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  Chapter One

  

  Introduction


  Identity and Authority in the Age of Networks


  Ever since it became accessible to large segments of the American public, the World Wide Web (WWW) has held broad appeal as a media forum and social networking tool. Political parties, social movements, news bloggers, charities, religious organizations, and countless other citizen-based groups were quick to make use of this new information and communication medium. Not surprisingly, the Web’s appeal has extended to marginalized individuals and “extremist” groups which have traditionally enjoyed little in the way of political influence or sympathetic coverage from the mainstream media. Examples are easy to produce, and include actors ranging from racist organizations, religious “cults,” and militia groups, to those espousing such ideologies as deep ecology, radical feminism, and anarchism. As with more institutionally entrenched interests, the internet allows such identities to disseminate their messages and address a potentially vast audience with little fear of censure. In addition, the Net provides new potentials for political mobilization. It may readily be utilized to facilitate the communication, alliance building, and activist strategies of like-minded elements often physically separated by great distances and, increasingly, by international borders.


  The enthusiasm with which internet technology has been embraced by citizen-based groups in the West—and increasingly beyond—reflects larger transformations associated with the arrival of the “information age.” The most significant of these relate either directly or indirectly to the continued growth of the global economy, beginning in the 1970s. Of particular importance, the spread of global capitalism has been closely tied to the decline of the social-welfare state and its displacement by the security state, a transition which has in turn been linked to the undermining of organized labor, the dismantling of “inefficient” government social programs, and a growing state preoccupation with the management of risks and contingencies associated with transnational flows of consumer goods and persons (immigrants, laborers, refugees). Similarly, media convergence, both technological and organizational, has been marked by an accelerating global circulation of cultural/media products of primarily Western origin. And while the digital technology which underpins the global economy remains accessible to only a small portion of the earth’s population, its proliferation and use by a growing variety of grassroots actors around the world continues to gain momentum. All of these developments have been implicated in a global resurgence of identity-based politics, the transformation of civil society in liberal democracies, and the establishment of new forms of social solidarity in which the state is no longer paramount.


  Despite the tremendous scope and scale of such changes, it is often surprisingly difficult to ascertain what is truly new or novel in the world, particularly when considering the character and influence of corporate and governmental power, or the nature of ideological struggle among competing interests within or beyond the borders of states. Such is the case even when attention is restricted to the “impact” of the new information and communication technologies (ICTs) within societies like the United States, Britain, or Canada. Fortunately, the French social theorist Jacques Ellul has left us with an ideal point of departure for considering such matters. In Propaganda, the Formation of Men’s Attitudes, Ellul (1965) directs attention to the widespread use of community-based (i.e. “alternative”) media by minority groups within modern “technological societies,” arguing that such use serves to reinforce the ideological boundaries which already separate them:


  
    Those who read the press of their group and listen to the radio of their group are constantly reinforced in their allegiance. They learn more and more that their group is right and that its actions are justified; thus their beliefs are strengthened. At the same time, such propaganda contains elements of criticism and refutation of other groups, which will never be read or heard by a member of another group. (Ellul 1965, 213)

  


  Ellul also suggests that, paradoxically, this same tendency leaves individuals within each community vulnerable to the dominant “integration propaganda” emanating from within the power structure, and permeating the modern state society as a whole.


  “One must not think, incidentally, that such partitioning is in conflict with the formation of public opinion. Although propaganda partitions society, it affects opinion and transcends the groups in which it operates” (Ellul 1965, 214). Such arguments invite us to question how the dynamics of ideological struggle, propaganda warfare, and communal solidarity might be altered were a diverse range of ethnic minorities, subcultures, and social movements to be regularly and directly exposed not only to the messages promoted by powerful state and corporate institutions, or produced from within their own ranks, but also to the ideologies and political projects of one another. It is the unique ability of the WWW to provide precisely this set of conditions which constitutes the central problematic with which this book is concerned.


  Aims and Scope


  Several closely interrelated questions guide the overall course of this book. First, are the ideological barriers which separate divergent social identities weakened or reinforced as a result of their “proximity” online? Second, when the WWW is employed to further the agenda of a particular individual, organization, or group, to what extent are the strategies these agents adopt a reflection of their ideological outlook and/or relative power in society? Third, which types of social actor appear to benefit most from their use of the internet relative to others in terms of larger struggles for political power and cultural influence? Finally, and in keeping with this book’s overarching interest(s) in processes of hegemony, how does the Web transform those modes of communication, propaganda dissemination, and ideological rivalry formerly associated with “mass societies” and the widespread use of traditional print and broadcast media? These are ambitious lines of questioning which could never be fully addressed within a single investigation. However, I hope to show that a great deal may be revealed by limiting the scope of inquiry to a specific array of online actors and a clearly defined area of ideological contention.


