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ABSTRACT 

The relationship between media and democracy has always been characterized by a 

tension between public and private interests with a tendency for the latter to prevail. 

Mediated politics and consumption in a democratic society paradoxically enable 

"lifestyle politics" and degrade the "public sphere." The political and the commercial 

realms are not necessarily exclusive as MoveOn illustrates. MoveOn is an online activist 

group with a conventional mass media approach to politics. The production, 

representation, and consumption dimensions of the "circuit of culture" are used to 

investigate MoveOn. It has strong ties with the conventional media industry and the 

Silicon Valley culture and heavily relies on marketing techniques, standardization and 

pseudo-individualization. MoveOn members are a crucial site of production that shows 

the tension between empowerment and control. MoveOn produces the conditions for 

action while members materialize action and become both producer and consumer. 

MoveOn also exemplifies the confluence of political and symbolic representations in that 

its members are both subjects of the former and objects of the latter. Its representation 

practices include pseudo-events and pseudo-heroes. These practices are mediated by the 

rules of the "public screen." "Astroturfing" practices problematize the dichotomy 

artificial vs. real/grassroots. MoveOn follows two axes of representation: "voice" and 

"numbers." MoveOn communicates via the "discourse of images" and e-motion, a 

process through which emotions are filtered, repackaged, and electronically mediated in 

order to set people in vicarious motion. E-motion encapsulates the convergence of mass 

media and the internet, and the confluence of activism and consumerism. MoveOn also 

complies with the "info-tainmenf' conventions via silent sound bites and the 

participation of celebrities in its campaigns. Consumption is viewed from the perspective 

of "consumer culture" that views consumption as mediation between the individual and 

the social. Consumer activism is one aspect of the convergence of activism and 

consumerism. "Activist consumerism," in the form of repetitive participation in 

campaigns and as exemplified by MoveOn, is another aspect. MoveOn membership 

consists in "window shoppers," "immobile activists," and grassroots activists. 

Consumption practices can also be a form of dissent or resistance. 
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Introduction 

"If an association is to have some power in a democratic nation, it must be 

numerous. Its members will therefore be dispersed over a wide area, and each will be 

bound to the place where he lives by the modesty of his fortune and the need to look after 

it in countless little ways. The members must find ways to converse every day without 

seeing one another and to proceed in concert without meeting. Thus virtually no 

democratic association can do without a newspaper." (De Tocqueville 601). 

Democracy implies fluidity; the possibility that positions, policies, actions, laws, 

programs are perpetually open to change. Stasis is inimical to democracy. By the same 

token, all motion is not democratic and all movements do not foster democracy. If this 

has been a recurring problem of the theory and practice of democratic governance, the 

proliferation of electronic media in the late twentieth century both foregrounds and 

profoundly alters the relationship between fluidity and democracy, between political 

movement and democratic change, between activism and democratic action. 

Furthermore, while online political participation seems to be on the rise, the modes of 

engagement may not be consistent with the ideals typically associated with democracy, 

citizenship, and the public sphere. The convergence of the consumerism and activism 

phenomena further problematizes expectations about activism and democratic practices. 

One often overlooked implication is that when political action is turned into a 

commodity, consumption can also become a form of resistance. 

MoveOn is a good illustration of the aforementioned problems because of its heavy 

reliance on the internet combined with a growing co-dependent relationship with the 

mass media and an increasingly conventional approach to advocacy. MoveOn 

crystallizes the central role of consumption in the political realm in the digital era. It also 

makes apparent the inherent contradictions that result from an entity that is both an 

instrument of production, an object of consumption, and a site of representation. 

MoveOn started as a temporary protest against President Clinton's impeachment in 

September 1998. It featured an electronic petition urging Congress to censure Clinton, 

and to "move on" to other issues. Encouraged by this success, the authors of the petition 

decided to found MoveOn in 1999 in the form of a political committee (PAC). MoveOn 
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successfully pioneered large-scale online fundraising as soon as 2000 but rapidly lost 

momentum with regards to mobilizing. The unequivocally anti-war stance it adopted 

following 9/11 revitalized the organization as the large participation to its virtual march 

to Washington confirmed in February of 2003. But what really put MoveOn in the 

spotlight was the organization of virtual primaries for nine Democrat candidates in June 

2003 and the rise of the virtually unknown Howard Dean. Billionaire George Soros' 

pledge to MoveOn in support of a Democrat candidate shortly thereafter also attracted 

the attention of the media and officially put an end to MoveOn's claims of non

partisanship. Meanwhile MoveOn was starting to shift its emphasis from mobilizing to 

raising money for print and TV ads, and from relying on volunteers to working with 

marketing and PR firms. Its next significant campaign, the "Bush in 30 Seconds" contest 

launched in October of 2003, confirmed MoveOn's involvement with the mass media 

through the participation of celebrities. The promotion of Michael Moore's controversial 

documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 kept MoveOn on the media's radars. Following the re

election of President Bush in November 2004, some expected MoveOn to dissolve. But 

the organization seemed, instead, to be reinvigorated by the setback, and it vowed to 

increase its grassroots efforts, via the volunteer-driven Operation Democracy in 

particular. MoveOn has been, since its inception, undergoing a significant 

metamorphosis, from an essentially virtual entity with sporadic ad-hoc actions involving 

face-to-face interactions, to an organization grounded in the real-world and using 

technology for coordination. 

To study MoveOn, I use a framework that models the circuit of culture. The circuit 

of culture is the space within which the five loci of cultural practices, representation, 

regulation, identity, production, consumption, interact and intersect. The metaphor of the 

circuit of culture was developed by Du Gay et al. (1997) from the Birmingham School as 

a response to the deterministic and linear "production of consumption" model advocated 

by the Frankfurt School. Adorno and Horkheimer in particular contend that consumption 

solely reflected the intention of the producers (producers in the Marxist sense, that is, 

those in charge of the economic production apparatus). They suggest that cultural 

meaning is generated solely at the production level and then distributed down the chain 

of consumption, intact. The circuit of culture retains the emphasis on the tight 
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connection between material and cultural production. The use of the term "circuit," 

however, indicates the rejection of the deterministic dimension of the production of 

consumption model. With the circuit metaphor, the production of meaning is no longer 

confined to the site of material production and appears as a much more complex and 

richer process. Meaning can potentially be produced at any of the five loci for cultural 

practices identified by Du Gay et al. One important implication is that cultural meaning 

is not fixed but dynamic and fluid, which is consistent with Hall's encoding/decoding 

model. A more rudimentary circuit model was introduced Richard Johnson (1986) in the 

form of the circuit of production and consumption. This previous model helped 

challenge the conventional deterministic approach to the production of meaning. 

In this investigation, I focus on production, representation, and consumption, a 

foundational triad to understand contemporary democratic institutions. While identity 

and regulation are not explicitly addressed, they are alluded to throughout the 

examination of the triad. The question of identity surfaces repeatedly as we realize the 

extent of MoveOn's ties with the mass media, the difficulty of defining membership, or 

the variety of behaviors MoveOn members engage in. The issue of cultural regulation, 

furthermore, is constantly in the background in this investigation, in the sense that 

activism is undergoing a remarkable transformation of its repertoire and practices with 

the rise of the internet. 

This dissertation investigates a strand of activism that stands at the juncture of the 

consumerist mass media paradigm and the democratizing internet paradigm; a strand in a 

constant struggle to reconcile these two paradigms. I explore the following issues: 

activism as an act of consumption on the one hand, and the double-mediation 

phenomenon on the other hand. The double-mediation phenomenon refers to the extent 

to which activist campaigns are both mediated by the mass media (e.g., via news reports 

and TV ads) and the internet (e.g., virtual marches). When the concept of media 

visibility prevails and when virtuality is on the rise, what is, then, the meaning of 

"grassroots?" 

To explore these issues, the dissertation is divided into five chapters. The first 

chapter provides the historical framework for this study. The relationship between media 

and democracy in the US has always been characterized by a tension between public and 
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private interests with a tendency for the latter to prevail. Mediated politics and 

consumption in a democratic society paradoxically enable "lifestyle politics" and 

degrade the "public sphere." The inception of the internet has fostered great expectations 

about its potential to transcend mediated politics and consumption to revive democratic 

participation. These expectations suggest that the political realm and the commercial 

realm can, and should, be discrete. This may explain the emphasis in the scholarship 

about online activism on groups with global and radical agendas who operate on the 

margins of the commercial paradigm. I argue, however, that the political and commercial 

realms can be complementary, even with regards to online activism, as MoveOn 

illustrates. 

The second chapter is devoted to the history of MoveOn, as well as to the 

scholarship focusing on the organization. The investigation starts in the third chapter 

where I examine aspects of MoveOn cultural production. MoveOn has developed strong 

ties with both the conventional media industry that I compare to the culture industry 

previously described by Adorno and Horkheimer, and the Silicon Valley culture. I 

demonstrate that it heavily relies on marketing techniques with an emphasis on the 

standardization and pseudo-individualization processes. I argue that MoveOn members 

constitute the organization's most culturally significant product, in that they embody the 

tension between empowerment and control constantly at work in an organization that is 

both engaged in grassroots activities and media-friendly events. While MoveOn 

produces the conditions for action, members materialize action and thus become both 

producer and consumer. Since production is always mediated, it should also be 

interpreted as one aspect of representation, an aspect that I explore in the fourth chapter. 

