Social Forums and Technology

Hypothesis on why online communities promoted 

by Social Forums don't easily scale up
Paper for the Networked Politics and Technology Seminar

Berkeley 6 & 7 December 2008

Mayo Fuster Morell

European University Institute

www.onlinecreation.info

Creative Commons Attribution Share Alike 3.0 

Abbreviations 

I. Introduction

Contextualization …………………………………………………………………..10

II. Social Forum Process: Brief introduction

III. Chronology: Social forums links with the new technologies of information (NIT)

Politics of technology …………………………………………………………28

IV. Politics of technology at the Social Forums 

V. Politics of technology at the ESF 2008

V. Conclusion: 

Abbreviations

EPA: European Preparatory Assembly of the European Social Forum 

ESF: European Social Forum

GJM: Global Justice Movement

IC: International Committee of the World Social Forum

NIT: New Information Technologies 

OC: Organiser committee of the ESF - NOC: Nordic Organizer committee 

OCC: Online Creation Community – OCCs: Online Creation Communities 

USSF: United Stated Social Forum

WSF: World Social Forum

WTO: World Trade Organization

I. Introduction


I write this paper in my capacity as both a researcher of Social Forums and a participant on the web teams of Social Forums.


The first section on contextualization provides a brief introduction to the social forum process and gives an overview and chronological evolution of the links between the social forums and the new information technologies (NIT). 


The second part addresses the politics of technology, referring to the ecology of diverse logics and positions concerning the use of new information technologies at the Social Forums. It addresses the politics of technology by looking at the decision to adopt an open platform at the ESF 2008. 


In the Conclusion, I present a “brainstorming” of hypotheses of why the online communities promoted by Social Forums have limited capacity to generate large communities. It is hoped this will provide input for the GJM in their review of  strategy regarding technology in the present context. 

II. The Social Forum Process: Brief introduction

Appearance of the Global Justice Movement (GJM) in the international scene


The Zapatista uprising against the North American Free Trade Free (NAFTA), on 1 January 1994, marks the symbolic reference point for the beginning of the Global Justice Movement. Later that year on 30 November 1999, as the Millennium Round of the World Trade Organization (WTO) met at Seattle, mobilizations were celebrated in at least 19 places of the world. In Seattle 20,000 people of very diverse profiles (union, ecological, feminists, internationalist organizations of consumers, anarchists, movements like Via Campesina, popular organizations from countries of the south) blocked access to the summit. Consequently, the proposed Round of agreements was not approved.


Seattle was not the first time in which GJM carried out this type of “counter summit” action, nor was it the biggest protest, but it was the first occasion that broke into the news and appeared on mainstream media. The formula of respect for the tactical diversity in the attainment of a common objective, solidarity and coordination of different creative expressions, made it possible. 


The mobilization at Prague against the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank celebrated 26 September 2000 at Prague confirmed the movement’s historic breakthrough within Europe. With the mobilizations of Seattle and Prague and the ones that followed, the global consensus on neoliberal thought was broken.


In 2000, the idea to organize an encounter to extend the alliances of the GJM, build alternatives and to advance ithe critique of neoliberalism became a reality with the celebration of the World Social Forum (WSF). The Social Forums process marks a stage, a space of debate and coordination and a sector of alliances within GJM.

World Social Forum and European Social Forum 

WSF I: Porto Alegre - January 2001: The first WSF brought together 20,000 participants, of which 4,000 were delegates of 117 different countries. Other simultaneous events took place including the World Forum of Parliamentarians, the Forum of Local Authorities, the International Youth Camp and the Indigenous Peoples. Porto Alegre became the capital for the construction of alternatives to neoliberalism. During the first WSF, an international network of social movements was created, and within its framework a calendar of mobilizations for the 2001 was approved. Soon after the first meeting of the WSF, a second global event was decided for 2002. For the organization of the Second WSF an International Committee was set up and a Chapter of Principles was defined. The possibility of celebrating forums of regional dimension, like the European Social Forum, was also opened up. 

After WSF I, demonstrations in different places worldwide continued to mount, reaching their climax with protests in Genoa against the G8 summit, marked by a context of high tension. The events of 11 September in New York, however, caused a change of scene. 

WSF II 2002: Porto Alegre - February 2002: The WSF II of 2002 was the first big event of GJM after 11 September. It showed that the War against the terrorism had not silenced voices against neoliberalism. 

ESF I Florence 2002: A European Preparatory Assembly was set up in order to organise ESF I. The ESF I took place in Florence, one year after the dramatic scenes in Genoa orchestrated by the Italian Government led by Berlusconi. ESF I was an opportunity in Europe to show the combination of elements of protest with the elaboration of alternatives. Participation was very high with 60.000 people registered. ESF I led a call of action against the war for 15 February 2003, which resulted in mobilization in 600 cities from 72 countries. Other large mobilizations that were promoted at Florence were the anti-G8 mobilization at Evian and against the WTO in Cancun (Mexic). 

