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Editorial
Dale Leorke
University of Melbourne, Australia
The television viewer cannot write anything on the screen of his set. He has
been dislodged from the product; he plays no role in its apparition. He loses
his author’s rights and becomes, or so it seems, a pure receiver, the mirror of a
multiform and narcissistic actor.
-- Michel de Certeau1
When de Certeau first published The Practice of Everyday Life in 1980, the potential for consumers
to participate or collaborate in the creation of a cultural text, image or product was limited. The
users of cultural products, de Certeau (1984) argues, “appropriate” and “adapt” the “language”
imposed on them by the dominant culture for their own ends; not the other way around. Today,
however, the conventional boundaries between “users” and “producers” are fast eroding.
The traditional models of production, broadcasting, and publishing are being challenged by a
networked culture of users whose blogs, music, fan art, video mashups, online communities,
videogame mods, and virtual property now exist alongside, and often compete with, those of
the dominant entertainment industries.
The dissemination of cheap, easily accessible tools and software for creating media
content, along with the rapid rollout of digital networks has undoubtedly destabilised the
traditional hierarchies of media production. In turn, it opens up a range of crucial theoretical
debates about the potential for new models of media production to emerge, and what their
potential consequences may be for existing media platforms. Theorists like Chris Anderson,
Yochai Benkler, Henry Jenkins, Eric von Hippel and many others have argued that the emergence
of a networked, “participatory” or “convergence” culture has the potential to radically transform
everyday life by reshaping the economic models, flows of information, and communities and
social structures which determine media production. As a result, they posit, the relationship
between the creators and users of content has been turned on its head.
With the dissolution of the traditional user/producer paradigm, however, the ability for
the dominant media industry to appropriate and exploit the products created by users of these
technologies increases. The content created by modders of computer games like Half-Life or Halo,
the efforts of designers of apps for the iPhone, and the vast volumes of personal information
stored on FaceBook profiles all quickly become reappropriated and absorbed back into the
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systems which created them, and potentially used for purposes beyond their authors’ intent.
Further, the formal and informal rules which govern the production of this new content gives
rise to uneasy tensions over issues of ownership and the blurring of the boundaries between
work and leisure: To what extent do the individuals or groups who invest the time and effort
in creating or modifying software claim ownership of the final product? And to what extent, in
turn, do the producers of the networks or technological platforms which made their creation
possible exploit the labour of others for their own purposes?
These issues feed into the growing concern and anxiety over the rise of “free labour”
and its increasing dominance as an informal mode of production in the digital era. As Tiziana
Terranova writes,
voluntarily given and unwaged, enjoyed and exploited, free labor on the Net
includes the activity of building Web sites, modifying software packages, reading
and participating in mailing lists, and building virtual spaces on MUDs and
MOOs… the Internet is animated by cultural and technical labor through and
through, a continuous production of value that is completely immanent to the
flows of the network society at large (2004).
The existence of this hugely profitable and largely untapped market of commercial
production sits uneasily with the optimistic and celebratory accounts proffered by the
proponents of participatory culture such as Jenkins and Anderson. The designers of Second Life
and World of Warcraft and the corporate owners of user-generated advertising campaigns and
social networking websites now profit from the innovation and “co-creative labour” of their
participants (Banks and Deuze, 2009). In the process, de Certeau’s (1984, p. xix) dichotomy of
strategies vs. tactics has been radically reconfigured and problematised as the dynamic between
user/producer and labour/leisure becomes increasingly complicated.
It has therefore become necessary to develop a deeper critique of participation in
the increasingly networked, collaborative culture of today. While the still nascent effects of
networked technologies continue to reshape the media landscape, theoretical discussions on
the issue of participation in these networks remain fraught with tensions over the blurring of
the boundaries between work and leisure, user and producer. It is with this in mind that this
special issue of PLATFORM: Journal of Media and Communication sets out to explore some of the
complications and challenges involved in the practice of participating within contemporary
networked cultures. In this issue, we pay critical attention to some of the new technologies
and platforms –Wikipedia, digital photo archives, crowdsourcing, among others – that have
emerged over the past decade or so with the advent of Web 2.0 and pervasive networking. In
the process, the articles in this issue explore what it means to participate in these networks and
the forms of collaboration they enable.
Networked Media, Collaboration and Participation
In his book The Creation of the Media, Paul Starr describes the historical development of the
modern media industry as being entangled and closely embedded in political institutions
and relations of power. Tracing the early political origins of media and communications, Starr
writes that “technology and economics alone cannot explain the system of communications
we have inherited or the one we are creating”, but that “constitutive choices”, or decisions
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“about how things are built and how they work – their design and rules of operation”, play a
crucial role in the formation of media technologies and their ongoing economic restructuring
and dissemination in society at large (2004, p.1-4). Much the same argument can be made for
networked media. While networked practices have a direct impact on our everyday lives and
the way communicate and interact with one another, they remain firmly embedded in the
devices, technologies and physical infrastructure that make them possible.
As theorists like Castells (2000) and Sassen (2008) have demonstrated, these same
material objects remain subject to forms of regulation and control imposed on them at both the
local and global, physical and immaterial levels. Russell et al make this argument in relation
to collaborative technologies and projects, writing that “the specificities of how networked
culture plays out in particular arenas is [sic] highly dependent on media type, industry make
up, infrastructures, geopolitics, and cultures of consumption and production” (2008, p. 70).
Critiques of new media technologies, and collaborative production in particular, must therefore
take into account the conditions and forces which shape media production and the often hidden
or invisible dynamics at play in the modification of an open source software program or the
sharing of video and photo files on YouTube or Flickr. Such an approach implies a much more
complex relationship between networks and the users of networks than the often celebratory
accounts of new media culture.
Both Paul Caplan and Nathaniel Tkacz’s articles in this issue take up these debates from
quite different perspectives. In “Wikipedia and the Politics of Mass Collaboration”, Tkacz uses
the discussion over the Wikipedia entry for Muhammad as a case study in order to unravel some
of the processes and practical conditions behind the creation of collaborative projects. Tkacz
critiques what he terms the “discourse of collaboration”, pointing out inherent contradictions
in the language and rhetoric used by proponents of Web 2.0 and “participatory culture”. He
notes that, often, definitions of collaboration are defined by “negation”, or what it claims to be
opposed to (capitalism, centralisation, hierarchical organisation) rather than what it actually
is or what participating in the production of co-created or collaborative tools and programs
entails. His discussion of the controversy over the inclusion of several historical depictions of
Muhammad in the English-language entry on Wikipedia highlights the conflicts and tensions
that arise in the mass collaborative production of online content, be it a Wikipedia article or
open-source software. Building on the theories of Chantal Mouffe, Christoph Spehr and Mark
Elliott, Tkacz makes substantial headway towards addressing what he terms the “failure” of
scholarship on the issue to conceptualise the political dimensions of collaboration. He argues
that open projects can be seen as “zones of conflict” with their own “ecologies” of production
and set of power relations and struggles between co-creators which circumscribe how they are
produced and distributed.
Issues of participation in networks also come into play in relation to debates around
digital photography and archiving in Caplan’s article, “London 2012: Distributed Imag(in)ings
and Exploiting Protocol”. By analysing the “protocols” or algorithmic code which govern the
operation of networks and the way we engage with them, Caplan argues that we can view code
as an “actant” or non-human actor in networks. Protocol thus explicitly and implicitly reinforces
the ideologies imposed on users by the powerful corporations and institutions that have a
vested interest in their operation – in this case, the organisers of the mass media event that is the
London 2012 Olympic Games. Drawing on a vast repertoire of critical theory, from Baudrillard
and Foucault to Galloway and Latour and ending with Walter Benjamin, Caplan applies these
theoretical discussions to the network of photographic practices entangled around the act of
“imag(in)ing” London 2012. In doing so, he observes that, following Galloway (2004), if we are
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to critically engage with the discourse surrounding contemporary networks, an analysis of, and
critical intervention within, the protocols of these technologies is necessary. As he posits, it will
be necessary to use these protocols “to create an exploit, to make the actants redraw the power
relations and re-structure the spaces of possibility for imag(in)ing 2012.” It is no coincidence
that both Tkacz and Caplan tackle the “discourse” which surrounds these technologies, as they
contribute to an understanding of networked culture which engages with the gap between the
rhetoric and practice of participation.
In a similar vein, Jeff Biggar’s article “Crowdsourcing for the Environment: The Case of
Brighter Planet” takes as its case study the model of crowdsourcing, used by businesses and
organisations to “outsource projects to networks of individuals”. Coined by Wired magazine
writer Jeff Howe, crowdsourcing offers the potential for greater participation in the creation
of media content, commercial products and solutions to problems and issues. In doing so, it
mobilises a dispersed and decentralised network of users to work collectively together toward
a common goal. As Biggar demonstrates through his analysis of one such model, the online
environmental community Brighter Planet, crowdsourcing is a powerful tool for raising
awareness of environmental issues around pollution and carbon reduction. However, he argues,
it is not without shortcomings: crowdsourcing is potentially exclusionary and often caters to a
“homogenous and privileged crowd”, thus widening the gap between the digitally literate and
information poor. Biggar, following the work of Terranova (2004) and others on free labour,
thus makes a substantial contribution to our understanding of crowdsourcing and its position
within the new media economy. As he writes, “crowdsourcing can be seen as an extension
of communicative capitalism’s restructuring of leisure, consumption, and production as it
represents the collapse of waged and un-waged labour and erasure of work/life boundaries.”
Also in this issue, Sherry S. Yu and Daniel Ahadi’s general article on “Promoting
Civic Engagement Through Ethnic Media” explores some of these debates around inclusion
and marginalisation in relation to the traditional media. Their article uses as its case study
the mainstream English and ethnic Korean media’s newspaper coverage of the 2008 Canadian
federal election, in order to empirically analyse the role ethnic media outlets play in migrant’s
civic integration in multicultural societies. Building on existing studies of minority participation
in the public sphere, Yu and Ahadi apply these debates within the specific context of Canada
and the relatively recent issues around minority political rights that have emerged over the
past few decades. Their study shows that, consistent with existing studies on the issue, ethnic
media outlets tended to cover minority issues in a way that was specifically tailored to issues
of interest to Korean voters, in contrast to the mainstream press. However, this distinction was
considerably heightened in the case of the 2008 election, where “visible minorities were nearly
invisible in English media, either as voters or candidates.” Their article raises crucial issues about
the extent to which ethnic media are connected to and supplement the broader public sphere,
or whether they exist as autonomous “sphericules” largely ignored by broader communication
infrastructures. They argue that with greater political and economic support, “ethnic media can
work towards becoming recognised as ‘new options’ of the larger public sphere, and operate in
such a way as to change the dynamics and power relations within the mainstream.”
As the contributions to this special issue of PLATFORM demonstrate, the numerous,
multifarious manifestations of networked and collaborative media technologies create new
possibilities for distributed and decentralised forms of media production that exist in opposition
to the mainstream media industries. At the same time, they are entangled and enmeshed within
a complex politics of participation that sometimes clashes with the celebratory accounts of new
media and Web 2.0 technologies. Issues of control, conflict, inclusiveness and marginalisation

Editorial • 7

all come into play, underlining the still contentious nature of these networks. To return to de
Certeau, current debates around these technologies will need to move beyond the conventional
dichotomy of user and producer and build on the existing work of theorists in digital media studies
to explore the complex process of networked participation. It is hoped that the articles in this
issue of PLATFORM make a modest contribution towards exploring the nature of participation
– both in new forms of collaborative media, as well as traditional media platforms.
Endnotes
1 Epigraph: de Certeau, 1984, p. 31
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Crowdsourcing For The Environment:
The Case of Brighter Planet
Jeff Biggar
Ryerson University, Canada
Abstract: Online social networks provide opportunities for users to engage in activities
with social and environmental purpose. Global focus on combating climate change has
positioned the role of the citizen as a significant component in reducing environmental
harm. This paper explores the ways in which individuals are responding to these realities
through web 2.0 platforms. Presenting a case study of current practices in crowdsourcing,
this paper demonstrates that crowdsourcing for the environment has the potential to enable
users to address environmental problems, however, democratic discourses surrounding this
activity remain problematic. Among other conclusions, this paper finds that the melding of
environmental advocacy efforts with networked communication and information technologies
reinforces status-quo relations that magnify existing inequities between the information rich
and poor.

Introduction
The increased attention to environmental issues of sustainability and ‘going green’ in the media
has been accompanied by a rise in citizens’ interest in ‘doing their part’ for the environment.
At the level of the consumer, ‘going green’ has become a popular trend aimed at curbing
environmental impact by using less and living in more responsible ways. Global Internet
campaigns such as 350.org are encouraging people to band together and broadcast online
messages to show decision-makers that climate change matters.1
Research has called attention to emerging opportunities for users to be actively engaged
online, however, further assessment is needed in terms of who benefits from using the Internet
as an environmental engagement tool. This paper investigates the contribution of the web 2.0
practice known as ‘crowdsourcing’ to the ever-changing composition of labour in a post-Fordist
society. It argues that crowdsourcing is an appropriate tool to support work that reflects a
democratic alternative to the consumerist approach of mitigating environmental problems with
marketplace solutions. However, it identifies that tensions and imbalances still undermine the
democratic potential of networked technologies to facilitate environmental engagement tools.
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In other words, crowdsourcing can be situated as a form of labour that is both “pleasurably
embraced” by users for social and professional reasons and “shamelessly exploited” by capital
to extract profit at the expense of equity (Terranova, 2004, p. 78). The underlying objective of
this paper is to formulate a discussion of crowdsourcing that attempts to explicate and deal
with these tensions.
In addition, this study provides a conceptual framework that situates crowdsourcing
in the context of capitalist development and contemporary labour relations in the networked
society. It will discuss how the concepts of “general intellect”, “immaterial labour” and “cocreation” provide a basis for informing the theoretical nature of crowdsourcing. In light of a
growing opportunistic logic reflected in popular and management literature, this paper will
challenge optimistic assumptions made of open, communicative access to online networks by
discussing myths surrounding the production and consumption of user-generated content. It
will address the following research questions: What is the nature of social networking practices
like crowdsourcing? How does the participatory rhetoric surrounding web 2.0 practices
disguise power relations? Who benefits from the labour output of crowdsourcing ventures?
These questions will be considered in relation to crowdsourcing practices as applied to social
and environmental issues. Lastly, the paper will consider the political economy of labour
perspectives in addressing the obstacles faced by crowdsourcing applications in becoming
hopeful projections of non-market peer production. Research efforts examining the ways in
which crowdsourcing can be conceptualised as not just an online business model, but rather a
problem solving model aimed at dealing with social and environmental problems, are nascent
and require new research frameworks (Brabham, 2008a). This study builds on this research with
a critical discussion of the ideas, practices, opportunities and limitations of crowdsourcing.
Moreover, it provides critical background that could inform empirical research looking at the
intersections between crowdsourcing and environmentalism.
Shifting Network Dynamics: There is a Crowd for That
In his essay, “New Media and Global Power: The Internet and Global Activism”, Lance Bennett
reflects on the emergence of a “digital public sphere” in light of recent social justice movements
resisting the stronghold of neo-liberalism. He is confident that mass-scale organisation through
online networks is a successful and growing approach to mobilising counter-movements.
According to Bennett, personal media, or “micro-media” such as e-mail, blogs and social media
tools, serve as an intermediary between remote networks and mass-media channels. As such,
they serve to actively inform the greater public of grassroots activity (Bennett, 2003). Benchmark
cases like the Seattle World Trade Organization (WTO) protests in 1999 demonstrate the capacity
of networked communications politically. However, the growing fragmentation of the web is
creating networks with socio-political agendas on a much smaller scale. Since Bennett’s piece
was published the dynamics of the Internet have become more collaborative and interactive,
which has furthered the tendency for users to become actively involved in the production of
content.
While the potential for political mobilisation on a global scale through “micro-to-mass
media crossover” (Bennett, 2003, p. 13) has been explored fairly comprehensively, those practices
occurring at a smaller (more a-political) scale have received less attention. Terranova (2004) has
observed that the collective social and cultural knowledge being put to work in online spaces
is facilitating the conditions for new forms of micro-political activity to materialise. However,
she also suggests that the relationship of knowledge production to capitalist relations reduces
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its impact as a change-making force, as the expropriation of value or co-opting of measures
through social networks increasingly restrains progressive activity. A review of these practices
occurring at a smaller scale is undertaken briefly below in relation to crowdsourcing.
Wired magazine writer Jeff Howe first introduced the concept of crowdsourcing into the
popular mainstream in 2006, describing it as “the act of taking a job traditionally performed by
a designated agent and outsourcing it to an undefined, generally large group of people in the
form of an open call” (Howe, 2006, p. 87).2 Crowdsourcing is an example of the ability of web 2.0
to reach new domains with niche and cause-oriented interests drawing upon different political
and economic circumstances. The term crowdsourcing describes a web-based model used by
companies and organisations to outsource projects to networks of individuals. It is becoming a
widely adopted mode of organising labour for businesses and organisations looking to expand
their operations into networked communities. Initial crowdsourcing experiments involved
computer-related activities such as software coding and debugging, and were primarily of
interest for technology hobbyists.
Since Howe’s definition, the practice has been reinterpreted and modified, and is now
being applied to an assorted range of interests, from marketing companies all the way to
not-for-profit organisations (Whitla, 2009). For example, Whitla (2009) notes that marketing
companies are utilising crowdsourcing as a means for individuals to design and create their
own content and products as opposed to already existing in-house projects. The bulk of the
literature on crowdsourcing comes from business, creative industry, and popular accounts that
have a tendency to mirror the logic of capital. The rhetoric embedded in this literature promotes
the entrepreneurial individual as the primary subject who would gravitate towards this type
of work (Howe, 2008; Tapscott and Williams, 2006). With Terranova’s comments in mind,
crowdsourcing can be viewed as a practice that mixes both labour and leisure, calling into
question the capacity to deliver a rallying cry for a more flexible, pleasurable, and autonomous
work arrangement.
Regardless of how crowdsourcing is defined, a key tenet remains: outsourcing to an online
community comes in the form of an “open call.” These open calls detail specific tasks or problems,
and individuals and groups are invited to submit creative proposals in response. In other words,
a company posts a problem (or project pitch) online; individuals or groups offer up solutions;
members vote and the winning projects receive recognition. There is, however, disagreement
over what constitutes legitimate acknowledgment and value-creation for participants of
crowdsourcing. Whitla (2009) argues that content providers should be paid, whereas others
believe monetary reward is not essential in motivating people to participate. Rewards can also
include the opportunity to learn new skills, build one’s portfolio, and leverage cultural capital
(Brabham, 2008; Howe, 2008b). Regardless of its variability, there is some consistency in the
literature as to what crowdsourcing arrangements look like. Kleemann and Günter Vob (2008)
highlight the most common criteria used by for-profit companies to crowdsource product ideas:
They include the participation of consumers in content development and design, permanent
open calls, project vetting (members of the network vote on winning ideas), and community
reporting - forums that allow members to add input, make suggestions, and give observations
of trends they have noticed that might inform project ideas.
In the creative and marketing industries, crowdsourcing operations incorporate a
variation of the above criteria into their approach. For marketers, crowdsourcing is a way to test
the waters for input into future product development, a “means to develop content for services”
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(Whitla, 2009, p. 21). For instance, crowdsourcing has been seen as an invaluable opportunity
in identifying trends and co-opting innovative and cutting-edge ideas for corporate marketing.
Trendwatching.com contains a user-led database of trends in fashion and popular culture for
companies to monitor and include in their market research. Similarly iStockphoto , a micro-stock
photography company, consists of a network of community (stock) photographers who upload
their photographic content for prospective clients. Interested clients then survey a database of
visual media, download the particular stock they want, and provide a small payment to the
producer (Brabham, 2008b). In the public, more community-oriented domain, sites like seeclickfix
facilitate a platform for citizens to report non-emergency public infrastructure problems in their
communities to neighbourhood groups, elected officials, and public works committees. This
interface creates feedback loops between citizens and decision-makers by reporting back to the
community, or “crowd”, when problems (potholes, tree removal, vandalism, park maintenance)
are fixed. The site has seen their efforts create minor impact in cities across North America. For
example, in Philadelphia, an advocacy group used the site to aggregate citizens to document
incidents of prolonged vehicle idling which then helped to inform recommendations for clean
air initiatives at a policy level. 3
While some crowdsourcing schemes presented thus far represent projects geared toward
market and cultural production, there are signs of more unorthodox and commonplace designs
emerging online. A recent crowdsourcing experiment by design blog SwissMiss shows an
alternative interpretation of the crowdsourcing model that exploits the method of “community
reporting” mentioned above. The experiment set out to crowdsource four-letter baby names
for the arriving newborn of the site’s owner, Tina Roth Eisenburg (figure 1 reflects the “open
call”). The blog received approximately 350 responses within 12 hours from all over the globe
via Twitter and the site’s blog forum (Young, 2010). It also secured a radio interview for Tina
Roth on a widely broadcasted program that discusses the impact of new media technology on
society.4

Figure 1: Everyday crowdsourcing pitch
Source: Eisenburg, Tina Roth.
Retrieved from http://www.swiss-miss.com/2009/11/extreme-crowdsourcing.html
All rights reserved.

