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1. The end of the network?

Five years after its' inception, the Independent Media Centre Network is again looking
inwards, examining the way it works. Having expanded rapidly over the previous
years, it appears now that there might be a period of stabilisation, consolidation of
success and the strengthening of the basis that has been worked upon thus far.
Evolution? Most certainly, but whether that be Darwinian or not, remains to be seen.
Indeed, recent times have seen drastic changes from previous growth. There has been
the active disaffiliation of one IMC, Brisbane, and a proposal for the disaffiliation of
at least one other - Belgium. There have been many rifts, too, which have been
resolved in other ways: famously, the division in San Francisco, which resulted in the
formation of two IMCs for the same city; the disagreement over IMC-France, which
resulted in local resolution through reorganisation on a local level; or disputes over
how email lists are organised or even viewed, either as working groups or information
portals1.

There have also been cries about a 'global elite' - discussion on the personalities and
the power accumulated with knowledge. Elite groupings imply dominance over
others, a hegomanical relationship whereby those 'in the know' are empowered to
make the decisions; this has certainly happened within the Indymedia network, for it
is nigh on impossible to avoid discrimination in some form, despite the best of

1 The debate has revolved around whether people should remain subscribed to a list when they are not
actively contributing: some say they should not, that membership of an active working group requires
participation and the ability to build trust between members; others say that being subscribed is merely
an alternative method of receiving information that can in any case be accessed openly on the web.
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intentions. These are often found in subtle ways: activists with better internet access,
for example, or those who have more free time to dedicate to the project. Related to
this is the involvement of people as activists on either a local or a global level, but
oftentimes not both. Enabling, facilitating or managing this crossover is difficult, and
prone to the circumstances of individuals: many who have not travelled greatly feel it
is most important for them to develop local work; others are more transient,
migratory, and try to slot into different projects, or aid the global network; yet others
find they have desirable skills with which they can help groups that are geographically
or temporally remote - particularly, those with 'tech' or 'geek' skills.

Meanwhile, the Indymedia network still lacks any kind of a decision making process2,
along with other more formalised guidelines. Making contact can be a haphazard
experience, receiving anywhere from none to many replies. The appearance of
Indymedia work can often be chaotic, crisis-driven (as in the many legal challenges
that have befallen the network, such as the Ahimsa siezure3 or the sustained attacks on
the Italian IMC during and ever since the Genoa anti-G8 protests in July, 2001) rather
than calm and measured as occurs with the planning of media convergences,
production of regular radio programs, maintenance of the servers running the websites
- but both are in operation. And it is with this flexibility that the Indymedia network
draws strength.

This piece aims to examine where we currently stand, in the context of the many
questions and paths facing us in our current situation. Of course, that situation is as
much created by external forces as internal: the oppression meted out on political
activists of many kinds and in many places has also affected the way the network has
grown. It would be foolish, also, to think that the online, virtual world that Indymedia
inhabits is entirely unrelated to our real-life selves, the 'we' that have been nourished
and nurtured by our carnate world. Although we strive towards change, we are rooted
in the present.

2. The current network

Where are we now? Five years in, five and half years after Seattle shocked the world
and Indymedia exploded onto the scene of online activism, what have we achieved?
We need to take stock before we can consider the future.

It's easy to talk facts and figures - if you know them. That information is not available
for the Indymedia network; at least, not as a whole. Again, this comes back to the
question, what is Indymedia? For there is the global network, comprising somewhere
around 160 individual Independent Media Centres, in various guises and designs.
There is a commonality to all, in the overall makeup of the site, the presence of open-
publishing, the Indymedia logo. Then, there are the sub-networks: countries such as
Brazil, Italy, regions such as Galiza or the United Kollectives. So perhaps there are

2 See http://docs.indymedia.org/view/Global/GlobalIssues for a current list.
3 Background: http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/2004/11/300886.html
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around 200 local IMCs? Perhaps more, or perhaps less...

