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CHAPTER 10 
 

CRYPTO-HIERARCHY AND ITS DISCONTENTS.  INDYMEDIA U. K. 
 

JANET JONES AND ROYSTON MARTIN 
 

 
Introduction 
 

It was a widespread notion in the 1990s that internet technology was a force in 
globalisation, creating borderless worlds and borderless communities, borderless 
organisations and borderless politics. There is a truth in that generalisation. But 
what is equally true, is that as one set of borders, one set of social structures is 
taken down, another set of borders is erected. (Carey, 2005: 453) 

 
 
Social Justice Movements were among the first to recognize the Internet’s potential for 

democratic communication and non hierarchical decision making. In theory it offered a 

platform to fulfill an idealized, democratic public sphere through a system of open, equal 

and fluid interconnectivity, without restriction; one both affordable and global. It was 

seen as a means of fostering a model communicative space independent of economic 

systems and the state, well placed to act as a Habermasian Salon helping to restore 

forums of rational, critical debate and remedy what is commonly referred to as the 

‘communicative deficit’ in society. 

Subsequent critiques of how this works in practice have been mixed.  Salter is 

cautiously optimistic concluding that, empowered by the Internet, voices normally 

marginalized in mainstream media are able to participate on their own terms in the 

production of networks “for communicating information and points of view’ in a largely 

non-colonized space” (Salter, 2003: 164-165).  

James Carey argues that amid the promise of this new technology, users and 

critics fail to see how changes in systems of production and dissemination can just as 
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easily create new borders as break down old ones. Technology in and of itself, he affirms, 

is not necessarily liberating (Carey, 2005: 443).   

In our observational study of Indymedia U.K. we wanted to explore the extent to 

which the Internet’s potential to aid democratic, non-hierarchical decision making 

worked in practice. We examined the demands placed upon it by a group of media 

activists committed to an ideology of consensus, using open-source software to further its 

cause. We spent eight months investigating the communication practices and editorial 

decision making at Indymedia U.K., one of the largest international ‘net social 

movements’ whose mission it is to change the nature of news through open publishing, 

relying on a structural system of networked consensus.  

Many studies have celebrated the potential of on-line, open-publishing to 

revitalise news gathering and consumption along democratic lines. (Jankowski & Jansen, 

2003; Platon & Deuze, 2003; Salter, 2003, 2005; Mitra & Watts, 2002 among many 

others.)  In 2004, Jamie King published a controversial article on-line entitled, Openness 

and its discontents. In it he highlights how on-line, consensual decision making can 

create an unwieldy set of problems for any web-based organization that prides itself on its 

openness, and its non-hierarchical nature. King suggests that open-source publishing 

groups such as Indymedia leave themselves vulnerable to what he has termed ‘crypto-

hierarchies.’ He defines these as the natural by-products of Internet organisations that 

have an “avowed absence of decision-making bodies and points of centralisation”, and 

that can “too easily segue into a concealment of control per se” (King, 2004).  

Building on these notions of accountability and invisible hierarchy, we investigate 

the extent to which Indymedia U.K.’s technological dependency affects its ability to 
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enable the consensual decision making process it aspires to. Over the summer of 2004 we 

were invited by one member of the inner Indymedia U.K. circle to conduct on-line 

research into its user/contributor base. The invitation was then debated through IMC U.K. 

process, the main communication channel. We continued to monitor proceedings on the 

IMC U.K. process pages on the Internet into December 2006. We kept a diary of all the 

on-line discussions that ensued in an attempt to document the decision making process 

and looked for evidence to support or refute King’s description of the minority exercising 

‘soft control’ over the majority.  

We conclude from this study that the reliance on technological elites does 

effectively channel and centralize power in the hands of a few. Ironically, the very 

‘openness’ of the decision making process allowed us to monitor this limitation. We also 

observed that there is a healthy degree of reflexivity within the group that recognizes this 

problem and seeks ways of addressing it. 

We set our findings in the context of Habermas’s theories on how flows of 

influence may be organized so as to allow the most extensive democratization possible 

(the ideal public sphere) but also how communication is often subverted by systematic 

imperatives.  This study suggests manifest causal links between the technological elite 

and the power base of Indymedia U.K. suggesting that Habermas’s ideal public sphere, 

where a social space is generated by communicative action protected from systematic 

imperatives by separation, is not easily facilitated through this form of Internet publishing 

(Habermas, 1987, 1989, 1996). 
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Internet Utopias 

This chapter is part of what has been called the second generation of Internet studies 

attempting to re-theorize the workings of the world wide web. Now that the Internet is 

maturing into its adolescence, we ask just how sustainable the micro-management of 

open access, consensus based democratic sites, such as Indymedia, are in relation to their 

reliance on computer aided information protocols.  