Conceptualising crowdsourcing as not just a profit-generating business model, but rather
a non-market model or democratic platform would increase functionality for application with
different agendas and interests. Therefore, as the practice continues to be introduced across
different occupations and industries, Brabham (forthcoming, p. 4) suggests that a “coherent set
of conditions for what makes a successful crowdsourcing arrangement is needed”. This involves
improving our understanding of what motivates people to engage in these collective activities
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on a case-by-case basis. Moreover, it requires an understanding of the working conditions that
participants of crowdsourcing operate in. While crowdsourcing can be seen as a positive example
of personal empowerment, this form of labour is often precarious, temporary, and offering little
by way of guarantee. Kleemann and Günter Vob (2008, p. 22) see crowdsourcing by profitdriven companies as the “commercial exploitation of creative ideas” because participants are
often underpaid for their work, leaving the firm to benefit the most because they own the right
to distribute and sell user content. On the other hand, in his qualitative study of online t-shirt
company Threadless, Brabham (forthcoming) found that motivation to participate in order to
make money was strong, but so were the chance to improve one’s skills, land future work, and
be a part of a community of like-minded people. These questions of reward, motivation, and
subjectivity in crowdsourcing will be discussed again later on.
These cases are an indication of how the crowdsourcing model is being appropriated
in ways that encompass both self-interest and shared responsibility. In the crowdsourcing
landscape, there are opportunities to advance one’s professional reputation (e.g. iStockphoto),
and chances to provide mutual benefit close to home (e.g. seeclickfix). As crowdsourcing
becomes better integrated across sectors (corporate, creative, public) and more legitimised in
scholarship (business management, new media and communication studies) a best practice
formula is needed to fully support its trajectory into uncharted territory. The discussion above
suggests that crowdsourcing is still defining itself as a both an enjoyable creative activity and a
form of labour.
The value derived from crowdsourcing is comparable to social networking sites, where
individuals tend to associate with others who have similar tastes. In networks of like-minded
members, people build social capital by sharing these interests with one another. Social capital
becomes actualised through civic engagement, interpersonal connection, and self-satisfaction
(Boyd and Ellison, 2007). Crowdsourcing provides an applicable framework for understanding
the different types of value individuals and groups adopt from participating in web-based
initiatives that rely heavily on commitment. Examples of how crowdsourcing is enabling
networks of users with environmental concerns to channel their efforts on a micro level will be
discussed below in relation to Brighter Planet.
The Case of Brighter Planet
Public debate around environmental issues consists of many divergent viewpoints that compete
for audience attention. As such, the public discourse is expanding beyond industry leaders,
decision-makers, and pundits to include average citizens, reflecting growing public interest in
both protecting the planet and adopting more sustainable behaviour patterns (Cox, 2006; Moser
and Dilling, 2007; Russill and Nyssa, 2009).
Brighter Planet is an online environmental community that encourages members to
engage with environmental issues such as emissions reduction, sustainable lifestyle choices,
ecologically friendly products, and consumer responsibility in the “going-green” marketplace.
Since its inception in 2007, Brighter Planet has gained 150,000 registered members, ranging from
college students to senior citizens.5 The site’s features are personalised to illustrate one’s carbon
footprint - that is, impact on the environment through everyday actions - and offer suggestions
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Personal carbon calculators provide a visual representation
of each member’s impact on the environment, which can be seen on their profile.
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The site is also involved in crowdsourcing projects. The Brighter Planet Project Fund
awards monthly cash prizes (up to $5,000) to grassroots climate projects in the United States.
Similar to other crowdsourcing ventures, a general open call for proposals rallies interested users
to create projects addressing issues of climate change. Matt Vaughn6 states that any American
citizen with a credible sponsor (any company or organisation that supports the project’s goals)
is eligible to receive funds. Once the details are in place, the project selection committee verifies
the projects (each project must have a project sponsor) and lists them on the website in order
to begin the vetting process. In short, members vote on which projects they feel should win the
grants, based on viewing proposal descriptions published on the website. Projects have focused
on areas such as reforestation, climate education, international climate politics, and renewable
energy (figure 2 shows how the funds are distributed across project ideas).

Figure 2: Brighter Planet Fund Distribution
Source: Brighter Planet Online.
Retrieved from http://brighterplanet.com/project_fund_projects. All rights reserved.

I would argue that the majority of these projects demonstrate collaboration at work
as each project has multi-member teams. Considering “community engagement” projects
are highly funded, Brighter Planet values projects that provide a collective service. Specific
project titles include: “Climate Education: 10 Essential Facts and Strategies”, an environmental
education program aimed at curriculum reform in the Boston school system. “Clean Power,
Health Communities Convergence” has a dual purpose of initiating clean energy solutions in the
Oakland area and creating green jobs for those of a poor socioeconomic demographic.78 Brighter
Planet’s fair labour practices can be seen in that it does not retain a high profit - or surplus value
- from participants. Instead, it reserves the right to publicise winning projects on its website for
the network to view, but does not sell these design models or ideas on to its clients (in the way
that for example iStockphoto does). The fact that it doesn’t use crowdsourced solutions for its
own profitability is a major point of distinction between Brighter Planet and other platforms.
Brabham (forthcoming, p. 21) argues that “the best crowdsourcing applications cultivate
a crowd that is so engaged as a primary stakeholder in the process” in that they enable creative
control rather than exploiting it. In other words, allowing users to drive the process instead of
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observing how their ideas are being co-opted for other’s usage distinguishes crowdsourcing
arrangements. Affording people the opportunity to solve a problem provides a sense of
ownership over the direction of the project. Companies like Brighter Planet capture the shifting
nature of crowdsourcing from a strictly online business model, to one that is multi-faceted,
integrated into public spaces, and committed to services that focus on non-commodification.
The next section will assess these claims more closely with a view to uncovering barriers that
may impede or limit such efforts.
Discussion
Brighter Planet’s approach to crowdsourcing combines social network dynamics with
environmental issues in a digitally mediated context. The discussion below will consider
whether this platform constitutes a new type of arrangement that is conducive to environmental
issues, or merely a movement of these activities from other (offline) spheres to a networked
context. Specifically, it will consider the types of people who benefit from engaging with such
an arrangement and those who are excluded from participating.
While the environmental advocacy movement appears largely known as a political
project, “green hype” has also been embraced by the corporate world as a means of selling
lifestyle politics to consumers. The environmental movement has generated the phenomenon of
“going green” at both the level of the consumer and producer. “Going green” is a practice that
promotes an ethical shift in behaviour by focusing consumer choice and corporate strategies
on environmental sustainability. From this perspective, ethical consumption refers to making
consumption decisions based on issues of human rights, environmental responsibility, and fair
trade work practices. However it has been widely argued that this form of consumer-based
politics or “voting with your dollar” does not constitute democratic, let alone political, action
as it is only feasible among concentrated social groups that are economically privileged (Banaji
and Buckingham, 2009; Johnston, 2008).
Consumer-based solutions to environmental problems can be seen as class-based in
that they require substantial purchasing power, or capital, that only a fraction of society can
attain. Thus, this aspect of the green movement is increasingly limited by market modes of
ecological regulation that merely moderate environmental problems rather than addressing
them systematically. Corporate advertising’s attempt to remedy environmental degradation
by positioning consumption to be ethical (e.g., fair trade products) and lifestyle choices to
be empowering (local food production/organic gardening) represent class-based solutions
that negate larger, structural problems. These include ignored environmental effects, such as
resource depletion and overproduction, engendered by capitalism, including related areas such
as health impact, food insecurity, and socio-economic inequality. While some are afforded the
luxury of consuming green products to protect themselves from environmental harm, such as
food shortage, water contamination and airborne contaminants, most citizens cannot do this
consistently. Therefore, the ‘environmental problematic’ becomes a question of how social,
environmental, and economic well-being can be maintained for all citizens within ecological
constraints (Rosenwarne, 2002; Wall, 2006).
Decentralised production and consumption, social and environmental justice goals, and
removing the dominance of capital accumulation as the primary element in exchange relations
is imperative for environmental problems to be approached effectively and inclusively. As it
stands, consumer-based responses to issues like fair-trade labour practices have a tendency to
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blend opposing class interests into one voice. An equal amount of research from new media and
environmental studies has been devoted to uncovering digital divides, or the inequities that
surround this relationship. Online platforms are built on the assumption of open, communicative
access, yet most often cater to a privileged demographic (Dean, 2009). As new technology
typically empowers already experienced and motivated groups (for example, those who are
environmentally and technologically predisposed), there is a better chance their agenda will
prevail. This agenda, which typically reflects white, middle-upper class concerns, has failed
to meet the needs of historically marginalised communities (Bucy & Newhagen, 2004; Melosi,
2006).
On one hand, non-commodified solutions created by Brighter Planet (community
engagement and environmental education) could benefit others through improved living and
working conditions, and potentially reflecting good citizenship. Raising public awareness,
banding together, creating educational campaigns and action-oriented projects can reflect the
“modality of citizen in a democratic society” (Szasz, 2007, p. 4). On the other hand, if the venture
reflects networks of privilege and undifferentiated groups, then project creation is still being
undertaken by those who are environmentally predisposed, rather than newcomers without a
prior interest. While it is speculative to comment on the composition of members in the Brighter
Planet network, it has been shown through other crowdsourcing experiments, such as Brabham’s
(2008b) empirical study of crowdsourcing contributors at iStockphoto, that networks tend to be
non-inclusive. In some ways, crowdsourcing follows a logic of meritocracy within a discourse
of democratisation. The practice is built on the assumption of open, communicative access, yet
it caters to a homogenous and privileged crowd (typically white, middle-to-upper class) that
has the required levels of access and digital literacy to participate.
Participatory Networks?
The impetus behind crowdsourcing arises from the shift to a web 2.0 environment that seeks
to “harness” the creative capacity of its users by affording them opportunities to interact and
collaborate (O’Reilly, 2005). Green and Jenkins (2009) suggest that an increase in the flow and
development of content is changing the way we examine the effects of concentration (media
industry) and convergence (participatory culture). Online services are more and more designed
as shared platforms in which the audience is positioned as not merely a consumer of these
services, but rather as an active agent in the production process. Social networking sites like
Facebook and MySpace, and photo-sharing sites like Flickr, reflect this greater reliance on the
user to produce and distribute content. This practice is commonly known as “co-creation”,
based on the notion of user as producer.
Co-creative relations have signalled an influx in user-generated content, whereby
user-led innovation is a central component shaping the digital economy today. Social media
tools – personal media forms such as microblogs, video sharing, instant messaging, and social
networking sites – harness these connections and are becoming widely used. As of October
2009, it is estimated that close to 50 percent of American Internet users are engaging with social
networks, with approximately 20 percent of these using status updating tools like Twitter
(Pew Internet Project, 2009). Crowdsourcing is actively shaping this shifting dynamic between
consumer (user) and producer (media company). However, while it appears many people
engage with social web applications, most of the activity on a typical online social network is
produced by a small contingent of users. In their study of Twitter usage patterns, Piskorski and
Heil (2009) examined the activity of 300,000 Twitter users and found that over half ‘tweet’ less
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than once every two and a half months. What’s more, they discovered that the most productive
10 percent of users account for 90 percent of “tweets”, or message content. A similar study by a
Canadian research firm, Sysomos, investigated 11.5 million twitter accounts, and found that one
in five people who had initially signed up for the service had never posted anything (Cheng et
al, 2009).
The capacity for web 2.0 applications like Twitter to resemble a dyadic, peer-to-peer
communication network has yet to be fully realised. Research suggests that the exponential
expansion of networked communications technologies has potential to be more redundant than
useful at times. Dean (2009) suggests that although the commodification of the web may create
more opportunities for users to create and circulate content, this does not necessarily mean a
user’s contribution will elicit a response, be influential, or create an impact. In other words,
she observes that messages contribute to a circulating content stream that may never reach a
desired receiver or end point because of high network volumes. Similarly, Miller (2008) argues
that in an effort to contribute, participate, and be heard, we find ourselves in a constant state of
“catching-up networking” with our multiple nodes and networks by large groups of people. In
most cases, users register with sites and networks, like Twitter, but fail to develop any long-term
attachment. This research challenges assumptions about the degree to which network access
equates to a greater contribution of content through networks. Most importantly, it debunks
earlier claims in the literature by Howe (2006) that crowdsourcing is a site for “undefined
groups” to mobilise their creative capacity. Instead, research such as that by Brabham (above)
has shown that these groups are fairly narrow, predictable and centralised, with similar types
of users consistently engaging with this form of technology.
As the proliferation, distribution, and acceleration of content intensify on the web, the
likelihood of improved democratic relations lessens (Dean, 2009;Terranova, 2004). In other
words, the adage more (information) is less (influential contribution) is taking shape. Open,
communicative access doesn’t necessarily mean a wider contribution of content through
networks. From this perspective, Dean’s theory of “communicative capitalism” is a helpful
framework to evaluate the social nature of co-creation online. She suggests social relations on
the web are actually characterised by a non-inclusive, unresponsive dialogue. Communicative
capitalism, for Dean, comes to mean a form of democracy that consists of an entirely one-way
dialogue that elicits no response. A closer definition of Dean’s term follows:
The concept of communicative capitalism designates the strange merging of
democracy and capitalism…It does so by highlighting the way networked
communication bring the two together…instead of leading to more equitable
distributions of wealth and influence, instead of enabling the emergence
of a richer variety in modes of living and practices of freedom…rhetorics of
participation and democracy work ideologically to secure the technological
infrastructure of neoliberalism - a project that concentrates assets in the hands
of the very, very, rich. Dean, 2009, pp. 22-23
Social web practices (blogging, networking, co-creation) promote an opportunistic logic
of creativity, autonomy, and individualism. In this, they also constitute a notion of democracy
that is refashioned under neoliberal ideas of freedom, creativity, and empowerment. The next
section will explore these tensions further and introduce a set of academic and popular concepts
that inform the composition of practices like crowdsourcing in a post-Fordist (network society)
context.