MoveOn seems to exemplify the confluence of political and symbolic 

representations in that its members are both subjects of the former and objects of the 

latter. Converging representation practices include the manufacturing of pseudo-events 

and pseudo-heroes as defined by Boors tin ( 1961 ). These practices are mediated by the 

rules of the "public screen," a concept introduced by DeLuca and Peeples (2002) and 

offered as an alternative to the Habennasian public sphere. The rules of the "public 

screen" entail that MoveOn communicate via the "discourse of images" and via e

motion, a process through which emotions are filtered, repackaged, and electronically 
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mediated in order to set people in v1canous motion. E-motion encapsulates the 

convergence of mass media and the internet, and the confluence of activism and 

consumerism. MoveOn also complies with the "info-tainment" conventions via silent 

sound bites and the participation of celebrities in its campaigns. Performing on the 

"public screen" leads to engaging in so-called "astroturfing" practices that problematize 

the dichotomy between the artificial on the one hand, and the real/ grassroots on the other 

hand. The ways in which MoveOn deals with representation raises troublesome 

questions about practices of democratic representation. Yet another problem arises when 

the consumed and the consumers are one and the same. I explore this problem in the fifth 

chapter devoted to cultural consumption. I consider consumption from the perspective of 

"consumer culture,'' for which consumption should be viewed as a form of mediation 

between the individual and the social. I introduce the concept of the "activist consumer" 

as the counterpart to the "consumer activist" in an attempt to illustrate a new dimension 

of the convergence of activism and consumerism made visible within MoveOn. I also 

demonstrate the elusive nature of the concept of membership as membership 

materializes through a variety of consumption practices. A taxonomy of consumption 

practices specific to web-based activism is then provided; "window shopping," 

"immobile activism," and e-motion driven grassroots activism are described. Finally, I 

explore sites of consumption that have the potential to become sites of dissent or 

resistance. 
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Chapter One: Background 

"It is not a more political culture that is needed but rather a culture that interrupts 

and interrogates the existing codification of the 'political' "(Chambers 205) 

Democracy and the media 

Mediated politics, by which I mean the co-dependent relationship between the US 

political system and mass media, is as old as the Constitution. 1 According to James 

Carey (1989), the US was the first experiment at democracy at a "continental scale" 

(rather than the traditional Greek city-state scale). The press and improved transportation 

were used in order to "bind a vast distance and a large population into cultural unity, or, 

as the less optimistic would have it, into cultural hegemony"(I989:5). The press was also 

a way to establish and maintain a democratic connection between politicians and 

citizens. Before this nation came into being, colonial journalism developed and slowly 

prepared the ground for a press critical of the government, despite the censorship of the 

British rule. Ben Harris published Publick Occurrences Both Foreign and Domestick in 

1690, a one-page report that was immediately censored but paved the way for future 

journalistic endeavors in the colonies. John Campbell launched the Boston News-Letter 

- for the most part a digest of news from England -- in 1704, and James Franklin soon 

followed with the more critical New England Courant in 1721, still in Boston. His 

1 For a comprehensive historical perspective on the relationship between democracy and journalism in the 

US, I recommend Payne's History of Journalism in the United States (1920), as well as Mott's American 

Journalism (1941), and the more contemporary Stephens' A History of News (1988) and Startt and Sloan's 

The Significance of the Media in American History (1994). Useful historical accounts on the commercial 

aspects of journalism can be found in Baldasty's The Commercialization of News in the Nineteenth 

Century (1992) and Campbell's Yellow Journalism: Puncturing the Myths, Defining the Legacies (2001). 

Critical perspectives on the relationship between democracy and mass media are provided in Kellner's 

Television and the Crisis of Democracy (1990), Baughman's The Republic of Mass Culture: Journalism. 

Filmmaking and Broadcasting in America since 1941 (1997), the ubiquitous McChesney's Rich Media, 

Poor Democracy : Communication Politics in Dubious Times (1999), Bennett and Entman's Mediated 

Politics: Communication in the Future of Democracy (2001), and finally Comer and Pets' Media and the 

Restyling of Politics and Gans' Democracy and the News, both published in 2003. 
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famous brother Benjamin Franklin launched another paper critical of the authorities in 

Philadelphia in 1729, the Pennsylvania Gazette, that turned out to be a successful 

commercial venture. This paper, however, was not the only one generating revenues 

from advertising, and Frank Mott notes that advertising was already the "chief profit 

margin" for early colonial newspapers (1941 :56). Peter Zenger's New York Weekly 

Journal , established in 1733, marked the transition towards more politically-oriented 

journalism. His trial for libel against the New York Government, for which he was 

successfully defended by Andrew Hamilton in 1735, raised awareness about the 

importance of the freedom of the press. It is in 1765 that newspapers demonstrated their 

political power when they challenged the widely unpopular Stamp Act, one of the many 

taxes imposed on the colonies, and largely contributed to its being repelled.2 The seeds 

for independence were propagated by newspapers such as the Boston Gazette and the 

Massachussetts Spy.3 The Revolutionary War strengthened the political power of the 

press that became a "strong arm of the Patriot movement" (Mott 1941:107).4 After the 

Revolution, journalism entered a new era with the emergence of the partisan press (other 

types of news were still covered but it was the change in the coverage of politics that 

was significant) and the daily newspaper. A free press (i.e., free by comparison to the 

press in Europe) provided the space for public discussions about federalism and gave a 

voice to Republicans and Federalists. The temporary Sedition Act passed in 1798 in 

anticipation of war with the French, however, effectively restrained opposition to the 

Federalist government.5 Yet partisan press continued to thrive. Although De Tocqueville 

noted, "The power of the periodical press is second only to that of the people" ( qtd. by 

Mott 1941: 168), this power sometimes rested on questionable methods such as attacks 

on personal character. Mercantile papers6
, in parallel, were also successful. By the end of 

2 The Stamp Act required that all documents in the colonies, including newspapers, be printed on stamped 

paper. Each piece of paper carried a tax. (Mott 1941). 
3 Samuel Adams was one of the main contributors of the Boston Gazette. The Massachussets Spy was 

launched by Isaiah Thomas in 1770. 
4 The publication of Thomas Paine's Common Sense in early 1776 was particularly influential. 
5 The Sedition Act enabled the Government to fine and imprison journalists for several months for libel. 
6 Mercantile papers provided the equivalent of contemporary business news. 
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the eighteenth century, a free press had become an institution as a result of the 

combination of many factors: legal protection, 7 mass audience, a means for profitable 

sales, the selling of commercial space, 8 and the transformation of the modes of 

production9 and consumption. 10 

The advent of the "penny press11
" in the nineteenth century marked the beginning of 

a different kind of press along the existing political and mercantile press: cheap, 

relatively sensationalistic, and more attractive to advertisers. The "penny press," because 

it was affordable to a much larger public, upset class relationships and challenged the 

elitist nature of journalism. "Yellow journalism," developed in the late nineteenth 

century, took the "penny press" to the next level, with more sensationalism and more 

populism (Campbell 2001). 12 With this new kind of press, the notion of public interest 

had become somewhat obsolete, and business interests clearly prevailed; what was 

considered newsworthy had more to do with the potential to sell more copies than with 

the desire to provide news that would serve the public, or "news that you and I need to 

keep our freedoms. 13
" In the 1920s, American newspapers started a process of 

consolidation in order to compete with radio and magazines for advertising dollars. 14 

This process put even more pressure on newspapers to respond to business demands 

rather than to attempt to serve the citizenry. 

7 Legal protection was the result of the freedom of the press being institutionalized in the Constitution's 

First Amendment. 
8 Mercantile papers, for example, devoted more than half of their space to advertising. 
9 Production was revolutionized by the introduction of the steam-driven cylinder press in the 1820s. 
10 Readership increased significantly thanks to population growth, the development of public education, 

and the drop in newspaper prices. 
11 The New York Sun, launched in 1833, was the first paper to use this model successfully. 
12 Pulitzer revamped the New York World according to this new model in 1883. The term .. yellow" is 

derived from the "Yellow Kid," a comic published on Sundays in the World starting in 1896. It is the war 

between Hearst's Journal and Pulitzer's World that really led to yellow journalism. 
13 This is, according to Bill Moyers in The Future of Media: Resistance and Reform in the 21st Century 

(2005), what a famous journalist answered when asked to define "real news." 
14 Hearst was among the first to invest in consolidation. 
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Radio, although it had been developed mainly with military purposes in mind, and 

although (or some may say because) it was regulated by the Government, quickly 

became a commercial medium. 15 On the one hand, the 1927 Radio Act established the 

airwaves as a national resource, authorizing broadcasters to use them, but not to own 

them. 16 On the other hand, the radio industry heavily relied on advertising revenues as 

early as the 1920s. This inevitably created a tension between public interest (as implied 

by the notion of airwaves as a national resource) and business interests, where again the 

latter prevailed. Despite its consolidation efforts, the newspaper industry greatly suffered 

from the introduction of radio, even though it remained authoritative with regards to 

news reporting. 

Radio, as the first form of simultaneous mass communication, greatly contributed to 

the development of a national culture (Kellner 1990) disseminated by a handful of US 

broadcasting giants in the form of homogeneous programming. In this sense, it had a 

greater impact than the press, since in the 1930s, there was no national press or national 

news magazine. Public interest was served in the form of "free entertainment" provided 

by the big corporations that sponsored popular radio programs. These programs were 

broadcast nationally by the giant broadcasting networks NBC and CBS. In parallel, two 

giants were vying for the domination of the technology, GE and RCA. Aware of the 

dangers of a corporate takeover of radio, the Government made several attempts to tum 

radio into a more diverse medium. Anti-trust proceedings were conducted against RCA 

in 1932, and in 1934 the Hatfield-Wagner Act was introduced calling for the allocation 

of 25% of the airwaves to educational/non-commercial purposes, 17 and the 

Communications Act was passed ordering to regulate broadcasting in "the public 

interest, convenience, and necessity." Despite these efforts, radio remained a commercial 

medium delivering mostly entertainment. News programming was kept to a minimum, in 

part due to pressure from the newspaper industry. In the 1930s, news bulletins were 

limited to two five-minute news broadcasts per day (Kellner 1990:37), a restriction that 

15 The first commercial broadcast took place in 1921. 
16 License awarding was to be decided according to three criteria: public interest, convenience, necessity. 
17 This Act was defeated. 
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did not go in the democratic direction, if one considers that there is no democracy 

without informed citizens. 

Radio remained a powerful mass medium throughout WWII. During WWII, 

broadcasters and advertisers alike established a privileged relationship with the 

government and actively supported the war effort. They contributed to creating and 

maintaining a favorable public opinion, while "using patriotism to sell their goods and 

produce a positive image .... " (Kellner 1990:39). It also remained a great conduit for 

advertisers until television was finally mass-introduced after WWII. Although radio 

shaped early TV programming and the first television networks (NBC, CBS, ABC and 

DuMont) were part of the radio networks, it was rapidly supplanted by television in 

terms of both audience and appeal to advertisers. 

