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Introduction: Flowers for the rebels who failed1

Generalizing about revolution is a fool’s game. 
Each revolutionary moment is unique. The specific social and political gyres that  give
rise to the barricades are chaotic and non-repeating. Because of the one-off nature of
revolution, the ‘Lessons of History’ are notoriously unhelpful to all concerned:,
revolutionaries, and historians alike attempt to reduce revolution to a coherent,
controllable and repeatable formula, without success.
Even the best practitioners fail: Che Guevara’s attempt to apply the successful template of
the Cuban revolution in Bolivia is the best-known disaster to arise from treating
revolution as a recipe that can be brewed up and dispensed – or dispensed with – at will.
If there is a pattern to revolution, it is an anti-pattern: revolution arises in the wrong place,
at the wrong time, enacted by the wrong people, for the wrong reasons. This
capriciousness may itself offer a clue to understanding revolution. This essay takes the
position that revolutions sprout and grow in the unintended ‘cracks’ of the prevailing
power system. Counter-revolution – or the newly installed revolutionary power structure
– goes about patching the old cracks, but technical and cultural change create new
openings in which a new generation of resistance takes root.

This essay examines the ‘cracks’ in the communications infrastructure2 that allowed new
media to arise in support of two 20th Century insurrections. Specifically the underground
newspapers that were pivotal in coordinating the Movement of the 1960’s and the
‘Indymedia’ web sites that were central to the Global Justice Movement3 of the late
1990’s and early 2000’s.
The comparison of these two insurrections4 focuses on the communications media that
informed and organized the insurrections’ participants: What factors led to the rise of the
unique media associated with the insurrection? What was the actual role of the media?
How did the media’s unique features influence the insurrection’s successes and failures?
In particular the differences between the two insurrections’ media that are attributable to
computerization are considered, and a brief, speculative look at the intertwined future of
the Internet and the anti-globalization mobilization is presented.

1 Translated lyric from an early 20th century Italian anarchist song: “…and as we march we carry flowers /
flowers for the rebels who failed …” Source and author unknown.

2 John Downing uses a similar metaphor: “One thing is plain, alternative media flourish in the wastelands
left by official media”. (Downing, 35)

3 A note on terminology: The current insurrection still lacks a convenient and widely used label. The term
‘Anti-globalization’ ignores the anti-poverty and anti-war components of what is broadly seen by
particpants as a single movement. In this report I will use the term ‘Global Justice Movement’ as a
shorthand term for the current activism.

4 For the purposes of this paper, the Movement of the 1960’s and the Anti-globalization mobilizations of
the late 1990’s and early 2000’s will be referred to as ‘insurrections’, meaning relatively unplanned and
decentralized uprisings, lacking the momentum and support to actually seize political power. 



Look what’s happening in the street…5

A brief introduction to the agenda and modest accomplishments of the two late 20th

century insurrections whose media are examined in this essay.

The Movement
The Movement of the 1960’s had a political agenda of anti-war activism, racial liberation,
ecological action, and a  cultural agenda of liberation from sexual and social repression.
Spanning the decade roughly from 1965 to 1974, the Movement represented an
intertwined political and social/lifestyle agenda that challenged the prevailing values and
actions of the existing power structure. 
At its peak, ‘The Movement’ embraced a significant part of the North American
population, ranging from a politicized core of several thousand cadre prepared to ‘bring
the war home’ in the form of underground military resistance, to the many millions who
dove in to the less committed – but considerably more fun – mileau of ‘sex, drugs, and
rock and roll’ that transformed North American social life.
In concrete terms, the movement succeeded in broadening the range of ‘lifestyle’ options
available to the following generation, raised the domestic cost of the Vietnam war to the
point where the US choose to withdraw, defeated, in 1973, and laid the groundwork for
advances by the women’s and gay liberation movements in the following decade.

Several media formats were utilized innovatively by the movement, with experimental
video and guerrilla radio playing particularly notable roles, (Downing, 25) but by far the
most widespread and influential were the underground newspapers, of which over 500
existed at their peak in 1968. (Streitmatter, 270)

Global Justice Movement
The Global Justice Movement can be considered as beginning with the street protests
against the Seattle WTO summit in 1999 — though of course this omits the years of
organized opposition to  NAFTA and MAI that preceeded the Seattle protests, as well as
the year of intense preparation that led to the Seattle mobilizations themselves. Escalating
through numerous global trade summits, notably in Quebec City (April 2001) and Genoa
(July 2001), anti-globalization activism merged with revitalized anti-war and anti-poverty
movements in the wake of the 9/11 attacks in the US, and the series of retaliatory wars
that followed, and continues as of early 2004.
While not balancing on the edge of actual urban guerrilla warfare, as the movement had
in the 1972-73 period, the global justice movement has nearly as large a following, with
the ability to mobilize millions around the world for anti-war actions. As well – if
willingness to confront authority is a measure of insurrection – the teargas-filled streets of
Quebec City and Genoa presented scenes that easilty match those of Chicago or Berkeley
in an earlier era.
Global justice movement mobilizations were pivotal in derailing the corporate
globalization agenda, helping to break the momentum of the neo-liberal forces for a

5 Lyric from ‘Volunteers’, Jefferson Airplane, 1969. Full lyrics: 
http://www.lyricsbox.com/jefferson-airplane-lyrics-volunteers-l1wtdc5.html



couple of critical years during which organized state-level resistance to free trade from
the emerging industrial countries of South Asia and Latin America consolidated into the
G22 bloc at Cancun in 2003. Beyond this, the wheel is very much still in spin on the
effectiveness of this new wave of activism in other areas of struggle, including opposition
to continuing war abroad and poverty and privatization at home.
In media terms, the Internet has dominated the organization and culture of the global
justice movement, with video and audio often acting primarily as content feeds for web
distribution, and only secondarily as radio segments and videotape productions.
In examining the role of the Internet in the global justice movement, I’ll be focusing on
the ‘Indymedia’ network of activist news web sites, with occasional reference to other
web and Internet projects of particular importance to global justice activists.