Crowdsourcing for the Environment • 17

Crowdsourcing as Labour
The crowdsourcing business model seeks to harness the collective solutions of networked
communities around the web. By recognising the user’s ability to self-organise, crowdsourcing
experiments are tapping into the emergence of what Pierre Levy (1997) calls “collective
intelligence.” Levy argues that value creation in the digital economy arises from the Internet’s
ability to showcase unfettered human intelligence.
These forms of human ingenuity and innovation are commonly channelled into forms
of immaterial labour. This concept is broadly defined as labour which “produces immaterial
goods such as a service, a cultural product, knowledge or communication” (Hardt and
Negri, 2000, p. 292). Anyone who creates content through personal media, or micro-media,
is contributing immaterial labour on the web. Terranova (2004) suggests this framework of
“collective intelligence” is rooted in the writings of the autonomist Marxist tradition and reflects
some overlap in the discourse. Karl Marx’s original concept of “general intellect” is relevant
in understanding how contemporary capitalism acquires markets in new terrains. Applying
this concept to the context of post-industrial production, general intellect can be defined as
“an articulation of fixed capital (machines) and living labour (the workers)” (Terranova, 2004,
p. 87). This economic function is characterised by a shift to decentralised work environments
removed from sites of industrial production. The autonomists argue that the “general intellect”
became more pervasive following a transition to a knowledge-based economy. With this, the
notion of the “Social Factory” emerged out of a post-Fordist shift from factory production to an
information economy, whereby the socialised worker replaced the mass worker. In short, what
we perceive to be a brick and mortar factory exists not within walls, but within society itself
(Hardt and Negri, 2000; Cote and Pybus, 2007).
Historically, crowdsourcing (an example of this shift) can be as seen as the firm or
organisation’s expansion of operations, such as market research and research and development,
into new markets. Initially these forms of knowledge production and corporate research were
sub-contracted out by companies to various occupations (for example, scientists and engineers)
to gain specialised expertise on the advancement of technological innovation (Machlup, 1962).
Today, these tasks are not necessarily performed in-house, but rather completed by individuals
and groups willing to contribute their ideas. In short, forms of knowledge production are
handpicked by companies from online network communities that lend their ideas to businesses.
From there, similarly to other crowdsourcing practices, they are voted on by community
members. For example, Cisco (Telecommunications), Cleantech (Environmental design), and
Procter & Gamble (consumer products) engage with crowdsourcing. InnoCentive - an online
hub that allows companies to crowdsource their “costly” research and development needs to
global networks - facilitates these developments (Von Hippel, 2005).
This form of labour is informed by ‘affective’ and ‘immaterial’ elements for much of this
work is dependent upon communicative and emotive capacity. Information and communication
technologies are becoming more and more facilitative of immaterial labouring activities with
affective dimensions and no financial compensation. As will be discussed below, “free labour”
becomes important under communicative capitalism as more and more companies reduce
production costs by shifting operations online, and a growing number of knowledge, or
creative, workers compete for short-term contracts to enhance skills, work autonomously, and
build portfolios.
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The tendency to “immaterial labour 2.0” is becoming more and more ubiquitous as
communicating between networks also becomes part of everyday life (Cote and Pybus, 2007).
In reflecting back on the crowdsourcing experiment by design blog SwissMiss, we can see
how Dean’s concept of communicative capitalism gains traction. Members of the network
communicated their suggestions of baby names but received no response in return for their
time spent. While this example may appear to be a minor and insignificant task, it is indicative
of a volunteer labour model pervasive on the web today. Crowdsourcing can be seen as an
extension of communicative capitalism’s restructuring of leisure, consumption, and production
as it represents the collapse of waged and un-waged labour and erasure of work/life boundaries.
Participating in crowdsourcing is not necessarily a wage-based activity, but rather a form of “free
labour” that challenges traditional notions of paid work, and structured and unstructured time.
Terranova (2004, p. 73) notes that this form of labouring could be subconscious and ordinary, “a
brief experience of something that did not feel like work at all”. Contributing content, updating
one’s website, and collaborating with others are all practices of “free labour” that inform valuecreation under communicative capitalism in the digital economy.
Free labour practices through crowdsourcing can be seen as a variety of communicative
capitalism that expropriates value from users, providing little in return by way of recognition or
compensation. To this end, Dean (2009) suggests, a key condition of communicative capitalism
is that the exchange value - or economic function in capitalist exchange relations - of message
content is paramount to its use value. As web 2.0 practices continue to become more monetised,
marketed and privatised, co-creative relationships signal both an enjoyable opportunity for
labour (either social, free, or wage), but also an exploitative one. In the latter case, workers
are self-organised, yet their work produces profit for a company of which they are not direct
employees. As shown with the example of Tina Ross Eisenburg, profit may be in the form of
social and cultural capital - securing an interview on a popular, prime time radio broadcast to
promote her digital network. However, it comes at the expense of the crowd who contributed
their ideas at no cost. It is important to acknowledge that these users sustain such ventures, and
in cases where no financial compensation is given remain anonymously propping up someone
they have no relationship with.
Terms like “general intellect” and “immaterial labour” rely upon a multifaceted
relationship between capitalist organisations and individualisation, and it is important to
draw these out. Practices like crowdsourcing reflect tensions and opportunities for labour
through information and communications technologies. On the one hand, crowdsourcing
provides a platform for new subjectivities to form meaningful connections (such as exercising
autonomy and creativity). On the other hand, the risks and responsibilities that come with this
engagement can fall back on the individual. Oppressive, unstable, and insecure forms of work
and living characterise the nature of this work. If this relationship becomes disproportionate, the
transformative opportunities of work like crowdsourcing remain precarious. In this instance,
the anxiety over acquiring work, and feeling a constant need to update one’s skills, pit creative
workers against one another in a race to gain competitive advantage.
These historical shifts in labour activity and audience involvement are shaping current
web 2.0 environments and crowdsourcing developments alike. Companies like Brighter Planet
reflect these new directions by combining online participation with offline opportunities. While
the Internet is merely the catalyst of the project creation (the bulk of production is taking place
on the ground), it exemplifies the synergistic opportunities made possible as a result of web
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2.0 developments reaching new avenues. That being said, further empirical study into the
meaning that environmental workers bring to their work and their overall experience would
provide better insight into the advantages and disadvantages discussed above. For example,
what motivates people to become involved with these projects? Lastly, as crowdsourcing
schemes overlap with environmentally focused projects, it is important to not let rosy displays
of green-inspired activism convince us that such sites of engagement don’t reinforce existing
environmental inequities and stratified social relations. Transferring environmental practices
to digital networks doesn’t necessarily rid existing problems of class-based positions and
consumeristic solutions. Exercising consumer responsibility is therefore important when
deciphering “going green” corporate messages.
Limitations and Implications
The tendency for capital to place emphasis on non-binding contracts and exchange values through
practices like crowdsourcing is a prevailing mediator of our political economy of labour, creating
disproportionate ideals of access in relation to crowdsourcing. As argued above, Brighter Planet
supports collective solutions to environmental problems, however this doesn’t mean that social
concerns get smoothed over. While it is important to highlight the productive work being done
through crowdsourcing efforts such as Brighter Planet, it is essential to distinguish between the
quality of work and the quality of working, and social, conditions.
Most participants of crowdsourcing are well-educated, have technical training, and the
digital tools to inform and produce their work, yet labour issues of job security, stability, and
exploitation contribute to feelings of uncertainty in this sector. Crowdsourcing, as with other
contingent and freelance labour, is marked by precariousness, which in this context means the
discontinuous and unsecured work conditions of people contributing to the knowledge sector.
As such, people in this area fall under the moniker of “precariat” worker, which Gill and Pratt
(2008) broadly define as exhibiting both characteristics of precariousness and proletarianism,
suggesting an occurrence of exploitation, but also a capacity for political organisation. They
further suggest that research into the meaning that people bring to their work would be beneficial
in fully understanding this position. As they describe, “the unpleasant affective experiences as well as the pleasures of the work - need to be theorised to furnish a full understanding of
the experience of cultural work…to produce an integrated understanding” (p. 16). Similarly,
Hardt and Negri (2000) observe that an “integrated” understanding would entail that politicaleconomic perspectives of communication and lived experience co-exist. This relationship would
strengthen our understanding of how collective subjectivity takes shape, intervenes through
online networks, and truly harnesses the “collective intelligence” of the Web to benefit digital
labourers in a way that could reduce precarious circumstances.
With such divergent and competing interests in the environmental arena, dealing with
difference, settling on common ground, and appealing to new and different groups remain
challenges for environmental crowdsourcing. Points of concern mentioned earlier over
networks of privilege reflect back on the literature of Boyd and Ellison (2007) who found that
most users develop preferential attachment to networks that their friends or acquaintances
are part of. That is, niche-oriented platforms tend to attract people with similar interests and
tastes. As crowdsourcing attaches itself to more and more causes (such as the public sector and
social and environmental interests), it is important to consider what existing hierarchical order
gets washed over under the guise of participatory rhetoric. In other words, if the advantage
continuously goes to the same users and groups, crowdsourcing will remain a narrow, one-
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dimensional practice concerned with competition over cooperation.
Similar to issues of class-based agendas mentioned earlier surrounding environmental
participation, Ross (2009, p. 188) contends that capital’s co-optation of the “general intellect”
(or collective intelligence) may be collaborative by nature, however, it should be viewed in the
context of a social division of labour that reproduces existing inequities between the haves and
have-nots. The only way to consolidate these social relations is to build “cross-class collations”
that represent bottom end users and broaden network participation. Idealising the capacity
of the “general intellect” to be an open and co-operative model perpetuates the myth of a
democratic, communicative ethos mentioned earlier. De-centralised networks, creative freedom,
and empowerment don’t necessarily parlay a form of democracy that is transformative for all.
That being said, the capacity for capital to contain and channel the general intellect does not
necessarily exceed workers’ ability to control it. Worker resistance, and ‘refusal of work’ strategies,
are forms of subversion that can translate into labour organisation. As crowdsourcing matures
as a form of labour, the possibility for this activity to materialise will increase. For example,
if workers produce autonomously without the need to be managed, what is stopping those
involved from entering into business independently, rather than delivering the end product to
a firm or company that stands to benefit?
Conclusion and Next Steps
This paper investigated the web 2.0 practice known as crowdsourcing, particularly its emergence
as a mode of labour in the networked society. It argued that, on the one hand, crowdsourcing
can be seen as an exploitative process of capital offloading its labour costs onto the backs of
users and consumers. Yet, on the other hand, crowdsourcing is an opportunity for specialists
and the precariously employed to leverage their creative capacity for a variety of prospective
companies. More research is needed on how workers negotiate these tensions and whether
or not they are motivated and empowered to resist power relations and structures. Further, it
presented a case study of an environmental crowdsourcing practice that supports user interest in
providing solutions to social and environmental problems. Interviews with actual participants
from Brighter Planet that discuss topics of value, exploitation, and the meaning they give to their
work would provide much-needed empirical research around accepted criteria for fair wages
and quality of life indicators in crowdsourcing. Lastly, this paper discussed the problems that
come with combining environmental advocacy efforts with co-creative practices. It revealed
that the opportunity to participate in these practices is largely based on the socio-economic
conditions of users, the provision of access can exclude those without the required capital
and literacy - typically marginalised and low-income communities. Democratic assumptions
between digital networks and environmental advocacy efforts need to be addressed and
reconciled before participatory rhetoric surrounding these overlapping areas can be realised. In
order to adequately celebrate crowdsourcing as a micro-political project it must reflect fair and
ethical working conditions, and make efforts to reach newcomers who do not necessarily have
the benefits or privileges to participate in democracy. Such criteria have yet to be determined
and remain fundamental to the challenges of theorising the democratisation of the web and
crowdsourcing practices alike.
While crowdsourcing has been celebrated by some as a democratic innovation that
provides rewarding employment opportunities that contribute to the advancement of one’s
professional and social identity, its recognition as a form of labour and its relationship to capital
should be of critical focus going forward. More empirical research of crowdsourcing ventures will
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contribute to an understanding of whether such opportunities are indeed a positive experience
or one blanketed with naïve optimism. Crowdsourcing is an unfolding social and labour
experiment being appropriated across private and public sectors that varies in composition. As
the practice continues to develop, its potential as a micro-force for strengthening environmental
relations should not be overlooked.
Endnotes
1 In recent years the environmental agenda has sought to include social concerns into its efforts.
Factoring in ‘sustainability’- issues such as socio-economic inequities, food insecurity, and
impoverished living conditions - are considered vital to addressing ecological concerns
democratically.
2 It should be noted that crowdsourcing is different from conventional notions of ‘outsourcing’
which takes in-house production and transfers it to low-wage, developing countries, and
open source practice - work that is typically done for free by hobbyists for common goals
(Mosco, 2008)
3 http://www.seeclickfix.com/watchers/list?place_id=19698
4 http://www.cbc.ca/spark/2010/03/full-interview-tina-roth-eisenberg-aka-swissmiss-on
-crowdsourcing-a-baby-name/
5 Vaughn, Matt. (2010). ‘Interview by author.’ E-mail. 11th March
6 Matt Vaughn is the Science Outreach coordinator for Brighter Planet
7 http://projectfund.brighterplanet.com/projects/climate_education_10_essential_f
8 http://projectfund.brighterplanet.com/projects/clean_power_healthy_communities_
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London 2012: Distributed Imag(in)ings
and Exploiting Protocol
Paul Caplan
Birkbeck, University of London, UK
Abstract: The Olympic Games in London in 2012 is being built online as well as off through
official and unofficial photographs which serve to position ‘2012’ within a discourse of legacy
and participation. This paper looks at how network protocols can be addressed as what Bruno
Latour would call ‘actants’, non-human actors that generate and discipline that visualisation
within a particular network scopic regime (Jay, 1988). Following Galloway (2004), protocols
such as JPEG/EXIF and XML can be seen as generating new scopic texts/practices around
archive and openness which underpin 2012 ideologies of legacy and participation. The paper
goes on to explore the potential of critical intervention in that regime using Benjamin’s
model of writing history developed in The Arcades Project (1999).
Introduction
We are living and photographing in new times. Photo-sharing site Flickr has more than four
billion images in its database with the jump from three to four billion taking just five and a
half months (Warren, 2009). Meanwhile Facebook claims its social photo album includes 15
billion photos with users adding 550,000 images a second (Ostrow, 2009). Many of these photos
were taken with new photographic apparatuses such as the cameraphone. Analysts M:Metrics
report that 78 percent of Europeans and 66 percent of Americans owned a cameraphone in 2008
(M:Metrics, 2008) and the iPhone is now the most popular ‘camera’ on Flickr (Flickr, 2010).
While the ease and speed of digital photography has fueled this visual explosion, at a deeper
level what drives these new imaging practices and determines these new network texts is code,
the protocols that enable and structure the filing and sharing of these images and so the new
imaging practices and businesses.
In this paper, I argue that protocols such as JPEG and XML ‘determine’ a new scopic
regime characterised by network relations which is built around a discourse of ‘the archive’
and an ideology of visual democracy. These protocol objects can be seen, using Latour’s term,
as ‘actants’ that have become so familiar they have become transparent and taken for granted.
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By looking at the photography surrounding the London 2012 Olympics, I will explore how that
protocol-driven regime is implicated in the powerful ideologies of legacy and participation at
work around a major media event. The paper concludes by arguing that addressing the regime
in terms of protocol allows a form of critical engagement.
2012: The London Olympics
2012 is being built physically in the East End of London, but discursively it is being built
online1. The physical and the discursive come together on small 30 seat buses that regularly
tour the site.
Like tourists in Jurassic Park, the bus takes you slowly through the security gates on to
the site and past the giant metal skeletons of half-built eco-architecture and the mounds of earth
washed clean of toxins, industrial heritage and, arguably, history.
The tour guide points to Hackney Marshes, a collection of community football pitches
renowned for their quality after years of Sunday use, waiting to be dug up for car parking so
people can see the Olympic football on new turf. The idea of “legacy” that we will see as a key
driver of the 2012 ideology is now made tangible in the Olympic Park Legacy Company (OPLC)
which is set to deliver new football facilities when the carparks are removed. Legacy starts
anew, a year zero for local football teams and communities.
The guide delivers a stream of statistics about how materials from businesses “relocated”
from the site are being reused and recycled as literal foundations for the so-called “Big Build”;
the East End’s history and present industry becoming part of a spectacular future.
The driver stops at photo-opportunities where we lean across each other to get, and
keep, the view, our own spectacular souvenirs.
Ways of Seeing: the Network Scopic Regime
For Martin Jay, visual practices and discourses emerge within “scopic regimes” (1988) particular
historical, discursive fields (or in Foucault’s terms, “regimes of truth”) where statements
about “the visual”, as well as practices and technologies are produced (1993, 1994). Jay maps
the forms and power relations around shifting “ways of seeing”, arguing that this historical
account enables us to “wean ourselves from the fiction of a ”true” vision and revel instead in
the possibilities opened up by the scopic regimes we have invented and the ones, now so hard
to envision, that are doubtless to come” (1988, p. 20).
In a similar vein, accounts of technologies of vision (Crary, 1992, 2001; Friedberg, 2006;
Kittler, 2010) seek to map the development of particular scopic technologies, whether optical
apparatuses, user interfaces or, as we shall see, software protocols. From this perspective,
both discursive and material objects (whether the camera obscura, Alberti’s ”frame”, the
phenakistoscope, the Windows desktop or the iPhone’s augmented reality view), are players
(or, following Latour’s discussion of non-human actors, I shall argue ‘actants’) in a complex
set of historical, material and discursive relations. Scopic regimes are not fixed periods that
give way to each other in epistemic shifts, but can overlap and interconnect. It is not that we
have “moved on” from the ways of seeing that these authors argue characterised particular
- 25 -
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historical moments such as the Renaissance or the Baroque. Indeed, Timothy Murray has drawn
interesting connections between the Baroque and the digital (Murray T. , 2008). Rather, we need
to see the current network scopic regime as one which exists in dynamic relations with other
ways of seeing, optical technologies and practices.
The internet, and social networking practices in particular, as well as new scopic
technologies such as camera phones and photo-management software have introduced new
ways of taking and consuming images. These, I will argue, are characterised by the ”object”
and the ”database” and set in motion image practices of the archive and ideologies of visual
democracy.
Within this network scopic regime, photographs are objects; they are currency in social
exchanges and markers of subjectivity whether they are understood as Heideggerian ”things”,
Lukacsian commodities or Baudrillardian simulacra (Candlin & Guins, 2009). Facebook uses
the language of “objects” to talk about online images. It talks of “over 160 million objects” or
other “pieces of content” in its database (Facebook, 2010). This of course connects with the
company’s broader business of data mining, where “pieces of content” and the conversations
that surround them can be analysed for data about users, their preferences and their likely
susceptibility to ads. At a concrete level too, images on Facebook, Flickr and across the web are
objects insofar as each occupies a particular space within a database. This allows a user (or a
visitor or a datamining robot) to search, link, create collections and slideshows as well as copy
and share the “file”.
As the number of image-objects and the social spaces and relations in which they work
increases, there is a change in the nature of the images taken, archived and shared. With plentiful
cheap storage, there is no need to delete (Bell & Gemmell, 2009; Mayer-Schoenberger, 2009) and
images do not need to be special to justify taking. My coffee cup, my dog, my friend and that
piece of graffiti are all “worthy” of “imaging”.
Susan Murray identifies “a shift in the engagement with the everyday image, as it
has become less about the special or rarefied moments of domestic living and more about an
immediate, rather fleeting, display and collection of one’s discovery and framing of the small
and mundane” (2008, p. 147). Because I can organise them via tags, dates or location these
images can all exist as rags ‘n refuse (as Walter Benjamin would call them (1999, p. 460)) in my
personal database. What is more, the same image can appear in multiple databases. And of
course because my stream is social and connected to other streams via tags, photo pools or links,
these streams of images can entwine creating new montages or, again using Benjamin’s terms,
“dialectical images” with, as we will see, the critical potential to write history in a different way
(1999, p. 462; see also Pensky, 2004).
This stream of domestic image-objects and image practices is arguably different than
“photography” with its connotations of professionalism, scarcity, art and deliberation2. The
new scopic practices could perhaps be called “imaging”. The informal photographic logging
of the everyday from where one’s car was parked through a night-out with friends to citizen
paparazzi or journalism sits alongside other imaging practices such as the imagist poetry-style
observations of Twitter3. Taking it further, these practices could be seen as imag(in)ing. The
images, whether visual or textual, are images that become part of the “social imaginary” that,
for Lilie Chouliaraki (forthcoming) following Charles Taylor, offers a way to think through the
relations between imaging, discourse and power. As images and imaging practices become part