The Internet has been largely successful in facilitating virtual political and 

alternative journalistic communities that provide for new forms of social capital in our 

society. Some theorists however have sounded cautionary notes. For example, Castells 

(2000) suggested that it was important to critically engage with the social ramifications of 

the Internet’s technological underpinnings. He suggested that “larger questions remain 

regarding whether the Internet can facilitate this process of escaping technocratic modes 

of decision-making….. or will the digital age be marked by a new form of class 

inequality, distinguished by the ‘interacting’ and the ‘interacted’?” (Castells, 2000: 402) 

Mitra and Watts argue in their article, Theorising cyberspace: the idea of voice 

applied to the Internet discourse, that this new century has witnessed the emergence of 

two distinct publics—one in real life and the other in the virtual reality of cyberspace 

(2002). They discuss ‘the locus of discursive power’ on the Internet which they term 

‘voice’ and they present a cautiously optimistic evaluation of the potential of cyberspace 

to liberate marginal voices, “with the potential to flatten hierarchies of power on the 

Internet” (Mitra and Watts, 2002: 494). They envisage a public sphere created whereby a 

speaker’s persuasive power does not come from status or territory or the de facto power 



Jones and Martin, 2007, Making Our Media, Chapter 10 

 6 

that the speaker brings to the forum and where communal voices can now be heard 

without pressures from real-life marginalizing forces.  

These characteristics of the Internet therefore have the potential of altering some 
of the traditional structures of speaking power where the marginal entities can 
now find a ‘place at the table’ and be able to challenge dominant voices. …It is 
not as if the problems relating to discursive and vocal power  have suddenly been 
wiped away, but the new technology offers the chance to examine how ‘marginal’ 
people and nations can attempt to correct some of the biases that have been 
inherent in the traditional structures of speaking power (Mitra and Watts, 2002: 
489). 

 

The authors include a disclaimer, warning that this form of egalitarianism cannot be taken 

for granted since the Internet is not necessarily free of specific structures of power.  

In Lee Salter’s most recent analysis of new social movements and the Internet, he 

highlights the tensions that exist between democratic forms of use and forms of use 

concerned with the pursuit of economic profitability and efficiency (2005). He suggests 

that because radical media projects commonly don’t divide operational functions between 

managerial and editorial then production relations tend to be cooperative, with a minimal 

division of labor between roles and this in turn fosters an internal democracy and the 

rejection of formal hierarchies (Salter, 2005: 158 & 234). 

He suggests that if Net social relations can be removed from instrumental 

relations of efficiency, what he calls the ‘pathological effect of technological structures’ 

(i.e., a clean separation between the Habermasian life and systems worlds) then the Web 

can be successful in fostering radical public spheres and that IMCs are a significant and 

relatively successful examples of this. Salter does however acknowledge that it is a 

mistake to interpret them as fully autonomous or liberated spaces given that they must 
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function within what Habermas terms the systems world, subject to “dominant, 

colonizing forms of use” (Salter, 2005: 263).  

 

Technology Agnostic—Neither Enabling nor Empowering 

As our research developed, we recognized that the use of Open Source Software, was 

regarded from its beginnings by many developers as a pragmatic methodology with no 

built-in guarantee of egalitarianism, or freedom from specific structures of power.  Yet, 

many previous studies in this area have side-stepped this issue, either downplaying the 

role of technology or celebrating it as empowering and liberating.  

Indymedia may be opposed to hierarchies, but the system, to which it owes its 

existence, the Internet, is largely dependent upon them. In illustration, by turning a 

critical eye toward Indymedia’s technology, we can analyze the publishing structures 

created by differing software applications and their political implications.  

The member must first go through the relevant decision making process before 
being issued with a community agent certificate to act on behalf of the 
community. This certificate is then passed to its parent community where it is 
checked to ensure that access rights for this resource have indeed been delegated 
to the sub community. The parent community then issues its community agent 
certificate and passes it onto its parent where the checks are repeated intern until 
the owning community of the resource is reached and access is granted (Feeney, 
Lewis & Wade, 2004: 6). 

 

Global Indymedia and Indymedia U.K.  

Indymedia today is a much hybridized and rarified version of the original form that 

branched out of the global Social Justice Movement of the 1990s. The movement, 

characterized in particular by anti World Trade Organization protests, was somewhat of a 
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hybrid itself, attempting as it did to form a coalition of interests to integrate the social 

justice concerns of many previous activist groups.  

The IMC Network has grown very rapidly from the downtown Seattle shop front 
in the midst of the anti-WTO mobilizations. As the wave of protests against 
corporate globalization grew, so did the network, as centres joined on their own, 
or with the boost of international support teams in hot spots such as Chiapas, 
Palestine and Iraq (Kidd, 2003: 3). 
  
In particular Kidd suggests that Indymedia’s success in providing near instant 

multi-media online reportage of violent clashes with police marked a major development 

in the history of news making and guaranteed the group’s rapid development (Kidd, 

2003). Like many networks which have spread rhizomically, so Indymedia has mutated. 

In the process, each collective and user is at once endowed with a perception of the 

mission, and  bound together by several key principles; among them a tacit commitment 

to a non hierarchical structure based on consensus decision making and open publishing.  

