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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to conceptualize the idea of a “digital civil society”. During the 
latest half-century, technological developments in the areas of information and 
communication have been increasingly ingrained in everyday-life of many people. Not 
surprisingly, politics have also been affected by these developments. The concept of a global 
civil society is getting increasingly fashionable, and it is my belief that this global civil 
society in many ways is related to the technological developments manifested in the digital 
revolution. From this point of departure, it is my intent to depict the idea of a digital civil 
society within a conceptual framework substantiated by a number of cases of collective action 
where the use of information and communication technologies (ICT) has been instrumental. 
By doing this, my intention is to see if, and how, the ICT revolution is altering civil society 
organization, mobilization, advocacy and action. 

The essay has five parts. First, there is a brief introduction of the subject where the main 
research issues are put forward. The second part describes the methodology and defines the 
central concepts; global civil society, globalization and the ICT revolution. This framework, 
elaborated more thoroughly in part three, will serve as both goal and means for the research 
as it constitutes the research method as well as a potential basis for further research in the 
area. In part four, a number of cases of civil society collective action are portrayed and 
analyzed in connection to the conceptual framework. In some of these cases, ICT is used as a 
way to support and supplement more traditional “offline” collective action whereas in the 
second part of this chapter, cases of more pure “online action” are described. With the 
features and characteristics of these case studies in mind, the aim is to identify tendencies 
supporting the idea of a possibly emerging digital civil society. In the last chapter, there is a 
discussion concerning the potential characteristics and outcomes of such a digital civil 
society. I also present a model describing the logic of the conceptual framework and the 
processes and concepts which are central to this study.

My conclusions are meant to create an environment conducive to further research on the 
subjects I have studied. First, it appears as if the logic of “networking” as power structure 
within civil society is favourable for organization, participation, communication, mobilization 
and action. As such, the networked, dynamic and horizontal character of the Internet seems to 
influence the organizational character of many civil society entities. Secondly, the Internet’s 
ability to allow for many-to-many communication seems to contribute to a broader and more 
inclusive way to debate issues of all kinds. Thirdly, ICT in some ways appears to 
“individualize” collective action, a development possibly related to the individual and 
isolating character of Internet use itself and the relative anonymity which can be enjoyed 
online. In sum, these findings suggest that the idea of a digital civil society broadens the base 
of collective action and, to some extent, reduces the costs of participation.  

Key words: Internet, Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), civil society, 
collective action, social movements, globalization
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1. Introduction

Civil society is moving online. All over the world, social movements, organizations and 
individuals are seizing the potential of modern Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT) in order to facilitate transnational information exchange, communication, fundraising 
and mobilization. Aided by new technologies, they can on a global scale influence political 
and economic powers, realize innovative ideas, encourage participation and shape public 
opinion1. This can be illustrated in the powerful transnational advocacy networks that civil 
society agents create, motivated by both need and opportunity in a globalizing world. 
Undoubtedly, the emergence of the Internet and related technologies can provide a key 
opportunity for enhancing these networks and, with the advantages of rapid transnational 
communication and dissemination of information, transform and renovate civil society.2 But 
in which direction is this transformation heading? 

The alleged growth of a global civil society is coinciding with the “ICT revolution”, or the 
“digital revolution”. I want to examine these two phenomena and see if they can possibly
merge into some kind of a “digital civil society”, connecting the streets and the web. In order 
to do this, I will study how social movements and other civil society groups and individuals 
are being linked together by the ICT revolution in the creation of networks for collective 
action around shared interests and values. These networks, as part of a global civil society are 
in essence untouched by geographical restrictions and can now, albeit dependent on 
infrastructure and the inclination of people to participate, include a greater number of people 
than has ever before been imaginable. My idea of a digital civil society is as a sphere 
consisting of a “network of networks” which individuals, groups, organizations and 
movements can utilize as an arena and a tool for communication, information exchange and 
collective action in the information age. Information is knowledge and knowledge is power. 
Therefore the focus on ICT as a means for obtaining power and changing prevailing power 
structures acts as a good point of departure. This does not mean that I see civil society action 
on the Internet as an isolated phenomenon in a “closed world” but as related to the world of 
human activity, motivations, needs and interests in which offline and online activities are 
created and pursued. Consequently, by studying digital civil society as a part of a global civil 
society, my attention is directed to the specific courses of action within global civil society 
which are characterized by the intrinsic use of information and communication technologies
in order to change prevailing power structures.

Global civil society can be understood as a social construction, rooted in the need for 
communication and information exchange around shared interests and values. After having 
studied literature on the subject3 it is also my belief that the Internet and its predecessors
should not only be seen as a series of technological advances but also as socially constructed 
media stemming from the need for interaction and communication between people and 
groups. These similarities, among others which I will return to, embodied in the power of 
knowledge, information and communication, illustrate a distinct yet complex inter-
connectedness between the two phenomena.

The use of ICT is said to have contributed to the strengthening of civil society by giving 
the weak a voice, facilitating mobilization of the powerless and broadening the compilation of 
collective action into the digital realm.4 ICT enthusiasts claim that the Internet might be a 
perfect tool for the facilitation of informal connectivity and horizontal structure within and 

                                                
1 Warkentin, 2001: p. 36
2 Clark, 2006: p. 50
3 See for example Warkentin’s ’Reshaping World Politics’, 2001
4 Chu, 2005: p. 849
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between civil society organizations as leaders and members of such organizations can use e-
mail, listservs, forums and other services to communicate directly at all levels, helping to 
democratize the organizations. The inexpensiveness of the Internet is also often mentioned as 
one of the greatest benefits as even the smallest of organizations can take advantage of this 
and mobilize resources all over the world. Some even go so far as to suggest that civil society 
movements can be created completely through the medium of the Internet.5 Although the
Internet’s full potential has probably not yet been fully realized it is demonstrating its ability 
to accommodate many voices and facilitate communication over all kinds of boundaries.6

Globalization, an ambiguous and multifaceted phenomenon, will, not surprisingly, play a 
central role in this study. It is my intention to relate to the process(es) of globalization by 
incorporating the ideas of “globalization-from-above” and “globalization-from-below” in my 
conceptual framework. This dialectical approach to globalization will hopefully give some 
dynamics to the framework, though my main focus will be on the “globalization-from-below” 
process, a concept sometimes more or less equated to the idea of a global civil society. Trying 
to construct a framework in order to conceptualize the idea of a digital civil society, I will 
study the use of information and communication technology by social movements, with a 
focus on collective action in the information age. By doing this, it may be possible to identify 
tendencies showing if and how ICT is altering the landscape of political discourse and 
advocacy connected to the idea of a digital civil society. 

While embracing the vast possibilities of a global digital civil society we cannot ignore 
the potential risks of such an undertaking. At this point in history, commonly referred to as 
“the information age”, the possible emergence of a digital civil society is probably still in its 
early stages, making it all the more relevant to analyze potential benefits and risks
accompanying future development in the area. The risks and obstacles connected to the 
growth of a digital civil society are as many and diverse as the potential benefits; they are 
technical and infrastructural, psychological and moral, they include social, political, economic 
and cultural factors as well as questions concerning obscured identity and weakened social 
bonds. Although anonymity on the Internet may have some intrinsic value, some say it tends 
to reduce the level of mutual trust and produce weaker social ties.7 On the other hand Internet, 
through its easy access to information and communication, may hold the potential for creating
social ties that could previously never even have come into existence. A great importance lies 
in identifying both risks and benefits in order to make ICT a tool as well as a global arena for 
participation, characterized by good governance, equity and inclusiveness. 

1.1 Objective

The purpose of this research is to conceptualize the idea of a possibly emerging “digital civil 
society”. As we may be in the advent of such a process it is of great importance for policy 
makers, legislators, civil society organizations, researchers and civil society actors to be aware 
of what might lay ahead in order to take advantage of the development at hand. By doing so, a 
potential digital civil society might be forged into a global arena for participation,
commitment and social change, stretching over all geographical, political, cultural and social 
borders. My main research problems are: 

                                                
5 Chu, 2005: p. 852
6 Warkentin, 2001: p. 32
7 Chu, 2005: p. 853



6

1) Is it possible to conceptualize the idea of a possibly emerging “digital civil society”?
2) What tendencies can be identified illustrating this idea and what would characterize this 

digital civil society?

These questions are of a general character and in order to try to address them many other 
questions need to be attended to. Which are the connections between a global civil society and
the ICT revolution and how are these processes connected to the notions of globalization? Is 
ICT altering the landscape of political discourse and advocacy and, if so, how? How do ICT 
and the Internet influence and shape the nature of political organizing? How are these 
technologies used by social movements for collective action and how does it affect the way 
they organize, mobilize and act?

1.2 Delimitations

My way of limiting the field of study will be by defining and demarcating my central 
concepts within the context a framework I will put forward. By doing this, I can hopefully 
avoid slipping into research areas which are not essential for this study, thereby also 
increasing the inter-subjectivity of the study. The case studies I intend to use in order to find 
tendencies and characteristics of a potential digital civil society all have in common that they 
are characterized by the intrinsic use of information and communications technology. While 
concentrating on collective action in the information age, some prospective areas of civil 
society action may be left out. However, civil society is a vague concept, and given the 
limited length of this thesis it is necessary to delimitate the area of attention in order to make a 
focused and purposeful description and analysis of the processes at hand.  

1.3 Previous research & material

Craig Warkentin’s “Reshaping World Politics” from 2001 contains some useful inspiration 
regarding the connections between civil society, NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations)
and the Internet. As for global civil society, Mary Kaldor’s “Global civil society – An answer 
to war” acts as a good starting point, together with other books and articles on the subject of 
civil society. McCaughey and Ayers “Cyberactivism” from 2003 documents the growing 
importance of activism taking place online. Reports on the subjects of Internet, civil society, 
the digital divide, ICT development and other areas of interest for my research are constantly 
coming from researchers from many fields. Adding to this, the Internet itself will pose a great 
resource regarding for example statistics and observations of different kinds, hopefully giving 
me useful insights on the subjects I intend to study.

1.4 Disposition

The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows; in the next section I will present the basis 
of my conceptual framework and methodology. This includes my definitions of the concepts I 
believe to be central for this study. Then I will try to identify tendencies of interconnectedness 
between an emergence of a global civil society and the ICT revolution, building on previous 
research with the purpose of substantiating my conceptual framework. The next chapter 
describes and analyzes a number of case studies connected to the intrinsic use of information 
and communication technologies for collective action. In the last part, I will discuss 
tendencies of a possibly emerging digital civil society with the useful help of the case studies 
outlined in the previous chapter. 
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2. Methodological discussion and conceptual definitions

I will build my conceptual framework around the assumption that the ICT revolution and the 
emergence of a global civil society are two interconnected and mutually reinforcing 
processes, possibly representing the foundation of a “digital civil society”. It may be hard to 
find empirical causal evidence to this assumption, but my belief is that there are tendencies
strong enough to be identified, analyzed and mapped in order to create this framework. While 
this could be done in many different ways, I will focus on recent events of civil society 
collective action where the use of information and communications technology has been 
instrumental and sometimes fundamental. With a different focus, for example the impact of 
ICT on NGOs and their organizational structures, perhaps different results or tendencies
would have emerged. Civil society is a very large and multifaceted concept, something that 
makes it difficult to make a comprehensive analysis, and even description, of it as a whole. 
Given the length of this thesis, an endeavour like that would probably result in an 
insubstantial and vague description and analysis of the phenomena I want to study.   