London 2012 • 27

of online relationships they become part of “the ways people imagine their social existence, how
they fit together with others, how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations
that are normally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlies these
expectations” (Taylor, 2007, p. 23). As part of the “flows of information... images, sounds and
symbols” of network society (Castells, 1996, p. 412), the image-objects form personal ‘archives’
on my hard drive or phone, social archives on Flickr and Facebook and state/corporate archives
in surveillance and marketing databases within networks.
As Lanier (2010) argues, the network is now a default space where subjectivities
become “profiles”, interaction becomes “status updates” and culture becomes mash-ups. It is
not necessary to embrace all of Lanier’s rhetoric to accept that the idea of the network is now
dominant in military, political, scientific and media discourses. We see terrorism and war, genes
and epidemics, elections, economies and audiences in terms of networks and network effects.
That space and space of possibility sets the rules for seeing al-Qaeda, swine flu, U.S. President
Barack Obama’s success or the financial crash.
It is not the aim of this paper to address the growing power and ubiquity of databases
within regimes of surveillance (Lyon, 2007; Laidler, 2008). What I want to address is how the
location of images and imaging within those databases creates a particular database aesthetic
as Vesna (2007) calls it, and particular discourses of imag(in)ing) around the idea of “visual
democracy”.
The discourse and sales pitch of photography has always been one of ease of use,
accessibility and openness – “you press the button we do the rest”, a nominally democratic
medium. What is happening with the networked scopic regime however is arguably different
in terms of quantity and quality. The contemporary discourse is one of always-on, alwaysavailable cameras and unlimited storage space for our archives. And of course this archive
potential is not only on the desktop, it is also in the Cloud. Ever since Google started a webmail
arms race by allowing its users gigabytes of storage in 2004, there has been no need to delete
data, merely to file it (Auletta, 2010). Software As A Service (SOAS) or Cloud Apps like Google
Docs and Microsoft Office Live as well as online storage services like Dropbox and “remember
everything” services like Evernote and ReQall make archiving, the creation and maintenance of
a personal legacy, the norm.
The single image, whether the family snap or the photojournalistic “decisive moment”
now sits alongside the idea of a flow of images, fragments (or ‘indecisive moments’) of visual
experience (as well as other data), a visual legacy rendered as equivalent visual objects within an
image database archive. The discourse, as with much of the Net, is one of openness, accessibility
and the social. All images and imagers are equal.
Even leaving aside issues of the digital divide, this discourse of participation is
clearly ideological when these imaging practices are located within the complex relations of
ownership, control and power that establish a new scopic regime articulated around networks,
sharing and data and that is determined, closed, proprietary and deeply powerful. Although
the scopic regime and its practices are not determined or simply owned and controlled by
Kodak, Yahoo, Apple, Nokia or Google, they are deeply enmeshed with their businesses, the
globalised political-economic relations in their factories, the marketing and state databases they
own, control or enable and the surveillance as well as self-surveillance practices they set in
motion. What is more, the emerging definitions of what is worth photographing and keeping,
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as well as the creation and searching of personal archive-subjectivities, set in motion relations
of governmentality and biopower as practices of ‘life logging’ (O’Hara, Tuffield, & Shadbolt,
2009) and serve to establish self-policing visual relations that parallel the sorts of policing uses
to which early photography was put (Tagg, 1988, 2009).
It is important when seeking to map these relations (as well as develop critical practices
around them) to address the forces that enable the particular system or regime. I would argue that
what enables the scopic power relations around objects and archives are software protocols.
Protocol: the Power of Code
Alexander Galloway argues that the power of networks and the power relations that networks
enable emerge from the “protocols” that generate and discipline the forms and operations of
those networks. He describes protocol as a “management style... the principle of organization
native to computers in distributed networks” (2004, p. 3). Galloway’s focus is on TCP/IP, the
protocols that enable the transmission of data and the connection between internet-connected
computers, and DNS (Domain Name System), the structure that enables network transactions
by assigning unique addresses to computers.
As Foucault (1980) has argued, power and the “rules” through which it incites
discourse, is productive as well as disciplinary. These powerful protocols produce networked
communications. They enable robust internet structures that are simultaneously decentralised
through packet switching technologies that route ‘traffic’ around blockages and outages, and
centralised in their utilisation of fixed IP addresses.
These protocols also “discipline” internet practices, determining how clients and
servers relate, how peer-to-peer relations are set up and the way traffic is routed, monitored
and controlled. These protocols of course enable a wider societal discipline. Without TCP/IP
and DNS, neither Google nor government agencies would be able to amass data and track
interaction. But they also operate at the micro level by generating particular network practices
and particular media forms and communications practices from email to Twitter to Facebook
imag(in)ing.
The concept of protocol can be productively addressed in terms of Graham Harman’s
reading of Bruno Latour as an object-oriented philosopher (2009). It is beyond the scope of this
paper to address the debate that Harman’s reading generated4. Suffice it to say that Harman
reads Actor-Network Theory (ANT) in terms of ontology. For Harman, the potential of ANT
lies in seeing natural and non-natural objects as actants which are “entirely concrete”; “we
do not find its reality in some lonely essence or chaste substrate but always in an absolutely
specific place in the world with completely specific alliances at any given moment” (2009, p. 16).
Actants are their relations (p. 17). Harman reads Latour as replacing the concept of substance
with that of the ‘black box’, an actant where relations become so firmly established we take the
interior for granted and forget the complex network of alliances of which it is composed (p.
34). On this reading, protocols can be seen as “actants”, black boxes that are so established we
overlook the networked power relations of which they are composed. These actant-protocols
generate particular sets of relations within the network “system”.
The network scopic regime is enabled by these basic internet protocols, but there are
others that enable the specifically scopic regime, notably JPEG and XML. Together they manage
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the style of imaging and imagining in network space.
JPEG is a compression algorithm used in saving digital photographs5. A key aspect of the
JPEG protocol is that the file includes metadata. This exchangeable image file format (EXIF) data
or tags can include time, date, aperture, shutter speed, focal length, metering mode, ISO speed
and geolocation. This metadata, which enables images encoded according to this protocol to be
easily catalogued, searched, shared and used within network relations, is added by the camera
and/or software that processes the image. It is possible for a user to manually add or edit that
data (although very few social imagers are likely to do so). This metadata is different from the
human-added tags that a user attaches to an image in their own local or social database. These
tags are not part of the JPEG image”; rather, they are added to the images entry in the database.
The EXIF metadata is built into the JPEG image and is part of the way the protocol enables
interoperability.
JPEG/EXIF creates images as objects that are interchangeable, malleable and networkable.
As a ubiquitous standard, these image files can be archived as a visual legacy. Its ubiquity
across devices as well as on and offline photo editing, archiving and sharing systems generates
particular visual practices. The photographer whose camera, computer, software and internet
services choose JPEG/EXIF as their default knows that their pictures can be archived, catalogued
and found, and that they can seen by others and be used as part of other visual practices,
whether that is social networking or (as I discuss in the final section) mash-ups. The protocol
also disciplines their imaging practice. A JPEG is a single file, a decisive or indecisive moment
but still a moment, taken in a discrete space and a specific time within particular parameters
encoded into the EXIF data. To see, to image or imagine through this protocol is to know that
the image is one among many data/visual fragments interchangeable with any other within
the database, whether on the Web or on a photographer’s own computer, whether my own or
a group’s. As a compression protocol it also encourages more imaging (more files on the aptly
named “memory card” or hard drive). As a universal protocol it encourages sorting, sharing
and streaming. It assumes and presupposes an existence on networks and that the imager’s
practice is on the network, whether a global, a local or even a personal one.
There is a second protocol actant at work in the network scopic regime. XML is the
protocol of network sharing. It provides a common standard by which data can be exchanged.
Databases that publish XML feeds ensure their data can be easily read by other databases, search
engines and applications. XML underpins RSS feeds, mash-ups, widgets, apps and many other
Web 2.0 practices. It allows data to flow from one site or database into others. And, as with JPEG,
it generates and disciplines scopic practices. XML’s focus on reusability and interoperability
positions images as data objects that can be easily shared, connected, embedded and mashed
up. It disciplines networked scopic practices, making the database the default home for images
and the database fields that generate the XML data the default way of relating to them, ensuring
that image fragments can be found, connected and used.
The JPEG and XML protocol actants underpin the scopic regime. They enable and
discipline scopic practices in terms of the archive and scopic texts as database objects. And in
their turn, those database objects and practices work as actants generating powerful relations at
other levels of the system. As Galloway points out, protocols are not neutral. They set in motion
sets of truth/power relations within institutions such as old and new media spaces, telecoms
and software companies and state and corporate surveillance operations. If we were not imaging
(and imagining) in JPEGs streamed through XML feeds, if our images were in heterogeneous
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formats with no metadata on off-Network hard drives, then old media would never be able
to find and use citizen media; Google would not be able to search and show us ads; Facebook
would not be able to data-mine our image interactions and ISPs; and phone companies would
not be able to sell us access to the streams6. Furthermore, state surveillance operations would be
more difficult and expensive as search algorithms attempt to deal with multiple, discrete files
in unique formats. TCP/IP and DNS enable networks to function and JPEG/EXIF and XML
enable images to be seen, shared and made social.
It is not just the saturation of images but also their heterogeneity. A search on Google or
Flickr creates a flow of official and unofficial images (from PR companies, corporate interests,
‘citizen journalists’, government, etc.) that visualises the search term and renders all stories
equivalent and interchangeable.
This is not just to rehash postmodern critiques of saturated imagespace (Baudrillard,
1994) but rather to focus on how those images (as enabled by JPEG/XML protocols) circulate
and connect. It is not that images have somehow become disconnected from their referents but
rather that as they connect and reconnect across networks, they generate new meanings and
relations - new imaginaries. The protocols that enable this distributed imaginary establish an
archive, a supposedly democratic scopic legacy open to all. It is those processes of legacy and
democracy that are also the key ideological concerns of 2012.
Interlude
The bus windows are not the only frames through which to see 2012. The Olympic Park Viewing
Gallery (OPVG) is a portacabin perched on top of a 1960s towerblock in East London which now
operates as sheltered accommodation for residents who may well remember a London Olympics
that was not referred to as a 4-digit number. For £250 (corporate groups) or £100 (charity and
local groups) the cabin, originally built for the visit of the IOC during the bid process, acts as
an ideological camera obscura, offering a particular view of 2012 framed by windows looking
across Stratford, through 2012 and on to the City. When I visited, an enthusiastic council officer
mixed tales of her own childhood in the area with visions of the new shopping mall, transport
system and Team GB as well as the new Newham set to be born – past, present and future held
together in 2012.
Look At That: Imag(in)ing 2012
The London Olympics, or to be more precise the lead-up to the Olympics (the “Big Build” as it is
called), offers an instructive case-study to explore the implications and operations of distributed
protocol imagery. Not only does 2012 come at a time when, as we have noted, the quantity
of images circulating has exploded, but it also is being constructed literally, discursively and
visually at a time when mainstream media, marketing and PR are in economic crisis and seeking
to come to some form of settlement with “citizen media” and social imaging. What is more, 2012
offers a way of seeing how protocol-driven discourses of archives and objects connect with
ideologies at work in the construction of this globalised media event.
From the start, 2012 has been built around legacy articulated in terms of participation.
Jack Straw (then Foreign Secretary) told parliament the day after London won the games:
“London’s bid was built on a special Olympic vision. That vision of an Olympic games that
would not only be a celebration of sport but a force for regeneration. The games will transform
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one of the poorest and most deprived areas of London. They will create thousands of jobs and
homes. They will offer new opportunities for business in the immediate area and throughout
London” (Hansard, 2005). In 2008, the Department of Culture Media and Sport said: “The
‘legacy’ of the London 2012 Games refers to the imprint they will leave. It is therefore not just
what happens after the Games, but what we do before and during them to inspire individuals
and organizations to strive for their best” (DCMS, 2008). The current London2012 website says:
“After the Games the Olympic Park will be transformed into one of the largest urban parks
created in Europe for more than 150 years.” Under a section with the clarion call “Get involved
now”, it says: “You don’t have to wait until 2012 to get involved with the London 2012 Olympic
and Paralympic Games. Explore how you can be a part of ‘the greatest show on Earth’ today”
(London 2012, 2010).
This discourse of legacy and participation is increasingly articulated in visual terms
as the stadiums are built, the artist’s impressions of the new parks are pushed through local
residents’ letterboxes and, as we shall see, the web presences constructed. Questions can of
course be raised about whose legacy this is and how the Olympics impact on East London
communities, as well as how those various communities relate to the Games themselves, the
new architectures and the facilities and housing that will be left over. Rather than address these
particular issues, I want to explore how the ideology of legacy, as it is articulated visually, relates
to the broader network scopic regime and the protocols that drive it.
The London 2012 site (www.london2012.com), the official home of the 2012 imaginary,
includes Flickr-style photo albums and webcam images that flow as image objects. When a user
rolls their mouse over a live webcam image they are allowed to “watch progress over time”, a
timelapse flow of legacy being built7.
“London 2012 Official” is also a Flickr user. At the time of writing (August 2010) it had
added 268 ‘items’, as Flickr calls them, to its photostream; set up a Group ‘Celebrate London
2012‘ and boasted 56 contacts. It had also selected 13 images as “London 2012 Official’s favorite
photos from other Flickr members”. The ‘London 2012 Official’ user organises its items into four
sets: “Inclusive Design Strategy launch”, “Aquatics Centre September construction progress”,
“VeloPark Design Launch” and “London 2012 Olympic Games handover photos from around
the UK”. Its Group has 146 members who have added 296 “items”. Of course, within the database
protocols of the miscellaneous (Weinberger, 2008) these items can exist in other Groups as part
of other streams, potentially even Groups opposed to 2012.
On both its own site and on social sites, the organisers picture 2012 in terms of legacy.
The focus is on the architecture and engineering, the transformation over time of an old London
into a new one. The images on the site and the ways of interacting with them are in terms of
history being preserved and made. 2012 extends from ‘handover events’ through to engineering
triumphs and on into a timeline future available as a rollover.
Unofficial visions of 2012 are also articulated through legacy. The two biggest Groups
on Flickr –“Construction of the London 2012 Olympic Site” with 70 members and 1,623 images;
and “London2012” with 155 members and 631 images – frame 2012 in terms of history and
the future. While neither Group endorses a particular political position with respect to 2012,
their imag(in)ing too is structured around images of engineering marvels and transformed
landscapes (for good or ill).
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Avowedly critical organisations also articulate their critique through a discourse of
legacy. Here the same issues of history, the future and participation are connected. Games
Monitor positions itself as “debunking Olympics myths”. Like a latter-day Barthes, it seeks
to add history back into the ‘natural’ discourse of 2012. It uses statistics, historical research
and images to tell a different story, one of increasing globalisation on the part of media/sports
business, increased state surveillance and impact. Demonstrations and activist interventions as
well as graffiti visually represent a struggle over the future shape of the East End site, the legacy
for the area.
Both imaginaries (and those between the ideological poles) articulate their visions in
terms of the same themes. 2012 is deeply historical – looking back to one London and forward
to another; and simultaneously global and local – connecting the East End to globalised sport,
brands and business. Legacy is articulated through an ideology of participation. For all sides,
2012 is a matter of involvement. For London2012, we all have an opportunity and a stake in the
games and its legacy; for Games Monitor we all have a responsibility to engage with 2012 in
order to preserve or build a social legacy. Both sides in the representational struggles around
2012 encode their vision through the JPEG/XML protocols as network image objects. If they did
not, they could not work in distributed space or harness the network effects that both the ODA
and Games Monitor require for their marketing and campaign.
What I want to argue is that the protocols that drive the network scopic regime are
implicated in those visions. In short, protocols drive a particular form of imag(in)ing 2012
(for both official and activist imagers) that underpins the ideology of legacy and participation
within 2012 discourse. What is more, those protocols carry within their structure the potential
to disturb that visual and ideological hegemony.
At the moment of production the JPEG protocol positions the 2012 imager as a collector
of image fragments, such as a view snatched through the Fence or the bus window. These
are fragments collected and archived individually or socially – an archive of the Big Build. At
the moment of uploading, the JPEG and XML database protocols that structure Flickr groups,
photostreams or website content management systems, positions the imager and her 2012
images as one among many. The former is positioned as a Flickr-user object and the latter as
a Flickr image-object. The former is constructed in a user database, the latter within an image
database. Even offline, protocols create the same positions. To use my own local photo database
is to position my images as objects within an archive and myself as a user. At the moment of
consumption, too, the protocols set in motion imaging in terms of archive objects in database
flow. The visitor to a Flickr page, my local photo “album” or a Google image search stands by
the side of a photostream of 2012 image objects. That flow positions images and imaging as an
issue of archive that parallels (and underpins) 2012 legacy. Images – like London 2012’s webcam
archive – are equivalent and interoperable objects in an archive with a timeline looking back
and forward, visualising a history and a future.
These protocol-driven practices of image-object production and consumption position
the 2012 imager as creating an archive, a visual legacy online or on their hard drive. What is
more, that 2012 archive/legacy is social. It is in social media spaces or displayed as a slideshow
on my laptop for friends. The protocols position images and imaging in terms of a supposedly
“visual democracy” that parallels the ideology of 2012 participation. There is no one image of
the VeloPark design launch or the protest march, no decisive moment. The social flow of images
on Flickr or Facebook or via a Google search display the archive as a continuing process that
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parallels the idea of 2012 as a process. 2012 is an event that has begun and continues, a legacy
being built by and for us all. While this image-space is actually owned and controlled by new
media businesses such as Yahoo (Flickr), Google (Picasa) and Facebook as well as the telecom
and IT companies that provide the gateways to production and consumption, the protocoldriven ideology says we are all are participants in a new scopic mediaspace just as we are all
participants in imag(in)ing 2012. My images can be added as favourites by London2012. They
appear alongside official images in the Celebrate London 2012 Group or in a protocol–driven
image search. The ideology of a visual democracy asserts that my images are as present and
powerful as “theirs”.
The interoperability and flexibility of the JPEG/XML protocols appear open and
democratic, allowing equal participation in a networked visual culture. This parallels and
underpins the legacy/participation discourse of 2012, articulated by London2012 in terms of
“opportunity” and by Games Monitor in terms of “responsibility”. For both, these are “our
games” and network image-space is “our space”. The network imaging protocols position
images as part of a purportedly public image commons. Actually these image spaces, existing
as part of new media giants’ such as Yahoo and Google’s portfolios of dataspaces primed for
mining and advertising, are actually private commodity spaces where images become part
of spectacular, dehistoricised and decontested distributed image streams which parallel a
globalised, spectacular, dehistoricised and decontested event.
It is not that protocols determine the visual discourses and ideologies around 2012. As
Latour writes:
All research on foundations and origins is superficial, since it hopes to identify
some [actants] which potentially contain the others. This is impossible. If we wish
to be profound, we have to follow forces in their conspiracies and translations. We
have to follow them wherever they may go, and list their allies, however numerous
and vulgar these may be. Those who look for foundations are reductionists by
definition and proud of it. They are always trying to reduce the number of forces
to one force from which others can be derived (1988, p. 188).
Protocols are not foundations, they are actor networks that have become black boxes, so
stable and overlooked that the complex internal workings that structure and enable network
effects are made invisible. And it is this perspective on code that opens up the possibility for
new ways of imag(in)ing.
Counter-Protocol: Exploiting the Gaps in the Regime
For Galloway, the notion of code as an actor in regimes of truth and power opens up a potential
for critical movements that, taking his language from the computer hacking community, he
calls “ exploits” or “counter-protocological” struggle (Galloway & Thacker, 2007). Galloway and
Thacker talk of a counter-protocol, not as something outside protocol, but as a gap within which
a ‘hacker’ can insert an ‘exploit’ which leverages open that space. As they write, “Protocological
struggles do not center around changing existent technologies but instead involve discovering
holes in existent technologies and projecting potential change through those holes. Hackers call
these holes “exploits” (Galloway & Thacker, 2007, p. 81).
Just as a computer virus uses the code of a program against itself or “exploit[s] the

