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Since the Seattle anti-globalization protests in 1999 the adoption of new
information and communications technologies (ICTs) by social movement
activists has offered the prospect of a serious challenge to traditional forms of
political participation. With its transnationalmany-to-many communication
facility, the internet offers revolutionary potential for social movements to speak
directly to the citizens of the world, circumventing the ‘official’ messages of
political organizations and traditional media. Furthermore, electronic mail,
mailing lists, websites, electronic forums and other online applications provide
powerful tools for coordinating activity among geographically dispersed
individuals, and for shaping collective identity.

This book critically assesses how ICTs are finding their way into the world of
social movements, considering overarching issues and providing examples of
cyberprotest movements from across the globe. It will be valuable reading for
students and academics in politics, media and communication, public
administration, sociology and ICT. It will also be of great interest to policy makers
and social activists.
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Foreword
Peter Dahlgren

Since the early 1990s the signs of democracy’s dilemmas have internationally
become increasingly apparent. Political systems modelled on the Western liberal
model show signs of stagnation; the margins of governmental manoeuvrability
are narrowing. Institutions central to democratic life, in particular political
parties, seem less responsive in the face of the major changes of late modernity.
The sovereignty of the nation-state itself is being downsized in the face of neo-
liberal globalization, as well as—in the European context—the EU. In the latter
case democracy is being challenged to develop at the supranational regional
level. In Central and Eastern Europe, the new democratic institutions struggle to
take root. In Asia, Latin America and Africa, many societies are still in the
process of trying to make the transition from authoritarian to democratic
regimes.

Among citizens in the West, the arena of official politics has witnessed a
decline in support and participation. Voter turnouts are decreasing, party loyalty
is in decline, especially among the young. One can see signs of contempt for the
political class, with a climate of cynicism emerging in some places. The
extensive disenchantment with formal politics and the crisis of citizenship are
themes addressed by many today. Economic insecurity, unemployment, low
wages, declining social services, growing class cleavages, ecological dilemmas,
and a sense of powerlessness among many citizens are all part of the picture.
One can speak of a retreat from public culture, with an everincreasing emphasis
on private consumption and life style.

However, we also have evidence of alternative developments, a more
optimistic renewal of democracy, largely outside the parliamentarian context, that
can be said to represent forms of alternative or ‘new politics’, ‘life politics’, life-
style politics’, or ‘sub-politics’. There are a variety of labels, and many
variations in the way these alternatives manifest themselves. There are many
kinds of social movements, special interest organizations, activist groups, single-
issue coalitions, and civic networks. These all suggest that if we look beyond the
formal political arena, we can see clear signs that many people have decidedly
not retreated from the arena of common concerns and abandoned political
engagement. Rather, they have refocused their political attention in other arenas,
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developed other political targets, and developed other modes of political
engagement.

This type of political activity tends to be more ad hoc, less dependent on
traditional organizations and on elites mobilizing standing cadres of supporters.
Some activists are even in the process of redefining just what constitutes politics,
guided more by personal values than traditional ideologies; often the focus is on
single issues rather than across the board social change. The boundaries between
politics, cultural values, identity processes and collective self-reliance become
fluid; politics becomes not only an instrumental activity for achieving concrete
goals, but even at times an expressive and performative activity, entwined with
the development of the self.

Various forms of extra-parliamentarian political activity have of course long
been a part of the history of democratic societies. We can note an array of
collective action in the informal political domain, including the new social
movements of the 1970s and 1980s, the protest movements of the 1960s, as well
as class-based struggles and women’s movements dating back to the nineteenth
century. Yet it is safe to say that such political phenomena took an impressive
step forward somewhere in the mid-1990s; in a few years, with some historical
hindsight, we may well speak of the start of a new wave of social movements
and alternative politics.

Just about concurrent with the growing crisis of democracy in the 1990s we
witnessed the emergence of the internet and other digital information and
communication technologies (ICTs). It did not take long before many observers
began to link the two phenomena: not least, there was considerable armchair
theorizing about how the internet might help promote democratic involvement
among citizens, or even how it might ‘save’ democracy. The internet has truly
constituted an impressive—even if globally a highly uneven—revolution in
communication, and has had an impact on just about all spheres of society and
culture. It certainly seemed reasonable to expect that even the dynamics of
democracy would experience an impact.