  Before proceeding further, readers should be aware that while I considered it necessary to refer to the Arab/Israeli conflict in the subtitle of this book, this reference is also potentially misleading. It will likely impart the impression that the book’s main focus is upon the ways in which the internet has been exploited by Israeli and Arab actors vis-à-vis their long-standing enmity and/or ongoing warfare. In fact, this is not the case, or at least only indirectly so. Various dimensions of the Israeli/Palestinian and wider Arab/Israeli conflicts—along with related events, players, and U.S. government policies—are given attention. In fact, they are referred to on an ongoing basis throughout the book. However, while all of the organizations and social movements considered here have strong international ties, most are also based within the United States. The reason for this focus on American-based groups and interests will be returned to in a moment. In the meantime, it should be emphasized that continued reference to the Arab/Israeli conflict is made primarily for methodological purposes. When considered in terms of how it is interpreted by various competing identities, this conflict provides an extremely useful devise, or “boundary object,” through which to assess their respective Web-based media and networking strategies.


  As indicated above, all of the actors given attention in this book are considered primarily in relation to an American context. The reasons are fairly straightforward, relating both to the core agendas of relevant organizations, as well as to the parameters and key concerns of this investigation. Specifically, each identity has a direct interest or ideological stake in the role played by the United States as Israel’s primary financial backer, arms supplier, and defender at the United Nations (UN). A desire to reinforce, fundamentally alter, or otherwise draw attention to American policies regarding Israel/Palestine has been a major motivating force and/or a favored propaganda tactic for all of the organizations considered here. Each recognizes that the future of the Arab/Israeli conflict—including such matters as Palestinian statehood, Israel’s military power, and the contours of any future Israeli/Palestinian borders—will largely hinge upon American policies and interventions in the Middle East. Likewise, while relevant players are clearly interested in coordinating action and sharing information with affiliates around the globe, each identity is particularly concerned with influencing the beliefs and gaining the sympathies of the Western, and specifically the American, audiences, deemed most critical in influencing U.S. government policies.


  The internet, and more specifically the WWW, does not represent a single medium, but rather a collection of modalities through which communication may transpire, or information may be stored or accessed. In fact, the Web’s communicative and informational properties overlap considerably, may function in multiple ways simultaneously, and may facilitate vastly divergent ratios of individual, collective, or mass engagement; synchronically or asynchronously. In this light it should be noted that while the case studies considered in the forthcoming chapters draw attention to many of the ways in which the internet may be utilized for purposes of communication, identity construction, and mobilization, equal consideration is not given to all of the Net’s continually evolving capacities and attributes. Instead, the dominant focus is upon the WWW’s unique qualities as a hypertext medium. Hypertext is arguably the Web’s most fundamental and unique feature; one that makes it both like and unlike earlier mass media. An emphasis on this “medium within a medium” is consistent with this work’s overriding concern with the Web’s potential to function as a mass medium while simultaneously facilitating intra and inter-identity communication, organizational strategies, and ideological warfare.


  In the chapters that follow, attention will be devoted to the Web-based activism, communication and mobilization strategies, and propaganda warfare engaged in by three distinct sets of actors. Each corresponds to one of three forms of social identity construction conceptualized by Castells (2004) in The Power of Identity; project identity, legitimating identity, and resistance identity. The terms project identity and resistance identity are used to refer to distinct types of social movements and their representative social movement organizations (SMOs). More will be said about each type shortly. The specific cases considered in chapters 2–3 and 5–6 respectively, range from relatively mainstream human rights groups and political lobbies, to “extremist” fringe identities such as ultranationalist and racist organizations. By contrast, chapter 4 considers the well-known news corporation, CNN.com , in its role as a legitimating identity. Chapter 7 considers the collective significance of these case studies against the backdrop of globalization and the transformation of civil society, and in light of relevant theory.


  Key Terms and Concepts


  To begin, it should be recognized that all of the primary concerns dealt with in this book take on their significance within the broad rubric of hegemony theory. The concept of hegemony was most famously elaborated by the Marxist Italian dissident, Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) in his Prison Notebooks. Gramsci’s intent was to develop a theoretical framework which could better account for the workings of power in modern capitalist societies. Like other Marxists, Gramsci was perplexed by the fact that ruling elites were generally able to consolidate power without recourse to the use of force and with the implicit consent of the masses. The proletariat had not revolted against bourgeoisie rule—ostensibly pursuing their true class interests—as orthodox Marxism had predicted. To better cope theoretically with this reality, Gramsci developed an approach which viewed ideology as a relatively autonomous force in society. Most importantly, his approach worked from the premise that any group which hopes to gain and hold political/cultural leadership must demonstrate an ability to move beyond an explicit commitment to its own narrow program. Instead, it must appeal to the broader masses by co-opting the symbols, championing the values, and at least partially addressing the material and economic concerns of other groups, even as it attempts to gain state power primarily to further its own interests and/or impose its own particular vision of the good society (see Boggs 1976; Simon 1991).