34 • PLATFORM: Journal of Media and Communication Vol 2 Issue 2

network” (Galloway & Thacker, 2007, p. 85), so the counter-protocological exploit exposes the
existing protocols and network relations and reconfigures its power relations. In the case of
scopic networks, they reconfigure the imaging and imaginings.
To simply take or write alternative images, as we have seen, is to remain within the
emergent regime of truth, in this case 2012 as an issue of legacy and participation and 2012
imag(in)ing as an issue of archive and visual democracy. However, to use the same protocols
as the basis for what are commonly called mash-ups is to create an exploit, to make the actants
redraw the power relations and re-structure the spaces of possibility for imag(in)ing 2012.
A mash-up is a network-based application that takes data from multiple sources and
combines them. Many examples overlay data on maps but a mash-up can include any data
in standard protocols. Like a remix artist, a mash-up hacker combines existing content (even
copyright content) to create a new work.
The implications and potential of remix culture are well known (Lessig, 2008; Berry,
2008). My aim is not to rehash questions of creativity and copyright, but to argue that data
mash-ups raise the same issues and that, as protocol-enabled cultural practices, offer room for
counter-protocological struggle.
The JPEG/EXIF and XML protocols, as well as setting in motion particular visual
discourses also enable mash-ups. In fact it is the same characteristic of interoperability that
drives both. Just as the ideological scopic construction of 2012 is empowered by the JPEG’s ability
to be viewed, filed and linked as well as XML’s capacity for streaming those image fragments
across multiple distributed network spaces and relations, so those same protocols, as they glue
together the data in mash-ups, set in motion new scopic and ideological possibilities and fields
of struggle. A protocol-driven mash-up can set new imaginaries in play, collide dominant and
counter imag(in)ings and arguably disturbs the visual hegemony.
As part of practice-based research at Birkbeck, University of London, I am developing
a range of such mash-ups. One uses XML feeds to pull distributed JPEG images of 2012 into a
slideshow randomly colliding official, unofficial, corporate and activist imag(in)ings, flattening
their signification, placing their interoperability rather than their individual signification at the
centre. Another mash-up uses the geolocation elements of JPEG/EXIF and the geo-XML protocol,
KML to “lift images over the Fence”. At the time of writing, the 2012 site is sealed and secured
by surveillance, visual and physical policing. It is not possible to image or imagine within that
Fence. By changing the EXIF data, I can place images inside that fence and so when people visit
my 2012 map (or later when they use the GPS on their phones) they can see whatever JPEGs I
choose - my own, other people’s, screengrabs of imageflows, historical images, corporate logos,
images from sponsors’ factories, whatever interoperable JPEG images I choose. I am developing
this particular mash-up to enable others to do similar image-hacking.
For Galloway and Thacker, the counter-protocological intervention “must not be
anthropomorphic (the gesture, the strike) it must be unhuman (the swarm, the flood)” (2007, p.
98), not a single alternative image or even imaging practice but a flood of imag(in)ings. These
experiments or potential deconstructions of the visual hegemony and disciplinary scopic regime
are not counter-images, nor do they present a different view. What they aim to do is foreground
the processes and visual discourses of archive and democracy that underpin the ideology of
legacy and participation. These interventions are possible because of protocols.
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A protocol-focused analysis is not just a new form of technological determinism.
Addressing software standards and protocols as actants moves the account away from any form
of determinism but rather tells the stories of a protocol’s network relations with other social,
technological and even human actors in terms in their specificities; the particular configurations
of data and database practice. It is this account of protocols as black boxes, where power relations
can unfold from within overlooked actors that offers the space for a dialectical practice: what
Walter Benjamin called “dialectical images”.
In his great unfinished Arcades Project (1999) Benjamin collected fragments of material
about the nineteenth-century Paris Arcades. He brought together (mashed up one might say)
traditional historical information with what he called the “rags ‘n refuse” of the everyday. He
built an analog database of file cards with quotations, aphorisms and historical details perhaps
with the aim of producing a traditional linear book but also, as with his earlier One Way Street
(2009), of writing history in a new way.
The Arcades Project can be seen as a form of data mash-up, an exploit opening up the
process of writing history. In Benjamin’s hands the “rags ‘n refuse” – the advert, the window
display, the fashions - are ‘black boxes’ that unfold to tell the story of a particular moment in the
history of capitalism. The fragment is his protocol. It gives his work its particular form in the
same way that JPEG generates the form of Flickr-space.
One could argue that Benjamin’s collection offers a fragmentary view of history where
structural processes of capitalist development are hidden by a kaleidoscope of signs which are
made the centre of attention by his method. Likewise, mash-ups of 2012 imaginings could be
seen as distracting critical attention from the workings of globalisation. I would argue that the
two mash-ups tell the story (as Latour might express it) of the Paris Arcades or 2012 in a way
that avoids determinism and pays attention to the specificities of the actor-networks at work in
those complex historical moments and processes. Furthermore, in terms of critical intervention,
Benjamin would argue, colliding fragments in his database of file cards or a mash-up app,
creates a Brechtian-style montage that shocks the viewer and sends meanings and significations
spinning.
The protocols (the ‘fragment’ or JPEG/XML) hold within their black boxes the potential
to ‘hide’ history but also to open it up, as an exploit. The same protocols that can underpin
ideologies of consumerism and capitalist development, legacy and participation can set in
motion mash-up/dialectical image montages that destabilise that hegemony.
Conclusion
There is obviously a question to be asked about the efficacy of the exploit and montage as a critical
method. That debate has raged since Eisenstein did his first edits. What is clear is that whether
my (or anyone else’s) mash-ups, raise the individual viewer’s awareness of scopic discipline
and 2012 ideology, they set questions and problematics in motion in terms of the broader visual
system and industry. How do we understand issues intellectual property in terms of mash-ups?
If a mash-up acts as a window allowing one to see images that remain on their owners’ pages,
does the mash-up infringe the photographer/imager’s copyright? If it positions those images
within streams of other fragments, does a mash-up constitute a new work? a derivative work?
or some new form? How does this sit within debates about Creative Commons?8 A related set of
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questions emerge around issues of the archive and ownership. Is distributed imagespace really
public or is it proprietary, even private? As archives are built in the Cloud and our phones and
computers become terminals that provide always-on access to databases held by private media
businesses on distributed servers, the question goes beyond “whose data?” to “whose index?”
When Flickr, Google and Facebook provide the search, index, tagging and connecting protocols
and services that make sense of images and image conversations, the issue is not just one of
image ownership but the ownership of network relations.
I have argued that the contemporary scopic regime is characterised by ideologies of
openness and democracy which are related to 2012 discourses of legacy and participation.
Protocols are intimately connected with those discourses and ideologies. But as protocols they
can also be made to work within a framework that unpicks the scopic hegemony, rendering
intellectual property, ethics and politics problematic. What is perhaps more important is that
mash-ups place those problematics at the heart of imaging for the producer and consumer.
The producer is forced to see herself as an imager implicated in social imaging and imagining
and network power relations. Similarly the viewer is placed in relation to a heterogeneous but
nevertheless power-full set of images and required to engage with them as objects in social and
power relations within database systems rather than as discrete signifying images. For both,
their stake in the creation and consumption of a particular form of visual legacy and spectacle
cannot be avoided.
Endnotes
1 I use ‘2012’ to draw attention to the fact that the London Olympics must be seen in the context
of a brand which is bigger than the sports event itself and has been in process since the bid
was announced and will continue after the Games themselves end.
2 It is important to see these image-objects as material as well as virtual. The digital code
that makes up these objects is located in a particular virtual place in a database as well
as a particular physical place on a hard disc (Kirschenbaum, 2008) whether on a personal
computer or a state or corporate server farm. This becomes particularly important when
we address how code, the material form of the image, can be a site of struggle and critical
engagement.
3 Sunil Manghani (2009) addresses relationships set in motion by text messaging in terms of
Japanese Tanka love poetry and there are clearly parallels between 140 character Tweets and
short observational poetry forms such as Haiku. There are perhaps also parallels between
the word pictures circulating as Tweets and western forms of short, image-centred, objective
poetry developed by the Imagists and Objectivists.
4 For an audio recording of the debate between Latour and Harman, see: http://anthemgroup.net/2008/02/08/recording-of-the-harman-review-bruno-latours-empiricalmetaphysics.
5 Although it is common to say that an image has been saved in a JPEG format, with .jpg
as the file-type, technically the image has been compressed using the JPEG protocol and
encoded/saved as a JFIF and/or EXIF file.
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6 Some services such as Evernote make a selling point out of the fact that images uploaded
to a user’s account are optically recognised and the text made searchable. Clearly Facebook
could use similar OCR software to index data in users’ photographs. What Facebook does
do with photographs is allow users to annotate them by adding text comments which form
part of their datastreams effectively adding image information to the range of data that it
holds and sells ads against.
7 Other sites such as www.earthcam.com allow users to not only see through the webcams
but control them. iPhone Apps such as LiveCams even allows an imager to control take
remote photos through the webcams.
8 In January 2010, the Independent newspaper used Flickr to search for images of the
blizzards that were sweeping the UK. It published a form of image mash-up on its website
but was later forced to apoloogise to a photographer whose image it used for breach of
copyright. The paper’s editorial director for digital however argued that the photo had
remained on Flickr and that the paper had merely provided a view of that space. “We took a
stream from Flickr... We did not take the photo from Flickr, nor present it as anything other
than as it is shown there. I do not consider, therefore, that any copyright has been breached
or any payment due,” he told the British Journal of Photography.
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Wikipedia and the Politics of
Mass Collaboration
Nathaniel Tkacz
University of Melbourne, Australia
Abstract: Working together to produce socio-technological objects, based on emergent platforms
of economic production, is of great importance in the task of political transformation and the
creation of new subjectivities. Increasingly, “collaboration” has become a veritable buzzword
used to describe the human associations that create such new media objects. In the language
of “Web 2.0”, “participatory culture”, “user-generated content”, “peer production” and
the “produser”, first and foremost we are all collaborators. In this paper I investigate recent
literature that stresses the collaborative nature of Web 2.0, and in particular, works that
address the nascent processes of peer production. I contend that this material positions such
projects as what Chantal Mouffe has described as the “post-political”; a fictitious space far
divorced from the clamour of the everyday. I analyse one Wikipedia entry to demonstrate the
distance between this post-political discourse of collaboration and the realities it describes,
and finish by arguing for a more politicised notion of collaboration.
Introduction
We’re really just at the beginning, still, of collaborative efforts.
- Jimmy Wales (The Age, 2008)
Tim O’Reilly’s description of Web 2.0 as “an attitude, not a technology”, squarely situates Web
2.0 as a shift in subjectivity. Attitudes, as ways of thinking and feeling toward something, do
not have a one-to-one relation with the thing or process to which the attitude is expressed.
For example, it is possible to have a bad attitude and still produce good work, and vice versa.
At times, attitudes persist seemingly divorced from their most immediate realities and having
little impact, but their presence is felt elsewhere. Resisting for a moment the urge to replace the
word “attitude” with “business strategy”, one might ask the question, what kind of attitude
characterises Web 2.0? Or more generally, what kind of human relations are heralded as
definitive of this ongoing event?
The focus of this paper, collaboration, shares many of the qualities of an attitude.
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Indeed, in the world of Web 2.0 collaboration increasingly is an attitude. But collaboration also
retains its more neutral function as a noun referring merely to people “working jointly”. It is
the distance and relation between these dimensions of collaboration that forms the basis of
this article. I begin with a general outline of the nascent discourse of collaboration in order to
demonstrate its proliferation and identify regularities of use. Using the example of a heated
conflict that took place around the Wikipedia entry for Muhammad, I then highlight this
distance between discourses of collaboration (and related sentiment) and the actual conditions
of projects described as “collaborative”. The article finishes with a consideration of the effect
that discourses of collaboration have in relation to the projects they aim to describe.
The (Vacuous) Discourse of Collaboration
In the weaker sense of “working jointly”, people, animals and things have been collaborating
since the times of so-called hunter-gatherers, if not earlier (Rheingold, 2007). Indeed, a society
is not possible without some form of generalised or mass collaboration, the beginning point
of which is commonly imagined as a type of social contract. However, around 2006 – roughly
the same period in which “user-generated” projects like Wikipedia and YouTube captured the
popular imagination - a body of work began to emerge praising the virtues of “collaboration”
(Benkler, 2006; Bruns, 2008; Shirky, 2008; Spehr, 2007; Tapscott and Williams, 2006; von Hippel,
2005), many of which conferred on this notion a more positive value beyond that of simply colabouring . I begin with an investigation of this new discourse through a consideration of how
it functions in recent influential texts1.
Writing from a legal-economic framework, Yochai Benkler makes the claim that new
forms of network production have certain economic, cultural and political potentials beyond
those characteristic of industrial models of organisation. He describes this new mode of
production as “commons-based peer production”. It has three main qualities that distinguish it
from older paradigms: it is “radically decentralized, collaborative, and non proprietary” (2006,
p. 60). There are, then, topological and legislative dimensions (radically decentralised and non
proprietary), but what to make of the collaborative dimension? What does collaboration describe?
Benkler offers an implicit definition through a negation: collaboration is “cooperat[ing] with
each other without relying on either market signals or managerial commands” (2006, p. 60).
“Market signals” and “managerial commands” is shorthand for working together outside the
forces and motivations of capitalist exchange and the hierarchical, authoritarian relationships
characteristic of wage labour in large organisations. Somewhat predictably, the prototype he
uses for this collaborative production is a highly romanticised model of science:
Science is built by many people contributing incrementally – not operating on
market signals, not being handed their research marching orders by a boss –
independently deciding what to research, bringing their collaboration together,
and creating science (2006, p. 61).
The reality of course is that science is by no means disconnected from market signals (it
is often driven by them) or managerial commands. Laboratories also have hierarchies and head
honchos who delegate tasks. The example does reflect Benkler’s notion of collaboration, but in a
sense unintended by the author: It is in the example’s general descriptive poverty and distance
from reality. In The Wealth of Networks, collaboration is a murky, slippery notion, held up as an
ideal – as one of the three main characteristics of peer production - but rarely addressed in its
own right and never in detail.
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What is most problematic, however, is the fact that collaboration is defined largely through
negation; that is, by what it is not. The two negative qualities of collaboration – “without relying
on market signals or managerial commands” – are already accounted for in Benkler’s other two
characteristics of peer production: “market signals” is covered by “non proprietary”, and one
would presume “managerial commands” refers first and foremost to a hierarchical arrangement
and is therefore covered by the characteristic of “radical decentralisation”. Collaboration, then,
emerges as a kind of twofold tautology in relation to the other defining characteristics of peer
production. The only aspect of Benkler’s definition of collaboration that distinguishes it in any
way from the other characteristics of peer production are the words “cooperat[ing] with each
other” (2006, p. 60; my emphasis). For Benkler, collaboration is the human dimension of peer
production. It is the mode of being in open projects. I will return to this collaborative subjectivity
later.
Perhaps no one has channelled the collaborative gusto into the academy like creative
industries scholar Axel Bruns. In a recent article that summarises his notion of produsage2,
Bruns writes of “collaborative content creation” and of those who “are active in collaborative
online spaces”. He notes that Web 2.0 describes a “shift from static to dynamic content, from
hierarchically managed to collaboratively and continuously developed material” and contrasts
“the process of content production in traditional encyclopaedias with the collaborative processes
in Wikipedia”. Finally, Bruns’s theory of produsage “is based in the first instance on collaboration
and consensus”, on “the collaborative engagement of (ideally, large) communities of participants
in a shared project” (2008; my emphasis). For Bruns, the adjective “collaborative” designates
a method for creating content and the type of online space where such creation takes place;
it is antithetical to hierarchy and tradition and closely related to notions of consensus and
community. Like Benkler, Bruns describes collaboration as one component of a new mode of
production specific to online, network cultures. But because Bruns focuses more on emergent
forms of creativity and the “human dimension” of his model, the discourse of collaboration
permeates his work3. Collaboration is literally everywhere and can be attached to almost
anything, immediately giving it a positive value.
Collaboration discourse also runs rampant in the world of business-speak and
entrepreneurial mumbo jumbo, witnessed in the Harvard Business Review articles “Collaboration
Rules” (Evans and Wolf, 2005) and “Eight Ways to Build Collaborative Teams” (Gratton and
Erickson, 2007), as well as Tapscott and Williams’s influential book Wikinomics: How Mass
Collaboration Changes Everything (2006). The latter offer this fervent description:
Call them “weapons of mass collaboration”. New low-cost collaborative
infrastructures ... allow thousands upon thousands of individuals and small
producers to cocreate products, access markets and delight customers in ways
that only large corporations could manage in the past. This is giving rise to new
collaborative capabilities and business models that will empower the prepared
firm and destroy those who fail to adjust (Tapscott and Williams, 2006, p. 11).
Such hyperbole nonetheless does a good job of positioning collaboration in the world
of business. Here, collaboration certainly doesn’t operate outside “market signals” - it’s all
about “accessing markets” and “delighting customers” - and is instead positioned as a type
of business strategy. Almost paradoxically, collaboration promises competitive advantage, the
capacity to “empower” a new breed of firm and “destroy” others4. The authors’ main concept,
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“wikinomics”, is defined as “a new art and science of collaboration” (2006, p. 3), but is more
accurately described as an investigation into how to expand methods of value extraction outside
industrial business models.
While this emphasis on “market signals” distinguishes Tapscott and Williams from
Benkler (Bruns sits somewhere in the middle), their book opens with a familiar gambit:
Throughout history corporations have organized themselves according to strict
hierarchical lines of authority ... There was always someone or some company in
charge ... While hierarchies are not vanishing, profound changes ... are giving rise
to powerful new models of production based on community, collaboration, and
self-organization rather than on hierarchy and control (2006, p. 1).
It is clear that the authors considered thus far differ in their use and interpretation of
collaboration, but there are also highly significant consistencies in the way collaboration is
positioned and the function it serves. Each author begins with a proclamation that ”profound
changes” have taken place in the realm of production – a new paradigm has emerged5. Within
this new paradigm – whose characteristics differ, but generally include economic, topologic
and legal aspects – collaboration emerges to describe the “social aspect”; it is the mode of being
together. Collaboration is defined only by what it is not, ascribed an overwhelming positive
value, and then continuously deployed as meaningful while its contents remain a blur. I will
return to the notion of collaboration in a moment, but first I want to juxtapose the above
discussion with a case study at odds with these descriptions.
“Catering to Religious Beliefs Is Not Something That the Encyclopedia is Entitled to Do”
Wikipedia is the flagship of peer production and the most celebrated open content project. The
collaborative zeitgeist of Wikipedia is made clear in the subtitle of the project’s English welcome
page: “the free encyclopedia that anyone can edit”. Moreover, with thousands of volunteer
contributors from around the world developing and editing its articles, and its non-commercial
nature, both in funding (relying on donations) and output, Wikipedia is constantly referred
to as the exemplar par excellence of mass collaboration (Benkler, 2006; Bruns, 2008; Leadbeater,
2008; Shirky, 2008; Tapscott and Williams, 2006). In short, if there is a model for open projects
outside of the world of software, it is Wikipedia.
The life of many Wikipedia articles is a harmonious and rather dull affair. The discussion
pages of many of these articles are filled with non-controversial suggestions and comments.
There is however, another breed of article, filled with heated debate, threats, attacks, edit wars,
and pleas for reason and rule-following, the most controversial of which make it to Wikipedia’s
“List of controversial issues”. The entry I consider below, Muhammad, is not found on the
list, although it is a ripe candidate. It might be argued that this entry is not representative of
online mass collaboration and that it is instead a rare exception, part of an extreme minority of
instances where the discourse of collaboration doesn’t quite fit. It is, however, not just a matter
of taking account of a few entries. It is from this marginal position, where polices, norms and
truths are contested, where people say mean things and where one position must be chosen at
the expense of the Other, that the utterly political nature of the entire project becomes visible. It
is not the exception that proves the rule, but the exception that shows the force of the rule.
The English language Wikipedia entry on Muhammad contains several historical
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images of the figure that have caused substantial and continuous conflict. Visual depictions of
Muhammad are considered by some as against the tenets of Islam and a form of idolatry. The
discussion archive of the entry on Muhammad is staggering, and has a section dedicated to the
status of the images. As of August 2010, this archive runs sixteen hypertext pages deep. The
following excerpts are taken from the regular discussion page (just before the dedicated image
discussion archive was created) and is illustrative of the hundreds of exchanges that have taken
place in regard to the image:
C.Logan in response to Basem3wad: ‘Additionally, please note that Wikipedia is not
censored, and is an objective project- catering to religious beliefs is not something
that the encyclopedia is entitled to do. No one is forcing you to look at the picture;
not everyone has the same religious obligations as you do. It’s akin to asking
someone to stop selling alcohol because you are obligated to abstain from it. I,
for one, am interested to see the depictions of Muhammad in Persian and Indian
art.--C.Logan (talk) 22:35, 26 December 2007 (UTC)’
Basem3wad: ‘those who want to give the picture they want about what they want
, your way in discussing this article shows that you’re NOT neutral , & that you
hang on to your mind despite of the thousands of explanations from us , and the
thousands of signatures of just who knew about this article , check this petition
Remove it wiki and keep your interest to yourself , you’re so far from the scientific
honesty. this article will give a bad reputation about wikipedia , and it will make
wikipedia just a place where you can find a little information to seek the truth
, not the place where you can find the truth , this encyclopedia will fall down ,
if you do not give attention to a billion Muslim , with many non-muslims , who
objects to your policy. --Basem3wad (talk) 18:59, 28 December 2007 (UTC)’
C.Logan: ‘Representations are extremely important in the Western concept of
learning. Visualization goes far beyond anything which descriptive text could
allow. The images are not intended to be accurate; at least, they make no claim to
do so. When I see the Pantokrator in church on Sunday, I do not expect it to be an
accurate picture of Jesus. It is a representation which facilitates my understand of
a particular aspect or act.
... You misunderstand the value of anti-censorship rules and regulations; as it is,
I can’t appreciate your sentiment in any way.
Most of the rest of your post makes little sense, I’m sorry to say. I would suggest
that you cease wasting time promoting that petition, because it really doesn’t
make a difference- we already know the objections and who objects to it- seeing
signatures by Muslims is redundant, because we are aware of the iconoclastic
viewpoints of a portion of Muslims.
... As of this moment, it appears that you are claiming that Wikipedia is not truthful
or trustworthy because it does not censor an image that proves to be informative,
inoffensive to the vast majority of the world’s population, and in truth, created
by a Muslim in the first place.’
(source:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talk:Muhammad/images/
Archive_3#Arbitration_Request_created, 2008)
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With over 500 edits, in the broadest sense of the word, the entry for Muhammad is a
collaboration. Once we move beyond this general sense though, it is obvious that there is a gap
between the writings on collaboration and the projects they describe.
While “market signals” do not play a direct role here6 both “hierarchy” and “tradition”
are clearly operative, if not in the sense initially conceived by Benkler and Bruns. Hierarchies,
of course, are not limited to the arrangement of humans in organisations. What is central to the
concept of hierarchy is that things are classified and arranged in a way that gives one group or
category force over another. This privileged class or category is seen as more important or more
powerful than the others. In the passage above there are at least three (related) hierarchies, or
what I prefer to call asymmetries, in play7. The most obvious, perhaps, is a language asymmetry.
Basem3wad is clearly struggling to articulate his/her position in English and C.Logan is able
to dismiss Basem3wad’s concerns based on this inability: “your post makes little sense”. The
second relates to a familiarity with the policies of Wikipedia. While C.Logan does not make
direct reference to Wikipedia’s policies, it is clear that he (C.Logan is male) has a basic awareness
of them and it is this awareness that informs his confident tone: “please note that Wikipedia is
not censored, and it is an objective project”. The third asymmetry, and the one driving the
others is that of knowledge.
The fundamental clash between C.Logan and Basem3wad is between an Enlightenmentderived Western conception of knowledge and one based around a strand of Islam. In the
exchange, C.Logan writes that “religious beliefs” cannot be catered to; that Wikipedia is
“objective”; and he aligns himself with the “Western concept of learning”, while Basem3wad
notes that Wikipedia is “NOT neutral” and lacks “scientific honesty”. It is clear to Basem3wad
that C.Logan holds the favoured ground – the “right knowledge” - and thus his/her appeals
are to reputation and showing respect, both of which are unpopular categories in the idealised
notion of enlightened knowledge. It should also be clear that while peer production does have
novel characteristics, to stress such novelty at the expense of continuity (read “tradition”)
misses the way that ongoing debate and conflicts are reframed and played out time and again.
Quite simply, it is not possible to make sense of the above conflict without understanding that
it originates outside Wikipedia and has an extensive history. Finally, this example shows how
unfitting the terms used in association with collaboration are. I would not call this “consensusbased” or a “community”; these people are not “giving” or “sharing”.
What we have instead are two clearly delineated positions - “to keep or not to keep”
- debated ad nauseam. The interlocutors assume very different positions: C.Logan has an
established profile, monitors several articles and appears to be an active contributor. Basem3wad,
on the other hand, appears to be a temporary username (there is no longer a user by that
name). It is very likely, although I am speculating, that the person behind Basem3wad has little
investment in Wikipedia as a project and instead felt compelled to participate after stumbling
across the images of Muhammad. The way Basem3wad invokes an us-versus-you discourse
seems telling in this regard. Constitutive of this Wikipedia entry, then, is an irreconcilable
difference; a conflict resolved not through negotiation but through choice. This is the moment
of the political.
Collaboration and the Post-Political
Despite the various differences and contradictions within the new discourse of collaboration,
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by pitting collaboration in opposition to undesirable, hierarchical, forced and conflict-ridden
realities, the above authors offer little critical reflection upon such collaborations themselves.
Instead, collaboration becomes the dominant, if not sole term to legitimately describe subject
positions and relations in the processes of peer production. The most significant function of
this discourse, however, is that it works to erase the political conditions of open projects –
conditions glimpsed above - and hinders attempts to develop more politicised readings. In
Chantal Mouffe’s terms, the discourse of collaboration is post-political. It presents collaboration
as an alternative to antagonistic relations, rather than an embodiment of them.
Over a series of books Mouffe (1993, 1999, 2000, 2005) has argued that contemporary
democratic thought has failed to think the political. This category applies not to institutional
politics, but to the irreducible, radical difference that constitutes the social at the level of ontology.
This is a difference that cannot be overcome by consensus-based rule or rational deliberation.
Drawing on the thought of Carl Schmitt, Mouffe argues that thinking the political necessarily
begins with a “we/they” distinction. She writes: ‘Properly political questions always involve
decisions which require us to make a choice between conflicting alternatives’ (2005, p. 10). The
task is to develop a political model that modulates the political, preventing the emergence of
antagonistic friend/enemy relations and encouraging agonistic processes based on the figure of
the adversary – a worthy and respected opponent. Whereas antagonisms can quickly spiral into
violent conflict, agonistic relations involve a mutual respect for “the other”, the recognition of
and tolerance toward difference, and a perceived legitimacy in processes of mediation. Through
highlighting the ontological status of radical difference, Mouffe hopes to transform democratic
thought and reinvigorate institutional politics at the level of the everyday.
Mouffe’s political framework provides a good starting point for thinking about the kinds
of relations visible on Wikipedia. What is so relevant about Mouffe’s political philosophy, though,
is that both her agonistic ontology and her critique of contemporary democratic thought can be
fruitfully applied: The discourse of collaboration resembles the dominant strain of democratic
thought and its attempt to theorise a world beyond politics, where conflict is a thing of the
past – the so called “Third Way”. In the language of Mouffe’s ontology, consider once more
the Wikipedia Muhammad discussion page mentioned above: The two discussants embody
conflicting views about knowledge, each defined by its opposition to the other. To the extent
that conflict is limited to the discussion page and is debated in the rhetoric of Enlightenment
civility imposed by various policies, the “we/they” relation remains agonistic. However, in
this particular scenario it is obvious that Basem3wad does not consider Wikipedia’s political
processes to be legitimate. Because of this, Basem3wad comes very close to moving beyond the
adversarial model and become an enemy, of both C.Logan and the larger system (who seem
somewhat interchangeable). Indeed, the petition that Basem3wad gestures toward – apparently
signed by over 450,000 people - is a clear instance of political overflow; a perceived failure of the
mediating institution. The rhetoric is telling here: “this encyclopedia will fall down , if you do