Television's development followed a pattern very similar to that of radio 

(Baughman 1997).18 The distribution of licenses was (and still is) regulated by the 

Federal Communications Commission, a federal body created in 1934 when the 

Communications Act, designed to replace the 1927 Radio Act, was passed. There was a 

halfhearted attempt to preserve public interest by assigning one educational license for 

every four commercial assignments. But despite this provision, television was a 

commercial medium, unabashedly financed by advertising, mainly aimed at promoting 

consumption. Corporate hold on entertainment programming19 and the advent of the 

ratings system in the 1950s, a system that linked advertising costs to the number of 

people watching a show, were among the factors that led to increasingly homogeneous 

programming, with only the most popular shows staying on the air. 

In the 1960s, television was recognized as a major force in the political arena, 

following the first televised presidential debate between Kennedy and Nixon. In 1963, 

TV news broadcasts were expanded from 15 to 30 minutes. Longer news broadcasts, 

18 For a comprehensive account of television history, see Erik Bamouw's Tube of Plenty : The Evolution 

of American Television (1990). 
19 Corporate hold of programming translated into direct sponsorship of the shows, where a company's 

products were promoted/advertised during a show that was paid for, and for which the content was often 

dictated by a given company. 
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along with a general effort to develop public broadcasting, 20 showed that television 

could be more than a merely commercial medium, or as FCC Commissioner Minow 

famously observed, a "vast wasteland" (Kellner 1990:49).21 By broadcasting images 

about anti-war movements and insurrections in black communities among other events, 

television contributed to public discourse in an almost subversive manner. Although it 

was raising awareness about these movements, it was also offering very conservative 

accounts of these movements, thus, possibly distorting and vilifying them. On the other 

hand, news broadcasts' thirst for compelling images became increasingly difficult to 

quench, and spectacle started to prevail over informed discussions, undoubtedly a boon 

for advertisers. This was the dawn of "info-tainment." In the 70s and 80s, the 

commercial dimension of television was again dominant, especially following 

deregulation by the FCC during the Reagan administration. According to deregulation 

policies, broadcasters were no longer viewed as public trustees (bound to serve the 

public interest), but as businesses. As a result, programming of news, documentaries, 

and public affairs programs was dramatically reduced (Kellner 1990:65). The results of 

deregulation are still evident today. The Telecommunications Act of 1996, passed under 

the Clinton Administration, was the next pivotal moment for the corporate takeover of 

the media as it allowed for considerable relaxations on media ownership rules.22 

Today, one obvious example of the lack of concern for the public interest is the 

inexorable decline in the financial resources that both newspapers and broadcast 

networks devote to journalism (more and more reliance on newswire services rather than 

20 E.g., President Johnson signed the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967, authorizing federal operating aid to 

stations through a new agency, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. 
21 Minow made this observation in 1961 during a speech for the National Association of Broadcasters. The 

idea of a "wasteland" suggested the degeneration of television. At its inception, television was expected to 

be a truly beneficial cultural force that would put Americans in touch with what they needed to be 

informed citizens. Minow was decrying what he felt had become a purely commercial medium catering to 

the lowest common denominator. 
22 The Act enabled consolidation in the radio industry when the 40-station ownership cap was lifted. It was 

a boon for Clear Channel Communications among others. 
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full time reporters, fewer bureaus abroad, etc.).23 Contemporary media outlets tend to 

ignore their unique status (as defenders of the public interest) and the social 

responsibility they inherited from the Constitution.24 Instead they prefer to define 

themselves as regular industries that need to be profitable to survive. In 2003, while the 

FCC was in the process of reviewing media ownership rules,25 Viacom, General Electric 

and News Corp. filed a request with the FCC to have all media ownership rules 

eliminated, an evidence of their indifference to issues such as diversity of viewpoints 

and potential manipulation of public opinion among others.26 Although media 

conglomerates and the FCC seemed to be working hand-in-hand to eliminate these rules, 

the general public and politicians finally picked up on the possible implications, and bi

partisan lobbying was organized to fight these changes. Despite efforts by FCC 

Chairman Michael Powell (at the time) and his supporters, the FCC set of propositions 

has not been passed yet. 27 Although bi-partisan support by Senators and Representatives 

has slowed down the corporate takeover, it cannot reverse the inexorable trend towards 

more consolidation. Only six giant media conglomerates dominate the global media 

industry today (AOL Time Warner, Disney, General Electric, News Corporation, 

Viacom, and Vivendi Universal), a state of affairs that Ben Bagdikian and many others 

23 The broadcast networks are not to be amalgamated with the cable networks, as some of them are entirely 

devoted to the news. News making, however, is not necessarily synonymous with journalism, but this is an 

entirely different debate. 
24 From which they were freed by the FCC's decision to deregulate in 1981. 
25 Six rules were being re-evaluated: national television ownership rule and local radio ownership rule 

(1941), dual network rule (1946), local television owner ship rule (1964), television-radio cross-ownership 

rule (1970), broadcast-newspaper cross-ownership prohibition (1975). 
26 These issues were crucial in the FCC 1975 decision to prohibit the cross-ownership of newspapers and 

television stations in the same market. 
27 The FCC proposed to: revise the local television multiple ownership rule, modify the local radio 

ownership rule by revising the local radio market definition, raise the national television ownership limit 

from 35% to 45%, retain the dual network rule, develop a single set of cross-media limits to replace both 

the radio-television and the newspaper-broadcast cross-ownership rules. In 2004, the national television 

ownership limit was actually raised from 35% to 39%. <http://www.fcc.gov/ownership/>. 
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lament.28 McChesney delivers a scathing critique of the global media system that "plays 

a much more explicit role in generating a passive, depoliticized populace that prefers 

personal consumption to social understanding and activity, a mass more likely to take 

orders than to make waves" (2000:113). Thomas Frank (1997) aptly refers to these 

giants as the "culture trust." 

We should note, though, that the commercialization of the media is not a recent 

phenomenon. Newspaper owners started acting as businessmen rather than public 

trustees as early as the mid-nineteenth century. This shift took place within the larger 

context of the rapid spread of capitalism, industrialization, and mass production. The 

radical transformations that took place in the newspaper industry are to be understood 

within the context of the industrial revolution and the rise of the capitalist system, in 

which not only functional objects, but also cultural products (here I consider newspapers 

as cultural products), were turned into commodities, thus leading to what Adorno and 

Horkheimer first termed the "culture industry" in their famous essay "The Culture 

Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception." 

The US "media system is unrivaled," Bennett and Entmann observe, "in its 

commercial basis and relative lack of government regulation" (2001: 10). In this context, 

mediated politics means that politics are inextricably linked with commercial strategies. 

The political and the commercial domains are not mutually exclusive, and, as I want to 

demonstrate, contemporary politics would be unthinkable without the existence of that 

commercial domain. This claim more sharply focuses our examination of the 

relationship between democracy and new media, and raises some important, inter

related, questions. To what extent does the internet differ from mass media as we know 

it? In what ways has the internet been colonized by the corporate world, and to what 

extent does it still provide space for a non-commercial, civic discourse? 

Much of the literature addressing online activism focuses on pockets of non

commercial, socially-motivated spaces where civic discourse is carried out on the 

28 The number of media conglomerates is down from 10 in 2002 (AOL Time Warner, Disney, General 

Electric, News Corporation, Viacom, Vivendi Universal, Sony, Bertelsmann, AT&T, and Liberty Media), 

26 in 1987, and 50 in 1984 (cf. Mark Crispin's "What's Wrong with this Picture?" and PBS Now on Big 

Media <http://www.pbs.org/now/politics/media.html>). 
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margins or even in opposition to the commercial paradigm. They are not, however, the 

only spaces to carry out civic discourse. Activism can also function within the 

commercial paradigm, albeit with a less ambitious or radical agenda for change. The 

web-based organization, MoveOn, can be viewed as the embodiment of this 

phenomenon, a phenomenon we might call "pop cyberactivism," by which I mean a 

form of activism that is the antithesis of radical, underground activism, and that does not 

require any strong nor long-lasting commitment. This form of activism, moreover, that 

turns political participation into an act of consumption has acquired significant media 

visibility. 

Democracy and the politics of consumption 

Before I explore the question of the relationship between the political and the 

commercial realms, it is necessary to locate the political realm itself. Many agree 

(Giddens 1991, Castells 1996, Inglehart 1997, Bennett 1998) that, in contemporary post

industrial western society, the boundaries between public and private realms have been 

blurred, and private choices now constitute political choices. Anthony Giddens refers to 

this phenomenon as "lifestyle politics." Individuals in post-industrial societies (in the 

world of modernity), he argues, can no longer find suitable frames of reference for 

identity building within their traditional social environments. They engage instead in 

what Giddens calls self-identity formation, an on-going process where individuals make 

"lifestyle" choices that contribute to their self-narrative. From this perspective, 

individuals define themselves, or build their identity, through their very own choices and 

actions, as well as through the way they incorporate them into a unique story, their self

narratives. Traditional social markers such as class, family, religion become secondary 

in self-narratives. In this sense, individuals' choices are political choices since they form 

the subject and inform the individual's general sense of purpose and meaning. 

One should not assume, however, that making lifestyle choices is a completely open 

process. Although individuals in contemporary Western societies are no longer 

intrinsically bound to a given social environment and its rules, they still have to consider 

what is possible, and acceptable, within the boundaries of that environment. As Kellner 

contends in Media Culture, "in modernity, there is still a structure of interactions socially 
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defined and available roles, norms, customs, and expectations which one must choose 

and reproduce to gain identity" (1995:231). Hence, identity is the product of the unique 

combination of lifestyle choices; these choices are part of a repertoire of lifestyle choices 

already available in a social environment and, therefore, recognized by members of 

society. As a result, even though individuals have more freedom in defining themselves, 

the social environment has not disintegrated, but rather has become more fluid. In this 

relatively new context of "lifestyle politics," civic engagement appears to be motivated 

more by individual interests than by social concerns, which is in fact not in contradiction 

with the current US democratic system. What one might call "lifestyle" civic 

engagement is consistent with the US political culture and institutions that I describe 

below in light of Benjamin Barber's (1984) discussion of democracy in the United 

States. 