  Gramsci maintained that once in power, a dominant group or coalition of ruling elites cannot expect to take their dominant position for granted. They must continually strive to head off the challenges of other groups and interests, making their own values and programs appear commensurate with the values, cultural expressions, and needs of the masses and other significant interests in society. This is because new challenges continually arise “from below.” Most contemporary accounts of hegemony assume that political struggle and ideological contestation among an indeterminate and shifting range of institutionalized and grassroots actors is ongoing within industrialized (or “post-industrial”) societies. Many approaches also take into account the global dimensions of such struggles. In addition, it is widely understood that in countries such as Britain or the United States, struggles over meaning and culture take place primarily within the arena of the mass media; via the culture industries, advertising, and news production. It is here that dominant interpretations of reality and cultural values become stamped upon, or “anchored within” the media products sold to the public in the form of news, entertainment, and culture. Hence, by providing the basis of a shared symbolic universe, the mass media ultimately foster a common (if contested and unstable) culture as a lived system of meanings and values.


  Relevant ideas consistent with the line of reasoning outlined above will be raised throughout the course of this book, and there is no reason to provide a more in-depth overview of hegemony theory here. However, it should be noted that for present purposes—and consistent with its application elsewhere—the term hegemony may be understood as embodying two closely related meanings which are in fact two sides of a coin (Fiske 1993). First, it may be used to refer to a process, “the struggle for hegemony,” through which competing groups strive to outperform one another in their respective attempts to gain public favor and achieve cultural/political influence. In addition, this term is also commonly employed to refer to dominant or “hegemonic” interpretations of reality; those which have come to pervade political and media discourse. Significantly, such interpretations do not normally appear to most members of the public as interpretations at all, but rather as common sense representations of objective reality(s). This dual understanding of hegemony informs all of the case studies dealt with in the forthcoming chapters, which address the internet strategies of social actors falling into the three general categories referred to below.


  Castells’s (2004) typology of identity construction in the “global network society” is employed throughout this book as a useful means for distinguishing between the various social movements and commercial/political interests whose Web strategies receive scrutiny in the forthcoming chapters. The first to be considered are project identities, best understood here as networks of individuals, social movement organizations (SMOs), and political interest groups striving to promote universally recognized principles of social justice. The notion of project identity is similar to that put forward by Giddens (1990, 156) when referring to “life politics” or “emancipatory politics”, which entail “radical engagements concerned with the liberation from inequality or servitude.” Ideological currents commonly referred to as “progressive” and associated with such causes as feminism, environmentalism, or the anti-globalization movement fit this profile. Much like the latter, the project identity SMOs examined in chapters 1 and 2 remain committed to affirming universalist values. As actors associated with the Arab/Israeli peace camp, their calls for social justice are grounded primarily through appeals to principles of international law, UN resolutions, and human rights conventions, ostensibly arrived at through deliberative political processes among nation-states.


  Resistance identities refer to social actors who feel excluded, stigmatized, or otherwise oppressed by the logic of domination. They respond to persecution (whether real or imagined) through the construction of a defensive identity, one which “reverses the value judgment while reinforcing the boundary” which separates them from dominant institutions and ideologies (Castells 2004, 9). The stance adopted by these collective subjects is perhaps best summed up in the phrase “the exclusion of the excluders by the excluded” (Castells 2004). Examples of resistance identities discussed in this book include both the relatively influential Christian fundamentalist and Jewish ethnic nationalist organizations and lobbies given attention in chapters 2 and 3 (in conjunction with their project identity rivals), as well as the socially stigmatized white supremacist organizations and militant Islamist and Jewish fringe elements which provide the focus for chapters 5 and 6. In contrast to their project identity rivals, all of the latter draw moral authority from exclusivist interpretations of religious scripture, or base their claims to privileged status upon decidedly narrow conceptions of nationality or ethnicity.
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    	The relative openness or closure of the institutionalized political system.


    	The stability of that broad set of elite alignments that typically undergird a polity.


    	The presence of elite allies.


    	The state’s capacity and propensity for repression. (McAdam 1996, 27)
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