Why the revolution will not be televised6

Both of the insurrections established new media, or more accurately appropriated existing
media and applied them in new ways. As in both cases there was a large and highly
developed existing communications infrastructure in place, it is worth considering why
insurrectionary media were needed at all. Why did the existing channels not suffice? A
number of factors explain the need for independent insurrectionary media:

• Filtering and Contextualization: Corporate and state-owned media of all formats
operate with a set of editorial filters that determine what will be presented as news, and
the context and interpretation that will be given to what is presented. (Herman and
Chomsky, in Shumway, 2.0) In both of the insurrections, there was a massive
disconnect between the mainstream media portrayals of ‘dirty drug-crazed hippies’ and
‘anarchist punks with no message’ that were presented to audiences of the broadcast
media7, and the actual experiences and communication needs of movement
participants.

• Structural Orientation: Even more insideous than the overt filtering of the editorial
process is the framework of unseen structure that determines what ‘fits’ within
mainstram media. Radical political movement discourse is often issues-focused, while
mainstream news media is fundamentally events-oriented. From a mainstream
perspective, activist issues are literally not ‘news’. “As long as the conventional press
… defines news as action rather than thought, dissident groups will continue to
support their own alternative media”. (Kessler, 155)

• Access: Financial and resource constraints prevented the insurrectionaries from
utilizing the existing media in the conventional way. Television, ‘daily’ press, and to a
lesser extent radio, require substantial capital investment to set up, and are not
conducive to volunteer production, as they depend on tight workflows that
compartmentalize the production of media into discrete, professionalized, steps. It is
literally not possible for an insurrectionary movement to reproduce these media in
their conventional form; the money is not there, and the bodies are needed on the

6 Lyric from The Revolution Will Not Be Televised , Gil Scott, 1974 Full Lyrics:
http://www.gilscottheron.com/lyrevol.html 

7 For a good journalistic critique of mainstream media coverage of the global justice movement, see John
Guiffo, “Smoke Gets in Our Eyes” CJR, Sept/Oct, 2001.  http://archives.cjr.org/year/01/5/giuffo.asp 



barricades – not in the newsroom.

• Movement Cohesion: The ‘Map of Meaning’ that gives a subculture its shared set of
beliefs and values is reinforced and to some extent created by the use of distinct media,
which serve to ‘center and focus’ the activist sub-culture (Lewes, 138).  A proportional
and balanced appearance in the mainstream media – even if it were available – would
not serve to give the cohesion that comes with self-directed media.

Accidental freedom: disruptive technologies and
unintended effects
Technological change created temporary and unintentional openings in hierarchical
media, which both insurrections exploited to ‘push through the cracks’ of the system by
appropriating existing communications tools and applying them in unanticipated ways.
This process is similar to the role played by disruptive technologies8 in capitalist
development, as was particularly well demonstrated by the dot.com boom of the late ’90s,
where much attention was focused on the emergent properties of the Internet, and the
radical changes to distribution and profitability that resulted from the new ‘network
economics’.
As many newly-minted dot.com millionaires discovered during the subsequent bust,
traditional structures and systems do not lie down in the face of disruptive innovation, but
strive to gain control over the new forms, and bring them into alignment with the
prevailing order of things.
In similar fashion, the insurrectionaries had only a limited window of time in which to
seize the moment and create their new media, before moves were taken to ‘restore order’
to the system and bring the innovations back under corporate and government control.

Underground Press: Cold type turns up the heat.
From the late 1800’s through the 1940’s almost all newspapers were produced using hot
metal technology. Complex Linotype machines melted hot lead and formed it into the
‘slugs’ of type that formed each line of text in a newspaper. Skilled, unionized operators
were  gate-keepers of the production process, and the specialized skills required and cost
of acquiring access to the necessary technologies ensured corporate control of the press.
As the publisher A.J. Leibling said “Freedom of the press belongs to the man who owns
one”, and owning one was a very expensive proposition indeed.

In the 1950’s a new technology quietly crept onto the stage: photographically-based
‘litho’ presses eliminated the need for expensive hot metal, replacing it with the paste-up
of text and images which were then photographically turned into negatives and etched
onto printing plates for litho presses.
This technology was very slowly incorporated into mainstream newspaper production, but
penetrated rapidly into the  independently owned ‘job shops’ that printed flyers and short-
run commercial work.

8 Disruptive technologies are technical innovations that destabilize existing economic relations. See
http://www.samachar.com/tech/archives/techtalk34.html for a good introduction to the topic in an
information technology context.



For the movement insurrectionaries, the untapped revolutionary potential of cold type lay
in the fact that:

“…cold type printing in the early 1960’s made newspapers quick, easy, and cheap to
produce. Anyone with a typewriter could prepare copy and paste it onto flat sheets of
paper that could then be photographed and duplicated for only a few dollars.”
(Streitmatter, 201)

Every underground newspaper of the era was produced by this method, then printed in
‘job shops’ that cared little about the ideological content of what was for them just
another flyer, and one that paid in cash to boot.