Yet, after a few years of somewhat unfulfilled anticipation, the conventional
wisdom has it that the internet, while certainly of political significance, is not
about to engender major alterations in the overall way that democratic systems
function. Even the results of ambitious experimentation where so-called e-
democracy is inserted into the dynamics of the formal system have been modest.
A view of ‘business as usual’ has emerged—at least as far as the formal political
system is concerned. However, at the margins of the system, in the domain of
informal politics, we see something different emerging. Though the picture is
still rather sketchy, we have indications that the new ICTs are playing a much
more significant role in the extra-parliamentarian context, in fact even enabling
forms of participation that would not have been possible without them.

Theories of democracy have generally treated the communicative interaction
among citizens as vital. Talk among citizens is seen as basic to their political
participation, to the functioning of the public sphere. This view resides at the centre
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of most formulations of neorepublicanism, radical or ‘strong’ democracy, and
certainly of what is called deliberative democracy. Today, a good deal of civic
discussion takes place on the internet, not only in explicit public forums and within
varieties of online journalism, but also within the vast networking of activist
organizations and social movements. Though the internet is threatened by both
government control and commercialization via market forces, it still offers an
incomparable communicative civic space. We observe the emergence of new, fluid
publics, citizen networks and affinity groups via the horizontal civic
communication that it facilitates.

Not least, we see how the internet helps promote what are called alternative or
counter public spheres that can offer a new, empowering sense of what it means
to be a citizen. In the context of social movements and activist networks, this is
taken one step further via mobilization and the various forms of political
practices that they embody. We would do well, however, to avoid idealizing
these developments. For one thing, the activists one finds on the net are not all
necessarily democratic in character: there are also racists, neo-nazis, and other
unsavoury types. Also, given the fluid character of many of these netbased
movements, and the ease of joining and withdrawing, it is really difficult to
estimate what portion of the citizenry is actually involved. Yet contemporary
social movements and their use of ICTs constitute a major element in the
landscape of late modern democracy.

It is against the backdrop of this turbulent period in the history of democracy,
with an emergent wave of social movements, together with the spread of new
ICTs, that this outstanding and ground-breaking anthology makes its
intervention. It makes an important contribution precisely by weaving together
two trajectories of research: on the one hand, on the current wave of social
movements, citizen engagement and mobilization, and on the other, on studies of
the new ICTs and their relevance for democracy. Building largely on a series of
empirical case studies—and even including, laudably, cases beyond the English-
speaking world—this collection moves beyond generalizations and speculation
by addressing concretely the implications that ICTs have for various forms of
contemporary social movements. The studies highlight the specific attributes of
ICTs, in particular the internet, by elucidating the ensemble of attributes and the
forms of communication, social relations, and organizational practices that they
help foster. Attention is paid to patterns of communication both within the social
movement organizations and between them and the external social environment.

Even if many movements today operate in transnational contexts, the impact
of national, regional and local political cultures can still be of relevance. Thus,
even global movements articulate in complex ways with dominant national
political cultures. There have been over the years a number of notable analyses
of the strategies that social movements develop vis a vis the dominant mass
media. Yet, thus far, there has been little work done on how the newer means of
communication that movements have at their disposal are used to negotiate their
relations with their surroundings. Moreover, our understanding of how the media



Xii

logic of the digital age enables and modifies the structures and organizational
dynamics of these movements is limited. Not least, we need to know more about
what impact the ICTs have on the democratic character of the movements, how
the use of ICTs affects recruitment and membership of new members, as well as
the relationship between online and offline activities for the participants.