Whatever the number, the idea must be said to have been successful. In various
places, the Independent Media Centre Network is referred to as hugely successful, or
even as a political sphere of its' own4. Open-publishing now stretches around the
world; far greater geographically or even temporally than was ever imagined by the
first imcistas in Seattle, November 19995. The idea has even managed to cross the 'old'
political divide between East and West, between North and South, between languages
and between societal cultural norms. Just recently, I questioned a delegate attending
an international conference at the United Nations about her knowledge of Indymedia,
and I found her response fascinating: "I only know Italy Indymedia and it seems that
in the beginning there were some really dedicated activists producing original media,
but now it seems to be full of rubbish on the newswire and no new stories at all." My
paraphrasing perhaps, but I read this as the most valuable sort of praise: the
normalisation of the news presented by Indymedia; an alternative voice. Indeed, five
years ago - even three - the kind of news reported on Indymedia rarely was brought to
public attention, oft being neglected by corporate or mainstream media sources. Now,
that very same news is presented, albeit often from within the twisted spotlight of
corporate enterprise.

Of course, this is not just due to Indymedia, but also to the wealth of alternative media
sources that have been spawned through the internet, as well as phenomena such as
'blogging' which has come into the limelight in recent years. But that is beyond the
scope of this analysis.

The Indymedia network does remain, however, heavily dominated by Western
cultures: use of imperialistic European languages, the roman aphabet; a heavy reliance
on internet access - and, increasingly, on the 'real-time' tools such as internet relay
chat (irc), audio transmission and even 'voice over internet protocol (voip), which tend
to utilise a faster, more reliable connection. These are all things that will be discussed
a bit later. It is with these challenges that the future of the network must contend.

3. What is Indymedia?

The Independent Media Centre Network is not just a radical, online news service, but
also an organic and evolving project in alternative organising. The first websites
prioritised 'publishing,' which enabled absolutely anyone to post an item they
considered newsworthy with the minimum of interference. Matthew Arnison
described this in his seminal essay, Open publishing is the same as free software6:

"Open publishing means that the process of creating news is transparent to the

4 There are many papers that have been written about Indymedia, the majority of which are collected
on the wiki: http://docs.indymedia.org/view/Global/ImcEssayCollection

5 There are many papers that have been written about Indymedia, the majority of which are collected
on the wiki: http://docs.indymedia.org/view/Global/ImcEssayCollection

6 http://www.cat.org.au/maffew/cat/openpub.html
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readers. They can contribute a story and see it instantly appear in the pool of stories
publicly available. Those stories are filtered as little as possible to help the readers
find the stories they want. Readers can see editorial decisions being made by others.
They can see how to get involved and help make editorial decisions. If they can think
of a better way for the software to help shape editorial decisions, 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."

This has, de facto, become the definition in use.

But there were problems. Many of the early sites quickly attracted right-wing or other
hate postings, porn and general spam. This was due to the reliance on open-posting,
with little emphasis on 'open-editing'. To counter this, editorial policies were
introduced and applied, with varying attitudes towards implementation. Some IMCs
were strict in their definition and application, rigorously keeping their newswires
clean of anything other than local news; other IMCs were more generous, believing
that open-publishing should mean unwanted posts are responded to and countered by
credible arguments.

Underpinning all this, the newly developing network drafted some Principles of
Unity7 - although agreement was never reached over several of them and they were
never finalised. Foremost amongst these was the expression of autonomy and
decentralisation

"1. The Indymedia Media Center Network (IMCN) is based upon principles of
equality, decentralization and local autonomy. The IMCN is not derived from a
centralized bureaucratic process, but from the self-organization of autonomous
collectives that recognize the importance in developing a union of networks."

Indymedia continued to spread around the globe and, with this growth, came new
interpretations. The majority of collectives agreed with the Principles of Unity when
entering into the network, but some hadn't, as well as many having different thoughts
about them. This diversity, however, is part of the beauty of the Indymedia global
network, breaking as it has into regional and local networks, as well as links based on
media-type, interest, language or other uniting factor.

One theme that has remained throughout the network is the idea of anti-
authoritarianism, and reliance only on the self. For no-one else is going to do it for us:
we must be our own media!

4. Who are we?

"Indymedia UK is a network of individuals, Indymedia and alternative media
activists and organisations, offering grassroots, non-corporate, non-commercial
coverage of important social and political issues."

7 http://docs.indymedia.org/view/Global/PrinciplesOfUnity - English version, links to translations.
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So says the first line at http://www.indymedia.org.uk, and there is something similar
on most Indymedia sites. In fact, Indymedia is a broader coalition of peoples than
even this statement suggests: there are all sorts involved, activists and academics,
employed and otherwise, videographers, photographers, techs, writers, specialists,
editors, networkers, journalists, medics, clowns, jugglers, scientists, the list goes on...
The mix is vast, and the way everyone works together is unique.