Consequently, I believe that studying collective action can act as one point of departure 
where it can be possible to remain focused and structured while still being able to give a well-
founded description of some of the central features of civil society today. 

While recognizing the difficulties in analyzing an ongoing process of this width and 
magnitude, it is important to ensure that a process as profound and significant as the potential 
emergence of a global digital civil society gets the attention needed in order to make it as 
participatory, inclusive and equitable as possible. The conceptual framework will be built 
upon previous research on global civil society, collective action, social movements and the 
ICT revolution with the aim of seeing these processes with a new set of eyes. The abductive 
re-contextualization of these phenomena will provide the methodological basis of my 
research. An abductive approach commences in empirical data without discarding theoretical 
inspiration, allowing for a re-contextualization of the phenomena at hand during the process 
of research.8 Accordingly, this will be an exploratory study where I will try to deepen my 
understanding of the processes constituting my research by using case studies and by relating 
these to a framework for analysis. These kinds of frameworks are often said to be most 
important in deductive, theory-testing studies but their importance in exploratory studies must 
not be reduced. Whether we are aware of it or not, we are in a sense always guided by a 
theoretical framework – our “pre-understanding” of the world around us. By making this 
implicit framework explicit it may be possible to avoid preconceived ideas of certain 
phenomena and try to see the processes through different lenses. Creating this framework will 
serve as both goal and means of this research in the sense that it will constitute the research 
method as well as a possible basis for further research in the area.

One important remark to make is that my intention is not to depict this idea of a digital 
civil society as a utopia – or an “e-topia” if you wish – but rather to create an awareness of its 
potential characteristics. It is also important to point out that civil society activities are not 
inherently good or bad. Many civil society groups can provide positive contributions to 
political processes, but we also see “uncivil” elements like racist groups within in the realm of 
civil society. In the same way, globalization – a central phenomenon in this study – can not be 
said to be inherently good or bad depending on the views of the spectator.

                                                
8 Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994: p. 42
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2.1 Conceptual definitions

In order to substantiate my conceptual framework the concepts I intend to use need to be 
defined. These definitions are meant to explain and demarcate the meaning of the concepts 
with the aim of facilitating their contextual understanding. In Social Sciences, the same 
concepts often have multiple meanings9, a circumstance making it all the more important to 
demarcate and specify these meanings in the context of the research purpose. 

2.1.1 Globalization 

When studying processes of this global width and magnitude it is inevitable to touch upon the 
concept(s) of globalization. Therefore, this concept needs to be examined and positioned 
within the context of my framework. Given the concept’s many indistinct definitions, it is 
important to identify a characterization that relates to the research I am conducting and at the 
same time offers a distinct explanation of the phenomenon. 

Jan Aart Sholte argues that at least five broad definitions of globalization can be found in 
the literature: Globalization as internationalization, globalization as liberalization, 
globalization as universalization, globalization as westernization and globalization as de-
territorialization. He further argues that the last one is the only one that can offer a clear and 
specific definition of the phenomenon. Accordingly, globalization as deterritorialization
refers to a reconfiguration of social geography where social space is no longer restricted to 
time, space, distances or borders, a kind of collapse of space-time relations.10 David Held et al
are of the same opinion: “globalization is a process (or set of processes) which embodies a 
transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions - assessed in 
terms of their extensity, intensity, velocity and impact - generating transcontinental or inter-
regional flows and networks of activity”.11

These definitions can act as useful starting points for the understanding of the concept. 
But in order to enclose this understanding within my framework, the concept has to be 
elaborated more thoroughly. In order to do this, I will make a distinction between 
“globalization from above” and “globalization from below”.  

Globalization from above and Globalization from below
For some people, contemporary globalization processes have been understood as a kind of 
rationalized accumulative capitalism which can operate on an increasingly global scale with 
the useful help of new technologies. This “globalization from above” is said to have given rise 
to an “anti-globalization movement”. But many scholars and activists have begun rejecting
the notion of an anti-globalization movement and instead speak of “globalization-from-
below”. The point here is that this second movement is also being “globalized”, relying 
heavily on new technologies and means of communication to be able to operate on a global 
scale. Networking and online mobilization have in this sense become a key ingredient in 
various “globalization from below”-processes such as the organization of the massive protests 
in for example Seattle, Prague and Washington against “neoliberal globalization” and high-

                                                
9 Johannessen, Tufte, 2003: p. 41
10 Sholte, 2000: pp. 15-17
11 As quoted in Sholte, 2000: p. 16
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impact worldwide processes such as the foreign-debt annulment campaign Jubilee 200012, 
where people from all over the world joined together to show their dissatisfaction. 

Richard Falk implies that “such displays of discontent signal the start of a worldwide 
political movement that is unique in character, combining grassroots constituencies, 
transnational social forces, and political activism without a territorial base”13 and, according 
to Stephen Gill, this process can be understood as a “clash of globalizations”: the limits of a 
globalized market civilization have become apparent as social atomization and inequality –
produced by the globalization-from-above of political and economic elites – has intensified. 
This has in turn resulted in the emergence of challenging movements from below.14 These 
movements criticize neoliberal globalization and encourage action in the other direction
although they cannot overlook the structural and technological transformations which have 
come along with the ICT revolution.15

In my research, I will use the idea of “globalization from below” as one way to understand 
the concept of global civil society. This conceptualization is also used by Mary Kaldor:
“transposed to a global level, civil society could be more or less equated with “globalization 
from below”.16 My idea of the connections between globalization from below and global civil 
society will differ slightly from this approach. It is my intention to not only equate these two 
concepts, but also to see globalization from below as a process, shaping and reinforcing
global civil society. In this sense, I will understand global civil society as an arena, constantly 
undergoing as well as producing change within the context of globalization(s). 

2.1.2 Civil Society and Global Civil Society

Civil society is conventionally understood as an abstract public space of social interaction, 
traditionally confined to the state. But the various processes of globalization imply that we 
have to move beyond thinking within state borders in order to conceptualize civil society in a 
global sense.   

The concept of civil society has a long European history, dating back to the days of Cicero
where ‘societas civilis’ was synonymous with a state where citizens complied with the law 
and made civic order possible.17 Mary Kaldor, Director of the Global Civil Society 
programme at the London School of Economics and Political Science, argues that a 
reinvention of the concept of civil society is taking place within the context of globalization. 
Her perception of civil society is that it is now no longer confined to the territorial state, the 
processes of globalization is making civil society itself global. She defines global civil society 
as a “bottom-up” organization through which individuals can negotiate with the centres of 
economic and political power in their struggle for emancipatory goals within the processes of 
globalization.18 With governments, private sector actors and families excluded, global civil 
society can be delimitated as encompassing all associations acting transnationally. As such, 
global civil society can be seen as an immense, multifaceted social space consisting of many 
hundreds of thousands of self-directing or non-governmental institutions, organizations, 
networks and groups having at least one thing in common: the conscious organization and

                                                
12 León et al, 2001: chapter 2
13 Falk: p. 3
14 Gill, 2002: pp. 50-51
15 León et al, 2001: chapter 2
16 Kaldor, 2003: p. 8
17 Kowack, 1997: p. 54
18 Kaldor, 2003: pp. 142-143
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conducting of activities outside governmental structures across all geographic distances and 
despite barriers of time.19 This interpretation of global civil society is shared by many others, 
for example Ronnie Lipschutz, co-director of the Center for Global, International and 
Regional Studies, who argues that the very nature of global civil society is “focused on the 
self-conscious constructions of networks of knowledge and action, by de-centered, local 
actors, that cross the reified boundaries of space as though they were not there”.20

Bearing these interpretations in mind, global civil society can be understood as being: 

 “Globalization from below”
 An arena of collective action around shared interests, values and purposes
 An arrangement of interaction, not confined to the territorial state, crossing the 

boundaries of space, facilitated by the wider processes of globalization (such as the 
ICT revolution)

 a bottom-up organization based on human agency through thousands of 
transnational autonomous associations and institutions

 a social space deliberately organized outside the boundaries of governmental 
structures, also excluding private sector actors and families

By using these definitions to understand the idea of a global civil society, actors like terrorist 
groups would also be included within the conceptual framework. But as these kinds of groups 
are not subjects of this study, I feel free to exclude them from my further research.

2.1.3 The ICT revolution

The ICT revolution refers to the extensive changes brought about by computing and 
communication technology during the second half of the 20th century. In the same way as the
industrial revolution in the 19th century led us into the industrial age, the ICT revolution 
marked the beginning of the information age. While the ICT revolution encompasses several 
areas of technology, my main focus will be on the impact of the Internet and the World Wide 
Web as means to communicate and share information.

The history of the Internet is often portrayed as one technological advance after another, 
but there is much more to the story. By rejecting the notion of technological determinism (that 
is, I do not believe that technology arises out of a vacuum), I will try to understand the 
development of the Internet also as a social construction, a phenomenon shaped by 
interactions between people. As such, the extent to which a technology or medium can be 
shaped by its users depends on its openness to influence, and as we shall see, the development 
of the Internet was at many points one characterized by a large degree of openness and 
cooperation between different actors. So, when referring to ICT and the Internet, I am not 
restricting myself only to the technical definition of a computer network, but also to the social 
construction of it. 

It all started as a computer-network for military research, the ‘ARPANET’21 with the aim 
of transferring data quickly across long distances. But the users of the ARPANET soon began 
influencing the very nature of the system, reshaping the technology to meet their needs. One 

                                                
19 Hall & Trentman, 2005: p. 287
20 Lipschutz, 1992
21 The Advanced Research Projects Agency Network
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of these user-initiated applications was the e-mail, which soon became the most popular 
service on the ARPANET. Increasingly, the ARPANET was seen as a communications 
network, not only a computing system. Consequently, it evolved from a specialized means for 
science-based information exchange to a much broader network. The further development of 
the ARPANET in the 1970s was a participatory process where an international community of 
researchers shaped the standards which would later constitute the underlying architecture of 
the Internet. When the personal home computer was introduced in the mid-1970s, computer 
expertise could spread among the public, confirming the important role played by individuals 
in the ICT revolution. The Internet was transferred from military to civilian control and this 
privatization was largely completed by the early 1990s, a time when we also saw the 
introduction of the World Wide Web, an interface appealing enough to draw masses of 
potential Internet users into active participation.22 To illustrate this “Internet boom”, the 
number of Internet hosts23 broke 10 000 in 1987, 100 000 in 1989 and 1 000 000 in 1992.24 It 
reached 10 millions in 1996 and 100 millions in 2001. Today, the number of hosts is 
approaching 500 millions.25 Other figures are even more staggering. In 1998, e-commerce 
(business conducted over the Internet) totalled $45 billion.26 In 2005, some sources claim it 
totalled $8.5 trillion27, and it continues to grow. These numbers certainly give us some ideas 
about how profound and far-stretching the effects of the ICT revolution are. And also today, 
people and groups continue to have different ideas of what the purposes of the Internet are, 
and what they could be in the future. It is in these ideas I will try to find my research 
inspiration. 