Also, we still know little about the impact of media on a related set of
concerns that is salient to contemporary social movement research; these
concerns derive from versions of late modern social theory. | have in mind such
culturalist themes as meaning, identity, subjectivity, and refiexivity—topics that
are prominent especially in the European literature. One of the characteristics of
late modern society is the emergence of the self as a reflexive project, an ongoing
process of the shaping and reshaping of identity, in response to heterogeneous
social forces, cultural currents and personal contexts encountered by individuals.
These themes have been addressed in regard to ICTs from a variety of angles in
some quarters of media and communication studies, as well as in a sector of
cultural studies focused on cybercultures. However, their link to ICTs has not
been much explored in the social movement literature.

There a number of other topics that weave through these chapters and will
continue to be on our research agendas, but I will just mention one more, that of
information and knowledge. The new ICTs in general can be seen to be
contributing to new ways of knowing, new strategies for gathering, storing,
retrieving and utilizing information. The multimedia, digital quality of the ICTs
modifies traditional communication forms. To take but one example: hyperlinks
on the world wide web erode the strict linearity of traditional text culture. Placed
in the context of social movements and the new modes of political engagement,
these developments remind us of the old adage that information is power. An
essential element in the external strategies of the social movements, as well as in
the empowering of their members, has to do with the many ways in which
knowledge and expertise can be redistributed, relayed horizontally, even on a
global basis. For example, lessons and experiences can be shared with like-
minded allies all over the world. Also, the tactical use of information for
organizing and coordinating actions, both large and small, provides these
movements with an efficacy they could never have had before. Moreover, in the
new media environment, traditional hierarchies based on differential knowledge
and information access are challenged. Counter-expertise and counter-
information, not least in the form of alternative interpretation of current events
and access to important data banks, modifies to an important degree traditional
imbalances of power between elites and protesters.

The social movement literature as such has been well established for some years;
there are a number of traditional analytic approaches that together convey an
overall picture of a social terrain characterized by considerable heterogeneity.
Thus the book is rightly cautious about drawing too many over-arching
conclusions from these case studies. Yet, what it does is provide us with valuable
contours of the current state of research—offering us a range of approaches,
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models, theories and methodologies—as well as pointing explicitly and
implicitly toward directions for future research. Contemporary alternative,
informal politics involves a variety of organizational forms, strategies, tactics,
goals. The net and other ICTs unquestionably play a key role in this emerging
realm of political intervention and manifestation. Yet, as this collection reminds
us, we should avoid becoming obsessed with just the communication technology
itself. Instead we need to include in our analytic horizons the complex ways in
which ICTs interplay with the dynamics of the social movements, as well as with
mainstream political structures and contemporary cultural trends that frame these
movements.

Social movements and ICTs, separately and together, constitute fast-moving
and fast-changing analytic targets, and a challenge for research. We who strive to
study these areas can feel very grateful to the editors and authors of this volume
for providing us with both resources and inspiration.

Peter Dahlgren
Lund University, Sweden



Preface

As a means of facilitating the creation of cross-national, ‘dis-organized’
networks for collective action on the basis of negotiated common concerns, the
internet might almost have been purpose-built for social movements (SMs). A
growing body of literature during the last decades of the twentieth century attests
to the significant impact SMs have had upon the restructuring of the political
landscape. Recently some attention has turned to the potential synergy between
the transforming qualities of emerging information and communications
technologies (ICTs) and the social movement-driven new cultural politics
(Castells 1997, 2001; Webster 2001). What has particularly stimulated this
interest is the perceived ascendancy of this cyber-cultural politics against a
backdrop of the declining salience of traditional political organization and
discourse. The cyber organizing of global protests and campaigns is making a
strong contrast to declining party membership and falling electoral turnouts in
many countries. Drawing upon a series of case studies from various countries,
this book provides a critical analysis of the politics of cyberprotest by exploring
the way the internet and related applications of modern ICTs are actually
changing the internal and external organization of SMs.