But one of the key things is that we are all the same. We are all fighting global
capitalism; we are all striving to provide alternative media. Many of us are also
involved with other groups or organisations fighting for the same causes; many of us
are also involved in People's Global Action, which is a similar network of anti-
authoritarians. Most of us are also trying to subvert capitalism in our other, 'real' lives
also - be that by creating alternative communities, squatting and reclaiming disused
land, by working within health, welfare or education services, or by using the profits
of a mainstream profession to disempower the marginalisation inherent within the
present world.

5. The aims and achievements of Indymedia

With such a loose, vast network, there must be a number of different reasons that
activists choose to take part in the project. The network is so loose, in fact, that many
may not even term themselves 'activists', considering themselves as mere viewers onto
this world through various media proffered. But this, in turn, becomes one of the
achievements: merging the divide, bridging the gaps that exist in society - and
between societies.

Getting more involved in the project than just viewing or making the occasional
contribution through the newswires, by definition, requires a greater interest.
Indymedia is a self-serving project in that everyone does as they please, with
opportunities to contribute knowledge, time, energy, or learn, experiment with new
ideas, be creative. Amongst other things, of course.

However, there are certain traits inherent which tie many of the participants. A
combination of a belief in free speech and non-hierarchical working methods; a desire
to see an open media, free to access by all; civil liberties, open-publishing... At the
same time, no-one is quite agreed on what each of these mean, although opinions
abound. That will be dealt with later.

There is also the connection with the technological aspect of society and the modern-
infrastructure of the virtual world encapsulated by the word 'internet'. Yet this is a
multiplicity of worlds, with Indymedia existing on many different levels, ties linking
and bridging. There is a huge belief in free software as well as a common comparison
of open-publishing being made with the 'free beer' example8. There is also, it should

8 “Free” as in ”free speech,” not as in “free beer.” - http://www.gnu.org/philosophy/free-sw.html
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be noted, a great belief in free beer within Indymedia activist communities too!

So, from the internet chat rooms and private channels on 'che' to the vast email
listserver on 'sarai' 9, virtual communication underpins the Indymedia network. There
has also been a parallel network created in the real world: this extends from
individuals working at home to local groups, regional groups and conferences, and
hence to other individuals around the world. Coupled to this is the internationally
migratory trend of modern society, with travel to a far greater distance much more
widely available. However, there remain difficulties with both forms of networking,
and it is these problems that Indymedia must learn to deal with in an even better
fashion than it already does.

6. Why the 'Principles of Unity' Proposal?

At the beginning of April, 2005, on behalf of the United Kollectives IMC, a proposal
was sent to IMC-Process suggesting the Principles of Unity10 be formalised:

this is a proposal that the draft Principles of Unity be accepted as no
longer draft, i.e. that the Principles of Unity become "official" within
the IMC Network. 11

Why? What was the impetus for this, at this time, and what was the idea behind it?
These, and other questions, have been asked repeatedly since, on various lists and in
discussion groups, face-to-face or on irc.

From a personal viewpoint, it seemed appropriate to re-discuss the Principles of Unity.
They had been drawn up a number of years ago (even this wasn't entirely clear, due to
an error in the original annotation - but this has now been corrected) and they were
now being quoted during the Brisbane dispute in a matter that was one of the most
serious within the network: the disaffiliation of an IMC. Moreover, it seemed ironic
that something known as 'draft' was being used in something equally as important as a
disaffiliaton: the acceptance of new IMCs into the network.

In fact, during the Brisbane dispute, one of the things that was instrumental in
influencing me personally was the threat of one Indymedia to remove Brisbane from
it's own 'cities' list12. I felt that this was breaking solidarity and unity, with the
potential for multiple, overlapping networks to develop - none of which could
truthfully be able to claim the Indymedia name. Then, a similar theme when Portland

9 Two of the main Indymedia servers.
10 See Appendix A
11 [IMC-Process] PROPOSAL: Principles of Unity / Principes d'Unité / Principios de Unidad -
http://lists.indymedia.org/pipermail/imc-process/2005-April/0406-av.html
12 The 'cities list' is the list of all Indymedias which usually appears on the left-hand side of the page,
although some IMCs have the cities list at the bottom. The name is, in fact, a bit of an historical
misnomer as the cities list now includes regions as well as countries, and also 'topic' IMCs such as
Biotech. Each IMC is meant to use an 'include' file retrieved from the Indymedia contact database:
http://contact.indymedia.org/cities.inc
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decided to redo their cities list13. This sparked a huge debate on the IMC-
Communication list. Some of it was highly commendable - the change from
geopolitical to biogeographic clusters; other parts were highly debatable - the
inclusion of certain potential IMCs that had few participants and hadn't been through
the 'new-imc' process.

