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PREFACE

The material for this book was mainly collected while I spent one and a half years in Philadelphia as a visiting research fellow at the Center for Global Communication Studies of the University of Pennsylvania. For some, my origin from the former German Democratic Republic (DDR) was the most exotic and outstanding feature of my personality, leading to interesting but also somewhat strange remarks in Q&A sessions when I presented my work. Once, for example, I was asked how my East German heritage and now being based in (‘socialist’) Sweden was influencing my analysis of American protest movements. Initially I dismissed the question, as I was certainly too young to be turned into a full-believer and follower of the real-existing socialism. Over time, however, I came to appreciate these kinds of comments and questions about how my background was potentially steering ways of seeing and analysing certain phenomena. The interest in specific topics, groups and questions is certainly closely linked to personal histories, but the object of study can also change the analyst, which is definitely what happened to me. This project is not only about economic crises as critical junctures for media practices, it also marks a personal critical juncture and threshold into a new episode of my political engagement and personal life. Not only the opportunity to engage with political direct action in a country that seems so familiar, but is still so strange, but also an attempt to reconstruct media practices historically, questioned and changed my way of seeing the contemporary world.

This book was mainly written in between: between continents and civic cultures, between new lives and old ones. The position of being in between was an inspiring experience for me. Instead of feeling completely at home and belonging – an insider – or being completely disconnected – an outsider – in my position as the in-betweener I fused aspects of both. I became part of a different cultural and political milieu, but did not fully identify with the order of things. I also belonged elsewhere. Being in between related not only to the institutional and cultural settings I was moving within, but also emerged in the context of discourses and mobilizations that were actualized during the last months of my stay in Philadelphia. I felt in between the #blacklivesmatter movement and the growing success of both the right-wing Sweden Democrats party and a group called Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the West (PEGIDA) in Germany – a movement that claims to originate in mainstream society and that mobilizes around anti-refugee sentiments and anti-Islamic rhetoric. In that context, being the in-betweener felt utterly frustrating. I wanted to be fully part of the struggles and support different anti-racist groups and activities pushing back against the backlash in Europe and the USA. Knowing that I would be leaving Philadelphia, engaging in #blacklivesmatter by participating in protest marches for only a couple of weeks seemed unfair to the hard-working local organizers. The same sentiment goes for protests and mobilizations against fascist groups in Europe. I am not there, and online activism is only partly helping.

Being an in-betweener also meant that I saw the troubling connections between the mobilizations in Europe and in the USA. For example, how growing inequality in Europe enhances the divides along ethnic lines and how it feeds the fear of cultural alienation (Überfremdung), while in the USA social and economic inequality is deeply rooted in racial divides. This book gave me the opportunity to study the connections between technology and critique put forward by progressive movements over time. It also helped me to make sense of connections across civic and protest cultures.

Giving talks of various length on this material helped me to develop early analytical steps into more solid arguments. In particular, two research seminars, one in November 2014 at Södertörn University and one in January 2015 at Annenberg, need to be mentioned here. The feedback from my colleagues at both departments was not only valuable, but crucial for the whole project. I am grateful for inspiring meetings, lectures and seminar discussions at the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania. Particularly I would like to thank faculty members Guobin Yang, Sandra Gonzales Bailon and Victor Pickard as well as the visiting professors José van Dijck and Lisa Parks who took the time to discuss my project. I want to also extend a big thanks to inspiring friends – both new and old – that joined my journey as an in-betweener: Lee McGuigan, Aaron Shapiro, Maria Repnikova and Katerina Girginova as well as Dan Mercea, Eleftheria Lekakis, Christian Schwarzenegger, Maria Kyriakidou and Julie Uldam, who read parts of this text and helped to improve it considerably while helping me to stay sane.

Smaller parts have been previously developed in book chapters and journal articles:

•Chapter 3: Anne Kaun (2015) ‘Regimes of Time: Media Practices of the Dispossessed.’ Time & Society, 24(2), 221–243. doi: 10.1177/0961463X15577276.

•Chapter 4: Anne Kaun (2015) ‘“This Space Belongs to Us!” Protest Spaces in Times of Accelerating Capitalism.’ In: Lina Dencik and Oliver Leistert (eds), Critical Approaches to Social Media Protest: Contentions and Debates. London: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.


INTRODUCTION

Protest and the media

Do crisis situations require and enable new forms of critique? What role do media technologies play in activism as a form of critique during these critical junctures? These are some of the questions that this book explores through three case studies of protest movements of the dispossessed. Connecting crisis and critique is done here with reference to Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, who collaborated on a joint journal project in the context of the 1930s Great Depression. The planned journal – to be called Krise und Kritik – never actually materialized, despite the fact that Brecht and Benjamin had several editorial meetings and the Rowohlt publishing house expressed an interest in the project. In the journal project, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht approached the concrete expressions of crises in different areas of society (political, economic and intellectual), as signs of a bigger, all-encompassing, social crisis, which marked a critical and risky transition point (Wizisla 2004), a transition that requires and potentially enables new and in-depth forms of critique. In line with that, Benjamin argued in the 1930s: ‘there is a crisis today in all spheres of ideology and the role of the journal is it to identify the crisis and to induce it with the means of critique’ (quoted in Wizisla 2004, 130). Brecht and Benjamin saw intellectuals and artists as the driving forces in this process of critique as they had an aesthetic responsibility to speed up the critical juncture. Through their engagement, critique would lead to a fundamental social change. Taking this argument as a starting point, I am investigating other kinds of avant-garde movements, namely political movements, which take over the critiquing role in crisis situations.

Economic crises as critical junctures are not only considered in terms of the economic system as such, but also for the study of media and communications in general. Protest movements employing different media technologies aim to fill the crisis-induced void with new meaning, giving social change a specific direction discursively (Koselleck 1973/1959). Hence, media play a crucial role during periods of transitions such as economic crises. At the same time, media are parts of the broader cultural domain and face similar problems as other social areas that, for example, Brecht and Benjamin discussed. They most often experience deep crisis, too. While I am mainly interested in media as platforms for critique, the second aspect provides the necessary background to fully develop an understanding of media technologies as part of the economic system.

In discussions of media and protest, there is often a strong emphasis on the newness and innovative character of media technologies for swift organizing and mobilizing. Elizabeth Day (2015), for example, introduces her article on mobilizations against racism and white supremacy in the USA with: ‘#BlackLivesMatter: the birth of a new civil rights movement. How a new generation of tech-savvy activists made violence against African Americans into global headline news.’ For her, the movement started with a Facebook update and a hashtag, which spread to mainstream legacy media. A movement not
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