                                                
22 Warkentin, 2001: pp. 28-31, Garcelon, 2006: p.57
23 An Internet host is a computer connected to the Internet at a given moment and has an Internet Protocol (IP)
address. 
24 Cyber Aspect
25 Internet Systems Consortium
26 UNDP, 2000
27 Singh, 2004: p.2
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3. Creating a conceptual framework

As mentioned earlier, the purpose of this study is to create a framework in order to 
conceptualize the idea of a “digital civil society”. In the previous chapter I tried to pinpoint 
my theoretical understandings of globalization, global civil society and the ICT revolution. By 
using these understandings as cornerstones in my framework I will now attempt to find points 
of comparison between them in order to identify what I believe to be strong tendencies of 
interconnectedness linking the phenomena together. 

Craig Warkentin offers a good starting point in his characterization of global civil society:

Global civil society is characterized by dynamism in the sense that it is constantly changing.
These changes can be seen as responses to the actions and interests of the actors who use 
global civil society’s channels of opportunity for political involvement. In this way, global 
civil society adapts to the needs and demands of contemporary world politics and 
continuously both undergoes and produces change within the socially constructed realm of 
world politics. This implies that global civil society should not only be viewed passively as a 
network of institutions, but also actively as a product of the actions and interests of self-
constituting collective actors. This adaptability also forms the basis of global civil society’s 
character of inclusiveness. As global civil society is able to adapt itself, through the actions 
and interests of its actors, it can reflect the broad variety of experiences and ideas of these 
actors, making it an inclusive phenomenon. As such, it can accommodate marginalized groups 
and voices and provide points of entry, contact and articulation for those with limited access 
to its channels of opportunity. This, in return, facilitates respectful relationships among people 
and within institutions. The self-conscious construction of global civil society and its 
employment for variously purposive political and social ends gives global civil society a 
character of cognizance or informed activism. Global civil society’s networks of social 
relationships do not arise spontaneously out of a vacuum. The actors creating and shaping 
relational connections within global civil society do so based on particular understandings 
with specific objectives in mind, to a certain extent aware of their role in the broader scheme 
of world politics and the social and political implications of their activities.28

How then, can these characteristics be related to the characteristics of the ICT revolution and 
most notably, the Internet? 

The magnitude and depth of the changes that the technological developments of the latest 
half-century have brought by are evidently profound. Some authors claim that the capitalist 
world is going from an industrial economy based on steel, cars and roads to a digital economy 
built of computer networks and information superhighways29, a transition from the industrial 
age to the information age. As part of this ICT revolution, the Internet has become a 
fundamental part of many peoples lives with such powerful capabilities that it is easy to forget 
that this technology was created by the long, hard, dedicated work of human beings - people 
who had a vision of what transnational networking could become and worked to make it 
happen. I illustrate this by referring to the very first communication over a computer network:

In 1969, at the University of California, Los Angeles, a group of students and their professor, 
Leonard Kleinrock tried to log on to a computer at Stanford Research Institute, SRI. With a

                                                
28 Warkentin, 2001: pp. 20-24
29 León et al, 2001: chapter 2
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telephone in one hand, a computer keyboard in the other, they began to type the word "login". 
They typed and verified the appearance of each letter with the group at Stanford.

“We set up a telephone connection between us and the guys at SRI...,” Kleinrock said 
in an interview: “We typed the L and we asked on the phone,                                                                                           
“Do you see the L?” 
“Yes, we see the L,” came the response. 
“We typed the O, and we asked, “Do you see the O?” 
“Yes, we see the O.” 
“Then we typed the G, and the system crashed”...

Yet a revolution had begun...30

Dynamism
From the beginning, the ARPANET was intended primarily for the purposes of academic and 
military information and resource sharing in a world characterized by the Cold War and the 
perceived threat of nuclear attack. If a computer network could be established across the 
country, an attack on one of the nodes in this network would not destroy it as a whole – it 
would create redundancy. But the network’s users began to influence the system, reshaping it 
according to their needs and desires. Once the ARPANET came into being, its users began to 
consider the possibilities of sending each other direct messages over the medium. 
Consequently, e-mail, one of the main reasons behind the success of the new medium, was 
born.31 As we have seen, the development of the Internet can be told in terms of its successive 
adaptations. It has been shaped by the changing needs of its users and the social/political 
context in which it developed. Accordingly, it is continually adapting and it both undergoes 
and produces change within the context of international politics. In this sense, the 
development of the Internet is also characterized by dynamism. 

Inclusiveness
Academic and citizens’ initiatives in the development of Internet were present from the very
beginning. These influences helped shaping the Internet into a decentralized, horizontal, open 
system, something that can be seen as the first time that a number of societal actors at 
different levels have been able to access and influence a revolutionary technology in ongoing
development.32 In the 1970s we saw the advent of the personal home computer. Though 
perceived as a threat from the U.S Department of Defense, it contributed to the spread of 
technological expertise among the public and reasserted the important role of individuals in 
the development of the Internet. In the 1990s the Internet was transferred from military to 
civilian control. Consequently, the Internet grew enormously around the world in the number 
of networks, computers and users it included.33 People from all over the world have continued 
to influence the nature of the system and we have for instance seen the emergence of the 
World Wide Web. 

As noted, a wide range of groups and individuals have worked together to shape the Internet
over the course of its history. In this sense, the Internet can be seen as a product of the many 
interactions between these different actors, characterizing Internet by a participatory design 
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connected to inclusiveness. This inclusiveness is further manifested in the Internets ability to 
accommodate a never-ending number and variety of voices.

Cognizance
“Cognizance” refers to awareness. Rather than as a result of spontaneous or accidental 
activity, the creation of the Internet can be perceived as a social construction, a product of 
purposive political interests and needs. For example, the predecessor of the Internet, the 
ARPANET, was intended first and foremost for military purposes in the context of the Cold 
War. Later, these military/academic priorities were replaced by economic and social ones.
One example of this is the enormous growth of e-commerce in the latest years. The particular 
contexts, understandings and objectives of the actors shaping the development of the Internet
relates the medium to the notion of cognizance.34 This conscious development further 
underlines the connection between the ICT revolution and global civil society in the sense that 
global civil society can be seen as an immense, multifaceted social space consisting of many 
hundreds of thousands of self-directing or non-governmental institutions having at least one 
thing in common: the conscious organization and conducting of activities outside the 
boundaries of governmental structures across all geographic distances and despite barriers of 
time. 

As we have seen, the characteristics of the Internet parallel those of global civil society in 
many ways. As noted earlier, it is my belief that these two phenomena – the digital revolution 
and the emergence of a global civil society – are two strongly interconnected processes. The 
interconnectedness of these two phenomena can further be seen to be manifested in the way 
that they can reinforce each other. The characteristics and transnational reach of the Internet
makes the medium an efficient tool and arena for establishing and maintaining social 
networks that can contribute to a global civil society. And, the other way around, as people 
use the Internet to establish such a “social network base”, they are shaping the further 
development and growth of the Internet.

It is quite obvious that the digital revolution, together with the globalization of economic 
activities, has brought about fundamental changes in power and politics, like the “erosion” of 
state borders. “Globalization-from-above”, i.e. the activities of a globalized accumulative 
capitalist economy is now, according to some, being challenged by a “globalization-from-
below”. This movement, often equated with the notion of a global civil society, is also relying 
heavily on new technologies and means of communication like the Internet to be able to 
operate on a global scale. The Internet, which given its special characteristics like 
inclusiveness and adaptability, may hold great promise for extending the public sphere,
facilitating networking and mobilizing collective action. Therefore it can be seen to facilitate 
this “globalization-from-below” in many ways. Instantaneous and relatively inexpensive 
communication from the many to the many has quickly made the Internet a general tool for 
information exchange and, in turn, a basis of various online collective action communities 
acting as digital public spheres. 

These new kinds of network-based movements were first evident in the Zapatista 
movement of the early 1990s. More recently, the growing power of these Internet-based social 
movements has been seen in the massive protests Seattle, Montreal and Genoa to mention a 
few.35 As opposed to hierarchies, regulation and bureaucratization, these movements are 
characterized by a horizontal, decentralized participatory organization, which could probably 
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With these interpretations and definitions in 
mind, the logic of the framework and the set 
of concepts describing how I understand the 
processes at this point can be illustrated as in 
Figure 1. 

In this model, globalization from below 
(1) together with the ICT revolution (2), are 
seen as mechanisms or processes shaping the 
idea of a global civil society (3). As 
elaborated above these mechanisms (1, 2) 
parallel, reinforce and facilitate each other, 
not least because of their in many ways 
similar characteristics and contemporarity. 
Sometimes globalization-from-below is 
equated with the idea of a global civil 
society, but as mentioned before, I also see 
globalization-from-below as a process, 
shaping and reinforcing this global civil 
society together with the processes of the 
ICT revolution. The dynamics in this figure 
can be attributed to the force of globalization 
from above (4) which represents the 
counterweight to globalization from below 
(1). Although a fascinating area of study, my 
intent is not to elaborate the processes of 
globalization from above much further. My 
focus will be on the interaction between 
globalization from below, the ICT revolution 
and the idea of a global civil society, trying 
to identify tendencies of an emerging “digital 
civil society” (5), acting as a “spearhead” of 
a global civil society in a “clash of 
globalizations”.   

best be described as “networking”. Further, this organizational form is not very unlike that of 
the Internet itself.36

In this chapter, I have tried to create an understanding of the interconnectedness between 
global civil society, the ICT revolution and “globalization-from-below”. It is quite obvious
that these phenomena have a lot of common reference points. By applying the notions of 
dynamism, inclusiveness and cognizance to the phenomena, these common tendencies are 
made more visible, thus constituting an apprehensive basis for further analysis. To make my 
ideas more perceivable I have created a preliminary model depicting the various processes 
and mechanisms which constitute my conceptual framework. As my research continues, this 
framework will be elaborated more thoroughly, but it is my belief that this model can act as a 
good departure point when it comes to understanding my view of the processes and 
mechanisms which I have briefly discussed above. 
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4. Civil society goes online

The purpose of this chapter is to examine how ICT is altering the landscape of political 
discourse and advocacy, with particular emphasis on how it is used by civil society
movements for organizational means and collective action. By using a number of case studies 
I will try to identify tendencies characterizing civil society in the information age with a focus 
on “globalization-from-below”-movements. The case studies I have chosen are all connected 
to the intrinsic use of information and communication technologies as tools and arenas for 
civil society action. In order to accommodate these case studies within the idea of my 
conceptual framework I will continue to use the notions of dynamism, inclusiveness and 
cognizance as analytical reference points. As each and one of these case studies certainly 
could comprise whole research areas on their own, I will only depict them briefly and, 
accordingly, from a perspective that fits my framework. Consequently, these case studies will 
be descriptive in their nature but also contain analytical elements as they will be related to the 
central aspects of my conceptual framework.   