not give attention to a billion Muslim , with many non-muslims, who objects to your policy”.
Mouffe’s work successfully highlights the political dimension of open projects and
provides insight as to the poverty of collaboration discourse. However, her concerns lie with
institutional politics and are thus far removed from the network ecologies of peer production.
Institutional politics is a highly formalised operation, with political parties, voting, rules of
governance and specific delineation of powers. It is the stuff practised by career politicians and
their PR entourage, brought to the citizen masses through the lens of the spectacle. It has its own
history and its own conditions of possibility8. Such translations must therefore be approached
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critically and thought of as an opportunity to develop new concepts in light of new empirical
events.
Stigmergy and Free Cooperation: Toward An Agonistic Peer Production
So far I have described a generalised failure to think the political dimension of projects described
as mass collaborations. The work of Mouffe goes some way in correcting this failure. In what
follows I attempt to combine her agonistic ontology with two atypical thinkers who have tackled
collaboration directly, Mark Elliott and Christoph Spehr.
Spehr is a German political theorist with a penchant for using sci-fi metaphors to
develop his ideas. Most of his work remains untranslated into English apart from his important
essay ‘Free Cooperation’, in Geert Lovink and Trebor Scholz’s edited collection The Art of Free
Cooperation (2007). While Spehr’s work is not solely intended for critical internet scholars, I read
it here partly through Lovink’s work, who has been instrumental in its uptake and has shaped
its reception9.
Spehr’s thought begins with a distinction between “abstract”, “forced” and “free”
cooperation (and I should note from the start that he mostly uses the term “cooperation”, but
collaboration appears interchangeably in his work). Spehr notes that we are all constantly
entrenched in cooperative environments and thus to speak of collaboration as exceptional – say,
by describing Wikipedia as collaborative but not Encyclopedia Britannica - is already misleading.
The very fact that we can think of cooperation as something peculiar derives from the mass
“individualization” of neo-liberal society. Spehr writes:
Individualistic strategies, ways of living, ideas, projects become possible because
society has developed in such a way that life is not precarious, that a basic security
is established, that we have a certain access to public wealth, strategic commons,
to capital, information, communication and so on, and that direct social control
weakens because the market allows us to change cooperations, to move, to leave,
etc., because we are held together by the bounds of abstract cooperation. You can
do enormous things in the net because someone has built it. Because someone is
keeping it up. It’s this stage of “abstract cooperation” that makes individualisation
possible - and not only for very few individuals but as a mass phenomenon. Not
only in the cultural sphere but as a productive force itself. From this point on,
cooperation looks as if it is something special, voluntarily engaged, as if we were
monads that come together to collaborate. While the truth is that we can only act
in this monad-like way because we are embedded in very elaborated abstract
cooperation, because we have so many resources and structures ready at hand
(cited in Lovink, 2008, p. 212).
For Spehr, because we are all necessarily involved in (abstract) cooperation, it is the type
of collaboration that becomes important, not the mere fact of it. “Free cooperation” emerges as
his concept for desirable collaborative relations. Free cooperation has several basic tenets. First,
every rule in the collaboration is changeable and negotiable. Absolutely nothing is off limits or
beyond question. There is no “higher authority” (Spehr, 2007, p. 92) and every person has “the
same power to influence the rules” (Spehr and Windszus, 2004, n.p.). Second, essential to this
distribution of power is an a priori right to refuse and withdraw from the project or give limits
to participation. Echoing Italian Autonomist thought, Spehr’s point is that cooperation cannot
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be “free” unless it can be left; unless the resources and inputs of members can be withdrawn.
This threat of withdrawal must also be significant enough that it can be used as a bargaining
chip, to “influence the rules” (2007, p. 92). Third, withdrawal by members must be bearable,
though undesirable. In other words, if a member cannot walk away because the loss is too great,
the collaboration is no longer free. Bearable withdrawal provides the necessary conditions for
genuine negotiation to take place. Finally, ‘free cooperation’ involves what Spehr and Windszus
call “taking off the mask” (2004). This process begins with the courage and honesty to embrace
conflict, but it also seems to extend beyond this to the constant questioning of members’
‘expected roles’. It involves taking off “the mask that was designed for you”, questioning “what
others think is appropriate for you ... what they want you to do” (2004).
Spehr goes into great detail elaborating these principles as well as mapping the existing
“dimensions of domination” or characteristics of Forced Cooperation, that is, the type of
cooperation we participate in everyday, to which Free Cooperation intervenes. This taxonomy
of domination includes most of the typical dimensions that critical thought has identified
throughout history: physical (e.g. war), structural (e.g. economic), social (e.g race and gender),
institutional (e.g. meaning and knowledge) and existential (e.g. the removal of alternatives).
These of course need to be understood as overlapping and mutually reinforcing. What Spehr
offers is less a meditation on real life collaborative projects than a program for new forms of
collaborative action; a list of mechanisms of domination to avoid; a set of principles for which
collaborations should strive; and a set of ideal conditions for living together in the world. “Free
cooperation” emerges both as a guiding light and a benchmark for making ethical and political
claims about real collaborations.
My own concerns are with the distribution and mediation of power and subjectivity
within net projects that get called collaborative. In this sense I am not as concerned as Spehr with
principles or ideals, or ways out of “forced cooperations”, or debating whether or not a project
really is a collaboration, but rather in new ways of envisioning the political as it relates to the
open projects of peer production. Indeed, I am not convinced that Free Cooperation is possible,
especially in large projects. The above example from Wikipedia lends itself to this reading. For
starters, it can be argued that not all of Wikipedia’s rules can be changed and power over who
can change rules is not evenly distributed (regardless of the justification of this asymmetry).
While people are free to leave Wikipedia, this is generally of little consequence. Furthermore,
there are some people – like Basem3wad – who are clearly compelled to contribute because the
price of not contributing (having the images displayed) is too high. Finally, rather than “taking
off the mask”, it seems that with Wikipedia it is more important to “put a mask on”: that of
the encyclopaedist. It is only through donning this mask that a project like Wikipedia becomes
feasible. What all this shows is that real world collaborations cannot be easily separated from
their various entanglements and they cannot easily be divorced from their histories (instead,
they are constituted by them). The most valuable aspect to take from Spehr’s work might be his
taxonomy of dominance, but re-read as an always-present aspect of real collaborations.
The last work to consider is Mark Elliott’s notion of stigmergic collaboration (2006).
Elliott is not a critical thinker in the Frankfurt School sense and in many ways his works aligns
perfectly with Bruns, Benkler and so on10. However, Elliott’s work is distinguished by the way
it attempts to think the how of mass collaboration, its structural elements, rather than merely
wondering at its existence. Elliott notes how collaborations have traditionally been thought to
implode at around 25 members. This number was thought to be the upper limit of meaningful
communication between participants for which goals, rules, roles and so on can reasonably
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be negotiated. With mass collaboration, negotiation falls by the wayside and instead becomes
“stigmergic” in nature.
Elliott borrows the term stigmergy from myrmecology (the study of ants), which refers
to how termites are able to build complex nests and mounds without any overarching blueprint
or master engineer, or even without any individual ant able to conceive of the whole (2006).
In its anthropomorphic manifestation, stigmergy describes a process whereby environmental
conditions (such as poorly written Wikipedia articles) trigger a response in individuals to
modify such conditions. This in turn triggers responses in other individuals, and a continuous
process of modification and project development is set in motion. Central to stigmergy, and
echoing thought on complexity in general, is that complex modes of organisation emerge from
(in this case thousands of) individual members simply modifying their immediate environment.
Whatever “whole” emerges is not conceived by any individual member.
Elliott’s thoughts go some way in describing the structural conditions of mass collaboration
and although he remains highly enthusiastic and even utopian about such processes, perhaps
unwittingly he also lays the ground for a politicised counter-reading of mass collaboration.
Consider what we might call the dark side of stigmergy as a mode of organising production:
participants have little control over the structures that surround them; their action is reduced to
simple responses to environmental triggers of which they may have little understanding; and
the negotiation considered so central to small, traditional collaborations is simply swept aside.
Elliott writes:
In freeing up energy that participants would otherwise use in negotiation, more
is available for contribution to a workspace’s domain level creative objectives.
This has the effect of exploiting the potential inherent in stigmergic systems
for globally coordinating localised input, thereby providing the capacity for
the integration of a great number of individualistic contributions into that of a
collective whole (2007, p. 138).
There are two important aspects of Elliott’s ontology, the first of which relates to
negotiation. If the true moment of the political is the decision of one over the other, the “freeing
up of energy” used to negotiate can be reread as a technical handing-over of the political as
there are almost no opportunities to contest decisions. The second aspect involves a rereading
of the basic process of stigmergy in relation to the human condition. Ants cannot perceive a
whole mound or nest. However, a minimal amount of information passes from ant to ant in
order for one to recognise what the other is doing and respond to it. Everything that emerges
is determined by this relational protocol. With Wikipedia it is also the case that no individual
can see the whole project and imagine every article. However, the minimal information passed
between contributors (through both technical and discursive mediation) contains a high level of
information and includes ideas about what knowledge is; what it looks like; how it is organised;
how it should be expressed and so on. These “knowledge triggers” are so powerful that they
can give shape to a complex process of human stigmergy. And when stigmergic collaboration
appears to be working harmoniously, it is not because the mechanisms of control are removed,
but rather that they are working particularly well. As Basem3wad makes clear, however, such
mechanisms do not necessarily determine every individual contribution. Elliott’s work makes it
clear that the distribution of policies and protocols and the drastic reduction of negotiation are
central to mass collaboration.
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From Vacuous to Agonistic Collaboration, Via Wikipedia
So what kind of understanding and action would this alternative approach to collaboration
suggest? It begins with the acknowledgement that collaborations are never outside the political.
There is no post-political collaboration. Indeed, when collaborations are working well it is not
because everyone is free and there are no rules, norms or pressures, but precisely the opposite.
It occurs when these devices are strongest; when there are strong regulatory mechanisms for
making decisions between competing alternatives. The fact that the entry on Muhammad is
coherent, despite all the challenges and vitriol, is testament to this fact. This doesn’t mean that
rules are necessarily formalised (though they often are, or become so over time), merely that
a majority of collaborators share a common discursive field or worldview, which allows them
to function smoothly with each other. The entry on Muhammad is a clear instance of when the
type of knowledge privileged on Wikipedia becomes visible and (unsuccessfully) contested. An
agonistic collaboration places contest and conflict at the forefront. While it cannot accommodate
all positions within its framework – which may lead to antagonistic relations and overflows – it
does at least recognise its own political conditions.
A consideration of stigmergic collaboration revealed that mass collaboration minimises
the processes of negotiation. As I have shown, Wikipedia does have a space for discussion.
However, these spaces are not akin to ”negotiation” as typically understood in (small)
collaborations where negotiation includes working out the formal rules of the entire project as
well as the roles of each member. The discussion pages can more usefully be read as disciplinary
spaces which facilitate the stygmergic process of “improving” articles, that is, of aligning them
with the type of knowledge formally desired by the project. On top of aligning the entries
themselves though, the discussion pages also work to discursively discipline new or dissenting
contributors. It is in these spaces that undesirables are “sorted out”. Once it is realised that mass
collaborations work through stigmergy and not through negotiation, and therefore actually
permit less individual agency than smaller collaborations, agonistic collaborations pay close
attention to the asymmetries that constitute their different manifestations. For Wikipedia, this
includes recognising the type of Enlightenment-derived knowledge it produces (in opposition
to some religious, local, non-discursive and perhaps even postmodern forms of knowledge),
but also the kind of language and writing style preferred, the desired level of specialisation, the
appropriate article length, the rules and guidelines that emerge, and so on.
Finally, a consideration of existing asymmetries needs to proceed in relation to Spehr’s
dimensions of domination. This would help to connect the way that identifiable asymmetries,
in turn, reorganise the bodies and knowledges that produce them and to which they refer, in
asymmetrical ways. Basem3wad, for example, did not possess the right kind of knowledge
nor was his/her English of the appropriate level. This person did not possess the right level of
civility or the required disinterested tone that characterises an “objective” contribution. Perhaps
the biggest asymmetry here though, is the fact that Basem3wad is entirely disposable. This
person does not hold anything considered valuable by the project. This explains the appeals to a
wider community via the petition to remove the images. While these asymmetries do not lead to
physical violence against Basem3wad, they certainly resonate with the social and institutional
dimensions of domination outlined by Spehr. The end result is Basem3wad’s perspective being
rejected from Wikipedia and the marginalisation of anyone who is insulted by the depiction of
Muhammad. The crucial point is not that these factors make Wikipedia evil or abhorrent, but
rather that they are necessary - constitutive of all mass collaborations.
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Conclusion
In response to the vacuous discourse of collaboration, building a notion of collaboration able
to account for the often ugly, conflicted entanglements that constitute their realities has become
urgent. In this paper, I have mapped the proliferation of collaboration, a term increasingly
(mis)used to describe the relation between people in peer production and related projects.
This notion of collaboration is rather devoid of substance and, crucially, works to position
the projects it seeks to describe as post political. In order to problematise the proliferation of
vacuous collaboration, I considered a specific conflict that emerged in the discussion pages of
the Wikipedia entry on Muhammad. Mass collaboration is a zone of conflict; it is constituted
by asymmetry; it produces winners and losers, sometimes in new and novel ways and other
times in ways entirely predictable. If we are to invent concepts better equipped to describe the
kinds of political relations that emerge in projects like Wikipedia, it is these realities that must
be articulated and faced.
Endnotes
1 If there is any doubt that the selection of works covered in this section are not indicative of the
field in general, I would point the reader to the “top 20 books on peer production” list found
on the P2P Foundation site headed by Michel Bauwens. The works of Benkler, Bruns and
Tapscott and Williams make up three of the top five.
2 Extending the ideas of Benkler (2006), Raymond (2000), Bauwens (2005) and others, the concept
of produsage aims to describe emergent forms of creation specific to online, network cultures
that are not satisfactorily captured in the strict demarcation of production, distribution and
consumption that characterise the industrial paradigm. For a summary, see Bruns’ article
“The Future Is User-Led: The Path towards Widespread Produsage” (2008).
3 Indeed, Bruns uses the word or versions thereof a total of 23 times in this relatively short
piece.
4 I remain highly sceptical regarding the potential outlined here. While it is obvious that
commercial entities have successfully “harnessed” user-generated content to generate value,
it also seems just as obvious that the type of collaboration described by Evans and Wolf,
and Tapscott and Williams can only ever be strategic and partial. This question, however,
is not of direct concern in this paper. It also presupposes an affirmative descriptive value to
collaboration, which this paper is trying to problematise.
5 Benkler writes, ”At the heart of the economic engine, of the world’s most advanced economies,
we are beginning to notice a persistent and quite amazing phenomenon. A new model of
production has taken root; one that should not be there, at least according to our most widely
held beliefs about economic behaviour” (2006, p. 59).
6 See Matteo Pasquinelli (2009) for a discussion on how free content projects fit within neoliberal economies of rent.
7 I prefer the term ”asymmetry” because it captures the effect or result of hierarchy – uneven
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distribution of power - without necessarily invoking its precise structure and historical
connotations, and without attributing hierarchy as the one and only source of uneven force
(which is exactly the claim I am trying to refute). The new forms of asymmetry are what need
to be described. For a discussion of asymmetry see Bruno Latour’s Reassembling the Social
(2005, pp. 63-64).
8 Ned Rossiter (2006) has also made use of Mouffe’s work in the context of net cultures and
offers a critique of her investment in institutional politics.
9 Lovink’s chapter “Axioms of Free Cooperation” in Zero Comments (2008) is a reflection on
Spehr’s ideas in relation to net cultures.
10 Although Elliott claims only to describe the how of mass collaboration, he is overwhelmingly
enthusiastic about such projects, claiming that “the emergence of mass collaboration ...
represents the most well developed and extended collective creative process currently
available to humanity” (2007, p. 8).
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Promoting Civic Engagement
Through Ethnic Media
Sherry S. Yu and Daniel Ahadi
Simon Fraser University, Canada
Abstract: Ethnic media, defined by the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications
Commission (for the ethnic program specifically) as “one, in any language, that is specifically
directed to any culturally or racially distinct group other than one that is Aboriginal
Canadian or from France or the British Isles” (CRTC, 1999), are emerging to offer new
communicative civic spaces to ethno-cultural citizens. Studies, however, suggest that while
they may not be completely disconnected from broader society, they remain largely “distinct
from the dominant public sphere” (Karim, 2002). The majority are focused on a single ethnic
group and develop in isolation of each other to cater to their specific group’s interests. Such
an isolationist tendency is a concern in multicultural societies in that it can potentially
intensify political, socio-economic, and cultural divides among older and new populations
and develop “parallel societies” (Hafez, 2007) and a fragmented citizenship. Whether or
not ethnic media will lead to hindering immigrants’ civic integration by raising citizens of
communities rather than citizens of the broader society needs to be empirically validated.
This paper, therefore, explores the distinction between mainstream and ethnic media through
a comparative content analysis on coverage of the October 14 2008 Canadian federal election
in English and Korean press in British Colombia, Canada. The findings suggest that ingroup orientation is in fact more distinct in English media with significantly low attention
given to ethnic minorities either as candidates or voters. Ethnic media, on the other hand,
undertake significant citizenship education by delivering step-by-step “how-to” information
about the election to immigrants who are less familiar with the Canadian political system to
assist them in exercising voting rights.
Introduction
The participation of Canadian immigrant communities in public debates and their level of
engagement with political processes has been a central preoccupation of recent studies (Howe,
2007; Karim, 2002). Immigrants1 in Canada traditionally have shown higher naturalisation
rates than other countries and significantly higher participation rates than those of native-born
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citizens (Howe, 2007, p. 615). There is higher likelihood for older immigrants to participate
in elections, political rallies, and debates, and commit to paying taxes, learning the official
languages (English and French), voting or informing themselves about political affairs, and
obeying the law (Statistics Canada, Ethnic Diversity Survey, 2003; Kymlicka, 2007, p. 75).
According to the Canadian Ethnic Diversity Survey, the rate of voter turnout for
immigrants (77.6%) is almost the same as non-immigrants (78.8 %) (Jedwab, 2006). There is,
however, a difference within the immigrant group: 53% of first-generation immigrants who
have come to Canada since 1991 voted in the 2000 federal election, while 83% of those who
arrived before 1991 voted in the same election (Statistics Canada, 2003). Some recent studies
argue that recent arrivals are less politically-integrated than earlier arrivals. Tolley finds such a
gap is due to:
…differential access to the financial resources and social networks that are needed
to win elections, a lack of knowledge or information on how political processes
function, an inability to penetrate political parties, a lack of familiarity with
political norms and party culture, discrimination, and linguistic and mobility
challenges (2003, p. 15).
The media may be implicated in all of these barriers to newcomers. In an article comparing
the level of political engagement of UK and Canadian immigrants, political scientist Paul Howe
(2007, p. 636) discusses the importance of ethnic media in the total communication environment,
concluding that high-quality ethnic media have the potential to supplant mainstream news
sources. A 2006 syndicated study of 3,000 new Canadians’ reading habits in Montreal, Toronto,
and Vancouver confirms the possibilities raised by Howe. This study found that 31% of Chinese
respondents read only in their own language and 17% did not follow news in either their mother
tongue or English. Nineteen percent followed news in two languages, while 33% only relied on
English sources (Murray, 2008).
There are at least two methodological approaches to be considered for the study of
the relationship between political communication in ethnic media and the level of political
participation of immigrants in Canadian society (e.g., through election participation). On the
one hand, a study of media content can facilitate an understanding of the media’s framing of
different stories and issues, as well as their agenda-setting ability. On the other hand, perhaps
as a follow-up study, audience research can help us to understand media consumption and
political behaviours. Between these two approaches, this paper focuses on the former by
investigating the coverage of the 2008 Canadian federal election in Vancouver’s English and
Korean newspapers. We have selected Korean newspapers for this study since the growth of
Korean media in general and Korean print in particular was most significant among the twentytwo language groups we had tracked in our earlier study (Murray, Yu, and Ahadi, 2007). The
overarching research questions for this paper are: (1) Which specific issues and concerns were
addressed in each of the language groups? (2) How is election covered? (3) Were there any blind spots or
gaps in election coverage in each of the language groups?
The first part of this paper will review the theoretical influences on our research, specifically
minority political participation and communication infrastructure as a means to facilitate such
participation. The second part will outline the ethnic media sector in Vancouver to provide
background for this study. Finally, the third part will discuss the findings of content analysis of
newspaper articles covering the 2008 election, followed by discussion and conclusions.
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Theoretical Considerations
Minority2 political rights are a recent phenomenon in Canada. Chinese, South Asian, and
Japanese immigrants were excluded from voting in political elections until 1947, when a formal
definition of Canadian citizenship3 was established (Abu-Laban and Gabriel, 2002). With a
gradual political involvement of minorities, recent studies find that there is a positive relationship
between minority voting rights and social cohesion as the former signifies the improvement of
immigrants’ social status (see for example, Hooghe, Reeskens, and Stolle, 2007). This echoes
Kymlicka’s (2001, p. 171) concept of multicultural citizenship4 that “recognizing minority rights
would actually strengthen solidarity and promote political stability by removing the barriers
and exclusions that prevent minorities from wholeheartedly embracing political institutions.”
This is particularly important in Canada’s three major metropolitan centres and also
most favoured immigration destinations (Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal), where visibility
of minorities has become significant (Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2001). In the city
of Vancouver alone, for example, visible minorities have reached 40% of the total population
(Statistics Canada, 2006e). However, does growing recognition and participation of minority
voters5 correspond to growing political readiness of these voters? How well equipped are these
interested minority voters with political knowledge? What is their source of information? How
is that different by socio-economic variables such as ethnicity, income, education (in Canada or
abroad), and, more importantly, by language proficiency?
A study of minority voters in the US has attempted to answer some of these questions.
Võ’s study of the Asian-Latino-Filipino-America (ALFA) Voters League (2004) suggests that
Asian-Americans’ ability to deliver votes is still questionable, although the 1975 U.S. Immigration
Act contributed to increasing the number of Asian-American voters. They may have the right
to vote, but their unfamiliarity with the political system (as it may be their first time voting,
particularly for those who are from non-democratic regimes) could prevent them from properly
exercising their rights. Thus in order to establish the actual power of such coalitions, Võ further
argues that generating disciplined votes is critical.
How then would the barriers and exclusions that prevent minorities from wholeheartedly
embracing political institutions be removed? How would these interested minority voters
obtain political knowledge? What are the routes of information, especially for those who are
more comfortable with their own mother tongue? As a way to manifest minority rights for
immigrants (polyethnic rights), Kymlicka (1995) suggests “societal culture”6 of ethno-cultural
citizens be created within mainstream institutions. This refers not to “re-creating a separate
societal culture, but rather of contributing new options and perspectives to the larger Anglophone
culture, making it richer and more diverse” (p. 78).
In the case of media, this can take the form of multicultural communication infrastructure
either by having existing ethnic media linked to mainstream media or by having a space
secured for ethnic narratives within mainstream media. This integrative yet intercultural
approach that maintains existing institutional structure while securing ethno-cultural societal
culture is important. The idealisation of multicultural citizenship and minority rights without
a functioning communicative means for civic engagement is meaningless. First, how are we
going to communicate the “rights and responsibilities” to citizens? Second, how are we going to
invite “active” participation from the majority of economically, politically, and/or linguistically
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limited people? Third, what is the meaning of “political community” as the foundation of good
life when the first two are not guaranteed? Lastly, how can we “morally” sustain the community
according to the “General Will” when the visible minorities are effectively “invisiblized”? These
questions emphasise the “centrality of language to the idea of the public sphere” (Cormack,
2007, p. 11) which makes the communication infrastructure essential for civic engagement of
ethno-cultural citizens.
Thus it is important to look into communication systems (available within immigrant
communities) that minority voters can resort to if they wish. Studies on ethnic media have
identified various roles from entertainment to political mobilisation (see for example, De Leeuw
and Rydin, 2007; Downing, 1992). Among these roles, this paper looks into ethnic media in
a broader communication context as an important venue for fostering civic engagement and
sense of belonging.
Multicultural Communication Infrastructure: From Public Sphere to Public Sphericules
Ethnic media are often discussed independently as media entities. However, they need to be
understood in a broader community context. One of the important reasons for this is that ethnic
media are by nature expected to play a role in addition to the normative role of mass media.
They deliver not only “what” is happening in the country of settlement, but also “why” and
“how” that came to happen – this is often overlooked (or assumed to be known) in the dominant
public sphere where people share a common history and language (Kymlicka 1995) – in their
own cultural idioms. This happens more or less in collaboration with community organisations
as a broader community project.
Ball-Rokeach’s concept of “Communication Infrastructure” illustrates this point. It
consists of a web of community organisations and media outlets that function as “connective
tissues,” facilitating communication between immigrant communities and broader society
(Ball-Rokeach et al., 2001, p. 398). Without the existence of well-functioning communication
infrastructure, it becomes more difficult for immigrant communities to form and function both
as a socially and physically concrete entity and as units within the larger dominant culture
(Matei, Ball-Rokeach, Wilson, Gibbs, and Hoyt 2000; Marques and Santos, 2004). Through this
culturally and language friendly infrastructure, minority voters make sense of the host country
if they wish to.
As such, the new multicultural realities in Canada (and other immigrant-receiving
countries) propose a more nuanced approach to the conventional understanding of the public
sphere. Canadian society has become composed of not only the dominant public spheres
of the English and French-language media, but also a diversity of smaller public spheres or
sphericules. Operating in a “third space” distinct from the “hegemonic public sphere,” these
“sphericules” carry stories, values, and attitudes from the country of settlement as well as the
country of origin (Karim, 2002, p. 231). Also, often operating through interpersonal, group,
or mass mediated communication – such as autonomous ethnic media – these sphericules
offer innovative solutions to immigrant groups who feel marginalised from the greater society
(ibid.). Not only do these sphericules provide a space for the ethnic groups to “achieve a
visible presence” (ibid.), but they also become the distributing centres for civic discourse about
public affairs within which members of ethnic communities can express thoughts, desires, and
aspirations.
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In this context, we propose a multicultural communication infrastructure model.
Multicultural communication infrastructure is grounded in the literatures of the “cultural
pluralism” school of thought (Fraser, 1992; Kymlicka, 2007; Taylor, 1994; Young, 1995, 2000;
Walzer, 2003). Particularistic cultural affiliations are celebrated. To ignore them is equivalent
to denying humans the right to engage in social, economic, and political processes as they
see fit. Young (1995, p. 176) argues that “despite the fact that many immigrants acquire full
citizenship rights, many ethnic groups remain excluded from the bourgeois public sphere,
and are reduced to second-class citizens.” The process of socio-cultural integration, as well
as economic and political adaptation of immigrants, is made possible by the existence of a
sustainable communication infrastructure. Kymlicka’s (1995) multicultural infrastructure model
further advances the discussion of communication infrastructure. This goes beyond the creation
of ethno-cultural sphericules and aims to link them to or create a space for them within broader
society. This model can be highly intercultural if these sphericules can be active agencies of ethnic
narratives. In the next section, we will look at the communication infrastructure, especially
media, formed for and by immigrants in Vancouver, and examine the potential for multicultural
communication infrastructure as a model for broader Canadian communication system.
Background: The Ethnic Media Landscape of Vancouver
A functioning communication infrastructure is critical for immigrants in multicultural cities like
Vancouver. Canadian Census data indicates that more than 40% of Vancouver’s population is
not of Canada’s two official languages. The 2001 Census categorised 725,655 people as belonging
to a “visible minority” (Statistics Canada, Census 2001). This number rose to 875,295 in 2006,
an increase by 8.2%, and greater than that experienced in either Toronto or Montreal (Statistics
Canada, Census 2006e).