The Internet: “Free, as in speech”9.
Perhaps the most dramatic ‘crack’ to have appeared in the prevailing system since the
start of the industrial revolution was the inadvertant creation of the Internet as a
distributed many-to-many communication network that was essentially free of toll
charges. The ARPANET researchers intended to create what the US military was paying
them for: a robust, self-healing communications system designed to survive an attenuated
nuclear response after a successful US first strike against the Soviet Union. (Ó Siochrú, 1)
unfortunately for the powers the military was protecting, the system they designed also
happened to operate at functionally no cost and without centralized control — free in both
senses of the word.
The Internet grew and was nurtured in the decidedly non-capitalist world of the
universities and research parks, spreading from campus to campus like a mycellium,
without any serious attention from the corporations and government until the early 90’s.

With the unexpected success of the personal computer and dial-up modems, the
technology to access the Internet became embedded in the millions of miles of ‘free’ local
copper wire of the North American telephone system, which connected on every campus
to the equally ‘free’ Internet backbone. 
With the collapse of personal computer prices in the early 90’s, the last profitable link in
the chain became commoditized, and the capitalists were left scrambling for a chokepoint
to extract profit from a system that was begining to grow exponentially. Following the
prevailing dogma of privatization, the solution was seen as deregulating the Internet to
allow private sector ISPs to link users directly to the backbone. This proved to be a
disaster for the prevailing system, which had inexplicably not taken steps to ensure that
the ‘privatized’ Internet would remain under transnational corporate control. The Internet
genie was out of the bottle, local ISPs were popping up like mushrooms to connect users,
and the transnationals were left holding a massive overcapacity of optical cable — the
least profitable part of the system.
For the users, the new many-to-many potential of the Internet was realized with the
creation of the World Wide Web in 1993. The web brought the ability to publish
information accessible to all Internet users around the globe. The ability to produce text
and images was ubiquitous, as every computer ‘receiver’ was also a ‘transmitter’, the cost

9 The concept of ‘free’ software and networks is an essential tenet of the Open Source software
movement, of which the Indymedia network is a participant.  See the collaborative wiki page at
http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?FreeAsInBeer for a look at the different meanings of ‘free’ in this context.



of transmission was zero, the critical software for production (web servers) and reception
(web browsers) were free under the first ‘Open Source’ licenses, and the creative
potential of the web was increasing with every browser version release.

Freed from the shackles of paper and distribution costs, a new generation of
revolutionaries was ready to seize the accidental freedom made possible by the Internet. 
The same communications network that helped to create transnational globalization of
capital had also created a new transnational civil society prepared to appropriate the new
tools in an attempt to undo the new global system.

Means, Media, Message: 
The insurrections compared

Means: The Undergrounds
The movement cultural mileau encouraged the cooperative production of underground
press publications. 
Most movement underground newspapers were physically produced in communal houses
that served as office and living space for the loosely-structured collectives that published
the papers. This meshed perfectly with the democratic and self-organizing goals of the
movement.

Apart from a bed in one corner, the flat had been transformed into a grand enterprise.
“All kinds of people wandered in – drug pushers, people with nowhere to sleep,
people working on the paper,” … “There were a few women as well; handmaidens
they called themselves because they did a lot of the typing. It was a meeting place, a
kind of hideout, a joint where people could get together”.10 (Verzuh, 74)

Cold type technology also supports cooperative production. Multiple individuals can
work together in a relatively unstructured environment pasting up the ‘flats’ – essentially
collages of type and images – that become the pages of the finished newspaper. This
process blends seamlessly with the journalistic tasks of writing the text and the artistic
tasks of illustration in a process that is paced to the newspaper’s production schedule. For
the undergrounds, this was generally a loose weekly or monthly cycle.
Volunteerism was an essential component of the underground press, with the community
of readers also acting as  writers and distributors of ‘their’ press. (Streitmatter, 223)
Thus, the archtypical underground paper of the 1960’s was pasted-up collectively in all-
night kitchen table sessions, then piled more-or-less finished into a VW van and
frantically rushed to a neighbouring small town press (printers willing to print the
undergrounds were almost always located well out of jursidiction) for an overnight press
run, with the VW van returning later laden with bundles of freshly inked revolution, ready
for distribution to the people on the streets. (After: Verzuh, 32 and Pauls, 3)

10 As will be explored later, this descriptive vignette also illustrates two of the movement’s structural flaws
– gender inequality and the illegal drug culture – which were to prove pivotal in the ultimate failure of
the movement to achieve its full potential.



Means: Indymedia
Indymedia (also known as the Independent Media Center, or IMC) is a network of  local
collectives operating a network of over 80 activist news web sites in cities around the
world. Indymedia sites are distinct from other progressive news sites such as
CommonDreams (http://www.commondreams.org) and Rabble (http://www.rabble.ca)
due to Indymedia’s radically democratic approach to activist web publishing:
• Each IMC is locally controlled by a volunteer collective of activists. There are no paid

staff or ‘professional’ journalists working for the global network.
• All IMCs utilize ‘Open Publishing’ software that allows any member of the public to

post uncensored news stories to a column called the Newswire on the home page of
the web site.

• All IMCs also write and publish ‘feature’ stories that are syndicated to the global IMC
web site at http://www.indymedia.org which acts as the multi-lingual ‘hub’ to the local
IMC ‘spokes’. 

The philosophical basis of the Indymedia project is encapsulated in this statement:
“The Independent Media Center is a grassroots organization committed to using
media production and distribution as a tool for promoting social and economic
justice. It is our goal to further the self-determination of people under-represented in
media production and content, and to illuminate and analyze local and global issues
that impact ecosystems, communities and individuals. We seek to generate alternatives
to the biases inherent in the corporate media controlled by profit, and to identify and
create positive models for a sustainable and equitable society.”