The UK proposal also came about because of network growth. The United Kingdom
IMC was one of the first Indymedia centres, opening on May 1, 2000. Participants
travelled to the San Francisco convergence in 2001 and took part in drafting the
Principles of Unity - as well as partaking in many other global activities during that
time. In 2003, the United Kingdom IMC decentralised to become the United
Kollectives IMC, with local regions such as London, Manchester, Sheffield,
Cambridge and Scotland. Along with this became an awareness that local groups
needed support in order to become part of the UK network – and, consequently,
process was borrowed from the global network. The UK IMC continues to develop
this even today, as well as building and strengthening bonds between neighbouring
groups such as the regional kollectives and the Ireland and (new) Scotland IMCs.

As people have felt on the global level, there is also much to learn and understand
about Indymedia. This extends from the philosophies to the practises, understanding
how to use the technologies - and understanding the technologies themselves. A lot of
the structure is duplicated within regions and sub-regions, alternative networks by
themes, by modality, and so on. This knowledge and understanding was something
that was obvious within the United Kollectives, and something which we seemed to
be doing well: both learning and teaching. Educating ourselves.

Indeed, on the global level, groups have been dedicated to these vary same themes:
IMC-Research and IMC-Strategies both exist as mailing lists; extensive discussion
occurs on IMC-Communication, with important, network-wide decisions being made
through group liaisons on IMC-Process. But on the global level, too, are also divides
which do not always exist elsewhere: barriers to participation such as the language
division or internet access.

Thus, there was a feeling from some in IMC-UK that we should acknowledge where
we are currently at, and then try to move forward from there. Incidentally, this same
path is being mirrored now, as I write this, as discussion over a site redesign occurs on
the IMC-UK-Process list. The idea behind the proposal was to try to acknowledge as a
network that we were tied together by our similarities, even as we were tied together
by our differences. We could and do work around differences, and knew that there was
always progress to be made as we struggled towards consensus; indeed, consensus
agreements were things that we were continually having to modify within our
changing world.

13 Portland Indymedia Introduces New Cities List -
http://portland.indymedia.org/en/2005/02/310808.shtml
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7. Consensus and Indymedia

Within the Indymedia network, different groups have different applications of the
meaning of consensus - even within their own groups at different times and in
different circumstances. It is probably not possible to give a single, overall definition
of 'consensus,' although I'm sure many have tried. Instead, we should try to understand
how consensus works, for it is often through discussion and understanding that things
come to happen, rather than rushed and hierarchical decision-making.

The great requirements of consensus decision-making - which are evident also within
Indymedia - must be willingness to discuss, the ability to compromise, and time. Of
these three, time is the factor which can be most difficult in reality. Often there are
pressures to do something: before energy runs out; an event of some sort, be that a
fundraiser or a major mobilisation; a core group that will initiate something but cannot
all stay involved. But the more time is available, the better the discussion can be, the
more knowledge can be shared and the more likely it is that a solution will have been
achieved.

Time as a limiting factor pushes the balance more towards hierarchy, with certain
people becoming more powerful within the decision-making than others; this is
normally due to specialised knowledge such as tech know-how, but may take other
forms. As a counter-balance, some measures have been instigated to counter this, or
alleviate weight from those upon whose shoulders the decisions normally fall. This
was the initial scenario with the new-imc process that was developed, in order to
removed the burden of allocation from those technologically capable of doing so (the
DNS working group).

Using the communication modalities that Indymedia does for internal communication,
discussion and decision-making - web-based primarily, with face-to-face and voice
communication much less common - it is not surprising that a passive model of
consensus is used a majority of the time. By this, it is meant that silence is taken as
consent with proposals; this has often caused confusion when few groups or
individuals assert their agreement with something, yet it is used as a basis thereafter.
Some of the bigger decisions are more commonly interpreted using a model of active
consensus - but again, this varies from person to person and group to group.