WSF III 2003: Porto Alegre – January 2003:  Around 100.000 people participated at the III WSF, showing that the forums had now become mass popular events. 
ESF II Paris 2003: In order to give concrete answers to those who raised critiques about the absence of final decisions in every social forum, an effort was made to collect a “Memory” of the event, aiming to gather outcomes of the different activities held in the Forum. New Information Technologies (NIT) play an important role in enabling a collaborative collection of the Social Forums “memory.”
WSF IV Mumbai - January 2004: A very popular forum with 140,000 participants which incorporated new themes into the agenda of the WSF. The celebration of the forum in one of the most conflictual and populated parts of the planet, gave a sense of emergency. 

ESF III  London 2004

WSF V: Porto Alegre - January of 2005: WSF V was designed with more participative methodology. The key points of the new methodology were centered on defining the role of the forum as a merging space, rather than a director of the movement. This translated, among other aspects, in the absence of plenaries put together by the organizers of the WSF and instead the facilitation of self-organized activities. It also featured rounds of consultation in defining the programme. 

Polycentric World Social Forums VI 2006: The VI WSF was polycentric taking place simultaneously in different parts of the world. Three cities hosted forums: Bamako (Mali-Africa), Caracas (Venezuela – Americas) and Karachi (Pakistan-Asia).

ESF IV Athens 2006

USSAF I Atlanta 2007: USA did not host a Forum until 2007. It was a large and grassroots-based forum characterised by the large participation of black communities and women groups. 

WSF VII Nairobi 2007: WSF took place on the African continent for the first time.

WSF VIII 2008: The VIII World Social Forum in 2008 was decentralised. It was based on a Global day for Action on  January 26 coordinated through online mechanisms. 

ESF V 2008:  Malmö September 2008.
Iii. social forums’ links with the new information technologies (NIT)

Three dimensions can be differentiated in the link between NIT and the social forums, and in general with the GJM: NIT as a field of struggle; as an organizational metaphor and as a means. This section will briefly present the differences between these three dimensions and then expand the third one, the NIT as a means, which is the dimension addressed in this analysis. 

Information and communication technologies as field of struggle


With the growing of importance of NIT in society, access to the NIT and its consequences, defined as communication rights, is becoming a field of struggle. Communications rights are present in the working agenda of the WSF – one of the ten main thematic spaces during the WSF was dedicated to communication rights - and in the calendar of mobilizations. Counter-summits on communications rights (i.e: the World Summit of Information Society (Geneva 2004; Tunisia 2006) and Conferences (Kaos Computer Club, celebrated at Berlin for than two decades) have been held (Milan and Hintz, 2004). 

Information and communication technologies as organizational metaphor for movements 


The image of the network as an organizational metaphor has been present in movements’ collective imagination since the 60s. With the Internet conceived as the network of the networks, the Internet gained centrality as an organizational metaphor in the discourse of the GJM. The GJM is claimed to operate as an internet-based, electronic network that is difficult to shut down or capture since it ‘swims like a fish in the Net’ (Castells 2001: 142; quoted at Kavada 2007).

            This imaginary is based on building an organizational model based on a network logic, which would consist in: “the distribution of horizontal and flexible autonomous nodes that receive, recombine and circulate freely the information in a growing faster speed in order to act coordinated and when needed taking decision by direct democracy” (Fuster Morell, Bergel, Duran and Juris, 2005). Using this metaphoric language, encounters like the Forum would become “hubs” -  nodes connector, as the name given to one of its autonomous spaces during ESF I at Florence. Also the free software development model appears frequently as organizational metaphor, as a model based on free cooperation, collaborative and collective construction and open access. The same self-definition of the WSF as an “open space” shows such a debt. 

Information and communication technologies as mean


Last, NIT is used by the social forums, and in general the GJM, as a meansof communication. As it will be presented in the block on politics of technology, there is not a monolitical approach inside on the type of use of the NIT as a means of communication inside the GJM. The process of building an infrastructure of communication and coordination will be presented distinguishing four main stages.

1) GESTATION: 

The first stage of gestation in which the creation of transnational connections around specific themes by individual social movements organizations or/and people with internationalist sensitivity predominated, but in the absence of a common - global framework. It supposed a high concentration and limited diffusion of contacts and knowledge of realities of other regions in the world. As Della Porta expressed “(the movements were) not a-critically enthusiastic about (the new technologies), but perceived the advantages enormous for a movements that wanted to go transnational with very little material resources” (Donatella Della Porta, Interview 11 March 2008).