The introduction of new ICTs into the political domain has been studied
extensively in the past decade. Often these studies have tended to explore how
such new applications might fuel new possibilities for traditional political
institutions (politicians, parliaments, political parties) rather than their possible
consequences for SMs. Many of these publications have also contributed to all
kinds of digital idealism, which often simply (and even naively) project
technological possibilities into social ‘realities’. In contrast, in a recent anthology
of the social and political implications of new media (1740-1915), Gitelman and
Pingree have suggested that initially, ‘the place of these new media tends to be
ill-defined and that their ultimate meanings and functions are shaped over time
by that society’s existing habits of media use (which of course, derive from
experience with other, established media), by shared desires for new uses, and by
the slow process of adaptation between the two’ (Gitelman and Pingree 2003:
xii). Although their book focuses on media (such as zograscopes, optical
telegraphs and the physiognotrace) that failed to survive for very long, their
analysis of ‘dead media’ is highly interesting for those who explore the meaning
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of digital ICTs for SMs. Some of the lessons they learned from these historical
case studies seem to be highly relevant indeed for the case studies on the
meaning of digital ICTs in the domain of SMs that are presented in this book.
Their analysis shows how the success of new media is shaped by the ‘surviving
systems’ (concrete historical and institutional contexts) by which they are
developed, introduced and socially diffused. The acceptance of such an approach
in this collection enables the authors to place the adoption and shaping of ICTs
by SMs into everyday life experiences of activists rather than as some kind of
completely new phenomena unconnected to past academic analyses of SMs. It
thereby attempts to foreground continuity as well as innovation in discussions of
cyberprotest.

Most of the contributions originate from a working-group that was formed
within the larger framework of the European Union’s COST Action (A 14) on
government and democracy in the Information Age. This action facilitated the
formation of a European and even global network of researchers to undertake an
exploration of frontline perspectives on the ways ICTs are changing the internal
and external functioning of SMs. It has been further complemented by scholars
from around the world whose chapters have been previously published in the
journal Information, Communication & Society (www.infosoc. co.uk). Although
this network has been a virtual network most of the time, using the internet to
discuss and exchange papers and chapters, some persons in very real places and
organizations have crucially contributed to the production of this book.

The editors would consequently like to thank the scientific officers of the
COST Action, Mr Vesa-Mathi Lahti and Mrs Bjorg Ofstad, both of Directorate
General on Research; also the chair of the management committee, Prof. Dr Jens
Hoff from Copenhagen University for his enthusiasm and diligence throughout
the life of the programme. We are indebted for her support to our commissioning
editor, Edwina Welham, and wish her enjoyment in her retirement. Special thanks
go to Catherine Lincoln, Leigh Keeble and Wilma Bosnians for helpful
feedback, excellent organization and helping us to get the manuscript into a
publishable format. Finally, we would like to thank our partners Kim Loader,
Evelin Riefer-Rucht, Caroline van de Donk-Evers and Margaret Nixon for their
unerring forbearance and encouragement, and our younger helpers William and
Christopher Loader, Ann and Maud van de Donk and Patrick Nixon (his dad
dedicates his contribution to this book to him), the bringers of joy and playful
interludes!

Wim van de Donk, Tilburg, the Netherlands
Brian Loader, Swainby, UK

Paul Nixon, Den Haag, The Netherlands
Dieter Rucht, Berlin

December 2003






1
Introduction
Social movements and ICTs

Wim van de Donk, Brian D.Loader, Paul G.Nixon and Dieter
Rucht

Internal and external communication of social movements was and is heavily
based on direct interaction among physically present people. However, for at
least two hundred years, direct interaction has been complemented by various
media such as leaflets, brochures and newsletters to reach large numbers of
people both within and outside the movements. Moreover, newspapers and, in
later periods, radio and television covered major movement activities. By the late
1960s, probably for the first time in history, some movements conducted protest
actions in the knowledge that, literally, ‘The Whole World is Watching’ (Gitlin
1980). Internal as well as external communication of social movements was
facilitated—but certainly not revolutionized—by telephones, copy machines and
fax machines. With the most recent information and communication
technologies, hereafter called ICTs! (particularly portable computers, now
morphing with mobile phones to give easy access information), and their links
via the world wide web (internet), citizen groups and social movements, like
many other organizations and institutions, are likely to reach a new level in the
ways in which they mobilize, build coalitions, inform, lobby, communicate, and
campaign (Hajnal 2002). Contemporary forms of protest seem to combine ‘old-
fashioned” technologies such as ‘banners’ with high-tech mobile tools of
communication. Moreover, not only the use of ICTs within movements, but also
the use of ICTs by some actors in the relevant environment of these movements
(e.g. governmental organizations, political parties, citizens, corporations and
media organizations) seems to present some threats as well as opportunities for
social movements.