What is fascinating is the way people within diverse Indymedias share common goals
and aims - often, it seems, without knowing:

"It's Indy -- folks know that the stuff is shareable."

someone wrote after a question about copyright. More than what this statement
actually says, though, is the implication in the first two words: there is something
which ties us together. So, maybe people do realise it? Indeed, there are frequently
political discussions: vision, editorial policy, even the definition of open-publishing
comes up again and again.
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discriminatory factor modality end result

Internet speed general inequality in internet
access

time individual inequality in internet
access

language individual inequality in internet
access

typing/computer skills individual inequality in internet
access

It should also be noted that abuse of consensus occurs, too. This can happen in
different forms, subtle or obvious, unintentionally or intentionally. Often, it will be a
manifestation of some form of discrimination, although outright bullying is not
unheard of; discrimination itself most frequently occurs not along traditional lines of
race or gender which, to a great extent, are neutralised in a virtual world, but occurs
instead over socio-economic barriers. The starkest contrast is between developed and
developing worlds, with both general population capabilities such as access to the
internet and individual factors like education playing a part, but this also happens
within the local society around which the Independent Media Centre functions.

8. Autonomy

"and to the police: fuck you. Some day a rain will come."14

A key Indymedia principle - enshrined at number one in the Principles of Unity - is
the principle of autonomy:

"The Indymedia Media Center Network (IMCN) is based upon principles of equality,
decentralization and local autonomy. The IMCN is not derived from a centralized
bureaucratic process, but from the self-organization of autonomous collectives that
recognize the importance in developing a union of networks."

Inherent within this statement is a strong rejection of hierarchy - something which is
expanded upon later in the same text. This fits well with the open-publishing model; it
is something that is also mirrored in the free software movement. An equality between
participants, a mutual respect without prejudice and based on work contributed
towards the project, a strong belief in what is right. Of course, this last statement is a
contentious one that people bring differing viewpoints to. What is right in one locality
may not be appropriate elsewhere.

This take on autonomy allows for different Indymedia projects to work in different

14 ...And Then They Came For the Anarchists – Anonymouse -
http://www.infoshop.org/inews/article.php?story=02/09/30/8200554
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ways, both locally and globally. Some groups are close-knit friendships, others loose
affiliations of people who have never met but have an interest in something similar.
And by allowing this, the project has permitted a diversity of approaches to radical
Indymedia media. Many of these have been successful, a few have fallen apart.

As with at an individual level, autonomy may be viewed as the ability to decide for
one's self and not to have decisions forced upon you (equally, this applies to groups).
Furthermore, it does not confer any right to power over anything, merely the right of
others not to have power over you. What this doesn't rule out is 'leadership' as this
follows through respect and trust, which may at any point be broken, rather than an
electoral mandate, which is held for a certain period of time. This key difference is
fundamental to the practise of direct democracy, in which delegates are held
accountable; within the Indymedia model, there have been liaisons although their
efficacy has been varied.

Autonomy may also be a contentious issue in its' own right; this will be discussed
further elsewhere, but essentially is connected to the premise of self-determination
and who one (or a group) chooses to work with. When groups choose not to work with
certain others, the network itself can be threatened.

9. Where next?

Having now passed the fifth milestone, Indymedia is no longer a fresh, new idea. It
has been both a door and an eye opener for many people, serving to introduce ideas as
well as new ideas and opportunities. However, the availability of the internet and
publishing software, as well as the ease with which to use it, is spreading rapidly with
new ideas being developed. Indymedia is faced with the need to develop with the
times, perhaps incorporating new ideas such as the concepts of blogging, syndication,
more dedicated audio-visual techniques, and so on.

An ideal to strive for is 'an open, inclusive and constructive set of media opportunities
for anyone to partake in,' a description that many probably have empathy with. There
is certainly more, too. It would be wonderful to see free media make the same leap in
terms of expansion that free software has been doing in recent years: that is, becoming
the norm, rather than some kind of lame bystander.

What is more remarkable to comprehend, though, is that this is an achievable dream.
Already, alternative forms of media have been developing at increased rates: it is
exciting to see projects such as the 'Transmission' media convergence in Melbourne,
2004 as part of an Indymedia convergence, or the anti-G8 radio coalition that formed
internationally to provide alternate news coverage of the counter-summits and
demonstrations in Scotland, 2005, via web-streams and pirate radio.

The form future semblances of 'Indymedia' may take could be varied: it is possible to
envisage scenarios in which Indymedia exists either as one, or as more than one,
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network. It could turn out that the current format strengthens itself in some way,
allowing for strong crosslinking and interpollination between different Independent
Media Centres at the same time as allowing for greater autonomy. Alternatively, it
may come to be that there are different media networks, with some nodes co-existing
within different networks leading to an inter-mingling and meshing of those same
networks. Which ever scenario ensues, it should be hoped that it develops positively -
and this is again one of those Indymedia nuances, where people are expected to think
similarly.