In this stage, the use of the Internet by social movements started to gain in importance. Nevertheless, the use of the internet was limited and still there was a stronger dependence on  the “physical trip” to meet and exchange information face-to-face. 

2) COMMUNICATION:


The second stage started with the “new arrival” of the GJM on the global scene in 1999. This second stage was characterized by a strong logic of global confluence, in which thanks to and as a fruit of NIT, a substantial online infrastructure of communication and of international coordination was constructed. This online infrastructure included the creation of Indymedia (an alternative media website); the creation of international e-lists (some tied to international events); the intensification of email exchange and the creation of information portals and an meta-linking network, among other aspects. Combined with the mass global confluences, it allowed the creation of a stable, multi-centered and diffuse connective environment within the GJM. This structure of communication was innovative for that time and a referential point for open publishing and user generated content. 


In the process of transnationalization of the Global Justice Movement, NIT have been used as a means for “internal” communication (I.e:  circulation of calls for actions, organization of events or counter summits, diffusion of articles of reflection etc.) and coordination of common actions, and for “external” communication, though spreading information in alternative media and mainstream media, among others.


In this stage, the means of communication used at the forums were basically the use of an official information oriented website and e-lists to spread information and help to coordinate the forums organizations. 


Some of the reasons for the building of this infrastructure were the high cost of the physical encounter; the need for fast channels of information circulation and the desire to give continuity to the confluence process from one event to the other. 


The use of NIT changes depending on the sector of the GJM. “Not all the social movements organizations use the new technologies of information in similar ways and with similar emphasis. In part, this was because their perceptions on their own bases on the digital divide showed (that) it was not ready and that the NIT could increase inequality. Trade unions, but also squatter centers were not always open to use NIT. (...) But in general there was a broader use than other political actors” (Interview Donatella Della Porta, 2008).

3) SYSTEMATIZATION

 
The third stage is characterized by the persistence of the infrastructure. 


This infrastructure lowered the relevance of the “physical trip” in order to spread information and establish coordination. In this regard, in this stage there was a replacement of the massive and physical global confluence and an increase of  local action, although the global links were maintained through the communication infrastructure. 


After the first phase of adoption the NIT, there were some limitations in use of the NIT by social movements. In Della Porta words: “The Internet and NIT were perceived by most in helping them in performing old stuff, but it was more rare to find organizations that thought about exploiting NIT for different developments. They perceived NIT as instruments to continue what they were doing.  (...) (NIT) “..was used for reducing the cost of access and distribution of knowledge, but online deliberation require investment (of) energy that not all the social movements have” (Interview Donatella Della Porta, 2008). 


A growing sensitivity to systematize and to democratize the access to the knowledge that the confluence process creates, known as memory, and a growing sensitivity towards the analysis and the reflection on the experience took place in this stage. As an expression of this a rich variety of experiences and investigation of the GJM emerged. These came either in the form of support of academic researchers or in the form of initiating initiatives of action research within movements. 


Another element that emerged in this stage was connected to a tendency towards change in the politics of knowledge at the GJM. The distinctive emphasis on participatory methods characteristic of the GJM, in contrast to the more centralised or hierarchical methods of the past, has questioned the role and nature of knowledge. Such questions as the idea of knowledge concentrated through a single centre or group of experts and/or intellectuals in decision making and strategical thinking (Wainwright, Hilary, 2007). From a “participative” vision of knowledge, NIT was also used as a means for building memories of the events, systematizing and democratizing access to the information and knowledge that the confluence process generated. In particular, in this stage, the Social Forums, with the leadership of the ESF, started adopting multi-communication web tools in order to systematize the social memory and as participative working space platforms.
4) COMMERCIAL TOOLS USED FOR POLITICAL PORPUSES 


If in 2003 the Times declared that the GJM was the world’s second power; the 2007 was declared the year of “you”, referring to the spectacular increase in the use of platforms of user-generated content or Web 2.0. Examples of it can be found in YouTube, MySpace or Flickr, platforms provided by multinational communications companies.
 The social protagonism and novel character of the Global Justice Movement decreased, while the use of tools and platforms provided by multinational corporations gain in importance. 


Communications’ companies have become the reference for innovation in technological uses. A media activist from Milan characterized this stage as the “market is going beyond us” (Notes Barcelona Seminar, Networked Politics, 2006). 


This new context questions the Social Forum and Social Justice Movement strategy regarding technology.


The use of political tools for political advocacy took place before the Web 2.0. What is new with Web 2.0 is the diffusion in use of tools provided by companies (I.e.: Facebook advocacy). Activists highlight several effects of the use of Web 2.0 for political activism. On the one hand, they permit increased interest in the use of multi-interactive web tools and enable reaching a larger audience. On the other hand, they pose questions in terms of loss of rights, privacy and security and control over communications. 