This volume seeks to contribute to the scholarly investigation of the use of
ICTs by social movements. More specifically it seeks to critically explore,
analyse and assess the implications of the use of ICTs (such as the internet) for
citizen mobilization and the formation, activities, legitimacy and effectiveness of
old, new and ‘newest’ social movements. The various contributions in this
volume present a series of case studies into the use of email, newsgroups,
mailing lists, forums, websites, streaming, and ‘hacktivism’ in the field of citizen
groups and social movements. The volume tries to explore to what extent and in
which forms social movements and, more specifically, social movement
organizations (SMOs) use ICTs. It tries to give an insight into how this use
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affects the structure and operation of SMOs, including their relationships with
members and adherents. Some of the chapters investigate how ICTs change the
way SMOs communicate with each other; some others study how SMOs
mobilize and intervene in public debates and political conflicts.

By investigating these questions, this volume seeks to contribute to the larger
research agenda in the field of ICTs and democracy. This inevitably means that
it is an explorative volume. ICTs not only are a relatively recent phenomenon
but also have changed so rapidly in the past two decades that we can hardly build
on solid ground. Although some research has been done in the field (e.g. van de
Donk and Tops 1992; van de Donk et al 1995; Hajnal 2002; Gibson et al 2003),
the rapid development of new applications of—especially-digital communication
technologies constantly challenges the research agenda.

This lack of systematic knowledge probably applies more to the use of ICTs
by mostly informal citizen groups and network-based social movements than to
well-established organizations in the realms of business, science, and state
administrations. In recent anthologies on ICTs and democracy (e.g. Gibson et al.
2003; Hoff et al. 2000; Hague and Loader 1999), the more traditional players
such as political parties are thoroughly examined. Yet one will look in vain for
detailed questions, let alone significant research results, on how other important
players in the democratic game, interest groups and social movements, are using
ICTs. It appears that the research community has particularly neglected the role
of ICTs in the extra-institutional sphere of “polities’ in which loosely structured
groups and social movements play a prominent role (but see, for example, Myers
1998; Naughton 2001) This is all the more remarkable in light of the much-
debated ‘extra-institutional’ characteristics and capacities of ICTs (especially the
internet) that, allegedly, offer a substantial potential for increased citizen
participation. According to leading authors in the field of informatization, ICTs,
and more specifically the internet are a challenge to traditional forms of
(political) organization in general and to traditional—and mainly representative—
democratic practices in particular (e.g. Bekkers 1998; Frissen 1999).

Compared to the clearly identifiable and well-established actors such as major
political parties and interest groups, the use of ICTs by social movements is
difficult to study because of the very nature of social movements. As stated time
and again in and beyond this volume, these tend to be fuzzy and fluid
phenomena often without clear boundaries. Although they may include formal
organizations as components, on the whole they are not an organization. A social
movement typically lacks membership forms, statutes, chairpersons, and the like.
It may expand or shrink considerably over relatively short periods of time, and
exhibit phases of visibility and latency. Also, unlike political parties, social
movements may have significant overlaps with other movements. Moreover, a
social movement may quickly change its forms, strategy, tactics, and even some
of its goals. In sum, a social movement is a “moving target’, difficult to observe.