Figure 1: British Columbia’s Ethnic Composition (Statistics Canada, 2006)

Such diversity in population is also observed in communication infrastructure. Our
earlier study of the ethnic media landscape in British Colombia, Canada, in partnership with the
Department of Canadian Heritage (Murray et al, 2007), identified 144 media outlets,7 print and
broadcast, serving 22 language groups (see www.bcethnicmedia.ca). Among these language
groups, unexpectedly high incidences were found of Korean print media.8
Furthermore, the findings from content analysis of a three-week media archive of
Cantonese, Mandarin, Korean, Punjabi, and English print and television material revealed that
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the multicultural flow of media outlets in Vancouver is much more complex and extensive than
anticipated prior to the research. The trans-local flow of culture is indeed measurable (see for
example Sassen, 2002): new information technologies (satellite and the internet) are sources
through which programs are imported and appropriated in whole or part for Vancouver’s
market. Our study showed that one-third of ethnic media content in the Vancouver area had
its production origin outside of British Columbia. This implies a penetration of the Vancouver
ethnic media market with material (news, entertainment, and advertising) that is not necessarily
concerned with issues that affect the local aspects of immigrant communities. As Figure 2
indicates, the geographical focus of news items (50%) leans heavily towards “international
news from home-country.”

Figure 2: Geographical Focus of the News in British Columbia (% of Content)

Our findings confirmed an historical trend identified by other scholars of ethnic media
(Lin and Song, 2006; Ball-Rokeach, Kim, and Matei, 2001; Matei et al 2000). However, this
Vancouver case study further suggested an under-representation of national and provincial
news in ethnic media (10%). The numbers vary for different language groups. Korean media
seem to have a greater emphasis on international in-group news or news from home (52%)
while Cantonese media have a significantly lesser focus on this news category (19%). One
hypothesis is that immigrant communities that are relatively new to the country still have a
greater connection to the country of origin. The Korean community in Vancouver is part of the
newer wave of immigrants, with only 40 years of organisational history in British Columbia (Yu
and Murray, 2007). This in turn may partially explain a lesser focus on national and provincial
news, and more focus on international in-group news in the Korean media.
These significant findings from our 2007 study raised a number of key questions: If ethnic
media are less interested in national and provincial news, where would ethnic communities
turn to for their news coverage of domestic (non-local) affairs? Considering the high degree
of in-group orientation of ethnic media, especially that of Korean media, is it possible to argue
that Karim’s (2002) public sphericules model is contributing to more segmentation and isolation
of ethnic communities, and a lesser degree of intercultural collaboration and understanding?
Are these results consistent? In other words, would ethnic media “behave” differently during
a provincial or national “hot-topic” event? One of our recommendations in the report was to
conduct textual analysis of media coverage of particular events, debates, or “breaking news”
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to investigate ethnic media’s “behaviour” during election times so as to better understand the
type of issues that get covered. In response to this recommendation, this study analyses the
content of English and Korean press during the 2008 Canadian federal election.
Methodology
For a comparative content analysis, we sampled approximately 300 election-related news items
from selected English and Korean newspapers in the six week period between September 23
and October 30, 2008 around the October 14, 2008 Canadian federal election. We chose four
local newspapers with the highest circulation in their respective language; two English (The
Vancouver Sun and The Province) and two Korean local dailies published four to five times a week
(The Vancouver Chosun and The Korea Daily). For the area of investigation, we continued testing
some of the protocols from our earlier study (Murray et al., 2007): length of article, dominant
construction of media item, genre, geographical focus, news source, news actor, and journalist
(gender, ethnicity). In addition, we also developed new protocols to cater to the specificities of
the election coverage: primary and secondary themes (equivalent to news agenda); location of
article; party coverage; tone of party coverage; coverage of party leader; and tone of coverage
of party leader. For statistical analysis, we used Excel for data entry and then SPSS (Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences) for descriptive statistics, and allowed variances of not less than
10% as the likely reportable threshold.
Findings
To adequately answer the three overarching questions, that is the depth and breadth of election
coverage, as well as blind spots/gaps in the two language papers, we carefully selected and
re-grouped the protocols that yielded statistically significant findings: news topic (themes,
news source, geographic focus); coverage of visible minorities (news actor, location of article,
ethnicity of journalist); and style of coverage (genre, party coverage). Besides these, for the areas
concerning citizenship education and developing intercultural initiatives by Canadian political
establishments, we took a qualitative approach to content to identify the differences in the kind
of information or advertising between the two languages.
The findings were consistent with that of recent ethnic media studies (Karim, 2002; Cheng,
2005; Lin and Song, 2006; Murray et al., 2007). There was a distinction between mainstream and
ethnic media in that ethnic media were sufficiently connected to broader society to cover the
election, but largely distinct in the overall communication system so as to focus on the agenda
of their own interests separate from that of English media. What is newly discovered through
this study, however, is that such a distinction is more heightened by English media than by
ethnic media, with significantly less intercultural efforts; visible minorities were nearly invisible
in English media, either as voters or candidates. On the other hand, significant citizenship
education was carried out by Korean media, providing step-by-step “how to vote” information
for Korean-Canadians who might be less familiar with the Canadian political system. We will
discuss such distinctions in the following areas: news topic; coverage of visible minorities; style
of coverage; and citizenship education and intercultural initiatives.
News Topic
The distinction in the news topics between English and Korean papers was obvious (see Figure
3). Among the dominant news topics related to the election, “voting outcome” (24%) generally
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received most attention followed by “economy” (17%) and “government budget/spending”
(9%). By language, however, “voting outcome” and “government budget/spending” appeared
relatively more frequently in English papers, whereas “economy” appeared more frequently in
Korean papers (e.g., “Who is Canada’s best economic manager?” “Action needed on economic
development”). Considering the fact that Koreans have been the top source of entrepreneurial
immigrants since 1999 (32% of the British Columbia total in 2001), surpassing immigrants from
Hong Kong and Taiwan (B.C. Statistics, 2001), the impact of election results on the national
economy may have been of particular interest.
Besides these common topics, topics of varied interests such as the environment, health,
tax cuts, sub-cultures (e.g., women/women’s rights, gays/gay rights) were discussed in English
papers, whereas fewer of these topics appeared in Korean papers. Instead, Korean papers focused
specifically on the details of the election: “How to vote” such as “voting rules” (e.g., “A guide to
exercising your right to vote,” “Advance polling is possible”) and “candidacy” (e.g., “Five most
contested ridings”). Also, topics that are directly pertinent to the Korean community such as
“election support” (e.g., “Mrs. Harper supports the election,” “Korean veterans come together”)
and “minority” issues (e.g., “Martin, send a strong message to Ottawa”) were discussed. By
contrast, English papers covered only 2% of the news items (equivalent to three out of 198
items) that were relevant to “minority” issues (e.g., “Immigrants aren’t as law-abiding, Calgary
Tory claims,” “Power of the immigrant vote”), which explains the level of attention given to the
visible minorities as a subject of discourse in this election.