Furthermore, Web 2.0 diminishes the forces for a strategy of building autonomous communications infrastructure for the GJM. In this context, the need to redefine the strategy of the GJM in relationship to technology become more important.
IV. Social forums 2008 website dimension: ESF 2008

politics of technology AT THE SOCIAL FORUMS 


The body of research on the politics of the technology at the Social Forums assumes that technology is inherently political (Milan, 2004; Milan and Hintz, 2004; Caruso, 2004; Kavada, 2007a; Kavada, 2007b; Fuster Morell, 2006;  Della Porta and Mosca, 2005; Mosca, Lorenzo, Rucht, Dieter, Teune, Simon and Sara Lopez 2007; Juris, Caruso and Mosca, 2008). What in some occasions appears as a “technical” divergence around the use of technology are in fact clashes of political interest. In this regard, the goal is to present how the technology adopted reflect the political goals of the Forum. 


The result from the empirical web analysis and e-lists analysis of political actors confirm that social actors do not relate to “the Internet as a monolithic unit guided by the technology”; on the contrary, political actors are “guided” towards choosing between several technologies depending on their political agency (Vedres, Bruszt and Stark, 2005; Della Porta and Mosca, 2005). In synthesis, political actors adapt technology to their styles and organizational strategies (Vedres, Bruzts and Stark, 2005). 


This body of research on the politics of the technology at the Social Forums is also characterized by approaching the Social Forums not as a monolithic actor. 

“As Bennett reminds us, ‘[d]igital media applications can take on a variety of forms, from closed and hierarchical to open and broadly distributed. Preferences for the latter pattern reflect the social, personal, and political contexts in which many global activists define their mutual relationships’ (2004: 125-6). Yet, in a movement as internally diverse as the ‘movement for alternative globalization’ the preference for ‘open and broadly distributed’ digital media applications may not characterize all of its participant organizations. Instead, what we may identify as the general attitude of a movement towards new communication technologies may actually be the product of a fierce internal struggle that reflects the configuration of power relations within the movement (Kavada, 2007a: 3). 


Following this argument, the literature of politics of technology at the Social Forums views the Forums as an expression of diversity. Conflicts around technology mirror conflicts over the nature of the Forum itself and the political strategy to adopt within the plurality of visions present at the forums. In this regard, the richness of the Social Forums as a meeting point of a plurality of views that conform an “ecology of diversity” is also reflected in the diverse approach concerning the adoption of the NIT. In the Social Forums there is a co-existence of different political visions associated with particular uses and understandings of technology. 


Caruso proposed the distinctions of two paradigms concerning the technology in the WSF 2004 “productivity paradigm” versus “process-prefigurative paradigm” (2005). While Kavada proposed “horizontal” -  ‘collaborative lab’ versus “vertical” - broadcasting logic for the ESF 2004 (Kavada, 2007). 


For Caruso, they represent the clash between distinct ways of viewing politics: the “old” of the traditional Left (political parties, trade unions, large NGOs), and the “new” - small anarchist groups, “open space” advocates, and horizontal organizations with diverse ideologies. In this regard, closed, centralized information systems (including closed source and proprietary software) tend to go along with hierarchical structures. By contrast, open, accessible informational environments favour horizontal networks, peer to peer collaboration, and grassroots participation” (Juris, Caruso and Mosca, 2008). 

V. The politics of technology at the ESF 2008


    ESF V took place in September 2008 at Malmö (Sweden). Three websites were used: The first, the ESF process  website (www.fse-esf.org) that was the “process-led” permanent website of the ESF and the second the ESF2008 event website (www.esf2008.org) that is the ESF event site for ESF V.  The logic of communication governing these two website is to provide the collectively agreed and “finalised” information (“official”) (Kavada, 2007a: 18). Only authorised people, under the supervision of the webmaster, can access and change the contents. 

The third website by contrast, Openesf (www.openesf.net) was set up as a collaborative working space and tool. The logic of communication governing openesf is to emphasize the collaborative creation of content and its dissemination in a lateral rather than hierarchical way, more appreciative of the interactive features of the Internet and its potential for enlarging participation in the process (Kavada, 2007: 19).
 


In this section I analyse the politics of technology at ESF 2008, particularly focusing on the debates about the adoption of the openesf.net open platform. It includes first an overview of the positions around technology at the ESF and then presenting two transversal tensions: openness versus control and individual versus organizational identity. 

Positions concerning open platforms at 2008 


Three positions can be distinguished concerning the open platforms at the ESF 2008: Promotion and welcoming of open platforms; awareness of risks; and allowing to proceed based on disinterest.  

First position: Promotion and welcoming of open platforms


Several aspects were mentioned concerning the benefits for the ESF of the adoption of an open platform. Some of these aspects are connected to the discourse of “democratizing” the ESF, enlarging the possibilities to participate in the organization of the ESF and enabling access to ESF event outcomes and networking. Others emphasised the benefits in terms of increasing “efficiency” in the organization of the ESF.  