While some scholars have stressed the informal, fragmented or even
disorganized character of social movements (Gerlach and Hine 1970), others have
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pointed to the key role of SMOs as the backbone of movements, regardless of
their size or thematic focus. Other observers have argued that the degree of
organization of social movements is a function of time, usually assuming an
early stage in which a social movement is highly informal and later stages in
which it becomes more and more institutionalized, eventually developing into a
full-blown bureaucratic organization which has lost its character as a (true)
movement (Alberoni 1984; Calhoun 1995). Whether there exists such a “natural
life cycle’” or—in terms attributed to Robert Michels—an “iron law of oligarchy’
is heavily disputed. However, in defining social movements, most observers would
agree that they need some structure and are to some extent ‘organized’.? This
structure, however, is not an organization but a network, or even a network of
networks, that both rests on and maintains a sense of collective identity. In
addition to this structural feature, most recent definitions converge in stressing
that social movements, unlike most thematically narrow and short-lived political
campaigns, seek to change a given social (and political) order instead of only
trying to modify an existing law or replace a political leader. In striving for
social change, movements typically, though not exclusively, use
‘unconventional’ means. Based on these three constitutional elements—aiming
for social change, identity-based network structure, and means of protest (Rucht
1994) -it is a matter of the preferred analytical perspective whether the emphasis
is more on the interactive nature of a social movement as a series of contentious
challenges to authorities (Tilly 1986:392), the symbolic construction and
maintenance of a collective identity (Melucci 1989:34), or the ensemble of
interconnected SMOs striving for similar goals (Zald and McCarthy 1980:3).

Whatever the preferred definition of a social movement, it is clear that social
movements cannot exist without sustained interactions both internally and with
their external reference groups. This points to the centrality of communication
and, given both the network structure of social movements and their limited
financial resources, to the attractiveness of using ICTs.

Whereas the more traditional social movements, e.g. those of peasants and
workers, were essentially based on closely-knit and relatively homogeneous
milieux bound to particular territories and social locations, this seems to be less
true for the more recent social movements, including the so-called new (or even
‘newest’) social movements. Some of the latter, e.g. the environmental
movements, the women’s movement, and the Global Justice movements, have a
relatively heterogeneous constituency that is only loosely coupled but easily
stretches beyond national borders. Moreover, these new movements tend to
embrace concepts such as diversity, decentralization, informality and grassroots
democracy rather than unity, centralization, formality and strong leadership
(Gundelach 1984). Therefore, we would speculate that new social movements
are particularly keen to adopt ICTs because these fit their ideological and
organizational needs.

It is, indeed, interesting to see how the new social movements (such as the
environmental movements) are using the internet for coordinating successfully at
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the international level, a level that is, to a large extent, characterized by an
unsettled mix of institutional indolence and emptiness as far as the formal
institutions are concerned (see Reinicke 1998; Hudock 1999). It is also
interesting to see how SMOs such as Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth
frequently use the internet and related applications to be effective in the public
arena (e.g. in mobilizing the “electorate’). They sometimes almost seem to be more
effective than regular political parties in shaping public opinion. As far as the
younger generation of citizens is concerned, such SMOs are especially attractive,
and the internet is a prime tool to foster this strength. Of course, political parties
have also discovered ICTs and the internet (e.g. Frantzich 1989; Bogumil and
Lange 1991; van de Donk and Tops 1992; Depla and Tops 1995; Nixon and
Johansson 1999; Smith 2000; Lofgren 2000; Gibson et al. 2003), as have with
some delay, the trade unions in various countries (see: www.labournet.org).
Strikingly, political parties using the internet seem to rediscover some of the
movement-like qualities and characteristics they have often lost since they have
transformed themselves from the social movements they, to a certain extent,
once were, into the tightly organized, centralized and professional organizations
they—most of the time-have become. In the machine age, they were much more
decentralized at the level of constituencies, wrote petitions and mobilized masses
based on their anchorage in specific social milieux. Now, they are smoothly
managed political enterprises that more often suppress than encourage dialogue
and open debates because such openness might endanger their image and thus
their power in the political arena—an arena increasingly defined and constrained
by the needs of modern media.

Whether or not such a defensive attitude will last remains to be seen, but it is
interesting to see that political parties of the Information Age are in many cases
using digital means in an attempt to democratize their party organizations, create
discussion groups, and involve ‘ordinary’ or ad hoc members in the drafting of
political agendas, voting on selected issues and so on (see also Nixon and
Johansson 1999; Lofgren 2000). The scope and effects of such attempts are still
unclear, however, and it is especially difficult to predict how the use of ICTs will
relate to other factors that transform the political parties as we know them. But is
it unthinkable that political parties will be using ICTs to redesign themselves into
a more ‘social movement’-like type of organization, or that social movements are
using them to compete with political parties? ICTs might perhaps not profoundly
change the very ‘logic’ of collective action, but they seem to change, in any case,
the structure of some players and probably also affect the kind and speed of
political communication and mobilization.