Open publishing is used by other Internet based entities such as Slashdot and 

Wikipedia.  For Indymedia, though, open publishing means, at its best, that the process of 

creating news is transparent to the readers. They can contribute a story and see it instantly 

appear in the pool of stories publicly available. Ideally, readers can see editorial decisions 

being made by others. They can see how to get involved and help create content. If they 

can think of a better way for the software to help shape that process, they can copy the 

software because it is free and change it and start their own site. If they want to 

redistribute the news, they can, preferably on an open publishing site.  It’s a prime 

example of what Deuze defines as an open journalistic culture with a concentration of 

public connectivity (Deuze, 2003). 
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Although local Indymedia groups are asked to agree with the organization’s 

Global Principles of Unity this document itself remains a work in progress which 

different groups interpret to suit their own regional interests. For example, part of the 

Indymedia U.K. mission statement dove tails neatly into the Global position, such as its 

commitment to non-hierarchical structures.1   

In and of itself, Indymedia is not strictly a social movement; rather it seeks to be 

the gateway to the Internet through which the global social justice movements travels as 

it campaigns, informs itself, and grows through open publishing activities. Today it can 

be seen as the largest, global, public, democratic media news network. Although no more 

than an infant next to the mainstream global media brands, Indymedia now has over 130 

sites in around 60 countries.  As one Indymedia U.K. activist wrote in May 2005 the size 

of the organisation is creating some new challenges.  

What is a network? The Indymedia Centre Network has grown substantially over 
the past five years, from its roots in Seattle spreading out to span hundreds of 
different media centres and thousands of volunteers.  

And now, five years down the road, are we seeing the time when Indymedia is 
approaching the limit of it's growing phase, and moving instead into some kind of 
'plateau' phase, where the exponential growth of a fresh idea is replaced by the 
sustainability needed to survive? (GarconDuMonde 
http://docs.Indymedia.org/view/Global/NetWorkOld) 

 

Research Activity 

                                         
1 All IMC’s recognize the importance of process to social change and are committed to the development of 
non-hierarchical and anti-authoritarian relationships, from interpersonal relationships to group dynamic and 
therefore shall organize themselves collectively and be committed to the principle of consensus decision 
making and the development of direct, participatory democratic process that is transparent to its 
membership. (From the Principles of Unity Statement {draft}) 
http://docs.Indymedia.org/view/Global/PrinciplesOfUnity retrieved February 11, 2007. 
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Survival will depend on how successful each collective is in reinventing itself as the 

organisation matures. It is easy to see how Indymedia’s open-publishing project might 

fail under pressures of scale and the splintering of the counter public. IMC sites have 

become targets for interventions by political opponents, often from the fascist right, 

seeking opportunities to disrupt what they regard as the IMCs’ countercultural potential. 

As a defence, collectives have had to become increasingly sophisticated in the way that 

they selectively hide postings on their central news column.  They use ‘ad hoc’ teams 

(whose function was previously to develop and maintain the IMCs open publishing 

system) to politically censor contributions (King, 2004). These censors have special 

password privileges and the ability to take off-line anything they consider might be in 

breach of Indymedia’s editorial guidelines.  

Over eight months between 2004 and 2005, our research brought us into contact 

with Indymedia U.K. editorial activists through meetings, open e-mail ‘chat’ and through 

monitoring one of the central planks of Indymedia U.K.’s decision making, IMC process. 

We attempted to analyze how transparent or opaque Indymedia’s open editorial policy 

was and whether it could be externally validated.  

Our first encounter with the editorial guidelines2 came during the summer of 2004 

as a result of an invitation by one of Indymedia’s main activists to conduct research into 

on-line political activism and democracy through the newswire looking at Indymedia’s 

user, reader and reporter base.3  

                                         
2 The published guidelines instruct ‘wire-cleaners’ to hide posts that are repeated; non-news (comment or 
opinion); discriminatory, sexist, racist etc; Inaccurate or misleading; advertising; hierarchical; disruptive or 
reposts, (copied and pasted from other sites). 
 
3 The word audience is not used in this context because the philosophy of Indymedia suggests that the 
connotation of the word audience is too passive. Their Outreach document instead defines three levels of 
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It is important to make clear that we were ultimately unsuccessful in carrying out 

our original research brief. We drafted a joint proposal with our ‘proposer’ from the U.K. 

Kollective (Short for U.K. – United Kollectives of Britain) which was subsequently 

debated through IMC process. Our research plan was posted in early summer, 2004; 

however, it was apparent that there was a reluctance to debate the proposal at the outset. 

A second posting, a few weeks later, drew in three specific commentators who were all 

openly negative. They criticized our proposal on the basis that we were ‘outsiders’ and 

that we needed to work for the collective before they could ‘trust’ us with access to their 

user base.  

It was made clear that as paid academics anything posted on our behalf would 

breach the ‘hierarchical’ and ‘advertising’ sections of their editorial code. We were told 

that, “Universities are by nature hierarchical”. We fell foul of the ‘advertising’ code, 

possibly due to the fact that our university would be mentioned on the proposed 

questionnaire. We were also accused of having a potentially unacceptable level of 

institutional bias. It was suggested that any questionnaire we attempted to launch would 

be immediately ‘hidden’ on these grounds.  