Reasons for welcoming the openesf mentioned by the interviews: 

i) Facilitated involvement in the organizational dimension for people who could not participate in the European Preparatory Assembly 

ii) Contributed to the coordination of the ESF organizational process and the ESF networks

iii) Contributed to the networking facilitation contact data

iv) Contributed to an ESF process instead of only an ESF event 

v) To localize the forum 

vi)  Creation of a community around the ESF

In an activist words: “We are in a new stage of the development of the Internet characterized by the birth of online communities that have demonstrated an incredible capacity to aggregate, produce information, knowledge, communicate openly and horizontally, and in multiple ways. This is an attempt to introduce in the practices of the movement and around the process of forums this potential, that are very similar to the forums, but that we have never seen realised” (Marco Berlinguer, Interview Istanbul, December 2007). 

vii) Democratize access to the website 

The openesf is considered a democratic tool because it provides the possibility of directly editing contents by the visitors. Many people interviewed also mentioned the importance of its easy-to-use (usability) character and accessibility of the openesf and the  translation of all of the functions and instructions to other languages. 


The presentation of the above benefits of openesf were also accompanied by some problems that this  openness could generate: 

i) Risk of spam attacks. 

ii) Platform could host non-constructive behaviours (personal attacks or provocations)

Second Position: Positions characterized by the highlighting risks 


The second position at the EPA concerning the open platforms was characterized by drawing attention to the risks. This position was characterized by lack of knowledge on NIT and “online” phenomenons, and especially the differences between NIT and the traditional mass media (I.e.: TV, Radio, etc). This position was also characterized by a curiosity towards the technology and willingness to be open to the technological “revolution”. However, this group did raise some potential risks. 

Potential risks highlighted by this position

i) One of the risks mentioned was the generation of a virtual power that “express opinions” but are disconnected from the EPA and the “real” organizational work (Raffaela Bollini, Arci Italia. Notes from the discussion at the EPA after the openesf presentation, EPA, Istanbul). 

“The other question to take in consideration about informatic instruments is that sometimes it enlarges the role of people that do not exist; people that do not do political activity or social activity but have a lot of time to be in the Internet and appear everywhere so write, put out documents etc. and as a result gain an importance that do not correspond to the weight of the person or organization” (Piero Bernocchi, Interview Istanbul EPA, December 2007). 

ii) Use of the tool for promoting self-propaganda and particular opinions, instead of transmitting collective messages in a spirit of collective action. 

iii) It gives too much space to individual approaches and to individual viewpoints instead of organizations/movements’ viewpoints. 

iv) If the openesf is used as a platform for posting opinions (in the line of the blogs not collectively agreed, this could result tin loss of control over the political message that the ESF transmits to the mainstream media and to the wider public. 

v) Increasing the digital divide, because people who have access and have time can dedicate a lot to online contents. (French woman activist. Notes from the discussion at the EPA after the openesf presentation, EPA, Istanbul). 

vi) Increase in power of the webteam as moderator of the contents in the openesf: 

Third Position: Allow to continue based on disinterest

This last position was formed by the representatives of trade unions which allowed the project to proceed, as they had no interest in the technology as long as their role of representatives of organizations iwas not affected. They had little sense of the potential of new technologies. ESF webteam members thus had to raise awareness among other EPA organizers of the capabilities offered by NIT and the political nature of it. 


This attitude is problematic for the use of the open platforms at Social Forums, because this sector is one of the ones that has more influence on funding resources of the ESF and tend to underestimate or are reluctant to cover the costs of maintaining the tools. 


This sector raised concerns about possible interferences that the tool could cause in their role as representatives of organizations. The critique against access to any person for the tool had to do with the possibility that this interfered with the internal hierarchies of their organizations. 

Points of controversy


The two main points of confrontation on the adoption of open platforms are mainly two. One concerning the protocols of openness versus close-control, and the other concerning the profile of individual versus organizations. 

Openness versus control


This opposition appears to be based on several aspects. 

i) Linear accumulation over a closed formula versus openness to enlargement for change

ii) Communitarian control versus webmaster gate keeper control 

iii) Offline versus online: Digital divide versus travel cost divide 

iv) Open collaborative self-organized versus clear division of tasks

i) Linear accumulation over a close formula versus openness to enlargement for change


There is a broader oppositional logic between those who wanted to maintain the actual distribution of power between existing forces at the ESF, a fear of losing control over its role, a growth strategy based on attracting more people via traditional interventions such as communications to the Mass Media and alliances with established politics or by increasing influence over it. And on the other hand, those who were willing to re-direct the role of the ESF to a new politics based on participation, enlarging its bases through “horizontal” type of actors or new type of collective actors (like online communities) and an assumption that conventional politics were in irreversible crisis of and there is therefore a need to experiment with new forms. 