While political parties may also undergo changes partly due to the use of ICTs,
we might expect these technologies to be of greater value and have deeper impacts
for citizen initiatives and (new) social movements. Thus, in this volume, we focus
on the use of ICTs by citizen groups and SMOs, and how that use is shaping, and
shaped by, the way these actors operate. Some evidence that they are doing quite
well, thanks to the internet, can be found at the international level: the ‘battle of
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Seattle’ in December 1999 was—at least for the time being—won by a
multifaceted and partly electronically organized coalition of social movements,
some of them already of a predominantly virtual character themselves (Smith
2000). After ‘Seattle’, a series of events in which ‘new media strategies’ and
‘cyber activism’ played a dominant role have attracted yet more attention.
However, as Bennett shows in Chapter 6, cyber activism is not so new. Yet more
and more, the internet seems to be being developed as a new ‘strategic platform’
that helps a variety of movements to mobilize and to organize protest (Warkentin
2001). De Wilde et al. (2003) suggest a Wahlverwandschaft (an elective affinity)
between the nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and social movements on
the one hand and the internet on the other, and show how these have influenced
each other: ‘The internet is not used as a mere supplement to traditional media, it
also offers new, innovative opportunities for mobilizing and organizing
individuals. The new technologies, however, do not determine these innovations.
The internet provokes innovation, but this innovation has to be organized and
disseminated. NGOs are specially innovative in this field: not only has the
internet helped these organizations, NGOs were also very important for the
further development of the internet” (De Wilde et al. 2003:48). Many chapters in
this volume confirm these general contentions about the role of the internet.

Before we will be able to explore that role, we want, in this introductory
chapter, to discuss how some of the existing conceptual approaches in the field
of social movement theory can support our endeavour, thus developing a more
systematic research agenda, and establishing a link between two realms that so
far are mainly ‘disconnected’: theoretical approaches to the study of social
movements and the actual use of ICTs by SMOs. Moreover, we seek to avoid an
excessively exclusive (or even ‘deterministic’) focus on technology in studying
its ‘impacts’ on social and political practices. It is important to underline that
these ‘impacts’ must be considered as ‘outcomes’ that emerge from a complex
interplay between existing institutions and practices on the one hand and (the
characteristics of) new technologies on the other hand (see van de Donk and
Snellen 1998).

Later in this chapter we will briefly present those approaches to social
movements that are potentially relevant for aspects of internal and external
communication, and thus also relevant for the study of the use of ICTs by social
movements. Secondly, we will single out some dimensions relevant to the
empirical case studies that are presented in this book and offer some hypotheses
on the use of ICTs by SMOs. Lastly, we will give a brief outline of the chapters
that follow.

Social movements theories: the role of communication and
mobilization

Social movements vary greatly in ideology, aims, size, social background,
organizational structure and activities. Even when looking at the same
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movement, different analysts highlight different aspects, often following their
specific scientific paradigms and research interests. Several scholars have
provided overviews on what they perceive to be the most influential or distinct
social movements theories. Not surprisingly, these categorizations also exhibit
some variation. Dalton (1994), for example, partly drawing on the work of
others, has typified five approaches: the classic (collective behaviour)
perspective, the resource-mobilization perspective, the perspective of the political
opportunity structure, the ideologically structured perspective, and the discourse
or social constructionist perspective. A similar typology can be found in
Hellmann (1998), who distinguished between ‘movement paradigms’ focusing
on structural strain, collective identity, framing, resource mobilization, and
political opportunity structures. Others, drawing mainly on the literature in the
1970 and 1980s, have juxtaposed the resource mobilization approach originating
from the US, and the new social movements approach developed by European
scholars, but also stressed the links of these approaches to more specific concepts
referring to relative deprivation, political opp