Central to the idea of civil society and a global civil society is the notion of collective 
action around shared interests, needs and values on a voluntary basis to promote collective 
gain. Collective action in this study refers to actions taken by individuals or groups for a 
collective purpose, such as the advocacy of a particular ideology or idea. This also implies 
that, when intended as a means of achieving a collective outcome, individual forms of action 
can be thought of as collective in nature.37

Buechler argues that: “Contemporary social movement activism can be understood only in 
a global frame of reference. This premise has been sorely lacking in prevailing social 
movement theories, and they will remain impoverished until they can incorporate the diverse 
and subtle ways in which global dynamics and structures both enable and constrain the 
opportunities for social movement mobilization in different times and places”.38 Accordingly, 
my way to incorporate these dynamics into a global frame of reference is by studying the 
impact of ICT, and most notably the Internet, on globalization-from-below and civil society 
collective action, connecting the global and the local – the web and the streets. 

Returning to Kaldor, she has developed a typology of the main ways in which global civil 
society is organized. She calls them ideal types as there are always organizations and 
movements who do not entirely fit into one category or which have overlapping 
characteristics. In her typology she distinguishes six different categories of global civil society 
organization:

 “Old” social movements (pre-1970)
 “New” social movements (1970s and 1980s)
 NGOs, think-tanks, commissions (late 1980s and 1990s)
 Transnational civic networks (late 1980s and 1990s)
 “New” nationalist and fundamentalist movements (1990s)
 “New” anti-capitalist movement (late 1990s and 2000s)

The sixth form of global civil society organization was manifested in the streets of Seattle and 
Prague at the end of the 1990s. It is often called the “anti-globalization movement”, but as 
mentioned earlier, many scholars and activists have begun rejecting the notion of an anti-
globalization movement and instead speak of globalization-from-above being challenged by a 
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“globalization-from-below”. The point here is that this second movement is also being 
“globalized”, relying heavily on new technologies and means of communication to be able to 
operate on a global scale. Slogans like “globalize the resistance” or “world-wide movement 
against globalization” make this clear.

According to Kaldor, the sixth movement encompasses and includes the previous 
movements in many ways. In some aspects it represents a revival of the anti-capitalist 
movements of the late 19th century. It is also similar in form to the global civic networks, but
it doesn’t focus on single issues in the same sense. As this new movement organizes around a 
wide array of topics such as women’s issues and environmental problems, it also brings 
together elements of the “new” social movements from the 1970s and 1980s and International 
NGOs. Further, it also includes elements of fundamentalists who want to reverse globalization 
and return to a world of nation-states as well as reformers who want to “civilize” and 
“democratize” globalization and offer concrete proposals such as the Jubilee 2000’s claim for 
debt relief.39 Accordingly, by focusing on Kaldor’s sixth movement, it is possible to 
incorporate a wide range of global civil society elements in relation to the use of ICT. 

So then, what influence has the ICT revolution and the Internet had on civil society
action? Political activism has become increasingly noticeable in the second half of the 1990s.
According to some, the protests during the World Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in 
November 1999 symbolize this revival. Given its sudden boom, it is possible that the Internet
has played a fundamental role in initiating and navigating the rise in collective action in recent 
years.40 But as such, technology is apparently not new to civil society organizations and 
activists. These movements have for a long time incorporated new technologies into their 
social change struggles. Whether newspaper, radio or TV, activists have embraced new 
communications media to circulate information, raise consciousness and make statements. 
But then, how is the Internet different from previous communications media? 

I have divided this chapter into two parts. The first one depicts a couple of cases where 
ICT methods have been used primarily to support offline action, whereas the second part 
illustrates emerging forms of more pure online action. It is important to bear in mind though 
that it is difficult to separate these parts entirely as they are obviously interconnected and 
constantly influence each other. In all cases, ICT is used as an arena and/or a tool for 
promoting and producing change from below. 
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4.1 Online methods supporting offline action

As we have seen, computer-mediated-communication facilitates external and internal 
communication, enabling messages to be sent contemporarily to thousands of addresses, 
overcoming barriers of space and time. And, being horizontal and interactive, the Internet
appears to favour participatory organizational processes. As such, the Internet can provide 
social movements with a cheap and fast means of international communication, simplifying 
mobilization and favouring highly flexible, loose organizational structures. In this sense, the 
Internet is shaping both the relation among movements and in some cases the movements 
themselves.41 According to Manuel Castells, the Internet “fits with the basic features of the 
kind of social movements emerging in the information age (…) The Internet is not simply a 
technology: it is a communication media, and it is the material infrastructure of a given 
organizational form: the network”.42 And as we shall see, this new form of “networking” has 
become a crucial tool when it comes to the mobilization of social movements. This part of the 
chapter will describe a couple of cases where information and communications technologies 
have been instrumental in supporting offline action such as protests and campaigns. 

4.1.1 Protest mobilizing: “The Battle of Seattle”

“May our resistance be as transnational as capital”43

The famous World Trade Organization protests in Seattle provide an excellent example of 
online organization. Between November 29th and December 3rd, Seattle was to host the third 
WTO Ministerial Conference. On November 29th, between the delayed opening ceremony and 
the declaration of martial law, around 50 000 protesters took to the streets of Seattle to resist 
WTO practices in what may have looked like a spontaneous movement when seen through the 
lenses of mass media. But as it appears, protest preparations had started many months before 
the actual summit, and considerable mobilization was conducted through the Internet. Under 
the code “N30” (November 30), a number of actions were organized using the Internet and 
related technologies. The use of information technology in the organization and mobilization 
process was significant and employed a range of different tools such as e-mail, discussion 
boards, fake websites, virtual sit-ins, audio and video broadcasting and the use of Internet to 
provide information and counter-information. Many websites were created from scratch to 
prepare for the Seattle events. 44 This clearly characterizes a dynamic organization, adapted in 
its nature by the actions and interests of self-constituting collective actors with the helpful use 
of new technologies. The movement’s inclusive character is manifested on the website “A 
Global Day of Action” which provided a list of local contacts all over the world and called for
action in ten different languages. The organization and mobilization of the Seattle protests
was wide-ranging, broad-based and to a great extent conducted online. One example is the 
fake WTO website, www.settlewto.org, which was created in order to criticize and ridicule 
the original website. One of the statements posted on this site was: 

“The World Trade Organization held its latest ministerial in Seattle, Washington the week of 
November 29th, 1999. The meeting ended at an impasse after the negotiations broke down on Friday, 
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December 3rd. Representatives from developing nations stated that the people that filled the streets of 
Seattle to demand representation and accountability gave them the strength to stand up for their 
country’s rights:”

45

Likewise, on another fake site created for the same purpose, www.gatt.org, it can be read that 
the:  

“WTO Announces Formalized Slavery Market for Africa (…) for the parts of Africa that have been 
hardest hit by the 500-year history of free trade there.”

46

The Peoples’ Global Action network, a coordinated network of social movements from all 
over the world resisting “capitalist globalization”, was one of the central mobilizing forces of 
the Seattle protests. It is interesting to read the contents of the Peoples’ Global Action protest
appeal: 

“The November 30th global day of action would be organised in a non-hierarchical 
way, as a decentralized and informal network of autonomous groups that struggle 
for solidarity and co-operation while employing non-authoritarian, grassroots 
democratic forms of organization. Each event or action would be organized 
autonomously by each group, while coalitions of various movements and groups 
could be formed at the local, regional, and national levels. A strategy that may be 
useful at the local level is that various groups co-operate in creating a surrounding 
atmosphere of carnival and festivity as a setting for their various actions. Examples 
of conceivable actions are: street parties - strikes - handing out flyers - street theatre 
- pickets - demonstrations - occupations of offices - blockades and shutdowns -
building gardens - speeches - appropriation and disposal of luxury consumer goods 
- critical mass bike rides - banner hangings - sabotaging, wrecking, or interfering 
with capitalist infrastructure - carnivals - appropriating capitalist wealth and 
returning it to the working people - handing out free food - mock trade fairs -
marches - music - dancing - solidarity actions - declaring oneself independent from 
global capitalism and authoritarian governments - setting up grassroots' community 
councils and holding meetings outside city halls - setting up economic alternatives, 
like workers' co-operatives - offering no interest loans outside major banks -
reclaiming space (streets, government land, office buildings, etc.) for living, 
playing, etc. - free distribution of community controlled newspapers. We expect to 
communicate internationally primarily by email, and so encourage all groups and 
individuals who plan to take action to subscribe to suitable mailing lists, and in 
general make efforts to stay in touch through this and other means. There is a list 
of available mailing lists in the appendix below. Please join one, and share your 
thoughts and plans with the rest of us.

This proposal must be translated into as many languages as possible, and as soon 
as possible, since the availability of translations will very much affect our chances 
of spreading it at a truly global level. If you wish to translate it into some 
language, please start as soon as possible, and let the rest of us know that you are 
doing it. Write N30contacts@angelfire.com with offers or requests for translations.

Please forward this proposal to appropriate lists and to people who will be 
interested, reproduce it and circulate, put it on a web site, and most importantly, 
act.”47
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It is evident that the entire appeal was based on an extensive use of IT, and, apparently, 
information technology tools are playing a growing role in the organization and mobilization 
of political and social protests worldwide. As we saw earlier, the organization of the Seattle 
protests was clearly characterized by dynamism. But above all, it illustrated inclusiveness in 
the way it was able to mobilize individuals, groups and organizations from all over the world
through the new networking relationships. This inclusiveness is also illustrated in the multi-
lingual translation of the protest appeal, and of course, in the appeal itself, aiming to gather as 
many groups as possible in the protest. Even the wide variety of local initiatives suggested is a 
clear indication of the aspiration to enlarge and broaden the protests as much as possible.

As for its cognitive function, the organizers’ and protesters’ sense of their place in world 
politics was centred on their self-perceived role as agitators of social, political and economic 
change at the global level, resisting “capitalist globalization”. Apparently, by studying the 
appeals put forward by the organizers, it is obvious that there had to be an awareness of the 
implications of their planned activities – a large part of the protests did not arise out of a 
vacuum, they were orchestrated and organized months before the events took place. 

As we have seen with the cases of for example Genoa and Montreal, the protests in Seattle 
will not be the last to be organized and supported through the use of information and 
communication technology. Additionally, as the use of information and communications 
technologies becomes more and more sophisticated, we will probably witness new innovative 
organization and mobilization methods in the future.  