It struck us at the time that the published codes were nebulous enough to be open 

to a multitude of interpretations, and we were interested in what other readings might 

surface in what we hoped would be a constructive debate. It was at this early stage of the 

debate that we were sent the following message repeatedly through the IRC session (July 

22, 2004). 

We’re advising you that it is highly unlikely to be considered in what you would 
probably term as ‘favourable’ circumstances. 

                                                                                                                         
IMC use: 1) Read only users 2) Read and Comment 3) Active reporter/admin. 
http://docs.Indymedia.org/view/Local/ImcUkOutreachStaticPage retrieved February 11, 2007. 
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We were told later by our internal Indymedia proposer that we had been ‘blocked.’ We 

did not know by whom or why. At this point in time we had encountered a balance of 

negative and positive responses from the Kollective. One positive public posting read, 

“Some grounded research might hold a mirror to our current PROJECT rather than the 

phatasays I see so many people going round and round and round and round in there (sic) 

own heads”  (June 23, 2004).  Another public posting read, “I feel that we should grant a 

bit of latitude to a research team that seems sympathetic and sensitive and hasn’t actually 

tried to Spam us or something” (June 23, 2004 Imc-uk-process).  We had also privately 

received support through e-mail from others not engaged in the open debate, although the 

most vocal and persistent comments were from the dissenters mentioned earlier. Our 

Indymedia ‘proposer,’ still supported our proposal and offered this public comment, “It 

seems to me that three people inside IMC-U.K. want to stop process and debate on the 

subject of political apathy and the Internet, (our research proposal) probably one of the 

most important issues of our times” (Imc-uk-process 9 August, 2004). 

A further attempt was made to engage the Kollective in open debate, although we 

were warned again that because we had been blocked. The process of decision making 

that led to the block had not been at all transparent to us as ‘outsiders,’ it did not appear 

to be overtly consensus-based as we could not identify decision making bodies or 

individuals, yet, it was clear that someone with a significant level of authority had 

influenced the outcome. We were eventually informed that the ‘blocker’ was one of 

Indymedia U.K.’s founders who ‘rarely speaks.’ Our ‘proposer’ in private 

correspondence told us, “I thought we could get through, but I can not square up to one of 
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its founders….I also read through the lines that he has weighed the personal political 

positions with Indymedia’s position as a network and he has balanced at this particular 

moment in time against this project.”  In most organizations, this kind of decision making 

is common as power is vested in a few senior figures as a matter of course and 

expediency, however, it seemed contrary to the ethos of collective decision making. In 

his article (Openness and it Discontents) King describes figures with special authority as 

‘supernodes.’  

In the social movement, decision making often devolves to a surprisingly small 
number of individuals and groups who make a lot of the running in deciding what 
happens, where and when. Though they never officially speak for others, much 
unofficial doctrine, nonetheless, emanates from them. Within political networks, 
such groups and individuals can be seen as ‘supernodes’ not only routing more 
than their fair share of traffic, but actively determining the ‘content’ that traverses 
them. Such supernodes do not (necessarily) constitute themselves out of a 
malicious will-to-power: rather, power defaults to them through personal qualities 
like energy, commitment and charisma (King, 2004). 

 

If King is right and social position is key to decision making within the U.K. Kollective 

then our experience should not be an isolated one. Our initial encounter over the summer 

of 2004 inspired a continued interest in the outcome of further debates posted on IMC 

process to see if any particular pattern emerged. We archived the Internet exchanges and 

monitored the agenda items, interventions and (where possible) the outcome to the 

debates. 

 

Tacit Power and Supernodes 

We were told that the central decision making arena was ‘IMC Process’ where our own 

proposal had first been introduced. The items posted for discussion on IMC process 
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varied greatly.4 There were 80 subscribers on the IMC Process list in June, 2004 and this 

number had not changed substantially by May, 2005. Of these, around half contributed at 

least once to the discussions over the eight months we were monitoring.  Fifty percent 

contributed on a rare basis, twenty percent contributed on an occasional basis, six percent 

on a semi-regular basis and four percent on a consistent basis. It is feasible that, these 

final two categories contain within them what King refers to as ‘supernodes’ (those who 

have the time, knowledge and commitment to engage on a regular basis with debate). 

Although, our first encounter with Indymedia over the summer suggested that we could 

not rule out the significance of silent partners within the decision making fold.   

It was clear that IMC process tries to accommodate a variety of voices within a 

consensual decision-making environment, and there is a good level of transparency 

achieved through this open debating process. But certain aspects of this debate did stand 

out as problematic. 

Technology is fundamentally at the heart of Indymedia’s power structures. Those 

with the knowledge of technical operations and those who have the passwords to control 

server operations are central to all activities.  One striking illustration of this came via a 

vociferous complaint from the Cyprus Indymedia Collective after the U.K. ‘techies’ had 

acted autocratically and changed a number of key settings that affected Cyprus quite 

profoundly. 