The notion of democracy is elusive. Democracy is commonly presented by the 

media as a universal platonic political system that simultaneously grants order and 

freedom to all citizens. But in reality there is a wide spectrum of democratic systems for 

which the emphasis on the public good varies from low to high. Or, to use Barber's 

terms, possible democratic systems range from the "thin" democracies to the most 

desirable "strong" democracies. Barber contends that the current US instrumental, 

representative, liberal democratic system is a "thin democracy." According to him, in a 

"thin" democracy such as the one in the United States, democratic values are "means to 

exclusively individual and private ends," and there is "more interest in promoting 

individual liberty than to secure public justice" ( 1984:4). Barber claims that there are 

three dispositions in the US political culture that are conducive to this kind of 

democracy: anarchism, realism, and minimalism. The first disposition, anarchism, is at 

the core of the understanding of the notion of freedom. From this perspective, individual 

freedom is a natural right, and since community brings about constraints on individuals, 

community is a form of coercion. It is not sought, but tolerated. Concurrently, the notion 

of social or political participation is usually met with hostility, since it goes against 

man's nature. Barber claims that the US political culture strongly rests on these anarchist 

principles. The second disposition, realism, is associated with a utilitarian perspective on 

politics. What it means is that, even though individual freedom is paramount, politics is 
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necessary to maintain order. As Barber states: "from its beginnings in America, the chief 

dilemma of liberal democracy has been this war between liberty and power" (1984: 14), a 

struggle to establish balance between individual freedom and social harmony. The third 

disposition, minimalism, can be illustrated by the Reagan administration in the eighties 

which drastically reduced the extent of its interventions in the social realm. Barber is 

extremely critical of the US democratic system, a system that in his view only tends to 

suppress aspirations and venues for any form of political participation. According to 

him, "thin democracy yields neither the pleasure of participation nor the fellowship of 

civic association, neither the autonomy and self-governance of continuous political 

activity nor the enlarging mutuality of shared public goods - of mutual deliberation, 

decision, and work" (1984:24). 

Barber's view is consistent with Habermas' discussion of the public sphere in 

contemporary Western society. According to Habermas, the notion of the public sphere 

is tightly connected to the principle of publicness. Public discussion is characterized by 

the rationalization of authority. Citizens who engage in public discussion are guided by 

reason, and can be considered political subjects. But Habermas contends that the public 

sphere is no longer a reality, if it ever was.29 It has given way to public opinion, where 

the citizen-subject has turned into an object for public relations. In other words, citizens 

are not expected to deliberate, but rather to merely express opinions that in most 

likelihood have been shaped by the public relations apparatus. The problematic role of 

public relations brought to light by Habermas among others raises the larger question of 

the role of mass media over American politics, or mediated politics. 

The views outlined in this section suggest two apparently contradictory phenomena. 

On the one hand, Barber and Habermas claim that the US political culture does not 

provide a fertile ground for fostering civic engagement. As a result, the political realm 

appears to be confined to professional politicians and mass media, while it alienates 

citizens in general. On the other hand, Giddens' analysis does suggest the possibility for 

29 According to Habennas, in the Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, the end of bourgeois 

society led to the death of the public sphere, since the public sphere could only function properly with a 

homogeneous group of citizens, with similar values and life goals. Without homogeneity, it became 

impossible to reach consensus. 
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a different kind of political participation, rather than suggesting its absence or 

disappearance. This alternative kind of participation is the result of a shift from civic 

engagement to lifestyle politics. From this perspective, the political realm is extended 

beyond the institutional actors to include any individual engaged in lifestyle choices. 

Confusion about locating the political realm is not surprising considering the 

complex role played by mass media in the US over time, and the co-dependent 

relationship between politicians and mass media. MoveOn is a good illustration of the 

difficulty of assigning boundaries to the political realm, and of the convergence of the 

political and the commercial realms. While the organization claims to rely on grassroots 

practices for organizing and mobilizing, its approach to campaigns as well as its 

communication practices with both is membership, the media, and the public at large has 

more affinities with corporate marketing practices. A significant segment of MoveOn's 

membership tends, furthermore, to tum participation in the campaigns into an act of 

consumption, by which I mean, the act of activism is suffused with consumption 

characteristics and considerations (i.e., the prevalence of self-interest). Membership 

status is realized and maintained only through the repetitive act of participation, just as 

the shopper's status is maintained only through the repetitive act of shopping. 

Online activism 

Just as there is no consensus as to what the boundaries of activism are, there is no 

clear definition for online activism. The interpretations are as varied as the disciplines in 

which online activism is examined.3° Furthermore, two variables, globalization and 

internet technologies, make the study of this phenomenon more complex. With the 

expansion of global environmental activism, global resistance to neo-liberal capitalist 

ideals, and political resistance in areas of the world that were previously virtually 

silenced by authoritarian regimes, the notion of activism is more elusive than ever. 

For the purpose of this research, I narrow down my research to a particular strand of 

online activism, namely, web-based political action committees and 527s groups. These 

activist organizations, while tapping into Internet technologies to mobilize in novel 

30 They include political science, media studies, organizational communication, cultural studies, and other 

hybrid fields of study. 
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ways, still operate within the traditional US legal framework of issue advocacy and 

support to political candidates. I am interested in these groups because of their national, 

rather than global, nature and their emphasis on domestic matters. Despite claims that 

the concept of the nation is now obsolete at a time of rampant globalization, these 

domestically-oriented groups appear to be alive and here to stay.31 Furthermore, I 

believe that these groups play an important role in the way American society is currently 

negotiating the relationship between politics and new media. 

I agree with Vegh that it is more effective to describe a phenomenon as fluid as 

online activism in terms of its features or characteristics, rather than define it. Vegh 

identifies three mam drives for activism: 1) awareness/advocacy, 2) 

organization/mobilization, and 3) action/reaction. 

The first type of activism, awareness/advocacy, aims at publicizing issues allegedly 

neglected by mass media. The political implications of the issues presented can vary 

widely, as they range from veganism or crossbow hunting for the disabled, to issues of 

censorship and human rights (for which cyber dissidents have been jailed, and 

sometimes tortured in several countries32
). Both private citizens and lobbyists engage in 

awareness/advocacy online activism in the US, which demonstrates that activism goes 

beyond grassroots activity. The site TuneZine can serve as an illustration for the 

advocacy type focused on exposing government censorship.33 This site publishes news 

that the Tunisian government seeks to contain and provides a list of "opinion prisoners.'' 

One of the key editors of this site was jailed for two years, and allegedly tortured. He 

was released a few months ago, but died recently, most likely as a result of the bad 

treatment he had received in prison. Sites like TuneZine and others maintained in Iran, 

31 Castells makes a compelling argument about the death of the nation state in the age of "network 

society" in his trilogy Information Age. 
32 This more radical form of online advocacy, online dissidence (which consists of publishing information 

or opinions otherwise censored by a government), is severely punished in China, Iran, and Tunisia. A 

Tunisian cyber dissident died of a heart failure recently, shortly after being released from two years in 

prison, where he was allegedly tortured. Jn China, over 60 cyber dissidents are currently detained. 
33 <http://www.tunezine.com>. 
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Nepal, and China are testimony that online activism can carry over to the ' 'real world" in 

very concrete, and sometimes physical, ways. 

The second type of activism, organization/mobilization, typically relies on 

distribution networks (i.e., e-mail lists, e-newsletter subscriber lists, etc.) for calls for 

action that take place either online or offline. StartChange.org, an online advocacy group 

that acts primarily as a media watchdog, functions this way. Thanks to previous 

campaigns, it has constituted a network of over 150,000 individuals.34 Calls for action 

are disseminated via mass e-mails to this network. 

The Terri Schindler-Schiavo Foundation web site ts an example of the 

organization/mobilization type that demonstrates the potency of the internet for 

mobilization purposes, although it does not seem to rely on the distribution networks 

described above to spread the word. The foundation's mission is to ensure "the rights of 

disabled, elderly and vulnerable citizens against care rationing, euthanasia and medical 

killing.3s,, It seeks to raise awareness about cases similar to that of Terri Schiavo, who 

was at the heart of a dire battle between her husband and her parents after being in a 

coma for two decades. While her husband requested that she be taken off life support, 

her parents refused. This battle was crystallized in the media as the right to die vs. the 

sanctity of life, and the Government got involved in March of 2005. As a result of 

increased media attention and the Authorities' involvement, the site maintained by 

Terri 's family generated a lot of traffic until Terri's husband won the legal battle and 

Terri finally died in April of 2005. It provided at the time a comprehensive list of 

possible actions, from participating in biogs dedicated to Terri's situation, to contacting 

the editors of news outlets that do not support the family's position, visiting other sites 

that address related issues, participating in ribbon or lights displays, and even 

volunteering time to watch her. This site also conformed to another characteristic of the 

organization/mobilization form of activism, in that it provided a forum for the larger 

public to discuss the issues in the form of blogging. Mobilization was significant. The 

site is still up and regularly updated but the foundation has lost its momentum with the 

34 Startchange.org is the offshoot of the Stop Sinclair campaign that prevented Sinclair from airing an anti

Kerry "documentary" right before the presidential elections in November 2004. 
35<http://www.terrisfight.org/>. 
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death of Terri. The use of the internet in this case remains, nevertheless, a powerful 

example of the organization/mobilization type. 

The third type of activism, action/reaction, may translate into online attacks 

committed by "hackers36
" (e.g., web site defacements), parody sites37

, and virtual sit-ins. 

This type of activism is often an expression of global resistance against late capitalist 

imperialism. Although these movements very deliberately use and re-approriate the 

consumerist paradigm, they do so in order to turn that paradigm upside down, and 

ultimately call for an alternative to the hypercommercial paradigm. 

A number of scholars have attempted to capture various strands of online activism 

by describing the organizational structure of the activists groups under scrutiny. Network 

theory appears to be the most suitable model to describe and analyze existing groups 

(Castells 1996, Bennett 2003, Kearns 2004, Resnick 2004). Network-centric groups 

borrow from both grassroots and business principles (Kearns), and tap into the notion of 

social capital "with information sharing and mobilization of coordinated action mediated 

by ICTs" (Resnick 2004:9). Efficiency and strong leadership characterize them, and they 

tend to be ideologically rigid. Understanding how these groups use the internet for 

various political ends may be instrumental to understand the phenomena of global 

activism and globalization, and help these organizations to mobilize more (Bennett 

2003). 

Scholarship informed by the field of political science has examined online activism 

from the perspective of democratic theory (Pickard 2005, Meikle 2002). Scholars have 

sought to qualify various activist groups based on the kind of democratic practices they 

engage in, such as radical, participatory, or pluralist democratic practices.38 For 

instance, the Independent Media Center (usually referred to as Indymedia), a web-based 

alternative media organization that was formed in Seattle in 1999 to provide a grassroots 

coverage of the protests about the World Trade Organization, is a typical case study for 

36 I use quotation marks around the term "hackers" to emphasize the lack of consensus regarding its 

meaning. There is a wide range of interpretations for this term, from techno-genius, to social activist, to 

criminal. 
37 A particular form of cultural jamming; an attempt at subverting the system. 
38 Indymedia.org and MoveOn are common targets. 
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radical democracy. It has now local chapters worldwide and functions according to the 

open publishing principle, that is, anyone who wishes to report an issue can do so. 