— Original IMC Mission Statement (In Shumway, 3.0)

The Indymedia network began with a single news-gathering office and web site set up to
provide alternative ‘from the streets’ reporting of the demonstrations surrounding the
1999 Seattle WTO meetings. The intention was to provide a central location and web site
for collecting and publishing reports by the activists themselves, serving as a counter-
balance to the  mainstream media coverage, which was widely expected to present a
traditionally biased interpretation of events both inside and outside of the conference
center (Uzelman, 4 and docs.indymedia.org).
The technical, and thus the cultural, nature of web publishing is quite different from that
of the underground press. 
Culturally, the Indymedia network is a philosophical descendent of the vibrant urban
anarchist sub-culture of the 1980’s which gave birth to it’s own, highly personal and
expressive  media of self-published ‘zines’ and punk music. From this anarchist base
Indymedia has drawn its collective structure, which uses consensus techniques for
decision-making in the local Indymedia collectives, and a ‘virtual consensus’ at the global
level with representatives from each local group participating in mailing list and IRC-chat
sessions to make decisions regarding the world-wide network.
However, the process of publishing on the web is fundamentally different from the face-
to-face collectivism of the underground press era. Using a computer is intrinsically an
individualized process; the computer is essentially an individual tool, and is rarely used in



physically collective settings.
The combination of  computer-mediated communications with only occasional real-world
meetings has lead to a production process that is more ‘collaborative’ than ‘collective’.
Indymedia volunteers often collaborate on feature stories and on the administration of the
discussion-forum ‘Newswire’part of an Indymedia web site, but this collaboration is done
through computer-mediated tools: Wiki11 systems for collaborative writing, IRC chat and
mailing lists for strategic decisions, and the Indymedia web sites themselves for
contextualizing published information.
Technically, Indymedia web sites use database-driven ‘Open Publishing’ software12 that
allows any person with web access to write and post news stories online. While this is a
simple process from the user’s perspective, the technology required to set up and run such
a site using poorly-documented open source software is complex and opaque to non-
specialists. This has led to what could be called the ‘Geek Prometheus’ factor in the
Indymedia network: Since Indymedia web sites require skilled site administrators and
programmers to operate successfully, the ‘techies’ potentially form an essential elite caste
within Indymedia’s consensus-driven organizational structure. (Uzelman, 80) As one
commentator on Internet activism notes: 

“There is also the question of the ‘cultural divide’ between civil society organizations
and people working with technology. Different languages are spoken, and in some
cases different politics are promoted”.  (Surman, 68)

Another aspect of technology that is vital to activist use of the Internet in general, and to
Indymedia in particular, is the global nature of the web. The global ‘South’ is well-
represented in the Indymedia network, and through the consensus decision-making
process has  veto-power over decisions at the global level. An example of this ‘South
Power” in action occurred in 2001, when Indymedia Argentina blocked a $50,000 grant
from the Ford Foundation to the Indymedia network, based on the Ford Foundation’s
history of extensive collaboration with the CIA during the Argentine ‘Dirty War’ of the
1970’s. Metaphorically – and perhaps literally –  the children of the Disappeared were not
prepared to accept blood money from their parents’ killers, and the grant was rejected.
(Surman, 34 and Shumway, 5.0)
This global decision-making process has been particularly educational for North
American Indymedia activists, who have been challenged to work across cultures and
languages to participate as mere equals in a global collective.

Medium: The Undergrounds
The underground press also displayed certain attributes that were directly related to the
medium itself:
• The underground papers were physically free-form media, with the ability to flexibly

11 ‘Wiki’ is an open source collaboration tool that is designed to allow multiple users to contribute
simultaneously to an online text.

12 The software that runs Indymedia web sites, called ‘Active’, is  free for anyone to download, and  is
licensed under the GPL and other ‘Open Source’ licenses. Indymedia is squarely in the ‘hacktivist’ camp
in rejecting all use of commercial software, and encouraging local Indymedia groups to modify the
standard ‘Active’ software to meet their own needs.



integrate colour illustrations, cartoons and creative text treatments into – and across –
the pages of the paper. The papers rapidly became a primary distribution vehicle for
psychedelic art, innovative typography, intricate hand-lettering and the original
underground comics, including the Berkely Barb’s “Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers”
and the Georgia Strait’s “Harold Head”.

• The underground papers were by necessity retrospective in their editorial and news
content. Produced on irregular weekly to monthly schedules, they were well-suited to
reporting and editorializing on events that had happened, but were not agile enough in
their production process to report ‘breaking news’ on a day-to-day basis.

• Being essentially non-economic (most undergrounds did not even attempt to turn a
profit, and subsisted from issue to issue on street-vendor sales and contributions) the
undergrounds often experimented with expensive graphic and design concepts that
would have been nixed by for-profit publications hoping to remain in business for the
long term. The use of multi and full color reproduction, coloured text, full-page
reverse-type treatments and in-your-face cover art that have become the mainstay of
the ‘Entertainment Weeklies’ published today were visual techniques pioneered by the
undergrounds.

Medium: Indymedia
The web presents a radically different set of constraints and opportunities than those
faced by the underground press:
• Web publishing is highly structured and rigidly templated. Most formatting decisions

are coded into the software that drives the web site. Writers are presented with a
framework of simple either/or choices: include a photo or not, add a link or not, and so
on. Writing for an online publishing system is essentially a ‘fill in the blanks’ process
using online forms. Changing the presentation format of an Indymedia or other
database-driven web site is a complex technical procedure that is out of the writer’s
control.

• Web publishing is immediate. This is particularly true of the Indymedia sites’ Open
Publishing approach, where breaking news is posted from the streets on a real-time,
minute-by-minute basis, creating an immediacy closer to that of radio than print.