In the words of Rodrigo Nunes for the case of the ESF 2004: 


“‘The politico-organisational distinction between ‘horizontals’ and ‘verticals’ can be posed as the difference between a logic of connectivity and a logic of linear accumulation – on one side, the loose, shifting associations of small elements that combine to produce larger effects, which translates into non-hierarchical, networked structures that (tend to) see themselves as acting apart/outside of/against institutions such as the State; on the other, the search for general programmes that can bring together the largest number of people into a unified acting body, which tends to translate into hierarchical structures and (generally) into an understanding of the goal of political action as the taking control of, or at least influencing, existing institutions’” (Nunes, 2005: 308).


Some argue in favor of openness because being cloed failed. 


“Openness because there is any other option. Closeness is not sustainable, and an example of it is the case of the East of Europe, or the failure of China to restrict the use of the Internet” (Representative of CGIL, Notes informal conversation, February 2008, Berlin EPA). 

ii) Communitarian control versus webmaster gate keeper control 


Openness does not assume lack of control, but a communitarian model of control. Communitarian control is a model based on online open doors to any content and then decentralized social control over the contents. 


“The (control) topic exists, there is the need to find rules, I suggest following the strategies that are used in these communities, that are the instruments of diffuse systems of social control inside the system. There is strong interest in putting the technologies to this goal and a great richness emerging from decentralized and less concentrated and delegated systems. This is related to the new logic of organization within the experience of the forum and  also in the networks of the Internet. .. Yet in the forums it looks there is a certain “delay” and incapacity to progress in this terrain which is paradoxical because the forums were one of the more important experiences of innovation in organization. This could be explained because they have lost dynamism or there is a leadership that is not adequately prepared to follow this new evolution in cultural, organizational, and political philosophy that is distinctive of the forums” (Marco Berlinguer, Transform! Italia, Istanbul EPA, December 2007). 


Instead the control model of the authorized gatekeeper is based on a central filter of the information by the webmaster. The information accepted is the one that results from an “offline” deliberation in the assembly or other sources of authority, like the organizational logistic information from the working groups. It assumes that the deliberation is not hosted “online”. 

iii) Offline versus online: Digital divide versus travel cost divide 


The representative of vertical organizations tend to be in favor of a gate keeper control model because it does not cause conflicts with their role as representatives. However the distinction between the two control models do not completely correspond to a “participative versus a non participative approach”. It also has to do with a “offline” participation versus an “online” participation and the distribution of resources that each type of participation require. The sectors, which can afford cost of participation into EPAs, are more disposed to a model of “offline” deliberation and conceive of collective action in only an “offline” capacity. Furthermore they do not have the technical knowledge to use online tools. Sectors whoses bases had resources in the form of technological knowledge to participate online and have scarce monetary resources are more favourable to a model that presupposes the online participation. 

iv) Open collaborative self-organized versus clear division of tasks and difficulty of integrating collaboration

A logic of collaborative administration and building of the contents of the website is opposed to one of control over the organization of the contents of the website based a clear division of tasks under the figure of the webmaster. Hilary Wainwright puts it: ‘[t]he overly bureaucratic control of the website is symbolic of a wider problem of mistrust of the capacity of the self-organized new movements’ (Wainwright 2004: n.p.). 

Individuals versus organizations 


In the Social Forums, there is an attempt to develop organization structures that would allow individual subjectivities and contributions and the multi-faceted belonging and participation. However, at the social forums there remains a tension around individual participation.


One reason, the rise of individuals is a challenge to the idea present in some parts of the social movements, “that individualistic type of cultures tend to produce ideology of success and tendency for individual achievements. These views are reluctant to perceive positive effects in the individualization in term of commitment and political engagement” (Interview Donatella della Porta, 2008).


Another reason, individual participation reduces arguments for the representative of vertical organizations to maintain representative mechanisms and keep control over its bases.


A third reason is a lack of trust over the capacity of organization of a network model structure versus a vertical and professional model. 

Previous attempts at building a collaborative space, the workspace, was based rigidly on participation of one type of participant: i)  representative of an organization, ii) belonging only to one organization, iii) and requiring a reference “leader” for each organization. These protocols of participation were considered by some as one of the causes of failure of these first attempts. 

As Marco Berlinguer presented: Political culture is too linked to the traditional logics of organization,  characterized by the view, that communication must pass through the control of organizations. The fact that there are the individuals that directly communicate and do not pass the filter of recognizable epresentative organizations is interpreted as risk, disorder and chaos.” (Marco Berlinguer, Transform! Italia, Istanbul EPA, December 2007). 