4.1.2 Campaigning: Jubilee 2000

“Jubilee 2000 has pioneered a new form of global net activism in which thousands of activists 
and communities are in regular contact, unleashing a form of solidarity which flexed its new 
political muscle during the WTO meeting in Seattle. In all of that lies a hope for the 
millennium that the decisions which affect millions of lives will not all be made in board and 
committee rooms, but also on the street and increasingly at the computer terminal”48

The Jubilee 2000 campaign provides us with a good example of how this new kind of 
“Internetworking” provides social movements to move rapidly and achieve significant success
in spreading its messages globally in a relatively short period of time.

Jubilee 2000 started in the mid-1990s as a one person website dedicated to economic 
development driven by religious values. After a while, the web site was discovered by various 
organizations concerned with ethical development and debt relief. In a couple of years, 
Jubilee had become an important part of the network organizing the protests in Seattle, 
leading the first large march on November 29th, 1999, mobilizing approximately 10-15 000 
activists.49 And in Birmingham, a 70 000 man strong human chain moved the issue of debt 
firmly to the international agenda.50 Two features distinguishing Jubilee 2000 from other 
campaign networks can be identified: first, it was supported by tens of thousands of civil 
society organizations all over the world, and second, there was a strong involvement of
organizations in the South51, as such exhibiting an apparent account of inclusiveness. Further, 
with the advent of new technologies, the Jubilee network adapted its campaigning methods to 
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largely rely on the use of e-mail lists, the only Internet activity in which some campaigns in 
indebted countries could participate. By all accounts, the Internet played a major role in the 
success of Jubilee 2000. Its launch coincided with an explosion of Internet use that would 
provide an essential medium for communicating the issue of third world debt, and for the first 
time, the computer would play a central role in bringing global issues to the street. Jubilee 
2000’s display of cognizance begins with its stated purpose. In its own words: “Jubilee 2000 
is an international movement in over 65 countries advocating a debt-free start to the 
Millennium for a billion people (…) Jubilee 2000 calls for the unprecedented opportunity of 
the millennium to be celebrated in a meaningful way – by cancelling debts and giving a new 
start to the world's poor.52 Jubilee 2000’s understanding of debt and its impact, as well as the 
networks’ strategies for addressing the problem, like the diffusion of information about third 
world debt, are clear indicators of cognizance. 

The use of network technology, such as the Internet, has become vital to network 
campaigners since the late 1990s. The Jubilee 2000 website provided between 8000 and 
12000 people with up-to-date information about the campaign every week. And adding to 
this, a web-chat with U2’s Bono run by the network together with MSN53 received hundreds 
of thousands of hits.54 The Jubilee network was well known for using the Internet for 
information sharing, mobilizing local and national members with the information they needed 
to advocate third world debt relief. In part, the network was shaped by the idea that people 
and organizations all over the world needed better access to information about debt and its 
impacts. This diffusion of information relied in a large part on e-mail lists and a simple web 
site. Previously, communication and cooperation between organizations has tended to occur at 
a central hierarchic level, but the flexible collaboration and communication characterizing a 
net-based, decentralized campaign makes the boundaries of organizations more indistinct. 
Accordingly, in Jubilee 2000, these connections took place more at the grassroots level.55  
One reason of the large success of the Jubilee network was its inherent dynamism. At least in 
theory, Jubilee’s structure in many ways resembled the structure of the Internet with national 
networks acting as nodes, connecting small groups and organizations into the bigger picture.
In this way, the national networks were able to grow rapidly as they already had relationships 
and trust with other civil society organizations on both a local and a global scale. The Jubilee 
2000 campaign shows that global issues can no longer be contained within national borders. 
The Internet, as a far-reaching medium, may allow for other innovative ideas to become as big 
as the Jubilee campaign.

There are many other examples of events where the use of ICT as a tool and arena for 
mobilizing offline civil society action has played a central role. In February 2003 millions of 
people worldwide rallied against the imminent Iraq war. The demonstration, to a great extent 
mobilized through the forces of ICT turned out to be the largest anti-war rally in history. 
Howard Rheingold, author of Smart Mobs, The Next Social Revolution, described the event:
“The last time the U.S. contemplated war - 1991 - the Internet was still an isolated 
phenomenon, confined to a relatively small population of enthusiasts (…) Now, not only are 
most of the citizens online, but online activism has had years to mature and perfect its 
techniques.”56 In the same way, Ruth Rosen, columnist in the San Francisco Chronicle said 
that: “Never before in human history has an anti-war movement grown so fast and spread so 
quickly (…) It is even more remarkable because the war has yet to begin. Publicized 
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throughout cyberspace, the anti-war movement has left behind its sectarian roots and entered 
mainstream culture.”57

Another example is the “Global Call to Action Against Poverty” or “Make Poverty 
History”-campaign. Also here, the Internet was a key in the strategies aimed at creating 
political pressure on world leaders to make policy changes on aid, debt and trade. The 
campaign is widely known for its white wristbands and its connection to the “Live8” benefit 
concerts timed to precede the G-8 summit in Gleneagles, Scotland. These parallel events were 
also supported by the corporate online media giant AOL58 which broadcasted the concerts on 
the web. The corporations’ chief executive Jon Miller said: “We have seen the Internet
emerge as an incredibly powerful force for good in the world (…) with Live8, we have the 
chance to help eradicate global poverty, not by raising money, but by linking people from 
around the globe, so that their collective voices can be heard loud and clear. Nothing like this 
has ever been done on this scale before.”59 And in an “e-mail army”, over 500 000 people 
contacted the British Prime Minister and over 800 000 activists campaigned online through 
the “Make Poverty History” website alone.60

4.1.3 Complementing traditional activities: Greenpeace and ICT

"Cyberactivism is the best way to speak out against environmental destruction. It's easy, 
effective and fun and doesn't waste trees."61

One of the key features of the Internet is its ability to act as a complement to more traditional 
offline activities requiring a certain degree of physical presence. For example, the Internet can 
be used by international NGO’s and other organizations in order to expand their reach and 
extend their presence on a global basis, supplementing traditional ways of organizing, 
mobilizing and acting.   

Greenpeace International has been using the Internet since 1985. Its web site was 
established in 1994 and by mid-2000 it was receiving hundreds of thousands of hits weekly. 
The organization also has around forty national web sites around the globe, further spreading 
its presence on the Internet. The global Greenpeace network of websites offers an extensive 
resource base for both the organization’s members and the general public. As such, it can be 
used as a complement to more traditional environmental activism. Greenpeace uses the 
Internet to maintain electronic mailing lists, post and archive studies and reports, provide 
campaign information, issue press releases, solicit donations and recruit members.62 On the 
web sites there are discussion forums, weblogs (online diaries), online news and instructions 
on how to become an online environmental activist. The sites also allow access to podcasts 
(multimedia files distributed over the Internet for playback on mobile devices), videos and 
photos from different campaigns and actions – bearing witness online. 

Accordingly, seeking to capitalize on the medium’s interactive potential, Greenpeace has 
increasingly used these kinds of Internet-based tools in order to communicate its message and 
broadcast its actions directly to the public. 
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The use of ICT has in many cases been successful in Greenpeace activities. A recent 
example is when a number of seafood suppliers withdraw their active support for Japanese 
whaling after months of online activism and more than 100 000 emails from Greenpeace 
ocean defenders.63

Greenpeace is obviously not the only international NGO making use of the Internets 
potential in order to pursue their goals. Over a wide spectrum of organizations, the Internet
can be used to facilitate their internal and external communication as members can quickly 
and efficiently send emails, reports and other information both within the organizations and 
between them. By publishing reports and other kind of information on their websites, they can 
raise public consciousness about important issues and encourage further political 
participation. And as we have seen, NGOs can also use the Internet to solicit financial 
support, recruit new members and communicate with these quickly, to a greatly reduced 
cost.64
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4.2 Online action

The Internet appears to have opened up new arenas for participation and to have reinforced 
existing forms of collective action. As I have pointed out earlier, the emergence of a global 
civil society, or “globalization-from-below”, parallels the ICT revolution to a great extent. 
The surfacing of subcultures advocating collective action combined with the Internet’s ability 
to rapidly and efficiently spread alternative news and perspectives, as well as facilitating 
communication and cooperation, seems to represent a fundamental transformation when it 
comes to the mobilization of civil society movements on a global (and local) scale. As 
mentioned earlier, it is difficult to make a clear distinction between these two parts of the 
chapter, but the main difference is that the following cases are to a greater extent conducted 
online, as opposed to the previous part were online means primarily were used to support 
more traditional offline activism. 

4.2.1 Bypassing mainstream media: Indymedia.org and Stormfront.org

Indymedia.org

Nov 24, 1999 18:45

“The resistance is global - a trans-pacific collaboration has brought this web site into 
existence.

The web dramatically alters the balance between multinational and activist media. With just a 
bit of coding and some cheap equipment, we can setup a live automated website that rivals the 
corporates. Prepare to be swamped by the tide of activist media makers on the ground in 
Seattle and around the world, telling the real story behind the World Trade Agreement”65

The Independent Media Center (indymedia.org) is a prime example of the distribution of 
alternative news and perspectives. It was established by a number of independent and 
alternative media organizations in 1999 to provide grassroots coverage of the previously 
mentioned WTO protests in Seattle. The IMC acted as a hub of information for journalists and 
provided immediate reports, photos, audio and video footage through its website. The IMC 
also produced its own newspaper, distributed throughout Seattle and other cities via the 
Internet.66 During the first year after Seattle, 24 new IMCs were established around the world 
in for example Quebec, Prague, and Washington DC, often coinciding with large protests 
against institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank or the G8. In April 2005, Indymedia 
encompassed a network of over 150 sites in 50 countries on every continent.67 Indymedia 
organized itself explicitly as a radically decentralized alternative to corporate broadcasting 
systems. According to Dorothy Kidd, professor at the department of media studies at the 
University of San Francisco, the Seattle IMC was able to move to a new level of social 
organization for a number of reasons. First, they built a relationship with social-movement 
activists rather than distancing themselves from political organizing. Second, they consciously 
built on experiences of earlier networks, inviting many movements to participate early in the
planning and fund-raising process. The success of the IMC was also due to the new array of 
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available digital technologies. The Internet and related technologies ensured that the IMC 
could overcome the limited space and distribution problems inherent in old media – during 
the WTO protests in Seattle the site logged about a million and a half hits – now the network 
is estimated to receive about four-hundred thousand page views a day.68

The IMC exhibits a clear dynamic character as it has been fast to adopt new technologies and 
make use of the Internet’s progressive changes. One example is the open source structure of 
the websites which makes them easy to replicate and thereby broaden their worldwide reach.69

The Internet, in its present incarnation, also enables users to produce and distribute content 
almost as easily as they can receive it, allowing for many-to-many communication. This fact 
clearly distinguishes the Internet from technologies like radio and television which are far 
more restrictive in this sense. This feature is, as we shall see, utilized by all kinds of groups 
wishing to spread their messages on a global scale.    