• Web publishing is strong in links, but weak in memory. Rich cross-linking is the heart
of what distinguishes the web, and is a unique strength of the medium. A weakness
that is not shared by print is the ephemeral nature of the web – much of the content
available even two years ago is inaccessible now, as sites change, files are archived,
and new content displaces old. In addition, as web content is often edited throughout
its lifetime, the message delivered by a specific page can evolve – or mutate – over
time, leaving even the recent past inaccessible. Unlike the underground newspapers,
many of which remain permanently available on microfiche, the web is a poor and
uncertain ‘medium of record’.

• Indymedia web sites are multimedia capable, and often include uploaded audio and
video segments as well as digital photos and text. Unlike in the underground press,
illustration and cartooning are relatively rare on Indymedia sites, perhaps because the
additional steps of scanning and preparing hand-drawn art for upload tends to



discourage this type of creative artwork.
• Technical dependency is a major factor in the Web publishing process. Servers, ISP

connections, and the entire infrastructure of the Internet is required for the web
publishing process to work. While the underground press had the option of finding
another printer if their work was refused or legally restricted, Indymedia and other
activist web projects don’t have the option of ‘finding another Internet’ if they come
under legal or hacker attack – something that is explored further, later in this essay.

 Message: The Undergrounds
The underground press was editorially diverse, though within the movement’s broadly
shared anti-war and anti-authoritarian values. Most – though not all – of the undergrounds
also took strong pro-drug and pro-sexual liberation lifestyle positions.

• Content ruled the undergrounds. There were no significant technical barriers to
production, and therefore no equivalent to the web’s ‘Geek Prometheus’ was required,
so the power in decision-making rested squarely in the hands of the editorial and
writing staff and volunteers. Strong and controversial editorial polices tended to win
out over other considerations, resulting in some excellent and provocative writing
being published in the undergrounds. However these were generally intermingled with
very badly-written pieces, as editorial control was philosophically anathema to the
movement.

• Controversy and provocation were fundamental to the movement, which was as much
cultural as political. Almost without exception, the underground papers set out out to
break the sexual, drug and cultural barriers, and almost without exception they
succeeded in provoking extreme over-reaction from  the Establishment.  From the
perspective of the feminist-influenced global justice movement, the sexual exploitation
and machismo displayed by the undergrounds is deeply dissonant with the movement’s
stated goals of equality and liberation. (Downing, 50)

• Multiple voices and viewpoints were welcomed in the undergrounds. The level of
community empowerment and outreach the underground papers strived to reach in
some ways foreshadows the peer-to-peer communications of Internet discussion
groups and mailing lists. Many of the undergrounds published extensive ‘letter’
forums that printed almost everything the paper had received since the last issue,
(Verzuh, 40) including lengthy critiques of the paper’s own editorial line, manifestos,
rants, and the forerunners of the ‘troll posts’ we have all become familiar with through
Internet forums. 

• International coverage from ‘third world’ and ‘enemy’ perspectives and
correspondents was a core component of the undergrounds, with the Liberation News
Service distributing syndicated content that was completely unavailable in the
mainstream press.

• An interesting aspect of the undergounds is the lack of restrictive ideology in most of
the papers. With the exception of the few papers that were official organs of
revolutionary political parties (i.e. The Panther) , the underground’s polemics were
broadly anti-authoritarian, but not doctrinaire.



Message: Indymedia
Indymedia editorial policy and content are even more diverse than that of the
underground press, though within a framework of broadly-shared values. Anti-war and
anti-authoritarian values are very similar to those of the earlier movement, but are joined
by broadly shared feminist,  environmentalist, and anti-capitalist values that have largely
arisen in the intervening decades. The lifestyle issues of sexuality and drug use that
permeated the undergrounds are largely non-issues to the global justice movement, and
have little presence on the Indymedia sites.
• To some extent, technology trumps content on the Indymedia network. Content is

amorphous, flowing into the ‘bins’ provided by the software, which creates the context
in which it is displayed. Editorial positions are equally amorphous, with the Indymedia
sites tending to support free speach over editorial control, particularly in the open
publishing Newswire portion of the site. 

• Blending of news and opinion is common to the Indymedia publishing approach, with
little of the mainstream distinction between editorial and news content –  spiced by the
occasional random outburst of poetry, fantasy, or sheer delusion! (Uzelman, 16)

• Comment and discussion threads are available for all posted news items, and can be
used to expand upon, cross-link, or dispute the author of the news item and the other
commenters. This system at its best leads to a depth of useful resources and critical
dialogue being appended to many stories. At its worst, however, it leads to the posting
of irrelevant rants and intense ‘flame wars’ between site users. Much of the work of
local Indymedia newswire ‘moderators’ is devoted to attempting to strike a balance
between total freedom of speech and placing reasonable restrictions on flame wars,
libel and abuse in order to make the site a more usable space for activists.

Results of the comparison
When comparing the means, media and message of the two insurrectionary media, it
becomes apparent that the majority of the differences result from the opportunities and
limitations of their respective underlying technologies. The cultural mileau and agenda of
the two insurrections are quite similar, and the messages communicated would often not
be out of place if transposed between the two periods, but the technologies used to create
and deliver the messages are very different, as summarized in the following table.



Technological Implications Matrix

Technology Factor Underground Press Internet (Indymedia)
Media-creation tool Collectivism: Paper and glue

‘paste-up’ collages lent
themselves to communal and
interactive production in shared
space.

Physical Alienation/Isolation:
Computer workstations are
generally located in isolation
and used by a single individual
at a time.

Optical vs. digital production Flexibility: The optical ‘cold-
type’ reproduction process
allows random placement,
rotation of elements and hand-
drawing. It is difficult to ‘keep
things straight’ and easy to
‘break out of the box’.

Linearity: All art and content is
data, flowed into rigid
templates. It is a major pain to
‘make something crooked’ or
build a unique page in a digital
production system

Distribution Process Difficulty: Distribution requires
printing, shipping and street-
vending, all involve costs and
labour

Simplicity: Distribution requires
capital (a web server) but has
little additional cost and no
labour component

Timeliness Retrospective: News is reported
after the fact.