With the openesf, registering as a participant requires “light” and flexible conditions. The participant needs only to provide a name and e-mail (which is not public).This could be fullfilled both as an individual and as an organization, however the large majority of the participants register providing a name of an individual. 


In favour of this type of flexible and light protocols that allow, and in some degree  support individual participation, are several type of arguments:   

1. The defense of individual participation at all the levels in the ESF, as it is a type of participation that is present within the GJM.   

2. “It is what works on the Internet”: A practical approach assuming that the dominant model at the Internet culture is based on the “light” protocols, and so openesf work has to be based on it, too.

3. Interactivity require agile capacity to react and individual reactions seem faster 

4. To be open to connecting with the online communities phenomenon, which is an example of commitment with individual participation. 


 “(Online communities) show the potentiality of open communicative platforms that are easily accessible, without filters, directly to the individuals that build communicative networks autonomously produced, generated and qualified in its contents. This is the force and innovation of these communities, and the debate at the Assembly shows that these are not known and there is not a particular measurable interest in this at this level” (Activist, Istanbul EPA, December 2007).

VI. Conclusion: Why Online Communities promoted by Social Forums are limited in number



Within the framework of social forums, there have been several attempts to provide web platforms for the generation of online communities (OCs) over the years1. However, the OCs promoted by the Social Forums are relatively small compared to other types of OC (I.e.: Wikipedia, Web 2.0 communities, Software development communities, etc.). 


In this concluding section, I draft some hypotheses on why the platforms provided by the Social Forums are limited in number.

· Social movements have a cyclical dimension which could decrease the capability to sustain spaces online. Furthermore, the type of agenda of OC promoted by Social Forums is often connected to an event-moment, which makes a permanent “interest” in OC contents after the event or mobilization more difficult.

· Potential participants of an OC promoted by the Social Forums will be people who share in one degree or another Forums ideology. However, in 2008 the visibility and attraction of the Social Forum and the Global Justice Movement is in crisis. The limits of the ideology that accompanies the Forums could reduce the attraction of its online spaces.

· Social Forums have a component of oral tradition in contrast to a writing tradition. On the one hand, there are tendencies to write and produce resources. On the other, consensus decision-making at the Social Forums seems to work based on “flexible” agreements, not written “words”.

· On some occasions, information in the public arena does not fit a culture of political direct actions. Some sectors are also reluctant to facilitate personal or organizational data due to fear to political repression or surveillance. Furthermore, the online “exhibitionism” or online public dimension characteristic of the new digital generations is unfamiliar to some of the generations participating in the Social Forums. Whilst offline meetings could be open and in public spaces, the public character of the Internet is not considered in the same way.

· The Social Forums have a mainly offline dimension. The online platform is not the main dimension of interaction as is the case of Wikipedia. On some occasions the online versus offline dimensions are conceptualized as opposite dimensions. Furthermore, the online platforms are not perceived as the main entrance door to the Social Forum.

· Some sectors are reluctant to depend on technology that could be a source of inequality in participation (Digital Divide).   

· Lack of knowledge and/or interest of the Social Forums leadership on the OC phenomenon, which result in a lack of political commitment to its promotion and the sustainability of tools. Some reasons for the lack of knowledge and/or interest of the Social Forums leadership in the OC could be: generational gap, fear of losing control over the Social Forums, adopting channels that the leadership do not know, and questions related to political strategy. 

· Limited capacity and resources to technically maintain and manage the platforms. This could be linked to the lack of closer connections between the Free software movements, Free Culture Movements and the Social Forums. Furthermore, the migration of technical people linked to the GJM to work in companies reduced resources to provide technology under non-profit principles. 

· The OCs promoted in the frame of the Social Forums are “informal” in their administration. The OCs are administrated by web teams that depend on the general assemblies. The participation in the webteams is “guided” by the principle of “self-selection” that is the webteams are open to everybody who wants to participate. However there is not always information on the website on how to participate in the webteam. This re-emphasizes the reality that decisions even about OCs are done offline. It could be the case that the information required to participate in the webteams circulate in the offline meetings. 2

· The informality of administration, particularly in term of formal policy and administration transparency, could also reduce interest of people not familiar with the Social Forums to use and adopt the tools.

· The Social Forums started adopting multi-interactive web platforms relatively late (the first wiki was set up at 2003) in a context in which the provision of tools by companies started  gaining terrain.

· Limited capacity to sustain and spread the platforms compared to multinational communication corporations. Furthermore, Internet standards and regulation seems to favor multinational communication corporations.

· Political actors adapt technology to their styles and organizational strategies, however they also have to negotiate and adapt to the “hegemonic” culture using the technology predominant in society. In this regard, it seems there are some mismatch between the “hegemonic” Internet culture and the GJM culture. The “hegemonic” Internet culture isgrounded is USA; while the Social Forums process is more Latin-American and European based.

