after everything noted above is that online campaigns in themselves still cannot be decisive
in any important way in elections in Bulgaria.
Still, such a conclusion would be too hasty and
too limited. It is simply that the actions are not
always directly related to the outcomes and
therefore cannot be understood through the
latter.11 This, however, is not to say that parties
do not benefit from online campaigns. These
benefits are not direct and they are governed,
10

The GERB party was founded in 2006.

11
In some cases – especially in those of
newly established and less popular parties – the lack
of sufficient financial resources is in itself a motive
for higher online activity in election campaigns. In
the 2009 elections, for example, Zelenite conducted
their campaign almost entirely online. Despite
their online popularity, Zelenite did not succeed in
winning seats in parliament.
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as we will see below, by another logic. But
first, a comparison with the efficiency of the
parallel campaign in traditional media would
be very revealing. The analysis of available
data12 clearly shows that better financing of
traditional campaigns in itself does not guarantee electoral success either. Despite the high
amount of funds invested in political advertising and campaigning on television, radio and
the press, parties like the BSP, the Blue Coalition or NDSV suffered serious losses. However, with significantly less financing GERB won
both elections in 2009, while the Ataka party
performed comparatively well.
During the next election campaign, in 2011,
those asymmetries became even stronger.
There were also significant changes in the way
Bulgarian politicians used cyberspace for the
purposes of elections. If in 2009 approximately thirty politicians kept up blogs (albeit on a
campaign basis), during the next elections in
2011 the blogger politicians were only about
a dozen and updated their blogs much more
rarely. Conversely, the number of politicians
using Twitter almost doubled.13 This migration, however, was more a trendy gesture
meant to demonstrate social-media savviness
than a truly beneficial practice. The popularity
of Facebook also grew, especially among the
presidential candidates. But the discrepancy
between online support and the final results
12
National Audit Office of the Republic of
Bulgaria. Godishni finansovi otcheti na politicheski
partii za 2009 g. (Annual Financial Reports of
Political Parties for 2009). See: http://www.bulnao.
government.bg/index.php?p=2400 (accessed 21
April 2012).
13
Kirova, Marina (2012): ‘How Politicians
and Citizens Failed to Meet on the Web in 2011’,
In: Less Freedom, More Conflicts: 2011 Bulgarian
Media Monitoring, Foundation Media Democracy,
Sofia. See http://www.fmd.bg/?p=6513 (accessed 27
April 2012).
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remained symptomatic. The ‘winner’ on Facebook, Svetoslav Vitkov,
won 15 000 votes in support of his
candidacy online but came in a very
poor eighth in the real-life elections.
The second most popular candidate
on Facebook, Meglena Kuneva, who
had more than 12 000 Facebook fans,
finished third in the elections. A candidate with significantly less support
on Facebook, Rosen Plevneliev (some
4000 fans), won the presidential elections, while the candidate with the
least online support, Ivaylo Kalfin,
Fig. 3: The leader of Bulgaria’s right-wing party Union of Democratic Forces
Martin Dimitrov in discussion with influential bloggers, October 2011
who had just 2000 Facebook fans, came
Source: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GdDRV9pB9WI
in second in the presidential race after
running in the second round against
not particularly convincing forms of political
Plevneliev.14
party presence on the internet, the online poDespite the activities of the individual presilitical activity of citizens increased during the
dential candidates on Facebook, the party that
2011 election campaign. Whereas the number
won both the presidential and local governof blogger politicians fell sharply, the numment elections in 2011, GERB, refused to use
ber and influence of citizen blogs devoted to
Facebook, claiming that ‘this isn’t Obama’s
15
politics grew. As some analysts note, ‘Bulgarcampaign, the reality here is very different’.
ian politicians changed their tactic – instead
Instead, GERB launched its own interactive
of seeking to influence the public through
election campaign website which, however,
their own blogs, they now sought to influence
was more like a news feed about its campaign
bloggers’.16 Many Bulgarian politicians began
and did not win wide popularity.
to woo bloggers and to organize meetings
Against the background of those, on the whole
with them. Even the newly elected president
14
Alexandrova, Eli (2012): ‘Facebook 2011:
in 2011, Rosen Plevneliev, found time in his
Elections in Troubled Times’, In: Less Freedom,
campaign schedule to meet with prominent
More Conflicts: 2011 Bulgarian Media Monitoring,
citizen bloggers. The interest of traditional
Foundation Media Democracy, Sofia. See http://
media in the activities of bloggers also grew.
www.fmd.bg/?p=6510 (accessed 17 April 2012).
Bloggers began to be invited much more fre15
Elen Gerdzhikov: Nyama da e Borisov.
quently to comment in the media on various
Obshtinskiyat savetnik ot GERB pred Vesti.bg
za novata sotsialna mrezha, koyato GERB pusna
issues related to the campaign.17
v predizbornata kamaniya (Elen Gerdzhikov: It
This growing weight of political activism nevWon’t Be Borisov. The Municipal Councillor from
ertheless remained quite relative and limited.
GERB talks to Vesti.bg about the new social network
released by GERB in the election campaign) (19
August 2011). See: http://www.vesti.bg/index.
phtml?tid=40&oid=4048811 (accessed 11 May 2012).
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16

Kirova, Marina (2012), Ibid.