Immediate: News is often
reported as breaking events in
near real-time.

Cross - Referencing No Support: No technical
support for relating previous
information to current stories.
‘Links’ are limited to editorial
references such as manually-
prepared tables of contents and
the venerable “I was shocked
and appalled to read in your
last issue that…”

High Support: Hyperlinking,
inclusion and repurposing of
content ‘chunks’, and
searchability allows for robust
cross-referencing and the
creation of blended editorial
‘meta-stories’ that draw content
from multiple posted sources.

Technically-determined
Audience Engagement

Difficult, Higher
Commitment: Engagement
requires commitment in the form
of writing a letter, an article, or
acting in some other capacity
within the production system.

Easy, Lower Commitment:
Engagement involves firing-off
a quick comment using an
online form or email.

Technical Expertise Low Requirements: editorial
volunteers can carry out all
required tasks.

High Requirements:
Programmers and system
administrator are required.

Reach Local: Distribution requires
expensive mail and shipping of
physical media.

Global: Instant, global
distribution at no additional
cost.

I believe that these technological differences have been critical in the two insurrections
following very different paths in their communication and activism strategies, with the
Global Justice movement focussing on networked, ad-hoc, and event-driven actions, and
showing less rootedness in local community and lifestyle than its movement precursor.



There’s something happening here13

Revolution implies counter-revolution, as the power structure acts to defend or regain
control over the social and technical forces that have sprung up ‘through the cracks’ in the
prevailing system.
Both of the insurrections studied were systematically targetted by repressive forces that
attempted to limit and destroy the impact of the changes they wrought. In particular, the
insurrectionary media were singled out for special attention:

…one major factor in the life of the alternative media [was] …the extraordinary
lengths employed to close and repress them. What… could explain the mail
interference, the telephone tapping, the harrassment of street vendors by the police,
the raids for non-existent drugs by police squads who carry off files and subscription
lists, the obscenity trials… the Internal Revenue Service political audits, the FBI
pressure on landlords to evict alternative media…? (Downing, 39)

 The answer can perhaps be found in the amplifying nature of media, of its ability to
spread and replicate messages to larger and larger audiences. The often-quoted principle
of “The threat of a good example” (Uzelman, 14) may explain the special place media
had in the destabilization campaigns waged against the insurrections.

Counter-revolution: The Undergrounds
Action to shut down the underground press was coordinated at the highest level, as part of
the FBI’s COINTELPRO campaign to undermine the movement and the  revolutionary
organizations (i.e. The Black Panthers, American Indian Movement, and Weather
Underground) that were considered to be allied with the broader social insurrection.
The J. Edgar Hoover memo14 that launched the COINTELPRO in 1968 outlined many of
the strategies successfully applied, and is worth excerpting at length:
-----------------------------------------------------------------------

SAC, Albany 7/5/68 

Director, FBI (100-449698) 

COUNTERINTELLIGENCE PROGRAM – INTERNAL SECURITY – DISRUPTION OF THE NEW
LEFT 
(COINTELPRO - NEW LEFT)

Bulet 5/10/68 requested suggestions for counterintelligence action
against the New Left. The replies to the Bureau's request have been
analyzed and it is felt that the following suggestions for
counterintelligence action can be utilized by all offices: …

2. The instigating of or the taking advantage of personal conflicts or
animosities existing between New Left leaders. 

3. The creating of impressions that certain New Left leaders are
informants for the Bureau or other law enforcement agencies. 

13 Lyric from “For What It’s Worth”, Stephen Stills, 1966. Full lyrics at:
http://www.clarkson.edu/~winklebh/vietnam2/buffalo.html

14 Full text online at: http://www.hippy.com/php/article-89.html. While not verified, the text presented is
consistent with numerous additional references of leaked and FOAI-released documents. 
Search: http://www.google.ca/search?q=COINTELPRO+memo&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-
8&hl=en&btnG=Google+Search&meta= for additional documents.



4. The use of articles from student newspapers and/or the "underground
press" to show the depravity of New Left leaders and members. In this
connection, articles showing advocation of the use of narcotics and
free sex are ideal to send to university officials, wealthy donors,
members of the legislature and parents of students who are active in
New Left matters. 

5. Since the use of marijuana and other narcotics is widespread among
members of the New Left, you should be alert to opportunities to have
them arrested by local authorities on drug charges…

-----------------------------------------------------------------------

The strategies applied against the underground press ranged from FBI ‘friendly visits’ to
printers encouraging them not to print the papers, (Streitmatter, 215) through the
ubiquitous drug raids on press offices, (Vorzuh,7) the endless cycle of politically-
motivated obscenity charges, the break-ins and burglaries that destroyed equipment and
files, up to the assassination of key activists15. (Streitmatter, 232)
As a member of the Georgia Strait editorial staff described it: “Being charged with an
offence, taken to court, locked up in prison, is a constant possibility for everyone who
writes for or publishes an underground paper.” (Pauls, 21)

Counter-revolution: Indymedia
Many of the tried-and-true techniques of the COINTELPRO era are being dusted-off,
updated, and applied to the control of the global justice insurrection. Specific examples
include physical attacks on Indymedia volunteers covering demonstrations, seizure of
cameras, computers and recording devices, evidence-collecting raids and physical assaults
on IMC media centres, (Shumway, C-5) and legal sanctions, such as the recent closure of
Indymedia Israel for “incitement and insulting a public figure” after a user  posted a
picture to the public Newswire showing Ariel Sharon passionately kissing Adolf Hitler.
All of these tactics would be familiar to veterans of the underground press.