Members are both producers and consumers of the news, thanks in part to internet 

technologies. This practice, Pickard contends, is a form of direct democratic 

participation. On the other hand, MoveOn can be viewed as the epitome of the so-called 

pluralist democratic model in terms of the kind of democratic practices it engages in. In 

that model, a plurality of voices are allowed in principle but the means for direct 

expression are absent. MoveOn, in this context, acts as a mediator and a spokesperson 

for these de facto silent voices. The homepages of these two organizations, Indymedia 

and MoveOn, are excellent illustrations of their democratic practices ( screenshots in 

App. 3). Indymedia, on the one hand, features unedited articles written by individual 

members, thus embodying direct democracy. MoveOn, on the other hand, features a 

series of campaigns orchestrated by its leaders and polished by professional 

communications firms. These features allegedly reflect the members' voices for which 

MoveOn is a mere conduit. This is an example of a pluralist liberal democratic model. 

In terms of methodology, case studies and content analyses abound (Stengrim 2004, 

Pickard 2004, Bridges & Palfrey 2004, Hill & Hughes 1998). Although online activism 

is still in its infancy, and despite the variety of disciplines it can be related to, 

theoretically-oriented scholarship is also thriving. For instance, Bakardjieva and 

Feenberg (2002) provide an exploration of democratic agency in virtual communities, 

while Kahn and Kellner (2002;2004) seek to situate internet activism within the 

framework of what they call oppositional politics, that is, an active form of resistance to 

the dominant culture and institutions. Regardless of the framework or discipline, the 

global dimensions of online activism and its radical aspects have generated a lot of 

interest (Stengrim 2004, Coopman 2004, Pickerill 2003, Kahn & Kellner 2003). 

Stengrirn's perspective on Indymedia goes beyond a political reading to situate the 

organization within the framework of postmodern resistance, and even niche 

consumerism. She claims, for instance, that lndymedia's principle of open publishing, 

while being gratifying to the participants, has the potential to alienate itself from society 
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at large by producing reports that are only of interest to a handful of individuals. 
39 

Her 

reading builds a promising bridge between political theory and cultural studies, although 

her argument may lack tractability because the focus on degree and actual process is 

lacking. 

Democracy and new media 

From its inception, the Internet has fostered great expectations about its potential for 

more democratic participation. Many believe that the Internet can be instrumental in 

reviving the long gone public sphere. Among the Internet-optimistic, Rheingold 

(1993:285) in particular views the rise of online communities as a boon for democratic 

progress. His optimism however is tampered by a healthy dose of pragmatism. 

Rheingold is fully aware that our democratic system functions within a consumer 

culture: "the consumer society has become the accepted model both for individual 

behavior and political decision making. Discourse degenerated into publicity, and 

publicity used the increasing power of electronic media to alter perceptions and shape 

beliefs" (1993). 

Other scholars emphasize the tension between the Internet as a political space and 

the internet as a commercial space. Manuel Castells ( 1996), in his discussion of the 

network society, observes that although the Internet has facilitated the emergence of new 

forms of activism (cf. Zapatista activism, global environmental movement), these forms 

of activism are in effect responses to what the Internet itself represents, namely, a global 

space of flows dominated by corporations;40 a global space where information is a 

commodity. Lawrence Lessig (1999) concurs with this analysis, but he addresses the 

issue from a different perspective. According to him, it is possible to re-appropriate the 

Internet as a political space, not via activism, but by allowing citizens to participate in 

39 This concern is similar to that of Cass Sunstein regarding what he refers to as the "Daily Me" in 

Republic.com. To simplify, Sunstein was concerned that the trend toward more personalization of news 

would result in the fragmentation of society. 
4° Cf. Castells' discussion on the 'space of flows' vs. the 'space of places', or global vs. local (to simplify), 

in The Power of !dent~!}'. 

22 



the design process.41 That is, citizens should be involved in a deliberation process 

regarding the design and development of new applications for the Internet. Andrew 

Feenberg (1999) and Langdon Winner (1986) extend this view to the development of 

technologies in general, as they claim that technology itself IS political. Winner explains 

that technology is a way of building order. The adoption of a given technology leads to 

the creation and maintenance of a particular set of social conditions. To resist the 

imposition of these social conditions, and the power of technocracy, Feenberg proposes 

that users of new technologies perform what he calls a "creative appropriation" of the 

technology.42 Here the notion of re-appropriation of the technology suggests that a 

commercial space is not, and cannot be, a democratic space. Or to put it another way, in 

a commercial space, private interests naturally prevail over, and even obliterate, socfally

motivated concerns. 

This perspective echoes Adorno and Horkheimer's gloomy contention that 

individuals tend to abdicate as citizens and are turned into passive consumers in mass 

culture, as well Barber's more contemporary perspective, as he claims that "The 

consumer is a creature of great reason devoted to small ends" ( 1984:22). The 

investigation of MoveOn will be an opportunity to explore further the relationship 

between democracy and consumer culture and to demonstrate that the political and the 

commercial realms need not be mutually exclusive. 

Understanding cyberactivism 

While the meaning of activism is already elusive in the context of consumer society, 

the rapid emergence of the internet as a powerful tool for political action adds even more 

complexity to the concept of activism. The case study of MoveOn that follows exposes 

the complexities of defining cyberactivism as it highlights the group's ties with the 

media industry, the convergence of the meanings of symbolic and political 

representations respectively, as well as the convergence of the concepts of consumption 

41 More specifically, Lessig, in Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace. claims that Code is Power, where 

code here literally means programming or coding for software. 
42 Feenberg views the US political system as a technocracy, that is, a system driven by excessive 

rationalization. 
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and activism. Since my focus is on the production and circulation of meanings, the 

conceptual frameworks provided by the Birmingham School and Stuart Hall seem 

particularly useful to conduct my investigation. These frameworks address the political 

and economical dimensions of culture in a comprehensive manner. They provide a 

useful frame of reference to study MoveOn's power struggles and its emergence as a 

political and commercial institution. They also help examine MoveOn's symbiotic 

relationship with the media, that is, its reliance on both traditional and new media to 

reach out and promote its own brand of activism. 

My analysis is indebted to the model developed in "Doing Cultural Studies: The 

Story of the Sony Walkman," by Paul du Gay, Stuart Hall, Linda Janes, Hugh Mackay, 

and Keith Negus, scholars affiliated with the Birmingham School. They examine the 

Walkman as a cultural artifact within its circuit of culture, that is, where the five loci of 

cultural practices, representation, regulation, identity, production, consumption, interact 

and intersect. Du Gay, et al., describe their framework, the "circuit of culture," as 

follows: "[the] analysis of the biography of a cultural artifact in terms of a theoretical 

model based on the articulation of five processes [representation, identity, production, 

consumption, regulation] whose interaction can and does lead to variable and contingent 

outcomes" (1997:3). These five processes constitute what they call the circuit of culture. 

Basically, culture is a constitutive process, translated into a set of practices and, 

therefore an object is a cultural artifact when one can draw "maps of meanings" 

(1997:9), that is, when one can identify signifying practices associated with the object 

under scrutiny. This translates into illuminating the links between the artifact and key 

themes of "modem culture," and insuring that the artifact is also part of the "infonnal 

social knowledge" (1997:8) of those who do not use the artifact. For instance, the ability 

to listen to music while doing something else is a signifying practice for the Walkman, 

in the sense that it points to our modem expectations about multi-tasking. The Walkman 

also provides the ability to occupy two spaces simultaneously, for instance "being in a 

typically crowded, noisy, urban space while also being tuned in, through [one's] 

headphones, to the very different, imaginary space or soundscape in your head which 

develops in conjunction with the music [one is] listening to" (1997: 17). These are 

signifying practices because they go beyond mere isolated or technical behavior. These 
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practices fit within the wider framework of modem life in urban settings. The Walkman 

is part of "the informal social knowledge" because most people who observe others 

using a Walkman, even if they don't own one themselves, will know that the Walkman 

is about portable sound. They are unlikely to focus on the object itself, and to wonder 

why people are walking around with boxes connected to their ears by wires. 

The example of the Walkman is very useful to clarify the meaning of these five 

processes, and how they interact. Representation is essential in establishing the cultural 

meaning of an artifact. Du Gay et al. explore how the invention of the Walkman was 

represented: as "the activity of inspired individuals, as the result of the unique 

organizational culture of Sony and as a happy accident at work" (1997:4). Articulating 

these representations also leads to reflections upon the Walkman's and Sony's 

interwoven identities. It contributes, moreover, to a better understanding of the cultural 

production of the Walkman. This does not mean that the tangible, technical aspects of 

production should be ignored, but rather that they should be evaluated from a cultural 

perspective. 43 For instance, the decision to produce Walkmans in Japan rather than 

China is culturally meaningful because of how it contributes to the image of the object -

as a technologically sophisticated artifact - and to its representation in advertising. 

Sony's recent decision (January 2006) to discontinue the production of Walkmans in 

Japan (where it had begun in 1979) and to relocate its facilities in China and Malaysia 

points to the Walkman's decline both culturally and economically in the face of new 

portable audio technologies such as the iPod. The understanding of the cultural 

production process in tum illuminates some aspects of the consumption process. 