· At the Social Forums, there is a tension between the positions that approach the participation in Internet tools reproducing representative logics (I.e.: Requirement to register as an organization) and the approaches that adopt an individualistic and multi-belonging approach. However, the hegemonic culture of the Internet and the physical relationship with the Internet (a person in front of a computer or mobile) fits better with individualistic participation.

· The openesf.net has had a relative success with 884 new people registered and 148 projects created in one year. However, the cycle of formation of online communities require some time and the creation of a critical mass that is highly committed to the tool.  
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�	 Typology of uses of NIT by the GJM


	In order to try to facilitate an introductory view of the uses of the information and communications technologies by the GJM, here is a schematic typology. 


		Facilitating of swarming: Referring to the episodes of “spontaneous” self-organised mobilization and/or the mobilization in a context of non-formal or previous structures. For example, the use of SMS during Prague mobilizations against the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund in 2000 or in Madrid and the rest  of Spain after the bombing on 11 March 2004, called by chains of SMS. Another example since January 2006 is the convocation of citizenships assemblies as part of the Movimiento por una vivienda digna - a movement for housing rights in Barcelona, Madrid and other cities - convoked through e-mails running on personal networks.


		Internal communication and coordination of the movements: Referring to the use of e-mails, e-lists, websites, wikis, mainly, by social movements organizations or groups. For example: the use of European e-lists and website for coordinating the Euromayday mobilization.


		Independent media portals: Online spaces directly dedicated to alternative media or to media interventions. The most illustrative example is Indymedia.   


		New technologies applied to intervene in institutional political systems and public debate: For example, the case of Move On campaigning for Obama or the NO Campaign to the European Constitution in France, where indications in the official press were that the YES were winning but website communications were pointing to a victory for the NO. 


		Building of autonomous communication channels: Referring to the organizations whose main objective is the promotion of NIT use by social movements and the development of alternative channels. For example: movements’ servers, like riseup.net, or the Intra and Inter net Wireless Communities. 


		Communities of participative knowledge-making: For example the community of developers of free software like Debian or Drupal or Wikipedia inspired by a spirit of universal access to knowledge.


	           Web 2.0 used for advocacy: Such as the use of Twister or Facebook for anticopyright advocacy. 


		   Create new opportunities for engagement and for bringing transparency to goverments: Based on using government data to improve transparency and civic education (I.e.: opencongress.org and � HYPERLINK "http://www.govtrack.us/"��GovTrack.us� )


		    Online portals as main space for mobilising individual engagement and/or fundraising: For example the experience of colorofchange.org and www.change.org


�	 You Tube is a platform to archive, share and recommend home-made videos; My Space is a platform where each person has their own page to present him or herself and interact with the others; and, Flickr is a website to archive, share and comment on photos.


�	Some of the main issues of controversy around the use of the NIT at the Social Forum can be synthesized in the following list





	Free software versus proprietary software: The level of use of the Free Software in contrast to adopting Proprietary Software. 


	Technology versus politics: The level in which “technology is political”, and in which degree technical choices are delegated to technicians or are the subject of wider negotiations. 	And connected to this point, the level of “power” of the technical participantsand non-technical participants 


	External provision versus autonomous & professionalism versus cooperation: The provision of technology by the adoption of a Client-service external paid provision model versus an autonomous – participative voluntary model.  


	Openness versus control: Level of openness and interactivity in the editing of the contents of the websites.  


	Event versus process: Technology for the Forum as an event – moment versus technology for a permanent - process. 


	Digital divide versus traditional media/face-to-face: The level of dependency on NIT to access the Forum in contrast to other media and/or the face-to-face communication, considering the consequences that NIT generates in terms of inequality of access to technology (digital divide) across gender, class, racial, and geographic divides.


	One tool versus several tools: Concentration of information on one website versus plurality of websites. 


�	Basic characteristics of the Open ESF tool


It is meant to facilitate an online space for any activity/project or entity (organization, network group) working under the Chapter of principles of the WSF, and to support networking around the European Social Forum process. 


Visitors are free to register and create automatically space for a new project. There is no filter to register or to create a new project. 


Each new project has access to the following functionalities: Wiki Pages for collaborative writing ; Publish news in the project blog; Create and use mailing lists ; Store and share files; Share to-do lists ; Upload photos  ; Contact people and other projects hosted at the OpenESF; Own URL  (I.e: www.openesf.net/ProjectName) 


By default its pages and contents are public; however each project hosted in the OpenESF tool has the option to restrict its space only to its participants. 


The contents of the Open ESF are licensed under Creative Common Share Alike Licence unless a specific document specifies another license.


The Webteam is in charge of teaching good use of the Open ESF . 