Stormfront.org
Hate groups have become some of the major consumers of the Internet for the purpose of 
spreading their philosophies. Making use of its dynamic features, they have for a long time 
used the Internet as a tool and arena in order to influence and recruit new members.70

The Stormfront website was the first white supremacist website on the World Wide Web.
It was established by Don Black in early 1995 and its online forum, inaugurated in 1996, was 
the first of its kind.71 Websites like these give groups of all kinds the opportunity to distribute 
information and propaganda to a wider audience than has ever been possible before. Each 
website can also provide links to other similar websites on a global scale. 

Starting out as a one-man-based dial-up bulletin board system, Stormfront has expanded 
to 91 000 registered users and it constantly continues to grow.72 According to the Stormfront 
website, the number of registered world-wide users will break 100 000 in early 2007. The 
number of forum postings totalled 3 400 000 in mid-December 2006.73 Consequently, rather 
than remaining isolated underground, groups like Stormfront.org can use information and 
communication technologies in order to expand their reach and connect with similar-thinking 
people all over the world, exhibiting an inclusiveness connected to the alternative cognizance 
characterizing these kinds of groups.

4.2.2 Email activism: Jonah Peretti versus Nike

“History might have been very different if Karl Marx had been able to send e-mails. The idea 
of organizing thousands of protesters across the globe would have been fanciful. But the 
ability to do it anonymously and beyond the reach of the conventional media has led to a new 
breed of protesters”74
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An interesting and somewhat amusing example of the impact of email is the case of Jonah 
Peretti versus Nike in 2001. Through the use of email, he became world famous after his 
quarrel with shoe giant Nike as he called attention to corporate abuse of labourers. Peretti 
ordered a pair of personalizable shoes on which he wanted the word “sweatshop” printed, but 
Nike cancelled his order. This is the actual compilation of the email contact between Peretti 
and Nike:

From: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
To: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Your NIKE iD order was cancelled for one or more of the following reasons.
1) Your Personal iD contains another party’s trademark or other intellectual property.
2) Your Personal iD contains the name of an athlete or team we do not have the legal right to use.
3) Your Personal iD was left blank. Did you not want any personalization?
4) Your Personal iD contains profanity or inappropriate slang, and besides, your mother would slap us.

If you wish to reorder your NIKE iD product with a new personalization please visit us again at www.nike.com
Than you, NIKE iD

From: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
To: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Greetings,
My order was cancelled but my personal NIKE iD does not violate any of the criteria outlined in your message. 
The Personal iD on my custom ZOOM XC USA running shoes was the word “sweatshop”. 
Sweatshop is not: 1) another’s party’s trademark, 2) the name of an athlete, 3) blank, or 4) profanity. I choose the 
iD because I wanted to remember the toil and labor of the children that made my shoes.
Could you please ship them to me immediately.
Thanks and Happy New Year,
Jonah Peretti

From: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
To: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Dear NIKE iD customer,
Your NIKE iD order was cancelled because the iD you have chosen contains, as stated in the previous email 
correspondence, “inappropriate slang”.

If you wish to reorder your NIKE iD product with a new personalization please visit us again at www.nike.com.
Thank you, NIKE iD

From: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
To: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Dear NIKE iD,
Thank you for your quick response to my inquiry about my custom ZOOM XC USA running shoes. Although I 
commend you for your prompt customer service, I disagree with the claim that my personal iD was inappropriate 
slang. After consulting Webster’s Dictionary, I discovered that “sweatshop” is in fact a part of standard English, 
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and not slang. The word means: “a shop or factory in which workers are employed for long hours at low wages 
and under unhealthy conditions” and its origin dates from 1892. So my personal iD does meet the criteria 
detailed in your first email.

Your web site advertises that the NIKE iD program is “about freedom to choose and freedom to express who you 
are.” I share Nike’s love of freedom and personal expression. The site also says that “If you want it done right… 
build it yourself.” I was thrilled to be able to build my own shoes, and my personal iD was offered as a small 
token of appreciation for the sweatshop workers poised to help me realize my vision. I hope that you will value 
my freedom of expression and reconsider your decision to reject my order.

Thank you,
Jonah Peretti

From: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
To: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Dear NIKE iD Customer,
Regarding the rules for personalization it also states on the NIKE iD web site that “Nike reserves the right to 
cancel any Personal iD up to 24 hours after it has been submitted”.

In addition it further explains:
“While we honor most personal iDs, we cannot honor every one. Some may be (or contain) others’ trademarks, 
or the names of certain professional sports teams, athletes or celebrities that Nike does not have the right to use. 
Others may contain material that we consider inappropriate or simply do not want to place on our products.

Unfortunately, at times this obliges us to decline personal iDs that may otherwise seem unobjectionable. In any 
event, we will let you know if we decline your personal iD, and we will offer you the chance to submit another.”

With these rules in mind we cannot accept your order as submitted.

If you wish to reorder your NIKE iD product with a new personalization please visit us again at www.nike. Com

Thank you,
NIKE, iD

From: “Jonah H. Peretti” peretti@media.mit.edu
To: “Personalize, NIKE iD” nikeid_personalize@nike.com
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000

Dear NIKE iD,
Thank you for the time and energy you have spent on my request. I have decided to order the shoes with a 
different iD, but I would like to make one small request. Could you please send me a color snapshot of the ten-
year-old Vietnamese girl who makes my shoes?
Thanks,
Jonah Peretti

(no response)75

                                                
75 McCaughey & Ayers, 2003: 10-13
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This email correspondence was first sent by Peretti to some friends. It soon became an email 
phenomenon and some researchers claim it has been read by tens of millions of people 
worldwide.76 Consequently, the Nike sweatshop controversy was exposed in newspapers, 
magazines, and on NBC’s Today show, on which Peretti appeared. “Politics is not my career”, 
he said. “Some people spend their life working for change. I spent an hour on the emails.”77

Peretti himself later described the event in an article in The Nation:

It takes so little effort for each person to pass the message to multiple recipients that an idea can almost 
seem to be spreading on its own, like a self-replicating virus (…) I never expected my conversation 
with Nike to be so widely distributed; the e-mail began to proliferate without my participation. The 
only force propelling the message was the collective action of those who thought it was worth 
forwarding. Unions, church groups, activists, teachers, mothers, schoolchildren and members of the US 
armed forces sent me letters of support. This contradicts Nike's claim that only fringe groups identify 
with anti-Nike sentiment. Rather, an expansive group of people from all walks of life are concerned 
about sweatshop labor and are dismayed by Nike's brand hegemony (…) The dynamics of 
decentralized distribution systems and peer-to-peer networks are as counterintuitive as they are 
powerful. By understanding these dynamics, new forms of social protest become possible, with the 
potential to challenge some of the constellations of power traditionally supported by the mass media.78

Some would probably claim that the Peretti case is not an example of collective action. But 
individual forms of collective action may be thought of as collective in nature when they are 
intended as a means of achieving a collective outcome.79 I believe this individual sphere of 
collective action is also an important feature of collective action in the information age, as it 
now becomes easier for the individual to raise his voice and do things he previously would 
not have done – subsequently encouraging others to do the same. This case also exemplifies
the relative ease, simplicity and in-expensiveness of using ICT for political ends. It is not very 
probable that Peretti would have done the same thing using “old methods” like regular mail, 
and it would obviously not have had the same impact.

4.2.3 Accommodating voices: The “Blogosphere” and “Netroots”

A “weblog” or simply “blog” is a kind of published online real-time diary. Weblogs are very 
diverse in that there is no one dominant style or activity, but common to all is that they share 
information. The openness of this information has excited observers about the 
“blogosphere’s” potential as a means of challenging existing mainstream media hierarchies.80

In just a couple of years, weblogs have literally burst onto the media and public consciousness 
with an estimated 100 000 new blogs being created every day. Unlike mainstream media such 
as newspapers and magazines, weblogs can be updated in real-time, creating a great 
dynamism in the medium. This inherent dynamism is also expressed in the relative easiness 
with which a weblog can be created, maintained and developed. 

The number of weblogs nearly doubled in five months from 7,8 million in March 2005 to 
14,2 million by July 2005. As of March 2006 the number had risen to 34,5 million and in 
October 2006 to more than 57 million. This means that the “blogosphere” doubles in size 
approximately every half year. Another interesting remark is that ten percent of all the 
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blogging is in Chinese, making it the third largest blogging language after English and 
Japanese. Interesting also is that Farsi, the official language of Iran, has pushed its way into 
the top 10 languages in use in the blogosphere. Important to mention though, is that the 
language of the blogger does not necessarily determine which country the blogger is writing 
from.81
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Figure 2. Top ten “blogging” languages (source: Technocrati)

The rapid growth of the blogosphere prompts a number of important questions. As with any 
new media, one of the most important ones is to see what the role of this new media is in 
relation to society. The focus in this study will be on political bloggers, a major new 
development in contemporary politics. 

Within the blogosphere a new kind of actors, bloggers, whose counterpart does not exist 
offline, has been introduced. As technology has become increasingly embedded in many 
aspects of daily life, politics has also found its place online. As the medium can cross all kinds 
of boundaries, likeminded people from all over the world can create online large-scale 
communities to discuss and debate important issues. Technological advances have also made 
it easier for “nontechnical” people to organize and participate in such communities.82 The 
blogosphere also opens up the possibility of horizontal communication, as opposed to more 
traditional political communication which has rather been vertical and top-down. The 
enthusiasm regarding the borderless information-sharing features of weblogs is in many ways
similar to that observed when the World Wide Web was created, opening up a whole new 
world of easily attainable information. One difference though, is that the horizontal form of 
communication within the blogosphere creates an environment conducive for conversation 
and debate, opening up possibilities for mobilizing online communities.83 In general, bloggers 
encourage feedback and response from visitors and readers, making these visitors active 
participants in the sharing of ideas and knowledge – often with a political angle of approach.  