Concretely, the authors highlight how the design of the walkman aimed at "establishing 

an identification between object and particular groups of consumers" (1997:5). They 

explore how the designers of the walkman used their "symbolic expertise" to "lifestyle" 

the walkman, that is, to go beyond function in order to communicate with consumers 

about identity and meaning (1997:65). The authors note, however, that it also important 

to focus on practices of consumption because "meanings are not simply sent by 

43 In fact, Du Gay et al. devote one section in their book to "Sony as a global firm", thus providing a wider 

context to understand the cultural production of the walkrnan, and looking especially at Sony "within a 

wider set of cultural relationships" (1997:76). 
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producers and received by consumers but are always made in usage" (1997:85). To put it 

another way, producers encode meaning into their products, and consumers decode these 

meanings, but the codes used by producers and consumers respectively are likely to 

differ. Consumers may re-appropriate the meaning of the object through an unintended 

usage of the object for instance. This claim shows that one of the authors' goals is to 

demonstrate the limitations of the "production of consumption" perspective presented by 

Adorno and Horkeimer, where "citizens are turned into a passive mass of consumers, 

while culture ... becomes reduced to banal mass entertainment and amusement aimed at 

the lowest common denominator" (1997:87) and where there is "no space for human 

agency" (1997:87). Finally, regulation in the eyes of the authors refers to matters of 

cultural regulation. They explore how the Walkman contributes to blurring the 

boundaries between the public and private spheres, enabling the walkman user to bring 

his/her symbolic private sphere (via music) into the physical public sphere, that is, 

whatever public space the walkman user happens to be in.44 

In this investigation, I will be examining MoveOn within its circuit of culture 

focusing on three of its five processes: production, representation, and consumption. 

These processes are intricately connected since representation is one central product of 

cultural production, representation is one essential target for cultural consumption, and 

one aspect of cultural consumption, participatory consumption, can be viewed as one 

particular form of cultural production. 

Although, as I have noted, there is no consensus regarding the notion of online 

activism, I look at MoveOn as an illustration of a strand of activism increasingly potent 

in the political arena. That strand, while tapping into Internet technologies to mobilize in 

novel ways, still operates within the traditional US legal framework of issue advocacy 

and support to political candidates. Most groups that fit this profile fall under the 

following categories under the US Tax Code. First the 501 (c)(4) or "social welfare" 

organizations may engage in some political activities such as issue advocacy. Second 

PACs (political action committees) are organizations that can "raise and spend limited 

"hard money" contributions for the express purpose of electing or defeating 

44 This is of course a simplification. 
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candidates.4s,, Finally 527 groups are allowed to collect funds with no ceiling per donor, 

a characteristic that enabled these groups to become significant contributors of "soft 

money" during the 2004 presidential campaigns.46 Some groups are hybrid 527 PACs, 

which means that they engage in political campaigns without advocating for the victory 

or defeat of a particular candidate. The technical denominations "PAC" and "527" have 

been routinely used in mainstream media during the 2004 presidential campaigns to 

report on the growing phenomenon of political fund.raising initiated outside of the 

political parties by non-profit organizations. These denominations are now useful 

umbrella terms for political commentators to refer to non-profit organizations engaged in 

political activities, and their relationship to the US Tax Code bas become somewhat 

irrelevant. 

527s have literally mushroomed following the McCain-Feingold campaign finance 

reform law passed in 2002 that banned national political party committees from using 

soft money contributions. The reason is that, because they were allowed to collect funds 

with no ceiling per donor, they offered a loophole to the reform. Some of the financially 

most significant 527s include America Coming Together, MoveOn, and the Sierra Club 

on the Democrat-leaning side, and Progress for America, Swift Boat Veterans for Truth 

and the Club for Growth on the Republican-leaning side. Grassfire.org is a small 

conservative-leaning web-based 501 (c)(4) that also deserves attention.47 

Although MoveOn appears as a 527 organization, it is a much more complex, and 

evolving entity. It is helpful to clarify its status as a non-profit entity in order to 

understand its impact in the 2004 presidential elections, and its potential in reshaping the 

Democratic Party and political participation. It started as a temporary online petition in 

1998 as "Censure and Move On." In 2004, it had evolved into three legal entities: 

MoveOn.org, a 501(c)(4) organization that focused on issue advocacy, MoveOn PAC, a 

federal PAC that provided support to candidates with similar values, and the 

45 <opensecrets.org>. 
46 A refonn bill, dubbed the "527 Refonn Act of 2005", was drafted in 2005 in an effort to curb the 

imports of "soft money" from 527s during the 2006 legislative elections. The bill (H.R. 513) is currently 

pending at the Senate. 
47 <http://opensecrets.org/527s/527cmtes.asp?Ievel=C&cycle=2004>. 
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MoveOn.org Voter Fund, a 527 organization that was devoted to anti-Bush advertising. 

In June 2005, MoveOn morphed into two entities: the 501 (c)(4) MoveOn.org Civic 

Action, and the PAC MoveOn.org Political Action. These changes may reflect an 

attempt on the part of MoveOn's leaders to clarify the missions of the entities, both to the 

public and to institutions. Their activities, however, remain the same, with a strong 

emphasis on traditional media and channels to diffuse their messages,48 with significant 

efforts to ground their activities in the physical world,49 despite innovative online 

activities. 50 

In light of the history of the relationship between democracy and the media in the 

US, a history of paradoxes, one realizes that there can be no activism without mass 

media. The rise of the internet has undoubtedly transformed politics and activism. Yet 

that transformation is not so profound. A strand of cyberactivism, embodied by 

MoveOn, is operating online in continuity, however, with the model established for the 

relationship between political entitities and mass media. 

48 E.g., TV ads about the Supreme Court issue and petition drives in July 2005. 
49 Cf. on-going organization of local Operation Democracy teams. 

so Cf. online Rapid Response training that took place on 07/14/05 to prepare members for petition drives. 
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Chapter Two: MoveOn 

"Now it's our Party: we bought it, we own it, and we're going to take it back." (Eli 

Pariser, MoveOn Executive Director - December 2004) 

Technologist Tom Mandel wrote in an opinion piece that "MoveOn is to liberal 

politics as Wal-Mart is to retail.5
i,, Whether this statement implies that MoveOn is 

engaged in cheap politics (that is, politics for the ignorant masses), or dirty politics (that 

is, money-driven) is unclear. But it correctly situates MoveOn within the precincts of our 

consumer culture. MoveOn, from this perspective, is by no means a radical organization. 

It exemplifies, however, the mobilizing power of lifestyle politics, amplified by the 

technical possibilities of the internet. 

As the story goes, MoveOn was born in a Chinese restaurant in California, the love 

child of Joan Blades and Wes Boyd, a couple of successful Silicon Valley 

entrepreneurs52 
-- and responsible for the infamous flying saucer screensavers, a piece of 

information that seemed to delight the media. 53 Frustrated with the way the Monica 

Lewinsky scandal was being handled, and convinced that their sentiment was shared by 

many, the couple decided to take action. In retrospect, the time seemed ripe for such an 

experiment on the internet considering that the Lewinsky scandal had erupted online in 

the Drudge Report on 0 l/17 /9854 and that the subsequent Office of the Independent 

Counsel's report (the infamous "Kenneth Starr report") was to be widely distributed 

on line via mainstream online news media. 55 

51 Qtd. in Micah Sifry, "The Rise of Open-Source Politics," The Nation 11/04/04. 
52 Cofounders of Berkeley Systems 
53 This fact is mentioned in most mainstream media articles about MoveOn until 2000, according to a 

LexisN exis search. 
54 <http://www.drudgereport.com/ml.htm>. 
55 CNN (http://www.cnn.com/starr.report/), the Washington Post (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp

srv/politics/special/clinton/icreport/icreport.htm), and PBS (http://www.pbs.org/newshour/starr_report/) 

among others posted the 445-page report online in September 1998. 
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The movement "Censure and Move On" was born as a form of protest against 

President Clinton's impeachment in September 1998. It featured an electronic petition 

urging Congress to censure (rather than to impeach) Clinton, and to "move on" to other 

issues. The original petition (Appendix A), by today's standard and compared to the 

current MoveOn web site, looks very amateurish and would not pass muster with today's 

web design standards (e.g., colored text, use of multiple fonts and font sizes, absence of 

graphics etc.). Although the couple had initially sent a link to the online petition to about 

one hundred friends and acquaintances only, it had a viral effect and within weeks, 

around 500,000 people had signed on. Encouraged by this success and infuriated by the 

vote in favor of the impeachment in November 1998, the founders of MoveOn decided to 

ride the wave, and they turned this flash campaign into what some came to consider as 

"perhaps the most influential left leaning group in cyberspace. 56
" MoveOn was 

registered as a political action committee (PAC) in October 1998. 

MoveOn kept its momentum for a few months and raised $2.3M for the campaign 

"We Will Remember," whose goal was to provide support to candidates for the 2000 

congressional elections who had opposed impeachment. Although it was not the first 

organization to raise money online for political candidates, MoveOn set a precedent with 

regards to the amount that was raised and the extent to which small donors 

participated. 57 This was a turning point in political fundraising according to Michael 

Cornfield,58 as important as the pioneering of direct mail in the 70s by Richard Viguerie, 

the "funding father of the conservative movement." But despite these achievements, by 

the end of 2000 its membership was already declining. 

In March 2001, it merged with an online organization, Generation Net, whose leader 

Peter Schurman became MoveOn's executive director.59 Following the September 11 

tragedy and the decision to invade Afghanistan, MoveOn repositioned itself as a peace 

organization, a decidedly rejuvenating move for the organization. Blades and Boyd 

56 David Von Drehle, "Dean Leads in Online 'Primary'; Kucinich Is 2nd in Democratic Tally of More Than 

317,000 Votes," The Washington Post 06/28/03:A06. 
57 The average contribution was $35 per donor. 
58 <http://www.sourcewatch.org>. 
59 The aim of Generation Net was to engage young people in non-partisan advocacy on public policy. 
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changed course after they enlisted a new crewmember, Eli Pariser, as director of 

international campaigns. On September 12, 2001, Pariser had launched an online petition 

against the war.60 Started modestly like the petition against Clinton's impeachment, it 

had garnered I 00,000 signatures within one month, and about half of them were from 

outside the US. Impressed by the results, MoveOn's organizers contacted Pariser and 

offered him a job. They were then able to add Pariser's portfolio of e-mail addresses to 

their e-mail list and to boost their dwindling membership. Moreover, MoveOn gained 

visibility in helping to create the Win Without War coalition.61 This is during that time 

that they hired a fourth member, Zack Exley, a former labor organizer and author of the 

web sites GWBush.com62 and angrydems.com, both defunct today. 

In August 2002, MoveOn launched an online petition that gathered 220,000 

signatures within the next two months. Then in December 2002, they produced an anti

war ad, the "Daisy" TV commercial (Fig. 1 ), that generated a lot of buzz in the United 

States and other Western countries, and was even shown in the news. The "Daisy" spot 

was a "remake" of the infamous 1964 "Daisy" spot (Fig. 2) that was aired during the 

presidential elections by Johnson to put candidate Goldwater's potential nuclear misuse 

in the spotlight. The new "Daisy" ad was perceived by scholars in political 

communication as a bold move since it was referring to an ad historically and 

symbolically charged, brashly positioning MoveOn as a potential savior of the American 

people. 