Analysis and discussion on the development of the Indymedia network in this way is
not meant to be either prescriptive nor proscriptive. Instead, it is more a laying out of
some thoughts about general non-hierarchical and anti-authoritarian organising within
the constraints of our reality; ideas on how to deal with some of the problems and
with some of the successes, how to improve upon our world... Indeed, in many
respects, there is an element of "if we can do it here, with open-media, then surely we
can do it in other spheres of life. We can do it for education, healthcare, housing, we
can take it all back and make it ours."

"I have a dream..."

Martin Luther King, Jr., 28 August 1963

10. More detail on networks

So, having reached a certain size, there seems to be something of an equilibrium
nearing. Whilst groups continue to apply to the new-imc process, to be accepted into
the Indymedia network, others are failing to get online, dying through lack of
participation, or just falling apart due to escalating conflicts - amongst a number of
other reasons. The question of what will happen next is an interesting one.

Taking as the first scenario, a single network. If the Indymedia network is to continue,
there are a number of lessons that need to be learned - and relearned, for with each
new volunteer that becomes involved, the similar or the same questions and thoughts
are raised, as well as new ones. There is still not an effective method - and, moreover,
a transparent method - of decision making within the network as a whole. But is this
relevant? Groups and individuals within the network should be creating, experiencing,
doing, rather than trying to follow some nonexistent centralised process. Arguments
like this are presented all the time. However, autonomous media creation is
compatible with an overall network of affiliated groups: after all, this is a global
world; our enemy is transnational, and so are we.

Or many networks? Potentially, this could be an answer. A step away from reliance on
Indymedia as a branding: using the Indymedia tactic instead. Looking back at the
philosophy behind the software creation, it seems that this is what was envisioned15.

15 Matthew Arnison wrote extensively on many issues relating to Indymedia, publishing, editing,
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There are many possible ways that many networks could work: divided along local
and regional lines, or through disciplines: web, video, audio, etc. More likely, there
will be overlaps, with individual groups present within different networks - webs.
Indeed, Indymedia is in many ways little more than an expansion on the idea of a 'web
of trust'. Interconnecting webs of people, connected via virtual and real life
communications. Overlap this political framework with the social networking that is
concurrently happening, and there is a powerful movement of people.

11. Security of Indymedia

Considering the future of the Indymedia network, it is imperative to consider also the
security and stability of the potentials. The possible downfalls vary from the technical
to the political, individual and group failures, events predicted and - more likely - not
predicted. Mishaps have befallen Independent Media Centres before: the barbarous
attacks in Genoa, 2001, various raids and attempts by the FBI to subpoena IP address
logs in the United States, attacks against individuals in Latin America (Colombia,
Mexico, Bolivia), the list continues... However, there are also some internal threats to
stability.

A potential vulnerability in the network as it stands is the unwieldiness of the size:
with growth comes increased difficulties in maintaining both communications and a
functioning decision-making process. Both of these problems are currently apparent
within the network, although there are attempts underway to improve them. However,
I think that finding sustainable solutions will prove difficult. This is consistent with
other models of non-hierarchical organising that function well in smaller groups but
struggle to maintain coherence when numbers become greater.

Already, this fragmentation is starting to appear, with discrepancies appearing
between the cities list on different sites. The "'cities' list" contains links to all IMCs
that have been approved for entry into the network through the New-IMC process
(and a few IMCs that were initial members prior to the implementation of the
process). This is normally generated from the contact database16 and is included
automatically on all Indymedia sites. Recently, some IMCs that have been in dispute
with each other have threatened to remove each other from their respective cities list
and, at one extreme, Portland Indymedia has actually redrawn the cities list to include
a new regional categorisation (based on biogeographical instead of
politicogeographical logic) with a number of groups included who have not been
through the New-IMC process, as well as the exclusion of some recognised groups
that Portland do not consider as being worthy of being an Independent Media Centre.

By contrast, the main strength of Indymedia at the moment is in the decentralised
process and the local autonomy that was discussed earlier. Further decentralisation

networks and software. “Decisions and diversity” - http://www.cat.org.au/maffew/decisions.html -
is one example, others are linked from his homepage: http://www.physics.usyd.edu.au/~matthewa/

16 http://contact.indymedia.org
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may strengthen the network more: an example is in the reliance upon the domain
name, *.indymedia.org (where the * is a local or topic name). Currently, the entire
network is dependent upon the registration of www.indymedia.org, with local17

collectives taking a subdomain under this umbrella. Examples where diversification
has been attempted are IMCs such as Philadelphiea or the United Kollectives IMCs
who have registered and put into use alternative domain names18.