In addition, the Internet is a new environment with its own unique vulnerabilites that can
be exploited to undermine activist communications, and a great deal of attention has been
paid by security and police agencies to “Netwar”, as the RAND thinktank dubbed the war
against dissent in cyberspace in an influential report. (Arquilla) Internet-specific tactics
include:
• Infrastructure assaults. ISPs and Internet ‘Backbone’ providers work regularly with

police agencies in cyber-crime and other investigations, and this cooperation has
extended to IP-blocking of Indymedia and other servers during major protests.

• Expanded surveillance. The vastly expanded range of intercepts allowed under post-
9/11 anti-terrorism laws allows for close surveillance of the individual web usage and
communications of targetted activists. As well, established intercept programs like the
global ECHELON system and the FBI’s CARNIVORE have become far more
effective at tracking dissident activity due to the elimination of privacy restrictions on

15 Specific examples include: Fred Hampton, 1969, shot  in his bed during a police raid in Chicago; Walter
Pope, 1969, killed by Los Angeles metro squad as he drops BPP newspapers off at a store; and Sam
Napier, 1972(?), shot and mutilated by unknown assailants. All were editorial staff members of ‘The
Black Panther” newspaper.



the use of data under the new legal regime. Essentially, the only restrictions on
surveillance are now those of techology, rather than legality. (After Ó Siochrú, 29)

• Restrictive intellectual property law. The undermining of traditional fair use
provisions of copyright law, particularly with regards to  the reprinting and ‘deep-
linking’ of news items, and corporate challenges to the legality of Open Source
software licenses are Internet-specific moves that threaten to enclose the digital
commons in which much online activism takes place. (Ó Siochrú, 42)

• Hacking, Spinning and Social Engineering. Ranging from automated DDoS attacks to
‘content injection’ campaigns, politically-motivated hackers/crackers, security and
police agencies, and private sector PR and information management firms are all
engaged in applying and perfecting techniques for manipulation, blocking and
dissemination of online content. 

The combined effect of these new and old techniques of repression is played out daily in a
cyberspace that has become very much contested ground between civil society activists
and the entrenched power structure16.

Long time passing17

Each insurrection follows its own trajectory, ending in a mix of successes and failures.
This was the case with the movement and its underground papers, and will be the case
with the current surge of global justice activism.

Legacy: The Undergrounds
In the early 1970’s there were 500 underground papers publishing in North America.
Today there are a sporadic handful, and aside from those put out by left political parties,
none have continuity with the heyday of the underground.
Several factors contributed to the dispersal of the movement and the demise of the
undergrounds:
• The end of the Vietnam war. Much of the political energy and analysis that drove the

undergrounds was invested in opposition to the war in Vietnam and the accompanying
draft. The movement’s greatest victory was its contribution to the end of this war, yet
this victory was instrumental in the end of the movement.

• The success of COINTELPRO. The coordinated program of repression outlined above
was effective at grinding down the movement and disrupting the underground papers
by sewing dissent, encouraging factionalism, and forcing massive expenditure of
scarce resources on legal defense. 

• Internal weaknesses. The undergrounds, and the movement as a whole, suffered from
several flaws and blind spots. Two, in particular, weakened the underground’s ability
to survive into the 1970s: 

16 This topic  is explored in more detail in “Censorship in Times of Netwar”, which looks specifically at
Internet censorship in the context of current political and military doctrines.

17 Lyric from “Where Have all the Flowers Gone”, Pete Seeger, 1961. Full lyrics:
http://www.arlo.net/lyrics/flowers-gone.shtml 



• The sexism and machismo displayed by the male-dominated movement
undermined both the rhetoric and practice of liberation, a problem that became
more and more glaringly obvious as feminism surged with creative energy in
the early 1970s, leaving the movement in its wake. (Downing, 50)

• Participation in the drug culture made the undergrounds exceptionally
vulnerable to legal harrassment – almost any police raid on any given day
would net some illegal substance –  drug raid ‘fishing expeditions’and the
recruitment of police informants through deals involving dropped drug charges
became staples of police operations, adding to the legal problems already faced
by the papers.

• Cash flow and co-option. The most political of the undergrounds struggled to publish
without a significant advertising base, essentially living issue-to-issue based on street
sales and contributions, an approach that proved unsustainable. The alternative,
pursued by the larger of the undergrounds, was to accept almost total dependency on
the advertising of the music industry. This created an ironic dependency of the
undergrounds on Columbia Records and other major music corporations, which in the
case of the Georgia Strait, was instrumental in morphing the paper into an ‘Arts and
Entertainment’ weekly – the only one of the underground papers to make this ‘leap to
mediocrity’. The rest of the  undergrounds folded rapidly as the record companies
moved their advertising to the new urban lifestyle publications in the 1970s, with even
the Berkeley Barb – the underground equivalent of the New York Times – folding in
1980.   (Streitmatter, 196, 212)

As for a lasting legacy, the undergrounds have left surprisingly little behind, considering
the significant social impact of the movement as a whole, in terms of lifestyle and social
mores, if not politics.
In the visual arts, the undergrounds introduced vibrant colour and visual richness to the
industry, breaking the ‘columns and boxes’ model that had dominated publishing since
Gutenberg. 
Editorially, the intensely personal style sometimes described as ‘gonzo journalism’ which
first reached its audience through the undergrounds is still available to the practicing
journalist – one still-useful technique of the many experiments carried out on the pages of
the movement papers.
Perhaps this lack of a lasting legacy should not be surprising. The undergrounds were the
amplified echos of the movement’s voices, and as these voices fell silent – dead,
dispersed, diverted, or simply sleeping – it is only natural that the echos should fall silent
too.