60 <http://www.9-11peace.org> 
61 MoveOn helped to create the coalition with 14 other organizations. Win Without War led, in tum, to 

Artists United to Win Without War, an organization with over 100 actors, producers and directors from 

Hollywood. 
62 This site is an anti-Bush parody site. The top banner reads "drug-free since 1974". 
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Figure 1: 2004 MoveOn Daisy ad 

<http://www.moveon.org/daisy/littlegirl.jpg> 

Figure 2: 1964 Daisy ad 

<http://news.bbc.eo.uk/2/hi/americas/3912177 .strn> 

It became clear that MoveOn had regained momentum during the Virtual March to 

Washington organized in February 2003 by Win Without War. As the Washington Post 

put it, the "Virtual March' Flood[ed] Senate With Calls Against an Iraq War.63
" 

According to the organizers, the March generated over one million phone calls and faxes 

in one day and was reported by CNN, BBC News, and other major news outlets. In order 

to help visualize the magnitude of the mobilization, and to showcase its technological 

edge, the organization provided interactive maps on its web site. These maps of the US 

63 Juliet Eilperin, "Virtual March' Floods Senate With Calls Against an Iraq War," The Washington 

Post 02/27/03: A22. 
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were showing in real time where and how many phone calls and faxes were made, thus 

adding a "real" local dimension to an otherwise virtual/abstract action. Lucas Welch 

(2003) explains that MoveOn's mobilizing success is based on "tangible concrete goals 

with time constraints" such as "number of signatures for a petition or sum of money to 

raise" (2003 :9). In addition, the internet-based tools provided by MoveOn greatly 

facilitate the process. Welch also credits MoveOn with "creative ways to integrate itself 

into the sociopolitical fabric of American society" (2003:9), a notable achievement in the 

context of a steady decline in political engagement and interest for the public good, 

phenomena amply discussed by Robert Putnam and Robert McChesney among others. 

Byron York (2005), however, disputes MoveOn's integration into society at large and 

claims that the organization "shifted to the left fringe of American politics" (2005:21) 

after 9/11 and characterizes MoveOn as "Radical Digital Chic" (2005:26). According to 

him, MoveOn was swimming upstream since the majority of Americans were supporting 

going to war in Afghanistan, and thus had positioned itself as a radical peace 

organization. 64 

The next significant event orchestrated by MoveOn was the release of the 

documentary Uncovered: The War on Iraq in November 2003. The core argument of this 

documentary, directed by filmmaker Robert Greenwald, was that the Bush 

Administration had been plotting the invasion of Iraq since the tragic events of 

September 11, 2001.65 To promote the documentary, MoveOn had helped organize 

"house parties". MoveOn sent free DVDs to the thousands of members who had 

committed to hosting a party to show the movie. MoveOn also organized an official 

viewing day for the documentary on December 7, 2003, and provided another interactive 

map. This time, the map, while reinforcing MoveOn's image of a technologically savvy 

organization, was showing the number of house parties and their geographical locations. 

As MoveOn's collaboration with Greenwald shows, it was not only a peace organization, 

but it had also turned into an anti-Bush movement. In order to improve its efficiency, it 

underwent an organizational transformation and grew into three entities: MoveOn.org 

64 York (2005) reports that, according to a Gallup poll in 2001, 82% of Americans supported going to war. 
65 MoveOn also helped to promote Greenwald's documentary, Outfoxed: Rupert Murdoch War on 

Journalism, in 2004. 
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which focused on education and advocacy on national issues, Moveonpac.org which was 

designed to help candidates who reflect MoveOn's values, and Moveonvoterfund.org 

that primarily ran ads aiming at "exposing President's Bush's failed policies in key 

'battleground' states. 66
" 

The organization of virtual primaries for nine Democrat candidates in June 2003 put 

MnveOn in the spotlight, and represented MoveOn's "splashiest venture" according to 

Agence France-Presse.67 Montague Kern (2004) interpreted these virtual primaries as a 

tactical move to attract the attention of mainstream media and observed that it was "a 

lively story involving web innovation for the media" (2004:8). Over 300,000 people 

participated in this experiment, among which 44% voted for Howard Dean, 24% for 

Dennis Kucinich, and 16% for John Kerry.68 Whether the number of voters was 

significant or not is still subject to controversy. It appears, however, that this experiment 

in virtual mobilization has had a lasting effect on the political process. First, it propelled 

a virtually unknown Democratic candidate, Vermont Governor Howard Dean to the 

front stage. Dean enlisted one of MoveOn's crewmembers, Zack Exley, to help manage 

his internet campaign following his success in the MoveOn virtual primaries. 69 He was 

then able to build a loyal internet-based network, and to raise a hefty $50 million for his 

campaign. 70 One of the ways Dean benefited from the virtual primaries was through the 

list of contacts MoveOn bad been able to create as a result of the primaries. When 

members logged in to vote, they were also asked if they wanted to have their e-mail 

address forwarded to the team of the candidate they were voting for, pledge to volunteer 

for their favorite candidate, and pledge to donate money to their favorite candidate. 

Over 77,000 voters (24% of the voters) agreed to have their e-mail address forwarded, 

66 <http://www.moveonvoterfund.org/>. MoveOn Voter Fund no longer exists. 
67 "9 US Democratic presidential hopefuls face 'virtual vote', "Agence France-Presse 06/25/03. 
68 1.4 million participants were expected. 
69 Exley later became Kerry's internet campaign manager. 
70 Dean's main tool for building his network was a social software called Meeetup.com that served as a 

virtual agora to meet local individuals online from the same area in order to organize and coordinate local 

face-to-face events. Meetup.com was later adopted by the other candidates to mobilize their supporters. 

Meetup.com is not an organization, but a tool. Any individual who wishes to create a group or a club can 

register at meetup.com; it is not restricted to groups with political agendas. 
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more than 54,000 voters (17%) pledged to volunteer, and close to 50,000 voters (15%) 

pledged to contribute financially for a total of $1.75 million.71 These numbers have not 

been broken down by candidate making it difficult to assess to what extent Dean directly 

benefited from the primaries. But they were significant enough for Dean's campaign 

manager, Joe Trippi, to state that this new venue for fund-raising was a "new form of 

participatory online politics" (2004:5). Overall these percentages demonstrate that, 

despite all the hype around that event, the majority of the voters were not willing to 

make any serious political engagement via MoveOn, or perhaps any political 

engagement in general. Furthermore, although MoveOn creatively tapped the internet to 

broaden the early donor pool for the presidential primaries, the organization also acted in 

a relatively conservative manner when it opted for the "construction of a network to 

pressure officials through conventional channels" (Cornfield 2004:77) to protest the war 

in Iraq.72 MoveOn's conventional approach translated into commissioning the "Daisy" 

TV spot in December 2002, a spot in favor of UN inspections in Iraq, from a 

professional communications firm (Fenton Communications), and hiring a professional 

buyer to handle ad booking on television. 73 In addition, MoveOn produced 111 print ads 

and billboards and successfully used what Cornfield calls the "telethon ploy" (with the 

amount raised to date) as an incentive to raise money for these ads (2004:78). MoveOn 

has been increasingly active via "traditional, hot media," i.e., television and radio 

(Welch 2003:8), thus conceding that despite the internet's significant impact on politics, 

traditional media remain extremely potent. 

The next important event, consistent with MoveOn's involvement in traditional 

media, was the "Bush in 30 Seconds" contest initiated in October 2003 and endorsed by 

the electronica pop star Moby and controversial film-maker Michael Moore among 

others. 74 MoveOn members were invited to create a 30-second TV spot exposing the 

71 MoveOn press release. ''No Candidate Wins Majority in MoveOn.org Political Action First-Ever 

Democratic Online 'Primary.' "27 June 2003 <http://moveon.org/pac/primary/release.html> 
72 The network, Win without War, was a coalition of about 35 organizations. 
73 MoveOn ads archive <http://www.MoveOnveon.org/press/ads.html>. 
74 <http://www.bushin30seconds.org/>. Contest rules, background information and the top 150 ads can be 

found there. 
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harmful effects of President Bush's policies, and to select the finalists. The winner was 

chosen by a panel of celebrity judges that included Mo by. 1,500 ads were submitted, and 

over l 00,000 members cast their votes. But what really gave visibility to this event was 

neither the level of participation, nor the opportunity for ordinary individuals to create a 

commercial, but the decision by CBS not to air the winning ad Child's Pay during the 

2004 Super Bowl on the basis that it was too controversial. CBS' decision was widely 

reported and discussed in the media, and presented as an act of censorship by media 

critics. 