Another example of the strength of decentralisation is in the potential for victories in
the arena of freedom of speech. With the world wide web staying true to it's name and
transcending all national boundaries (despite attempts by some countries like China to
impose governmental controls), the power of a disseminated network means that
replication of content across different legal systems can avoid all but the most
stringent of adversaries. This may not come without threat to individuals, though - and
one of the factors of unity is also solidarity, hence a need to combat these effects.
Indeed, decentralisation may, at an extreme, lead to over-reliance on local knowledge
or input, with consequent vulnerabilities that the lack of redundancy brings.

12. Overlapping networks?

So what benefit, decentralised networks? How would they work? Some of these
thoughts were discussed in the previous section; here, some different views on the
same idea will be presented.

The Indymedia network operates at many levels already, and each individual imcista
or other participant in the project acts in autonomous ways, although not without
reference to others. Indeed, overall, the strength is provided by the unity of many,
rather than being dependent upon the contribution of a single individual.

One possible direction that the Indymedia network could take which would, I believe,
remain true to the philosophy, is to further attempt to strengthen some of the sub-
networks.

The following diagrams start with a representation of the current network. Only
relatively few IMCs are shown in the examples, in order to keep it simple, but it
should not be difficult to imagine the expansion (and nor should this be viewed as
meaning that these IMCs are any better – or worse! - than any of the others). As you
will see, there is a heavy dependency upon IMC-Process, with only minimal linking
between regional groups; this is show in diagram 1. Diagram 2 is a stripped down
version, with only the regional linkages showing. This should, perhaps, be one of our
building blocks. Hence, I have added in links from the regional main groups (Oceania,
Europe, USA) to IMC-Process, to show one possible direction.

17 I use the term 'local' to denote both local and topic IMCs.
18http://www.phillyimc.org and http://www.indymedia.org.uk respectively, instead of
http://philadelphia.indymedia.org. and http://uk.indymedia.org
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Diagram 1:Current organisation, dependent upon IMC-Process

Diagram 2: Current organisation, stripped down to show regions clearly.
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Of course, Indymedia is not a geographical network, at least not in the historical sense
of the word. There are other things that help form the structure, be these the energies
donated or the work produced. Thus, it is necessary to add some of these into the mix.
In the following diagram, some of the media/structures are presented, along with links
to some of the groups who have formed networks around these themes:

Diagram 3: (sub-)networks within Indymedia

But this still very much represents both a hierarchy and a bottle-neck – at least at
bureaucratic and decision-making levels. There is an ultimate reliance on IMC-
Process, as indicated by the increasing solidity of the blue lines. One could even add
the maroon lines from the first diagram back in – that would really show the
dependencies, although become overly-busy and difficult to conceptualise.

So how about removing it? Remove IMC-Process. This next diagram is the same as
the one above, but with a broader, more decentralised approach. The links that remain
are between groups who are local to each other, and between groups that have formed
some kind of an alliance by working together in one way or another – be that through
technical partnerships, or collaborating on other projects such as video production and
distribution or on- and off-line radio projects.
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Diagram 4: Networks of Independent Media Centres

Of course, the question then becomes why do we have, or need, IMC-Process? In
essence, as stated previously, it's the decision making process for the entire network:
primarily, for deciding which groups are entitled to a *.indymedia.org url. Yet, was
this what it was all for? Claiming a name? Is 'Indymedia' now a brand, a logo to be
used along with the fashion? Should we be exercising such control when (the majority
of us) are against the commercialisation associated with symbols?

In response, I would offer the simple answer: “No!” Or, to borrow from the Zapatistas
- “Ya Basta!” - “Enough!” already... Our forté is the media we produce, and enable to
be produced; the modalities that we choose to do it in, and the ways in which we
enable anybody to participate; the strength by which we allow for anonymous
publication. If a centralised decision-making process were to be removed, if we could
get away from the idea that an Indep Media Centre must utilise a *.indymedia.org
domain name, if we could put more faith in the tactic and the way of working rather
than the branding and the logo, then... Wouldn't we be stronger?
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13. Global Hallmarks....