Uncertain Futures: Indymedia
The global justice movement is active and evolving rapidly in response to the changed
world of the early 21st century. There is still the possibility of more ‘wins’ to come for
global justice activists to add to the activists success in stalling the corporate
globalization agenda (Surman, 64) and mobilizing popular antiwar sentiment.

As corporate and government opposition consolidates, a number of significant threats to



global justice activism are becoming clearly defined. These threats form a counter-
revolutionary ‘platform’ on which the insurrection’s opponents have begun to act to
regain control of the media and communications agenda:

• Copyrights and wrongs. As noted above, copyright and intellectual property law is a
main focus of corporate globalization strategy, with the goal of ‘privatizing’ the
‘information commons’ advancing rapidly through new legislation and lawsuits. The
recent Microsoft-funded SCO lawsuit against the Linux operating system is part of a
corporate strategy that appears to be building to a direct assault on the legality of Open
Source software itself – a direct threat to the entirely Open Source technical
infrastructure of the Indymedia network. (Surman 66, Ó Siochrú 48).

• Open Publishing vulnerabilities. Just as the underground press carried within it
vulnerabilities based on it’s culture and practices, Indymedia has an easily exploited
vulnurability in the form of its ‘Open Publishing’ philosophy and technology. Activist
publishers have already been arrested and jailed for information published by third
parties in web site forums18, and there is essentially no defense-mechanism within
Indymedia to prevent COINTELPRO ‘planted evidence’ tactics from successfully
using this vulnerability to close or harass Indymedia sites.

• Closure of political space. The global justice movement predates the 9/11 attacks and
the subsequent ‘War on Terror’, and is highly unsympathetic to both sides in the
current global battle between radical Islamists and radical neo-conservatives that is
currently being played out around the world. However, this does not mean that global
justice activists and the Indymedia network are not impacted by the conflict: All
dissent in North America now takes place in a constricted legal and political space,
hemmed in by ‘PATRIOT Act’ laws and subject to increased scrutiny. Even this
relatively restricted space for dissent is highly contingent – it is doubtful that civilian
rule in the US would survive another attack on the scale of 9/1119, and many consider
it highly likely that Indymedia and many other dissident media would be closed ‘for
the duration’ in the event of such an attack. As the war on Terror is unlikely to end
anytime soon, ‘the duration’ could be very long indeed.

Based on the typical lifespan of insurrectionary movements, which very rarely last for
more than a decade, we may expect to see mass global justice activism substantially end
within the next 2-3 years, at which point its legacy – and the causes of its demise – can be
more closely examined.

Evening’s Empire20

Some general conclusions can be drawn from this comparison of the way  the movement

18 See http://www.counterpunch.org/merlin08162003.html for a description of the arrest and conviction of
Sherman Austin, webmaster of the anarchist  ‘http://www.raisethefist.com’ web site on charges related
to the site’s ‘open publishing’ policy.

19 See http://www.sptimes.com/2003/12/07/Columns/From_Tommy_Franks__a_.shtml for some of the
typical speculation on this possibility. Before dismissing it out of hand, it is worth noting that  the
invocation of the War Measures Act in Canada occurred under considerably less threat than would be
likely today, and resulted in the closure of many alternative media outlets.

20 Lyric from “Mr. Tamborine Man”, Bob Dylan, 1964. Full lyrics:
http://www.bobdylan.com/songs/tambourine.html



and global justice activism utilized technology. It may be that these generalizations can be
of use in thinking about both past and future revolutionary and social change movements:
• Cracks in the system. Insurrections, while not technologically pre-determined, make

innovative and unexpected use of the disruptive technologies and cultural conditions
of the times as tools against the prevailing system.

• Insurrection will happen… The consolidation of power that occurs after one
insurrection is put down or co-opted patches the known cracks in the system – but
even as this consolidation occurs, the seeds of the next uprising are pushing through in
some neglected corner.

• Insurrections and their media live and die together. The specific media associated
with an insurrection do not survive the insurrection itself in any substantial way –
though the ‘memory’ of the insurrection is often preserved by successive media to
inform future risings:

“…think of the importance of institutions like the National Guardian/
Guardian and KPFA Berkeley in sustaining their activity not only before and
during political tumults, but after they had died down…If radical media did
not pre-date and post-date these upheavals, established political molds
would be cracked but rarely.” (Downing, 357)

An additional set of  conclusions can be drawn about the role of computers in  global
justice movement media as compared to the underground press. These conclusions in
many ways mirror the kind of impacts computerization has had on society as a whole.

Specifically, this report has noted:
• Computers radically reduced the costs of media production and distribution, and

increased its reach from ‘local’ to ‘global’.
• Computers physically isolate activists engaged in media work from each other.While

collaboration becomes easier in some ways, the nature of media production tends to
become a more alienated, individualized process.

• Computers and the Internet create technological dependency. While this may seem
obvious, some of its impacts are not always apparent. The particular importance of the
‘techies’ in the day to day running of the Indymedia network is a social expression of
this technological reality.

Having traced the parallels between these two insurrections – and noted the innovative
use of disruptive technology in both cases – it is perhaps not too fanciful to look 30 years
into the future and speculate upon the shape of the next insurrection. What enabling
technology will ignite ‘the fire next time’ in our perfect nanotech, bioengineered,
immersive VR future? Will it be the founding of a perfect utopia contained in the bits of a
VR world? The struggle for post-human rights for clones and chimeras? A bio-hacker
plague of nanotech phages with tastebuds tuned for armaments-grade steel?
We can perhaps take comfort in the fact that wherever our speculation leads, we will miss
the mark. Freedom will break out – as it always has – in some overlooked corner far from
the gaze of those who also now speculate on its shape, and who would wish to prevent its
flowering.
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