You did this without communicating with anyone among us, without warning, 
without permission….It’s no wonder that we keep discovering that at the very 
core of imc there is something so rotten it’s unspeakable. Over and over, we keep 

                                         
4 Agenda items discussed on-line during our research period included such things as the purchase of a new 
server, the addition of the word ‘homophobia’ to the list of unacceptable postings, the possible expulsion of 
certain international and local collectives, not seen to be in-line with the central organizational ethos; the 
coverage of the London European Social Forum, fundraising, Indymedia’s legal status, redesigning the 
outreach web page, negotiating hidden posts and federalization. 
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finding that there are individuals entrusted with access to and power to influence 
the most sensitive technical operations of Indymedia ….who decides that a person 
like you should be entrusted with so much, and have the power to disrupt and 
poison relations among us? (September 26, 2004 Imc-Cyprus) 

 

There are very few password holders and these people have to be well versed in computer 

code and Internet languages in order to do their jobs effectively. Their ‘elite’ status is 

acquired through their superior knowledge of code and their longevity within the 

collective.  Another example of the central role these people play was evidenced when 

the U.K. Kollective needed to purchase a replacement server after the U. S. server, on 

which Indymedia U.K. relied, was seized by the U. S. administration (October 7, 2004, 

http://www.Indymedia.org/en/2004/10/111999.shtml).5  

At this time there were a considerable number of technically-worded e-mails 

floating through the system. Finally a member of the ‘techie’ group after a long period of 

debate admitted: 

Generally the way that IMC servers tend to get run is that people doing the 
sysadmin on them seem to be the ones who make the decisions about what goes 
on them in terms of software and sites. Are we happy for decisions like this 
around the new box to be sorted out by the techies or do we want some other kind 
of process to be used? (Nov 24, 2004 Imc-uk-process) 

 

Our attention was focused on the extent to which the ‘sysadmin’ represents an important 

power-base at Indymedia and the study was naturally limited to what we could observe 

from the ‘open access’ channels. There was an indication that the problem of too few 

‘techies’ led to control in the hands of a minority of hard-working members. This, in turn, 

had the potential to lead to problems and tensions within the Kollective. For example, it 

                                         
5 On 7 October, 2004, hard drives from two Indymedia servers were seized from the London office of a 
U.S.-owned web hosting company, Rackspace, at the request of the U.S. Justice Department, apparently in 
collaboration with Italian and Swiss authorities (for more information see Indymedia.org October 17, 
2004). 
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is clear that Indymedia U.K. (different from its sister operations in North America) has a 

strong central core, and many regional centers are dependent on this core for rackspace, 

technical expertise and finance.  

the coordination, maintenance and further development of the hardware and 
software infrastructure that underpins Indymedia U.K. is in the hands of a very 
few people in London (Dec 19, 2004 Imc-uk-process). 

 

In November, 2004 the Oxford collective chose to discuss possible ‘improvements’ to 

this structure, concerned that too much power was relinquished to the centre. Their 

disquiet was made public on-line and started a key debate on the nature of federalism and 

power. One solution Oxford proposed was: 

Each U.K. collective should operate a server…that is essentially independent of 
the database . …….The practice of running a U.K. collective should cease. This 
would free up U.K. contributors to return to work at their local collective. The 
U.K. site (new) would become an aggregation of features from local 
collectives…local collectives would be relied upon to do their own editing. There 
would be no U.K. newswire anymore (Dec 15, 2004 Imc-uk-process).  
 

and 

Currently there is a de facto imc ‘elite’ who work on national sites and the global 
site, who are not necessarily finding time to contribute to their local 
imc’s…..these changes would be empowering to local reporters, and would 
reduce the extent to which the U.K. is seen to be hierarchically organized 
(December 11, 2004 Imc-uk-process). 

 

Here is evidence of a healthy degree of reflexivity enabled by open Internet discourse. If 

the discussion were to mature and be resolved non-hierarchically, it would, potentially 

disprove King’s thesis. However, this debate remained frustratingly unresolved on the 

open access channels. One of the ‘supernodes,’ identified earlier by our quantitative 

discourse study, made this comment. 
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The term ‘elite,’ by human beings conditioned to live in a 
hierarchical/patriarchical society (that’d be us!) is sometimes 
indiscriminately/unreflectively used to describe those who do things and get on 
with it…..but of course it might be a real issue, leading to some central 
questions…. So if anyone feels excluded in anyway, please let myself or one of 
the other list admins know (December 15, 2004 Imc-uk-process). 

 

The challenge issued at the end of this last posting ‘to let us know’ certainly has the tone 

of a hierarchical structure at work. Other centralizing voices quickly came forward at this 

point leaving Oxford on the defensive: 

What Oxford is proposing is to find ways of ‘improving’ the U.K. network, not 
scrapping it… and I understand that some proposals may be radical and 
‘emotionally difficult’ to consider (especially for people who have been involved 
in the U.K. site from the beginning) (December 21, 2004, Imc-uk-process). 

 

This in turn led to a wider discussion of the nature of a ‘collective within a collective’ 

and the word ‘status’ was debated in relation to the regions and the centre.   