There exists another international, non-hierarchical, autonomous network that is not
dissimilar to the Independent Media Centre Network: Peoples' Global Action19. Yet
there are important differences, too, and PGA has remained resilient to many of the
problems that have plagued Indymedia, both internal and external.

To begin with, there is no membership process. Instead, membership of the PGA
network is based on self-determination and support of the Hallmarks of Peoples'
Global Action, as agreed in Cochabamba at the Third International Conference in
2001. There are only five Hallmarks, and they are short and clear. The language is
assertive, not only of the statements made, but also of the inclusiveness of oppressed
peoples everywhere. This is further represented on the website by a number of
translations; however a better indicator is in the broad geography covered by the
international meetings that the PGA has organised: Cochabamba, Bolivia; Geneva,
Switzerland; Dhaka, Bangladesh; Leiden, Netherlands; Belgrade; Serbia; Haridwar,
India; as well as numerous smaller or more local meetings.

Whilst I speak above of 'membership' of the PGA, there is in fact no membership at
all, merely 'information points' organised by self-appointed groups who (say they)
conform to the Hallmarks. Indeed, this seems to work: who else can decide if you
agree with the Hallmarks or not? By contrast to the Indymedia network, if a group
were to have internal difficulties whereby they no longer function, the information
they provide either remains valid, or becomes no longer available to the public
domain (think closure of an autonomous social centre, or the disappearance of a site
from the world wide web). Furthermore, if any group fails to conform to the
Hallmarks, all that has to happen is ostracisation by local groups and much of the
influence and power is negated.

14. ...Or Principles Of Unity

Currently, the Indymedia network has only a draft set of Principles of Unity, and of
these, only some have been semi-agreed. Compared to the Global Hallmarks of
Peoples' Global Action, the Principles of Unity are also much more ambiguous, using
much wordier, more explicit sentences and covering broader ground.

However, at this point in time, it seems unlikely that the differences will ever be
reconciled: a majority of Indymedia Centres around the world have passed through the
New IMC process and agreed to the draft principles, yet some of the original IMCs
have never done this – and have raised objections recently to even agreeing that,
although unfinished, this is a working document. With alternative media networks
only expanding alongside the growth in the internet and increasing accessibility in

19 http://www.agp.org/ Peoples' Global Action grew from a movement inspired by the Zapatista
Revolution of 1994 in Chiapas, Mexico.
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regions that previously were not covered, the vagueness and debate will continue. It
will no doubt be easier to continue these discussions in smaller groups, perhaps along
regional – or even more local – lines, where face-to-face contact is more easily
facilitated and equal than any “global Indymedia conference” could ever hope to be.

15. Conclusion

Many thoughts have been offered in this essay, with obvious points where a certain
bias has been expressed. It is interesting, also, to understand the context in which this
essay was written - a brief explanation: I started this in April 2005, although the
thoughts had been brewing for longer than that. It was initially intended as a response
to the many questions I'd received about some of my thoughts as well as proposals
that I had been a key participant in initiating or perpetuating. However, as ever, time
passed by, events overtook themselves...

I have also been fortunate in having the opportunity to discuss many of these issues
with activists from around the world - although limited places and through limited
means. Some of these were people that I was able to meet face-to-face, other
discussions occurred via email, on irc or on the telephone. Not surprisingly, all of
these factors have influenced me in my thoughts and writing, and to these many
people I am indebted.

It seems that with time, I've leaned more heavily towards being a supporter of the
overlapping or multi-networks idea, despite many of my actions and energies over the
past few months (and longer!) having undoubtedly been the opposite. Although that
may appear incongruous somehow, it actually seems to make some sense to me -
although I'm still trying to reconcile the two ideas! One of the ways that I've
considered this being done is to work hard to support the existing structures: try to
figure out our strengths and weaknesses, and see where best to build next. For it is
time to move on, although the direction may be unclear.

So where next? Where next, indeed. There are many possibilities, some of which I
have presented in this essay. But this is not meant to be proscriptive: it is one
perspective out of thousands - if not more; moreover, it is one snapshot of an
individual perspective, and this is continually changing as it is for us all, as we learn...
The best lesson to understand is that the future is unknown and unpredictable; should
we really bother to try?

At the same time, there are things we can do to try and influence that self-same future.
As I read somewhere once, "I'm going to live forever: I'm going to be immortal. Or
I'm going to die trying." The future is ambiguous, but we can express our opinions and
shape some of the potential with our efforts and hard work. I hope others will join me.
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