One example of this is “Netroots”. Netroots is a term describing liberal populist 
campaigns and movements initiated, promoted and conducted over the Internet. Such 
movements have generally been created within the blogosphere. The term Netroots is derived 
from grassroots, itself a word used to describe a political or social movement stemming from 
the efforts of “people on the ground” rather than established leaders. The Netroots 
phenomenon can be traced back to 1998 when two Silicon Valley entrepreneurs circulated an 
online petition demanding that the U.S Congress should stop trying to impeach President 
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Clinton and start dealing with more important issues.84 The petition, to “Censure President 
Clinton and Move On to Pressing Issues Facing the Nation, was signed by hundreds of 
thousands of people in a few days. As a consequence, “MoveOn.org” was born, a movement 
which now has 3.2 million members. Since its birth, a number of campaigns have been 
promoted through MoveOn. One example is the MoveOn Peace campaign which was 
launched in the days following September 11th 2001. As an online petition calling for a 
restrained and multi-lateral response to the attacks, it was quickly signed by more than half a 
million people.85 The Netroots also played a key role in drafting General Wesley Clark into 
the 2004 presidential race and they were instrumental in pushing Howard Dean to the 
forefront of the presidential campaign. A massive movement of liberal bloggers and online 
activists helped raise millions of dollars for Dean’s presidential campaign, implying that this 
new form of advocacy is gaining an increasing influence.86

4.2.4 Online civil disobedience: “Hacktivism”

"As hackers become politicized and as activists become computerized, we are going to see an 
increase in the number of cyber-activists who engage in what will become more widely known 
as Electronic Civil Disobedience"87

“Hacktivism” can be described as the fusion of the evolution of computer activism with the 
politicization of hackers. The evolutionary progress of both communities has put them in a 
position where they can compliment each other because they face the same opposition: the 
repressive use of laws and technologies by economic and political elites to increasingly 
monitor and control the Internet. Activist networks recognized the benefits of information and 
communication technology relatively quickly. Computerized activism was in fact taking place
even before the birth of the World Wide Web. The word “hacktivism” accordingly illustrates 
the combination of hacking and activism. 

So then, what is “hacking”? Initially the word described a kind of compulsive
commitment to computer programming, pushing computer technology in directions which 
were often not anticipated by its original designers. For this reason, hackers have by some 
been distinguished as “the heroes of the computer revolution, the visionaries of the Internet
and the principle architects of cybersociety”.88 But the word “hacking” quickly became 
related to various forms of computer crime and network intrusion and therefore hackers have 
often been characterized as a threat to network security. And as such, hacking was from the 
beginning strictly technologically focused and politically “narrow-minded”. As it evolved 
over time, it became the pursuit of technological means as an end in itself. 

However, “hacktivism”, illustrates a kind of revival of the political nature of this end.89

Accordingly, this reinvented normative element represents a certain degree of cognizance.
The image of the hacker has been reshaped into a potent combination of computer technology 
and social activism. Hacktivists creatively utilize computer technology for the purposes of 
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facilitating online protests, performing civil disobedience in cyberspace and disrupting flows
of information.90 Some famous contemporary hacktivist groups are the “Electronic 
Disturbance Theater (EDT)”, “Hacktivismo”, and “The Adbusters”. But, as we shall see, 
hacktivism means different things to different movements. 

Hacktivism movements
The Electronic Disturbance Theater is a small group of online activists devoted to develop 
and perform electronic civil disobedience. Its electronic actions have been focused against the 
Mexican and U.S governments in order to draw attention to the war being waged against the 
Zapatistas in Mexico. Unlike participants in traditional “offline” civil disobedience, electronic 
civil disobedience participants can participate in the activism from home, from work, from the 
university or from any other point with Internet access, against opponents thousands of miles 
away. To facilitate electronic civil disobedience, the EDT has developed a web-based 
software called “FloodNet”, which is used to flood and block opponents’ websites.91 The 
FloodNet software, once downloaded to a computer, automatically connects the surfers’ web 
browser to a pre-selected website and every seven seconds the browsers’s reload button is 
automatically activated by the software. The point is that if thousands of people use the 
FloodNet at the same time, the combined effect of such a massive number of online activists 
will block and disrupt the operations of the specific website92, a form of individual collective 
action promoted and pursued on a global scale.

Another well-known hacktivism movement with a slightly different approach is 
“Hacktivismo”. Hacktivismo is an international group of hackers, lawyers, human rights 
workers and artists who believe that privacy and access to information should be respected as 
basic human rights, based on the principles enshrined in the Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights and the International Convention on Civil and Political Rights. They argue forcefully 
against hacktivist methods connected to sabotage and web-defacements and instead they 
conduct and publish scientific research in the areas of ICT and strive to assist NGOs, social 
justice groups and human rights organizations in the use of information and communication 
technologies to pursue their goals.93 Further, they also support the free software and open-
source movements implying that software source codes should be freely available for anyone 
to view, adapt and develop. According to its website, Hacktivismo believes “that state-
sponsored censorship of the Internet is a serious form of organized and systematic violence 
against citizens, is intended to generate confusion and xenophobia, and is a reprehensible 
violation of trust. As a result, we will study ways and means of circumventing state-sponsored 
censorship of the Internet and will implement technologies to challenge information rights 
violations”.94 Obviously, the Internet and related technologies can make it possible to conduct 
new, innovative kinds of campaigns and protests, such as electronic civil disobedience carried 
out by hacktivists. It appears as when social conflicts go online, methods of protest often
follow shortly. 
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5. Conceptualizing Digital Civil Society

5.1 Introduction

Then, what is my idea of a “digital civil society”? I see it as a sphere within global civil 
society consisting of a “network of networks” which individuals, groups, organizations and 
movements can utilize as an arena and a tool for communication, information exchange and 
collective action in the information age. Information is knowledge and knowledge is power. 
Therefore it is natural to focus on the use of ICT as a means for obtaining power and changing 
prevailing power structures. This does not mean that I see civil society action on the Internet
as an isolated phenomenon in a “closed world” but as related to the world of human activity 
and motivations in which offline and online activities are created and maintained. Here, the 
focus on ICT therefore isn’t narrowed down to the technological aspects, but as I have tried to 
make clear, it also relates to the social environment within which technology is created, 
developed and used for certain needs and purposes. Consequently, by studying digital civil 
society as a part of a global civil society, my attention has been directed to the specific 
courses of action within global civil society which are characterized by the intrinsic use of 
information and communication technology in order to change prevailing power structures.          

By using these case studies as a basis for the conceptualization of the idea of a “digital 
civil society”, which tendencies and characteristics supporting this idea can be identified? 
Indeed, the notions of dynamism, inclusiveness and cognizance are present. As for dynamism, 
the inherent adaptability and flexibility exhibited both by ICT and global civil society, is 
clearly demonstrated in the way that new technologies are being “absorbed” by social 
movements, groups and individuals around the globe, leading them in new directions with the 
capability of mobilizing more people than ever before imaginable. This inclusive character, 
the tendency of global civil society and ICT to encompass a great number of people and 
organizations, both by measuring shear numbers as well as the multitude of different ideas 
and perspectives, is perhaps the most observable feature of collective action in the 
information age. The inclusiveness is manifested in the massive amount of emerging 
transnational networks providing channels of opportunity for a wide spectrum of actors 
working for various social and political ends. These networks are in turn characterized by the 
purposive manner in which they are established as being based on an understanding of how 
they relate to the broader realm of world politics, that is “informed activism” or cognizance. 
And as for this awareness, the Internet as a tool for disseminating information and alternative 
perspectives is shown to be indispensable, representing a kind of “globalization of ideas”. The 
purpose of this chapter is to structure and substantiate the tendencies and features I have 
identified in order to illustrate what some of the characteristics of a digital civil society could 
be.  

5.2 Anonymity and the “individualization” of collective action

What emerges out of these case studies are some new, distinct characteristics. Even though 
these are initial findings based on a small number of cases, some clear tendencies 
substantiating the idea of a digital civil society come forward. My focus has been on civil 
society collective action. It seems that the Internet and its related technologies can serve as a 
viable platform and tool for collective action. However, most interesting is that in some 
respects, it appears as if the ICT revolution has entailed an “individualization” of collective 
action. The examples of personal political weblogs and hacktivism may be the most 
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prominent contemporary examples of this, but the same tendency is also evident in personal 
email activism and participation in online forums and debates. I believe that this partly can be 
attributed to the fact that the ICT revolution has individualized society in general – Internet
use is for example not a group activity in the same sense as for example television can be.
Rather, the Internet is something which is normally accessed individually in the privacy of the 
home or at the workplace. In sum, the Internet can be thought of as a comparatively 
individualistic environment. Further, I believe this individualization also can be ascribed to 
the relative easiness and cost-efficiency which characterizes the use of Internet for collective 
action. Take a weblog for example: the possibility for anyone to relatively freely publish their 
personal political opinions and grievances was impossible before, at least on the same scale as 
it is today when theoretically anyone with access to a connected computer can do it. And in 
the same way, more “obscure” activities such as hacktivism also allow for people with certain 
technical skills to perform civil disobedience in a relatively easy, in-expensive and individual
manner – but still for a collective purpose. Another influencing factor might be identified in 
the relative anonymity which can be enjoyed on the Internet, an aspect allowing for people to 
take action without necessarily revealing their true identity. 

The debate regarding the role of anonymity on the Internet can be divided into two 
contradictory positions. The first one sees anonymity as a necessary part of political life, 
closely tied to free speech and the encouraging of the free flow of ideas. In this sense, 
anonymity allows for speech in which the focus does not lie with the speaker, but in the 
speech itself. The counter-position, on the other hand, sees anonymity as a danger to public 
life and democracy as it allows people to avoid the consequences of their actions and makes it 
impossible to identify the interests or motives of the actor. Consequently, the sceptics mean 
that this can lead to immoral and illegal behaviour.95 Further, ICT sceptics have often 
questioned whether the anonymous character of the Internet has the ability to provide genuine 
networks for collective action. They claim that the relative anonymity and multiple identities 
which can be enjoyed on the Internet tend to produce weaker social ties and thus reduce the 
level of mutual trust. Some researchers claim that ICT’s ability to facilitate collective action 
should not be overestimated as it in large is ineffectual in mobilizing direct action.96

Without being too “e-topian”, I believe these arguments are clearly inconsistent with my 
observation that the Internet has been seen to strengthen individuals as well as groups and 
organizations in their strife for collective action. As far as I have seen, ICT has, even in its 
earliest stages, strengthened social movements and encouraged the formation of new ones. It 
has also facilitated the mobilization of sizable numbers of people around the world for 
collective action. The relative anonymity of the Internet also makes it harder for security 
services to censor information, therefore broadening the array of different views and 
perspectives to be disseminated on a global scale. In this sense, the Internet, through its easy 
access to information and communication may hold the potential for creating social ties that 
could previously never even have come into existence. When collective action is the desired 
outcome, perhaps the weakness or strength of these social ties is irrelevant. 

Social psychologists have argued that the anonymity of the Internet has profound 
behavioural effects. Whereas attraction in face-to-face interaction often is determined by 
one’s physical appearance and social categories such as age, gender and race, individuals on 
the Internet can relatively freely construct their own identities and socialize with similar 
others regardless of physical or social categorization. As such, the relative anonymity that 
characterizes many Internet activities can function to enhance group salience by reducing the 
attention to individual differences within the group, allowing for the creation of a strong sense 
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of collective identity and/or collective purpose97, connecting anonymity to both inclusiveness 
and cognizance. Consequently, anonymity may have some intrinsic positive effects. First, it 
requires people to focus exclusively on the essential content of messages and actions. 
Secondly, it can encourage marginalized people to participate and express themselves freely 
without having to anticipate that they would not be listened to or be prevented to participate.
As for the potential immoral or even illegal behaviour which may be fostered through 
anonymity, such as more “aggressive” forms of hacktivism or mobilization of violent protests, 
the purpose of this thesis is not to distinguish between what is good or bad, rather to 
investigate how ICT is altering the political landscape and social movement advocacy.