Isn’t this (Indymedia) about freely associating with each other and engaging 
where you want, with whom you want, and when you want? (December 21, 2004, 
Imc-uk-process) 

 

Reply: 

I think that’s certainly one of the things it’s meant to be about. But in practice, 
informal structures form automathically (and unavoidably) in any group situation. 
That’s not a bad thing in itself; but it’s important to see these informal structures, 
and understand them. And as it happens the informal structures within Indymedia 
tend to be quite opaque (December 21, 2004, Imc-uk-process). 

 

What seemed to be the final word on the matter was issued by the same London-based, 

‘supernode’ who had declared our original research project defunct.  

Although I can understand that the U.K. network is not the most perfect—I don’t 
really see it being hierarchical as it is the same people working on both levels in 
the main......I think… if we dissolve U.K. I doubt many small collectives would 
survive or ones in the pipeline even start (December 21, 2004, Imc-uk-process). 
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That appeared to represent the final open exchange—resolved to the status quo.  

 

Censorship 

At the core of Indymedia’s adoption of open publishing is a frustration with, and a 

distrust of, what it calls the ‘corporate media’ which it argues blocks or ignores 

significant items of news because of its own inherent capitalistic profit motive. In doing 

so Indymedia would like to emphasize important organizational distinctions between 

‘corporate’ and the self-defined ‘democratic’ journalism it embraces. ‘Corporate’ or 

traditional journalism, it maintains, is largely determined by the forces of commercialism, 

the use of hierarchies, centrally controlled one way communication and entrenched 

editorial attitudes relating to concepts of impartiality, balance and news priorities that 

largely prohibit the expression of opinion.  

Indymedia lays claim to an alternative news agenda airing a different set of 

political voices, those often considered deviant in the mainstream.  Yet, as mentioned 

earlier, the editorial guidelines impose a strict regime of censorship around certain stories 

that are considered offensive to its philosophically progressive nature, such as racist, 

homophobic, fascist and sexist postings.  

Censorship of illegal posts is a sensitive issue within the collective. “In many 

IMC collectives, the editing vs. free speech dichotomy is argued as hotly as abortion is 

debated by members of congregations and Congress” (Whitney, 2005). The problem with 

autonomy, as identified by many contributions to the debate on the federal structure, is 

that the censorship (or hiding) of illegal posts is done centrally and therefore regional 

collectives are dis-empowered editorially, they are not enabled to decide for themselves 
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what postings need to be ‘cleaned.’ Arguably, the list cleaners or ‘admins’ in London act 

very much like the silent, invisible hand of the ‘corporate’ news editor.   One vocal 

dissenter from the Bristol branch of the IMC launched an attack on the working practices 

of the central ‘admins.’  

What laughable lengths you appear prepared to go to—to censor stories you don’t 
approve of with neither discussion nor explanation (September 27, 2004, Imc-uk-
process). 

 

This comment reflects an important aspect associated with the act of censorship. How do 

you build accountability and openness into the hiding process? There is a natural tension 

between protecting Indymedia U.K. from legal suits and upholding the philosophy of 

openness. One significant debate focused around a proposed change to current editorial 

policy. The proposal was that the list cleaners use a ‘watermark,’ which would leave a 

vague imprint where a hidden story was originally launched, less conspicuous than the 

present policy which uses black text on a black background.  Both systems would act to 

leave a trace of the editorial decision to kill the story but the former, new proposal, would 

be more subtle.  The main difference would be that only ‘admins’ would be allowed to 

read the cleaned copy in the new system to protect Indymedia from legal threats. 

A dissenter to this change remarked: 

If our intention is that only admins should be allowed to read the stuff, then why 
not just password protect it, and forget about the legalese/black-on-black/solid 
watermark nonsense? Answer, because we’re committed to Open Posting…I’m 
against the hiding thing altogether, as it happens; I think it’s intellectually 
dishonest. I go along with it in the spirit of compromise—because it’s the best 
practical approximation to openness that I know of (February 1, 2005, Imc-uk-
process). 

 
 

One watermark proposer argued: 
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Accessibility is not about making the rubbis-sorry, the hidden posts ;-) easier to 
smel-sorry to read. :-p…In my opinion making hidden posts harder to read is a 
form of respecting and appreciating the work that the very dedicated ‘hiders’ do. 
Remember that it is a very ungrateful task and one which also makes the site 
“more accessible”, yes, and less frustrating for people who do not have much 
time…and given that we are giving those (hidden) posts web space even though 
we ALL do not approve of them, at least let’s provide that web space with a 
difference (February 2, 2005, Imc-uk-process). 

 

This was another form of self-reflexive debate, internally vetting and criticizing 

transparency in editorial decision making; as yet unresolved. What motivates the 

‘discontents’ is a reaction against any process (no matter how well-meaning) that 

centrally controls the content on the site. At the time, there is no obvious resolution to the 

problems discussed. There is no organized ‘appeal’ procedure against hidden posts, and 

this leaves the system open to the criticism of unfair practice.   

Among several similar disputes posted between 2004 -2005, the following case is 

symptomatic of the problems facing Indymedia U.K.  An article appeared, and was 

immediately ‘cleaned,’ contravening its rigid advertising policy because it mentioned 

where readers might purchase a particular book that exposed a ‘right wing conspiracy.’ 