17

Kirova, Marina (2012), Ibid.
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It was also limited in terms of the actual character of the content posted on social media.
In most cases it was not the ‘original product’
of online activists. This was especially evident on the most popular video sites in Bulgaria, Vbox7 and YouTube, where ‘most of
the videos on politics […] were downloaded
from traditional media. These were also the
most-viewed videos. The majority contain full
news and current affairs programs, parts of
satirical shows, or stories from newscasts’.18
Much fewer videos were user-generated and
most of them were made by remixing different fragments of content borrowed from the
traditional media (especially from television).
Thus, it was less the type and character of the
produced content than the very participation
online that often proved to be the more significant gesture of political activism on the web.
The Internet as a Democratic Façade
Political party mobilizations during the 2009
and 2011 election campaigns in Bulgaria show
that in practice there is no guaranteed direct
connection between campaign spending (online and offline) and election outcomes.19 This,
of course, is entirely logical. Otherwise elections would simply be won by the party that
spends the most on campaigning and would
be completely predictable (as is the dream of
all parties that are capable of mobilizing large
18
Rone, Julia (2012): ‘Videopolitics: My
Family and Other Animals’, In: Less Freedom,
More Conflicts: 2011 Bulgarian Media Monitoring,
Foundation Media Democracy, Sofia. See http://
www.fmd.bg/?p=6518 (accessed 17 April 2012).
19
For political parties’ expenditures in the
2009 election campaign, see Audit Report of the
National Audit Office, www.bulnao.government.
bg/files/_en/Doklad-izbori-2010-redak-1.doc
(accessed 17 April 2012).
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financial resources in election campaigns).
Elections, however, certainly cannot always
be ‘bought’ in this direct way, as noted above.
What is more interesting is that the losers
(those who performed poorly and/or won
fewer votes than in previous elections) were
above all parties that relied more on online
presence and that were, at the same time,
more inclined to spend more on their traditional campaigns.
The reasons for this are different: they are related to the actual policies of the parties and
to multiple other factors, of which one is especially important. Contemporary politics is
strongly mediatized and the actual period of
electoral mobilization is becoming less and
less decisive for the outcome of elections (to
some extent, with the exception of presidential elections where people tend to vote for individuals rather than for political parties). It is
becoming increasingly important how parties
are represented in the news in the long term.20
Considering the uncertain efficiency both of
online and offline campaigns, the question
arises as to how useful they really are. Although they do not directly determine election
outcomes, they remain necessary of course.
Conducted in the traditional media, they reenact the important political ritual confirming
the possibilities for free election and change
of government offered by democracy as one
20
For the ways in which PR-ized politics
requires maintaining permanent campaigns, see,
e.g., Selnow, Gary W., High-Tech Campaigns.
Computer Technology in Political Campaigns.
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1994; for an analysis of
this phenomenon in Bulgarian political and media
practice, see Spassov, Orlin, ‘Media and Politics:
The Decline of the Fourth Estate?’, in Lozanov,
Georgi and Spassov, Orlin (eds.) Media and
Politics, Foundation Media Democracy and Konrad
Adenauer Stiftung, Sofia, 2011.
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of its fundamental values. This, in fact, is the
central message of classic election campaigns.
Online election campaigns largely follow this
logic when the web is used in a routine way as
a traditional channel, as is most often the case
in Bulgaria. In principle, though, in the new
communication environment people expect
something more than to see banners advertising one political party or another on websites.
The advantage of online campaigns lies in the
possibilities for interactive communication
with the public. This is a fundamental difference. Instead of confirming the status quo, political communication on the internet has the
potential to reframe basic consensuses in dialogue with voters. Their opinion can influence
policy-making much more directly. The very
fact that there are such possibilities is forcing
even parties which, for various reasons, are
not interested in online action, to maintain a
presence on the internet. Otherwise they risk
looking insufficiently democratic. That is why
in Bulgaria online election campaigns are often façade-like.
Against this background, the relationship between the internet and politics still remains
insufficiently developed. The possibilities
for mobilizing less politicized groups by using online tools turn out to be comparatively
limited. There is a danger that political party
activities on the internet may remain purely
ostentatious. They are often limited to the traditional needs of political marketing, instead
of being used effectively for a productive dialogue with voters on key issues on the agenda
of Bulgarian society. That is why the loudly
hailed changes in the new communication environment are not infrequently purely cosmetic. It is not enough for politicians and citizens
to master the means of communication on the
web. What is necessary is above all a change
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in politics itself: in synchrony with the social
and cultural changes in internet use in society.
This practically means abandoning the often
pompous and virtually meaningless slogans
about the benefits of the internet to democracy
and taking practical daily actions to improve
political communication with citizens.
Online politics can give a strong impetus to
the development of the democratic public
sphere and it can initiate social change. Over
time, a significant resource for the solution
of many problems has accumulated on the
internet. Suffice it to mention the vast possibilities for mutual help of online community
members thanks to the gradual accumulation