Further, it also seems that in general, most online civil society action and mobilization tends 
to be oriented towards facilitating and re-inventing traditional methods. Methods and actions 
such as mailing lists, online demonstrations, petitions, virtual sit-ins and the like are not new 
methods per se. They all have their offline counterparts. Important to notice though, is that 
with the useful help of new technologies the word spreads faster and further now than before, 
allowing for a much bigger and broader base of support.  Of course, there are some exceptions 
as we have seen with for example “hacktivism” which appears to be an innovative form of 
collective action, though it also has some kind of counterpart in offline civil disobedience. 
The difference would be that hacktivism is conducted purely online, as opposed to some of 
the other cases which to a great extent rely on using ICT to support offline action. 

5.3 Power structure

Another clear tendency is the horizontal power structure by which the “networked” digital 
civil society is characterized, both internally within organizations and movements as well as 
externally, between networks and organizations. As we have seen, the new transnational 
networks allow for quick, direct and global mobilization to a degree which hasn’t been 
possible before when using mainstream media channels. By avoiding vertical, hierarchal
organizational structures, it appears that information and communication technologies can 
support civil society in taking more explicit control of mobilization processes.

Facilitated by the greater speed and dynamism offered by ICT, decentralized, horizontal 
networks are now out-competing more traditional vertical hierarchies, and nowhere has this 
tendency been more obvious than within the realm of social movements and collective 
action.98 According to Manuel Castells, the dynamism of these decentralized, horizontal 
networks which have made them into such an efficient organizational form is the result of 
three major features: flexibility, scalability and survivability. This means that networks can be 
reconfigured and expand or shrink with little disruption. Networked organizational structures 
are also hard to eliminate and disrupt as they have no distinct power centre.99 Perhaps since 
the networks are very similar in structure to the Internet, the use of ICT as a tool and arena 
has been a logical way for them to organize and mobilize, or as Naomi Klein100 has put it: the 
use of the Internet is “shaping the movement on its own web-like image”, with hubs at the 
centre of activities, and the spokes “that link to other centers, which are autonomous but 
interconnected”. 

                                                
97 Postmes & Brunsting, 2002: p. 295
98 Castells, 2004: pp. 5-6
99 Ibid. p.341
100 As quoted  in Mosca, 2005: p. 169
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5.4 Many-to-many communication

One of the questions I asked myself in the last chapter was how ICT is different from “older” 
mainstream media. Whereas mainstream media such as books, television, radio, speeches, 
letters and telephone calls have been characterized by “one-to-one”, or “one-to-many” 

communication, ICT allows for both of these, but also for
“many-to-many” communication, contributing to a broader 
and more inclusive way to debate, discuss and further 
develop the potential of the medium. As I see it, this is one 
of the most distinguished and important features of a digital
civil society. As noted earlier, central to the emergence and 
survival of civil society movements is the inclination of 
people to participate.
Previously, participation in forums which could allow for 
many-to-many communication has suffered from many 
barriers such as the requirement to meet in the same place at 
the same time – sometimes making the costs for active 
participation too high.101 But with ICT some of these 
barriers can now easily be avoided. For example, Internet-
based forums or online communication applications can 
now serve as “digital” meeting halls where theoretically 
anyone with a connected computer can participate, 
exchange ideas and debate. As of now, it may be unclear 
what power online participation and debating will hold, but 
some signs are obvious: the cost of participating – possibly 
determining the inclination of people to participate – has 
been reduced and now, information is not only received, it 
can also rapidly be reacted upon by the many. Likewise, 
social movements have previously been dependent on 
getting access to one-to-many communication such as radio 

and television, from the few to the many. Sometimes, they haven’t been granted this access, 
and sometimes it has been so expensive so that these movements have had to rely on simpler 
and cheaper broadcasting methods such as posters and flyers in order to spread their message. 
In some societies, not even this has been possible as authoritarian regimes have blocked them 
out entirely from the political processes. In some respects, the Internet, decentralized, 
relatively cheap and accessible, may hold the promise of changing this as it apparently has the 
ability to act as an arena for many-to-many communication despite of geographic distances.102

                                                
101 Klein, 1999: pp. 213-214
102 Garcelon, 2006: pp. 56-57

Figure 3. Communication models
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5.5 Concluding remarks

The purpose of this thesis was to 
conceptualize the idea of a digital 
civil society. The area of focus has 
been on globalization-from-below, a 
concept sometimes equated to that of 
a global civil society, and collective 
action in the information age. By 
illustrating and analysing a number 
of recent cases where the use of 
Information and Communication 
Technologies has been fundamental 
in mobilizational and informational 
efforts connected to collective action, 
I have tried to identify tendencies 
supporting the idea of a digital civil 
society. Important to point out is that 
I do not see this digital civil society 
as a separate phenomenon, 
disconnected from the “real world”, 
but rather as an element within a 
global civil society, possibly 
reshaping and reinforcing the nature 
of its host. I believe the model I 
created depicts this idea quite visibly. 
What I have tried to do is to create an 
overview of the impact of ICT, and 
most notably the Internet, on 
globalization-from-below and civil 

society collective action. The purpose of this research was not to find “answers” but rather to 
find questions for further research in the area, perhaps based on the tendencies I have 
identified above. As such, the creation of a conceptual framework has served both as a goal 
and means of this research in the sense that it may provide a theoretical basis for further 
research.

Returning to the model I developed earlier, the idea is that digital civil society, as a part of 
global civil society, both broadens the base of collective action in the information age as we 
have seen with for example the mobilizational capabilities it entails and the idea of 
“individualized” collective action, but it may also act as a “spearhead” in new, innovative 
forms of online action. At this stage in the evolution of ICT and global civil society it is of 
course hard to make any prophecies as for what these new forms of action could be, but 
clearly, different varieties of hacktivism and email activism could constitute contemporary 
examples of this. It is evident though, that ICT has the ability to empower individuals and 
organizations in the way that it facilitates communication and allows for information to be 
easily published and accessed on a global basis. But important to bear in mind is that the idea 
of a digital civil society is dependent on the inclination of people to participate, implying that 
the inclusive character here is as relative as it is in all forms of civic engagement. Maybe even 
more so, as digital civil society is also dependent on the development of networks in terms of 
infrastructural access.

4. Globalization from above
(Political and economic elites)

5. Digital civil society

3. Global 
civil 

society

1. Globalization 
from below

2. ICT revolution

Figure 4. Broadening the realm of 
collective action
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In this thesis, my main attention has been directed towards different cases of 
“globalization from below” and its connection to ICT development. The notion of 
“globalization from above” has largely and purposely been left out, creating a space for 
further research on how this movement has been affected by information and communications 
technologies and what happens in the interesting meeting between these two “globalizations”. 
My understanding of globalization from above is as a contemporary discourse of political 
economy where the interests of political and economic elites are manifested in transnational 
institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World Trade 
Organization and the G-8. Driven by corporate interests, free enterprise and a deep trust in the 
market as a problem-solving mechanism, this globalization from above is now being 
challenged by various elements and ideas from below. As seen in for example the protests in 
Seattle, the meeting point between these different discourses is sometimes violent and fierce, 
but other times it may open up channels for cooperation and creative debate. 

Returning to my main research problems, it is my belief that it is possible to conceptualize 
the idea of a digital civil society. Important to bear in mind, my way of doing this is only one 
way of doing it. Notwithstanding, if other case studies and other conceptual definitions had 
been used, the results would probably have looked different. Still, as mentioned earlier, the 
main purpose of this study was not to find any absolute “answers”, rather to help creating an 
environment conducive to further research in the area. Further research may have different 
points of departure and it may embrace the whole area of study differently. I embarked on this 
study with the aim of identifying tendencies illustrating the potential emergence of a digital 
civil society while concentrating on collective action in the information age. Building on a 
number of case studies I have tried to recognize some certain features that could characterize 
such a digital civil society. To summarize this, here is a brief outline of the features I have 
identified: 

First, it appears as if the power structure of transnational civil society movements and 
organizations is becoming more and more “networked”. This highlights the idea of digital 
civil society as a “network of networks” within which civil society actors can organize, 
mobilize, communicate, participate, exchange information, assimilate alternative views and 
perspectives and act. The networked, dynamic and horizontal character of the Internet seems 
to influence and reshape the organizational character of civil society entities. And as it seems, 
this networked character has been extremely efficient in globalizing support for civil society 
actions. 

Secondly, another distinct tendency characterizing digital civil society, distinguishing ICT 
and the Internet from earlier media, is the way in which it can allow for many-to-many 
communication as well as one-to-one and one-to-many communication. Internet-based arenas 
may possibly contribute to a broader and more inclusive way to debate, discuss and 
participate than has been possible before. It is now, as exemplified in Internet forums and 
Weblogs, easier to both access and publish information and personal opinions as well as to be 
reacted upon instantly.

Thirdly, it is interesting to note how ICT appears to “individualize” collective action to a 
certain extent. It seems as if when online, people are more inclined to act for collective 
purposes on their own. Internet use can generally be understood as individual and isolating in 
its nature, possibly one reason to the individualization of collective action. Another one could 
be the ease and inexpensiveness with which online action can be pursued. Further, the relative
anonymity, or multi-identity, which can be enjoyed on the Internet, may incline people to 
participate and act individually without having to reveal their true identities. 

Fourthly, taken all together, these tendencies may represent a broadening of the base of 
collective action in the information age as illustrated in fig.4 where the costs of participation 
can be reduced because of 1) the networked dynamic structure of digital civil society, 2) the 
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allowance for cost-efficient forms of communication in Internet-based arenas, 3) the ease and 
inexpensiveness with which online collective action can be practised and 4) the relative 
anonymity of the Internet.  

The Internet itself will not solve the world’s problems, but it may act as an important tool 
and arena for communication, debate, mobilization and action. Today, information regarding 
almost anything can be accessed by a massive number of people around the world. As we 
have seen, the Internet also allows for this global flow of information to circumvent 
mainstream media to a great extent. Of course, all the information on the web is not accurate, 
but email, listservs, forums and blogs can be used for dialogue and debate, allowing for a 
nearly immediate discussion and analysis of this information. As such, the communicative 
features of ICT are very unlike traditional media where feedback and response is very slow or 
sometimes even totally absent. As a further result of these communicative features, ICT can 
be used for mobilization and network building as elaborated in many of the cases above. The 
idea of a digital civil society is intended to represent a sphere of collective action around 
shared interests and values where power resides in the innovative methods supported and 
inspired by information and communication technologies. As of yet, it is impossible to predict 
the impact of ICT on world politics, but as a phenomenon obtaining an increasingly greater 
importance in a wide array of aspects of all-day life, ICT and its impact on world politics will 
certainly constitute an interesting and important area of further research. 
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