The censored individual wrote: 

So who hid it? The BNP, The world Bank, NATO…or was it Mr. Smith’s mate 
that hid it—another anonymous player of ‘pass the password’…. lying/ditching 
editorial guidelines to cover his tracks (April 3, 2005, Imc-uk-process). 

 

The row that ensued involved vitriol, libelous statements and ended with the call for the 

censored individual’s expulsion. Despite the hot air, nothing was resolved, editorially, it 

was business as usual.  
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Praxis 

The ideal of creating a media source that would be totally inclusive has had to 
endure tremendous tests. Open publishing, the purest form of the idea, has 
become, in some instances, Indymedia’s greatest liability (Beckerman, 2003).   

 

The reality of running an Indymedia site is a daily grind of filtering the ‘sea of noise’ that 

inevitably accompanies open source news outlets. This forces a form of structure to be 

imposed at the back-end of the editorial process rather than the front-end. Tensions 

naturally arise in the process of back-end editing. 

Some of us encourage more ‘art’ on the newswire, others are hiding poems. Some 
of us hide every corporate repost, others argue for keeping some of them. One 
person’s ‘disruptive’ is another person’s inspiration. As a result, the threshold is 
what is seen as unacceptable is quite high (Indymedia documentation Project: 
https://docs.Indymedia.org/view/Local/UkEditorialGuidelines) 

 

Imposing structure at the back-end is very time consuming and fraught with difficulty, 

forcing collectives worldwide to seek sweeping methods of filtering stories to keep wires 

clean and relevant.   

Currently there are a variety of models in place that attempt to deal with this 

problem. These range from the establishment of ‘validation committees,’ who are 

charged with reading every post before promotion to the main central column, to a range 

of filters or rating systems with built-in editorial criteria not dissimilar to the classic 

Galtung and Ruge industrial model (Local Relevance, Fairness, Quality of Prose, 

Factuality, Novelty and Other) (Jay, 2003). 

All these interventionist policies sit uncomfortably with the philosophy of open 

publishing. Despite the potential of open-publishing to liberate marginal voices and 
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flatten hierarchies, each collective is being forced to learn to negotiate its role as 

mediator.  

On a wider scale, we all agree that the newswire is the backbone of Indymedia. 
But then there are different interpretations: some of us want to see the open 
newswire as a running commentary on the website, fast and chaotic, like a messy 
free radio station. Others want a newswire that features straightforward Indymedia 
news from the streets. (Indymedia documentation Project: 
https://docs.Indymedia.org/view/Local/UkEditorialGuidelines) 

 

What exactly gets promoted depends on those volunteers who participate in the process.  

This again makes the organization dependent on a small group of specialists who need to 

construct hierarchies of information, and cellular knowledge systems, to keep the 

organization running smoothly keeping Indymedia’s systems free from hacking or 

hijacking and simultaneously producing a site that is readable, user-friendly and 

significant to the majority of users.   

Thus, the technological and philosophical base underpinning open-publishing 

systems simultaneously promotes both an inclusive and exclusive operating system. 

While initially encouraging free, ubiquitous, horizontal interactions it also triggers an 

equal and opposite limiting reaction imposed through the necessity of coherent, legal 

publishing.  This brings with it the risk that longtime facilitators might form an inner 

circle, with a culture of understandings what works best (or quickest or most 

strategically). As Douglas Morris identifies in Globalization and media democracy 

(2003) it raises a key organizational issue defined in Roberto Michel’s (1962) Iron Law 

of Oligarchy, which proposes that organizers, who arise out of a desire for a group to be 

effective, may develop eventually into an elite cultivating professional interests inside the 

movement. As we have observed, these tend to be a few active and centralized 
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individuals who can exercise real power through the provision of the necessary password 

privileges. 

 

Conclusions 

Despite the potential of the Internet to facilitate consensual decision making at Indymedia 

U.K., there is inevitably an aspirational element to the notion of open publishing which 

buckles under the constraints of its operating base.  

Ideally, what defines Indymedia’s relationship with its users, is its decentralized 

organizational structure, aimed at empowering individuals through the autonomy and 

interactivity of open publishing. However, practical and technological restraints mean 

that there are significant limits to this open-access editorial policy.  

All new social justice movements who have embraced the Internet as central to 

their organizational structures are potentially vulnerable to the emergence of 

technologically based hierarchies. This is what Kidd and others have referred to as 

‘growing pains,’ the problems and difficulties inherent in “creating and sustaining a more 

democratic communications model in an increasingly enclosed corporate media 

environment” (Kidd, 2003: 3).  

It would be simplistic to suggest that only social justice movements on the 

Internet are vulnerable to the counter-elite pressures noted here. Chris Atton conducted 

an analysis of the journalistic sources used in a local U.K. activist newspaper, SchNEWS. 