of digital archives offering advice and discussions on various activities (from child-rearing
to job search to exchange of information about
participation in charity works). The very fact
that networks are becoming the main channels for interacting in communities is reshaping the social and power geometry of communication. Today the horizontal and networked
channels in cyberspace are gradually becoming emancipated from the traditional, vertically structured and monological forms of
communication in society. However, the democratic discourse can also be subverted on the
internet. In cyberspace there are different radical groups that attack democratic values and
norms. The internet is a battleground of these
different policies – democratic and anti-democratic. That is why the possibilities of new media for forming proactive citizens should not
be taken for granted. Those possibilities need
to be cultivated and defended in the conditions of political, social, and cultural conflicts
that are constantly reproduced online.
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Protests Without Civic Engagement?
The effects of the application of new communication means in the course of political
and citizen mobilizations are hard to assess
unambiguously. There are both success stories and disheartening examples. The social
uses of the web depend on many factors. In
some countries, the specific context creates a
very different perspective in their use. Often
the resistance forces in cyberspace are simply
not sufficient to counter the symbolic assertion
of the status quo done through the traditional
media and especially through television. That
is also why the question of whether the internet is truly giving rise to new politics and a
new type of civil society often remains, for the
time being, without a clear answer and depends on the specific national context.
This problem is associated with the prevailing
ways of use of the new media. Networked resistances are merely a drop in the ocean among
virtually countless other reasons for using the
internet. This also holds for the densely populated social websites. In the last few years their
main denizens in Bulgaria, young people, have
had very little interest in politics. Pay-free network services are used mainly for fun. However, protest culture is increasingly weakened
by its massive integration into mainstream
culture. Iconic images such as the one of Che
Guevara, blue-collar aesthetics and rebellious
styles of behavior, dissent expressed through
graffiti, and so on – today all this has been refashioned into a trendy lifestyle and is on sale
in shopping malls, cinemas and bookstores.
Thus, protest and social activism are no longer interlinked by default. ‘Dissent’ is simply
the successive trendy label. It is no coincidence
that many subcultures no longer conceive of
their identity through genuine protest. The
desire to be alternative itself is in danger of be-
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coming devoid of meaning because of trendy
phenomena such as hating but also because
of its over-exposition in various musical, film
and literary genres and advertising. Being alternative is becoming a main requirement in
youth behaviors, wider consumer practices
and lifestyle. That is why protest and the desire to be alternative today can easily be conceived of without any direct connection to civic engagement. They can simply be consumed
It is no coincidence that in 2011 and 2012 the
Occupy Bulgaria initiative, the local version
of the globally popular Occupy Wall Street
movement, succeeded in mobilizing only a
handful of supporters in street protests. The
wider support was and remains only symbolic
and ‘confined’ to the internet (in March 2012,
the Occupy Bulgaria page on Facebook had
some 11 000 supporters). Whereas the Bulgarian protests against ACTA in 2012 were ultimately motivated to a large extent by the pragmatic interest in guaranteeing access to free
content on the internet in the future too, the
Occupy ideology remains something too foreign, too anti-capitalist, too anti-establishment
and too radically leftist to win wider support.
Moreover, the attempts to ‘privatize’ the Bulgarian version of the Occupy movement for
the needs of specific political interests were
not late in coming either. As an investigation
conducted by Elena Kodinova shows, the people behind the movement refuse ‘to appear
with their faces and life-stories’ in public and
prefer to advertise on their website protests
of other organizations that have dubious political goals and reputations, thus redirecting
Occupy’s popularity and energy in a direction
that is convenient for them.21
21
See Elena Kodinova’s analysis, ‘Kak se
pravi prevrat v grazhdanskoto obshestvo’ (‘How
to Conduct a Coup in Civil Society’), Sega, (26
March
2012):
http://www.segabg.com/article.
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Fig. 4: Occupy BulgariaSource: the Facebook page
of Occupy Bulgaria22

Fig. 5: Global Demonstration / Millions in the
streets for true democracy / We are the 99%.Source: the Facebook page of Occupy Sofia24

At the end of the day, constant ambiguity is
the main characteristic of the possibilities offered by the new media. Both resistance and
conformism are welcome in them, as are both
social change and neo-Nazism. That is also
why it is impossible to assess online mobilizations only in terms of technological innovations related to the improvement of computer
networks, to Facebook, Twitter or to development of the possibilities of mobile phones.22
As Manuel Castells warns, without the necessary changes in the relationship between the
centers of power and engaged citizens, ‘online politics could push the individualization
of politics, and of society, to a point where
integration, consensus, and institution building would become dangerously difficult to

achieve.’23 At the same time, the main asset of
the new environment – decentralized communication – offers great opportunities for growing citizen activism. A whole parallel media
universe is emerging, where people can occupy a central position. This possibility must
also be won socially, though.24

php?id=594634 (accessed 11 May 2012).
22
Source: http://www.facebook.com/
OccupyBulgaria#!/photo.php?fbid=22657083409053
4&set=a.177869368960681.46681.177869222294029&
type=3&theater (accessed 9 April 2012)
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