Figure 3: News Agenda (% of Content)

Such directed focus on the election in Korean papers reflects the community’s special
interests in the 2008 election, attributed partly to having Yonah Martin (a Korean Conservative
candidate from a Vancouver suburb) from the community running in this election. Particularly,
the special emphasis on “voting rules” and “candidacy” can be interpreted as an effort to elicit
informed, disciplined participation from the community. It is, however, important to recognise
that the articles related to “election support” (14%) in Korean papers included not only the
support from the community for Yonah Martin, but also the support for parties in general
(e.g., “Conservatives strong in B.C.”), offering translation of Canadian Press (a Canadian news
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agency) items to the community.
In regard to geographic focus, ethnic media “behaved” differently during the election
time. Unlike the apparent lack of national and provincial news coverage in ethnic media during
non-election times (Murray et al., 2007), the election was well covered at all geographic levels,
both through in-house reporting (47% national and 26% provincial) and Canadian Press items
(72% national and 25% provincial). The portion of national and provincial news in Korean
papers (82%) and English papers (77%) was almost the same.
Coverage of Visible Minorities
Another distinction between the two languages was coverage of visible minorities. Comparing
the ethnicity of news actors,9 English papers dedicated only 5% of the news to “visible minority”
when Korean papers dedicated 21%. This becomes more apparent when the location of the
news items is compared (see Figure 4). Significantly less visible minorities appeared on the
front page of English papers (4%) than that of Korean papers (27%). Only some star candidates
made it into English papers (e.g., “Dosanjh survives a scare to beat Conservative,” “Liberal
Dhaliwal holds on in a squeaker,” “Alice Wong scores an upset victory”). Those 21% of news
items in Korean papers, on the other hand, are mostly related to Yonah Martin (e.g., “Enrich
multicultural communities by voting,” “Thanks to supporters”) and also to community support
for Yonah Martin (e.g., “Let’s elect the first Korean MP,” “Let’s write a new Korean history”).
This, however, conversely means that a majority of the election news dealt with so-called
mainstream actors (candidates or others).
One good example is a weekly series called “Choice 2008, Canadian Federal Election
Sites: Five most contested ridings” by The Vancouver Chosun. Three articles from this weekly
series were sampled during our six-week sampling period. Each discussed the issues in the
Quadra, Burnaby-Douglas, and North Vancouver ridings respectively, comparing the candidates
as well as demographic profile of each riding (September 27, October 4, and October 11 2008).
The candidates who, like Yonah Martin, ran for the Conservative Party, (e.g., Ronald Leung,
Burnaby-Douglas) or those who competed against Yonah Martin in the same riding (Black of
NDP; Smith of Green; and Hassen of Liberal) appeared relatively more frequently in Korean
papers than others as they often attended the same press conferences with Yonah Martin (e.g.,
The Korea Daily, October 1 and October 2 2008; The Vancouver Chosun, October 3 2008).

Figure 4: Coverage of Visible Minority by Location within Papers
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Relatively higher visible minority coverage in Korean papers also reflects an increase
of in-house reporting. Sixty percent of the news items in Korean papers were written by staff
writers, and this is, in fact, twice as much as the everyday news reporting of the Korean papers
(31%) (Murray et al., 2007).
Style of Coverage
Similar to the news agenda, there was also a distinction in the news genre and party focus
between languages. It is generally understood that ethnic media have less ideologically loaded
content and more hard, “factual” news. 10 This was clearly the case in both of our studies. While
the election was generally covered as “hard news” (65%), this was more so in Korean papers
(81%) than in English papers (57%) (see Figure 5). Such difference lies in the fact that English
papers covered the election more in diverse genres such as Analysis/Feature (e.g., “Why aren’t
Canadian politics sexy?), Editorial (e.g., “Electoral system partly to blame”), and Letters to the
Editor (e.g., “Who is Ottawa’s main “customer”?”). Such diversity was not completely absent
in Korean papers. Some Korean examples include aforementioned feature columns such as
“Choice 2008, Canadian Federal Election Sites: Five most contested ridings” by The Vancouver
Chosun and “Choice 2008! 10.14 Federal Election” by The Korea Daily. In fact, there were more
special interviews in Korean papers such as the ones with Yonah Martin (The Korea Daily,
October 1 2008, A1) and with Barry Devolin (The Vancouver Chosun, October 9 2009, A4). There
were, however, no Letters to the Editor, thus an absence of feedback from readers.

Figure 5: News Genre by Language

Another difference in the style of coverage was the party focus (see Figure 6). While
the Conservative Party, the ruling party, was given the most attention regardless of language,
English papers were more likely to cover a single party in a single story (78%) whereas Korean
papers tended to cover multiple parties in a single story (53%). What is important to note is
that half of the Korean items that covered multiple parties (“all parties” and “mix of parties”
combined) were written by staff writers and the other half were provided by the Canadian
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Press. There was also no single story on the Green Party and Bloc Quebecois. Such patterns of
reporting may imply a limited access to news sources or general difference in editorial practices
and news values of Korean media that require further investigation into the day-to-day practices
of media professionals. Furthermore, the question of “ethnic voting” (which is often discussed
when members of different ethnic communities behave similarly during elections) was not valid
in the Korean community as there was no clear sign of political leaning towards a single party
when compared with English-language papers.

Figure 6: Party Coverage by Language (% of Content)

Citizenship Education and Intercultural Initiatives
What really differentiated Korean papers from English papers was their coverage of ethnicrelated issues about the election customised for Korean-Canadian voters. First, the two Korean
papers together dedicated 20% of the pre-election news to “voting rules” (e.g., “Koreans, this
is how to vote,” “A guide to exercising your right to vote,” “Three ways to vote in the federal
election”) by providing step-by-step information on voting procedures for inexperienced
voters. As the day of the election approached, the papers also promoted advanced polling
(e.g., “Advance polling is possible,” “More than 1 million participate in advance polling”) for
those who may not be able to participate on the election day. Considering that Koreans are the
second largest self-employed class in British Columbia (B.C. Statistics, 2001), the information on
advanced polling could have been useful to some and potentially increased participation.
In a broader communication infrastructure context, Korean media’s collaboration with
community organisations was also something to watch. The details of election-related events
hosted by community organisations made it into the bulletin section of papers, and after those
events had taken place, the summaries of the events were also made available through the papers.
For example, Corean Canadian Coactive Society (C3)11 organised a seminar on voting rules with
the self-claimed intention to “increase awareness of and participation in the federal election”
(The Vancouver Chosun, September 23 2008, A3). This event also invited four candidates of the
Tri-cities riding (where Koreans are concentrated), and shared their pledges on immigration,
health, transportation, education, and the environment with the community (The Vancouver
Chosun, October 2 2008, A3; The Korea Daily, October 2 2008, A1).
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Aside from community-level promotion, some cross-language, cross-cultural promotion
initiated by Canadian political establishments was also observed. During our sampling period,
Election Canada placed half-page ads in Korean papers (in translation) which contained a fair
amount of information about the election from the Voter Information Card to Voter Identification
at the polls.
Second, as discussed earlier, Korean papers provided not only the details of “how
to vote” and “where to vote,” but also an ample amount of information about “who to vote
for,” introducing candidates from various parties and ridings. Good examples of these are
aforementioned special feature columns such as “Choice 2008, Canadian Federal Election
Sites: Five most contested ridings” by The Vancouver Chosun, a summary of the C3 seminar (The
Vancouver Chosun, October 2 2008, A1; The Korea Daily, October 2 2008, A1), and a summary of
the major pledges of each party (e.g., “The 14th, the date to choose the representative”). In fact,
most news items categorised under “candidacy” (11%) discussed more about candidates in
general than Yonah Martin in particular.
Intercultural initiatives were again observed on this end. Conservative, Liberal, and
NDP placed a total of six ads (of candidates) on Korean papers during our sampling period,
which were unseen in English papers. Five of the six ads promoted individual candidates and
their pledges (Lorne Mayencourt, Conservative, The Vancouver Chosun, October 7 2008, A2 and
October 11 2008, C4; Dawn Black, NDP, The Vancouver Chosun, October 9 2008, A9; Don Bell, NDP,
The Vancouver Chosun, October 10 2008, B8 and October 11, B2 ). Only one ad promoted multiple
candidates from the same party (Dawn Black and Bill Siksay, NDP, The Korea Daily, October 11
2008, A20). Such intercultural initiatives may imply growing recognition of ethnic voters as well
as ethnic media. The effectiveness of these ads is, however, beyond the scope of this research; it
may be of interest to both the government and ethnic media for future placement.
Discussion
Is Ethnic Media Connected to the Greater Public Sphere?
Ethnic media, as part of a multiple model of “public sphericules”, offers a sense of belonging to
groups largely alienated from the dominant public sphere. They are, however, not alternatives
to the mainstream public sphere, but work to bridge the gap between marginalised groups and
mainstream society. The findings of this study are consistent with that of Karim’s (2002) study
of South Asian press in Vancouver. Ethnic media are not isolated from public discourse. Issues
that concern the rest of society also concern ethnic minorities.
One of the strengths of ethnic media is in its ability to reach audiences in their own
cultural idioms, instead of the language used in the mainstream public sphere (Karim, 2002,
p. 239). Aforementioned special feature columns on different ridings are good examples of
this. The issues in each riding were discussed from Korean-Canadian perspectives. Another
strength of ethnic media confirmed in this study is its ability to complement mainstream media
by covering the type of news that specifically matters to the community. As discussed, some
of the minority issues or visible minority candidates/voters discussed in Korean papers were
nearly absent in English papers. Ethnic media, thus, should not aspire, nor be encouraged to
operate on the margins. Instead, they should aspire to act as players in the larger public sphere
where most politics and government affairs operate.

66 • PLATFORM: Journal of Media and Communication Vol 2 Issue 2

This is, however, an uphill battle; many ethnic media markets struggle to gain such
recognition. A large number of ethnic media operate within a national framework and the
quality of these national ethnic media could be evaluated based on Iris Young’s (2000, p. 73)
model of “offensive” (change-oriented) and “defensive” (interaction oriented) publics. While it
is true that the “story-telling” aspect of ethnic media is important to provide cultural translation
and highlight issues that are generally excluded from the mainstream public sphere, the value
of such practices is in its ability to translate this “ethnic storytelling” into a sense of agency
and collective movement. Gamson (2001, p. 68) also argues that “narrative and experiential
knowledge as a discourse does not translate into agency unless collective actors exist to tie
the lessons of such stories to public policies.” This brings the discussion back to Kymlicka’s
argument on creating ethno-cultural societal culture within mainstream institutions. For ethnic
media to become an active agency in the broader public sphere, there should be a legitimate
means to secure ethnic narratives within mainstream media. As far as the findings of this study
are concerned, however, there was neither a sign of such value-added actions nor collective
actors to enable that. Thus the multicultural communication infrastructure as a model for
broader communication systems is still an ideal rather than a reality.
In this regard, national ethnic media is still struggling. Nevertheless, some of these
barriers can be gradually lifted through greater access to the political and economic spheres (by
way of access to sources), increased media subsidies for capacity building, and a self-monitoring
and regulatory system that ensures standard practices (based on a “social responsibility” model
of media). With such supports, ethnic media can work towards becoming recognised as “new
options” of the larger public sphere, and operate in such a way as to change the dynamics and
power relations within the mainstream.
Is Ethnic Media Promoting Political Education and Awareness?
We find it extremely difficult to provide an answer to this question. Such difficulty stems from
different understandings in academic and policy circles of what political involvement means.
The complexity of exercising democratic choice is challenging for new immigrants, especially
those coming from countries with limited or no tradition in democratic practices or institutions.
A news editor of a leading ethnic media outlet in Vancouver states that some immigrants from
non-democratic regimes need to be educated about Canadian government structure, beginning
with three levels of government (Murray et al., 2007). This model of political participation can
be classified as partisan and bound to electoral processes of democracy. Thus, if the question
being asked is about ethnic media’s potential contribution to educating new citizens on basic
political knowledge or to advancing the practice of citizenship on the part of old citizens, the
answer is yes.
This study also finds that Canadian political establishments have a significant program
of outreach to the Korean community, and likely to other ethno-cultural communities such as the
Chinese and South Asian communities, the two largest ethnic communities in British Columbia
(Statistics Canada, 2006d). As Karim (2002) argues, the voting power of large concentrations
of minority ethnic groups in immigrant-heavy neighbourhoods becomes significant during
elections: “When politicians attempt to reach these electorates in their own cultural idioms,
ethnic media becomes key vehicles” (p. 239). In other words, during election time, the parties
(especially the federal Conservative party) are fairly advanced in reaching out to the electorate
and their media in other languages, while other “non-partisan” policy information is not
available.

Promoting Civic Engagement Through Ethnic Media • 67

This was clearly the case for Korean papers which placed a number of political ads from
major political parties. Thus again, if the question being asked is about ethnic media’s potential
contribution to facilitating cross-ethnic exposure (although this may be one-way), the answer is
yes. However, there are many more questions to be answered. For future research, it would be
interesting to probe whether politics has the centre stage in-between elections. Is it the case that
the ethnic democratic engagement is passive while governments are in office, and re-emerges
only during election times when there seems to be some perception of inter-group rivalry for
recognition? Of course, more comparative research is needed to probe this question.
Conclusion
The media distinction hypothesis is once again validated through this comparative study on
coverage of the 2008 Canadian federal election. The findings of this study, however, challenged
the conventional understanding of ethnic media’s in-group orientation. As far as this election
goes, in-group orientation was much more distinct in English papers. There was significantly
less coverage of visible minorities and minority issues in English papers. What this lack of
intercultural exposure to visible minorities among the non-visible or invisible majority may lead
to is problematic. This may lead to gradual disappearance of visible minorities in the dominant
public sphere and discourses, and to fragmentation of citizenship as claimed by the media
distinction scholars, a process that seems to be driven by mainstream media.
Korean media, on the other hand, “behaved” differently during the election period
by providing election-related news at all geographic levels. Although their limited access to
mainstream news sources and insufficient coverage of certain issues remains a concern, their
coverage of basic “how-to” information (which is often excluded in English papers) complements
information blind spots in English media. What may be interesting to probe in future studies
is how effective such information was in generating directed, disciplined votes. Furthermore,
it is undeniable that the community’s own candidate could have increased the level of interest
toward this election. Therefore, it would be interesting to measure the degree of influence the
Yonah Martin factor had on intercultural coverage, and to what extent it sparked advertising
competition among candidates in the same riding.
This study confirmed the complementary role of ethnic media, particularly during
national “hot-topic” events such as the election: they co-exist with mainstream media while
being reasonably connected to and interculturally engaged with broader society. Given such
parallel existences and the complementary role of ethnic media in the national communication
system, what remains is to turn these reasonably isolated sphericules into active agencies
beyond their ethnic boundaries to play an integrative role in a broader public sphere. This
requires linking “ethnic storytelling” to the broader communication system, and this is where
immediate policy attention should be given.
Endnotes
1 Statistics Canada defines immigrants to be “people who are, or have been, landed immigrants
in Canada. A landed immigrant is a person who has been granted the right to live in Canada
permanently by immigration authorities. Some immigrants have resided in Canada for a
number of years, while others have arrived recently. Most immigrants are born outside
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Canada, but a small number were born in Canada” (Statistics Canada 2006a).
2 Statistics Canada defines minority (or “visible Minority”) to be “persons who are identified
according to the Employment Equity Act as being non-Caucasian in race or non-white in
colour.” This includes Chinese, South Asian (e.g., East Indian, Pakistani, Punjabi, Sri Lankan),
Black (e.g., African, Haitian, Jamaican, Somali), Arab/West Asian (e.g., Armenian, Egyptian,
Iranian, Lebanese, Moroccan), Filipino, South East Asian (e.g., Cambodian, Indonesian,
Laotian, Vietnamese), Latin American, Japanese, Korean, and Other. Non-visible minority,
on the other hand, includes aboriginal and white (Statistics Canada, 2006b). Immigrant and
visible minority are often used interchangeably; however, the term “immigrant” concerns
one’s legal status in Canada, and therefore, includes white, while “visible minority” concerns
one’s ethnic origin. As of 2006, there are 6,186,951 immigrants and 5,056,090 visible minorities
in Canada (Statistics Canada 2006c, 2006d). The term “visible minority” is problematic
particularly in Canada’s major metropolitan centres where the visible minority is on a par
with the majority in number. In this discussion of minority political participation, we limit
visible minorities to Canadian citizens.
3 “Citizenship means more than the right to vote; more than the right to hold and transfer
property; more than the right to move freely under the protection of the state; citizenship is
the right to full partnership in the fortunes and future of the nation” (cited in Abu-Laban and
Gabriel, 2002, p. 43).
4 Multicultural citizenship demands the recognition of differentiated rights, entitled to
different cultural groups (national minority and polyethnic minority) and emphasises the
need for more directed attention to citizens’ cultural orientation and the process by which
they integrate into broader society.
5 Canada introduced the “point system” in 1967, which officially ended the Canada Exclusion
Act 1947 and set the path for neoliberal immigration policies such as the Business Immigration
Programme in 1986 and restrictive refugee legislation in 1987 to accept more family-class
intake. All of these policies, to a certain degree, had minority votes in mind, along with
economic contribution from immigrant entrepreneurs (Abu-Laban and Gabriel, 2002).
6 According to Kymlicka (1995, p. 76), societal culture is “a culture which provides its members
with meaningful ways of life across the full range of human activities, including social,
educational, religious, recreational, and economic life, encompassing both public and private
spheres.”
7 Note that just fewer than 10 outlets – mostly regulated and established as special formats by
the CRTC–were multilingual, such as Shaw’s Multicultural Channel and Rogers’s Omni.
8 One of the most convincing hypotheses may be that of Zhou, Chen, and Cai (2006) that ethnic
media are becoming one of the ethnic businesses.
9 News actors are “people mentioned in the news (e.g., participants in an event and/or victims)”
(Murray et al., 2007, p. 179).
10 Hard news refers to ““on-topic,” timely, or breaking news” (Murray et al., 2007, p. 176).
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11 C3, founded in 2003, is one of the few community organisations led by and for the 1.5-generation
(those who were born in Korea and followed their parents to Canada in their early ages) and
second-generation Korean-Canadians in B.C. Yonah Martin was a founding member, and
served as Chair until recently.
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