He concluded that, “the U.K. experience suggests that the primary definers in the radical 

community press remain as an elite, as hierarchically structured as those for the 

mainstream media” (Atton & Wickenden, 2005: 350). 
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Atton describes these dominant sources as a ‘counter-elite’ and suggests that the 

deployment of these sources is just as reliant on expertise, authoritativeness and 

legitimacy as are mainstream corporate press’ sourcing routines. He suggests that the 

primary reason for this was most likely to be, “low capital funding, poorly-paid or 

voluntary staff and organizational pressures” all of which are structural reasons which 

work to prevent access to a wide range of sources and impede the aspirational goal of re 

writing the rules of corporate-based journalism. These limits, he suggests, “might lead to 

a structural determinism as powerful and predictable as that of the mainstream media.  To 

ignore these limits and their outcomes is to idealize alternative media as ‘free spaces,’ 

mysteriously liberated from the everyday, structural considerations of the practice of 

journalism” (Atton & Wickenden, 2003: 351).  

Indymedia U.K. recognizes that it must continue to recruit activists who are 

willing to put in the unpaid work on a daily basis, as they are fighting against the 

problems of dispersed political energies. With a small activist base straining under the 

pressure of too much work, it is not surprising that editorial power is vested in the hands 

of a few, confirming King’s notion of ‘supernodes.’  In the U.K. at least, few have 

mastered the language of computer programmers, a skill which appears increasingly 

essential to maintain a voice in the Indymedia U.K. debate, if not the editorial process 

itself. Indeed it could be argued that if the group is to continue to publicize itself by 

calling on would be contributors to be the media, then it may need to encourage a wider 

understanding of its technological foundations.   

As Hill (2004) and Feeney, Lewis & Wade (2004) have suggested, perhaps one 

answer lies with the development and adoption of more open content management 
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systems. This will at least minimize the danger of Indymedia U.K.’s technocrats 

becoming little more than gatekeepers acting (perhaps unwittingly, perhaps knowingly) 

as opaque censors inadvertently working against the spirit of the global social justice 

movement.   

Robert McChesney, author of Rich Media, Poor Democracy, has said that 

Indymedia “need(s) to make tough editorial decisions, and that’s not something to be 

despondent about. The problem is not that you have to make decisions. The important 

thing is that you make them on principles that are transparent” (McChesney cited by 

Beckerman, 2003).  This is not the first time Social Justice Movements have had to deal 

with difficult questions about the way in which they are structured. In her article, The 

tryanny of structurelessness written about her involvement in the organization of the 

1960s women’s liberation movement, Jo Freeman attacks the problems of 

‘structurelessness.’ The noble aim to create leaderless organizational form of the 

movement (what she termed a natural reaction against an over-structured, hierarchical 

society) became an intrinsic and unquestioned part of the women’s liberation ideology 

without a realization of its limitations. She concluded that, “if the movement is to grow 

beyond these elementary stages of development, it will have to disabuse itself of some of 

the prejudices about organization and structure…..to reject them out of hand is to deny 

ourselves the necessary tools to further development” (Freeman, 1970).  

It is doubtful that any news-based organization can operate without structure and 

clear decision making channels.  Indymedia is of course aware of such problems, yet, as 

we observed here, in its attempt to be non-hierarchical it is still challenged by the test of 

transparency.  
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Accountability can only come via a recognized group of editors who do not 

exercise ‘silent’ privileges, only ‘transparent’ privileges.  In this way, the organization 

can balance the need for the necessary infrastructure, keeping it safe and secure from 

outside interference, and yet remain open to the consensual decision making systems 

which lie at the heart of the organization.  

The analysis of technologically routed power systems is critical to long term 

success. Alongside public service broadcasters, the BBC for example, and commercial 

personal view providers like My Space and You Tube, Indymedia is now one of many 

systems to offer de facto online status to contributors. And, like all the newer social 

internet brands, it needs accountability at its heart if it is to maintain credibility among a 

core of contributors willing to provide the ‘critical mass of content’ necessary for the 

system to survive. Software solutions to enable transparent consensual decision making 

are being constantly upgraded. One such pioneering group is Crabgrass, a loose 

collective of computer programmers (amongst them some of Indymedia’s key personnel) 

attempting to improve the source code and software available to social justice groups in 

order to better facilitate democratic decision making.6 

It is not surprising then, that technology, the midwife at Indymedia’s birth, may at 

once be its curse and potential cure as it seeks to grow into something more than a once 

useful nerdy kid on the virtual block. Indymedia’s call in 1999 was to ‘be the media.’ It 

appears anyone now can be the media.  

                                         
6 Our primary focus is to facilitate directly democratic decision making for groups and networks. This 
means easy tools for polling, voting and achieving consensus. Since different situations call for different 
tools, we plan to support up-down polls, rate-many-polls, vote-for-one, ranked voting, formal consensus, 
informal consensus, and different forms of modified consensus. (http://cats.revolt.org/cats-
vii/crabgrass/one-pager/ retrieved February 11, 2007.) 
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When Indymedia started in 1999, nobody knew of blogs, 
people couldn't just go and publish on the web, the active software was cutting 
edge and so was open publishing (November, 1, 2006 Imc-uk-process). 

 

We can all now publish and ‘be the media’ with limited computer knowledge and 

computer access.  Indymedia increasingly has to ask how it can differentiate itself and its 

content from the huge mass of independent information and content providers working on 

the Net.  
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