In June 2004, Michael Moore and MoveOn struck again with the promotion of 

Moore's documentary, Fahrenheit 9/11, which provides a "searing examination of the 

Bush administration's actions in the wake of the tragic events of 9/11. 75
" On June 28, 

2004, MoveOn oversaw "virtual house parties" across the country, for which members 

were invited to gather locally and to log on the Fahrenheit 9111 interactive map hosted 

by MoveOn. This map, similar to that provided for the Virtual March to Washington, 

was providing visual evidence of nationwide participation, as well as an opportunity to 

chat with Moore in real time. In addition to the virtual parties, members were 

encouraged to write to newspapers editors to praise the movie. MoveOn provided a "pre

written" letter that was actually published by papers such as the Boston Globe and the 

Chicago Sun-Times. In the heat of the moment, in the summer of 2004, it seemed that 

the documentary could play a crucial role in the elections, deterring many undecided 

voters to vote for Bush. Moore claimed that it was the "number one movie in every 

single red state" (York 2004: 116-117). But in retrospect, it looks more like a successful 

cross-promotional strategy for both MoveOn and Moore than a genuine political 

upheaval. The Fahrenheit 9111 bubble burst after a few months, just like the Howard 

Dean bubble. 76 

One might wonder how it was possible for a non-profit organization, as successful 

as it may be at fundraising from small donors, to engage in so many activities. Move On' s 

collaboration with billionaire George Soros is definitely part of the answer. MoveOn's 

75 <http://www.fahrenheit911.com/>. 
76 Dean did not do well in the official primaries; yet, he now serves as Chainnan of the Democratic 

National Committee. Should MoveOn be credited for this achievement? 
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leaders met with Soros in the fall of 2003. The billionaire committed to contribute $1 for 

every $2 raised, which brought his total contribution to $2.5 million.77 Peter Lewis, 

CEO of Progressive Insurance, matched Soros' contribution, and other wealthy donors 

quickly followed, contributing over $9 million out of the total $12 million raised. 78 Such 

contributions from wealthy individuals raise questions with regards to representations of 

MoveOn as a grassroots organization. And in fact, two elements stand out in the 

literature on MoveOn: its grassroots dimension on the one hand, and its professional, 

conventional tactics on the other hand. Interpretations vary regarding the extent to which 

these two elements mix. While Michael Cornfield and Martin Keams (2004) suggest that 

these elements blend together relatively seamlessly, others like Byron York, Montague 

Kem, or Lucas Welch seem to contend that the grassroots dimension is mostly a 

rhetorical element. Cornfield describes MoveOn as "a citizen action portal that blends 

the community spirit of grassroots movements with the sophisticated tactics of a PAC" 

(2004:71). He observes that although Joan Blades was not taken seriously when she 

described her vision of the Internet in 1998 at a Harvard University conference, MoveOn 

has turned into an impressive fund-raising machine.79 According to Cornfield, one of 

the reasons for MoveOn's success is that it filled a void in public discourse in terms of 

community and involvement. Welch concurs with Cornfield and claims that MoveOn 

conveys a strong narrative, "provid[ing] a sense of intimacy," and "project[ing] an image 

of the little guy fighting for the voice of 'ordinary' people" (2003:8). From an 

organizational perspective on civic engagement, Keams argues that MoveOn is a good 

example of a network-centric advocacy organization. He defines this new type of 

organization as "the adaptation of advocacy and traditional grassroots organizing to the 

age of connectivity"(2004: I), and views it as the solution to revive civic engagement, at 

a time when traditional models of civic engagement (direct and grassroots) appear to be 

77 Soros contributed a total of $23.5 million to the 2004 election cycle. 
78 For more details on the contributors and amounts, see the Center for Public Integrity 

<http://www.publicintegrity.org/527 /search.aspx?act=com&orgid=682>, and opensecrets.org 

<http://www.opensecrets.org/527s/527cmtedetail.asp?ein=200234065&cycle=2004&fonnat=&tname=Mo 

ve0n%2Horg>. 
79 MoveOn raised $250,000 (and $13.4 millions in pledges) in 1999, a record online at the time. 
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obsolete. Network-centric advocacy is characterized by: strong leadership, self

organizing teams, rapid expandability, efficiency, and communication and resources 

traveling in all directions (2004:3). Characteristics such as strong leadership and 

efficiency substantiate the assertion that MoveOn has departed from the grassroots 

model. This assertion is in fact relatively consistent with MoveOn's self-image. MoveOn 

has never explicitly used the term grassroots to describe itself, but instead has used the 

terms "online advocacy" (from 1999 to 2003) and "online organizing project" (2004). 

Some scholars have also expressed some reservations about MoveOn's 

memberships. Kern seems to agree with York in that MoveOn preaches to the choir as 

she describes the profile of a typical internet activist. Individuals who engage in political 

activity online, Kern argues, are what she calls the ''influentials." Their political 

engagement consists in contributions, reading political e-mails, forwarding them, 

visiting political biogs, participating in political chatrooms, and visiting news sites 

(2004: 1 ). This group is relatively small in number, and barely representative of the 

"ordinary US citizen" that MoveOn leaders claim to represent. 8° Furthermore, there are 

contentions that MoveOn is not representing the "ordinary citizen" because the issues 

taken up by MoveOn are more the result of its leaders' decisions as that of its members. 

Welch argues that MoveOn leadership does engage in horizontal communication via the 

Action Forum81 and frequent phone interviews. But although the Action Forum appears 

to be the primary way for members to effect collective action, popular posts "in the end 

are simply suggestions that the staff ultimately decides how to act upon" (2003: 10). A 

perfunctory examination of the forum suffices to warrant this assessment. One can 

observe that, while the MoveOn leadership encourages members to communicate with 

them through the forum, they do not respond to members' questions on the forum, and in 

80 The term "ordinary citizen" used to be a staple in MoveOn's press releases and e-mails to members until 

2004. 
81 < http://www.actionforum.com/forum/index.html?forum_id=266> The Action Forum enables MoveOn 

members to post and rate political concerns. In order to participate, one must register for the Forum. There 

is no "reply" feature to the posts; feedback is provided via a system of "agree/disagree" and star-rating. 

Posts are displayed according to their star·scores, with the highest at the top of the page. 
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fact, cannot respond because there is no "reply" feature available. As a member noted on 

the forum: 82 

"The best way to record your comments or suggestions is using our 

online forum, here. Suggestions made on the forum are rated by 

other members, and those that garner member support guide the 

decision making process at MoveOn. We welcome your comments and 

suggestions. If you are experiencing a problem, please return to 

the previous page and select a different option. 

Return to previous page" 

Unh oh. There is NO WAY to communicate to MoveOn. 

The "reply" feature existed from 2000 (when MoveOn started using online fora) until 

early 2004; it was disabled in February 2004 allegedly because of a rampant "troll" 

phenomenon.83 Before February 2004, several fora were available, focusing on specific 

topics, such as "No War On Iraq," "Seeking a Peaceful Resolution in Israel/Palestine," 

or "World Wide Response to End to Terrorism. 84
" 

Welch can be seen as a MoveOn apologist as he claims that MoveOn "has proven 

quite adept at knowing what issues will resonate with its membership and when to make 

their appeal" (2003:11), reinforcing the notion that MoveOn is not a grassroots 

movement, but instead a top-down organization within which leaders make the 

decisions. 

The concerns and critiques expressed above appear justified to a certain extent since 

despite MoveOn and its partners' efforts, and the infusion of large sums of money, 

President Bush was elected for a second term, prompting many to question the future of 

MoveOn. But the defeat of their candidate John Kerry seemed to galvanize its leaders. A 

few weeks after the elections, Eli Pariser sent a belligerent e-mail entitled "Who will 

lead the Democratic Party?" to MoveOn members where he stated: "we can't afford four 

82 "MoveOn needs to MoveUp" posted by Paul Kislanko - 04/20/2006. 
83 Trolls are people (or sometimes robots) who post rude or offensive messages with the intent to disrupt a 

forum. 
84 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20031203030844/www.actionforum.eom/general/currentactionforums.html>. 
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more years of leadership by a consulting class of professional election losers," and 

proceeded to assert: "It's our Party. We bought it, we own it and we're going to take it 

back.8s,, This statement appalled many, not only in the Democratic Party, but also in the 

political arena in general and the media world, and prompted reflections upon the nature 

of the brand of activism that MoveOn engages in. Pariser's statement suggests two 

things. First, activism and political participation are commodities. Second, MoveOn is 

seeking to institutionalize its power in the traditional US political landscape. These 

implications require serious attention because they indicate that despite the 

multiplication of innovative internet-based tools for mobilization, political power in the 

US still rests in the hands of those with the greatest financial means. The brand of 

activism that MoveOn engages in does not challenge the status quo, but instead appears 

to reinforce the existing political system. 

Indeed MoveOn did not waste time for its turn around. Shortly after the elections, its 

members were polled in order to identify hot button issues. Many members expressed 

some concerns about the lack of actual face-to-face interactions between members. In 

parallel, some scholars appear to be critical of MoveOn's mobilization strategies. For 

instance, Kem contends that MoveOn's approach to political mobilization is weak, 

compared to that of the Republicans, because it is too professional and because it does 

not reach out to potential volunteers as much. MoveOn does heavily rely on consultants 

and professionals. For instance, the organization has established a presence nationwide 

via its collaboration with Grassroots Campaigns Inc. (GCI), a firm specializing in 

consulting, fundraising and field organizing. GCI has provided MoveOn with a network 

of regional field organizers to train volunteers. In October of 2004, MoveOn had nine 

field organizers in seven swing states.86 It plans on expanding its network to over 125 

field organizers for the "Take Back Congress" campaign scheduled to launch in 

November 2006. The field organizers will be supervised by about 25 staff directors also 

hired by GCI. 87 Perhaps because the organization seeks to gain control over the kind of 

85 E-mail communication from Eli Pariser-12/04/04. The full text is available in Appendix B. 
86 <http://www.gwu.edu/-action/2004/interestg/moveonpacorg.httnl>. 
87 For more details about MoveOn's collaboration with GCJ, see GCI site 

<http://www.grassrootscampaigns.com/gcimoveonpac.php>. 
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field organizers they work with, MoveOn is also hiring directly. The organization's 

founders' inclination for control often transpires in interviews and is justified by their 

background in the computer industry (as entrepreneurs in the Silicon Valley). As a friend 

observed, "They were business people. I don't even think Wes and Joan thought of 

[MoveOn] as political, and the need for control is a result of their business 

orientation. 88
" In February 2006, MoveOn was looking for a congressional campaign 

field director and a deputy director for the 2006 congressional elections. 89 It also helped 

launch, in November 2005, the New Organizing Institute (NOI)90
, ran by ex-member 

Zack Exley that offers a "grassroots program that trains young, technology-enabled 

political organizers to work for progressive campaigns and organizations."91 NOi offers 

paid training to those who qualify and seems to put a strong emphasis on the integration 

of technology into the approach to field organizing. The purpose of the NOI can be 

viewed as a response to recurring criticism about the often obsolete practices of activist 

groups. The Critical Art Ensemble (1996) articulates this issue particularly well and 

notes that the traditional "taking to the streets" strategy is bound to failure in our 

information age and that mastering communication technologies is crucial for an 

effective resistance. It also contends that activists from the Left are not tech-savvy 

enough, and that "techies" engaged in politics do not really understand politics. 

MoveOn's declining emphasis on volunteering may also be viewed as a response to the 

above criticism while in the early days of MoveOn, volunteering was essential to the 

organization. The page devoted to volunteering on MoveOn 's web site stated, "The 

foundation of MoveOn is the personal connection, but we need traditional media to 

spread the word. We don't have a PR firm and we're not buying media time, so we are 

88 Chris Nolan, Chris, "MoveOn.org: No Longer a Start-up or an Upstart (Part II)," Personal Democracy 

Forum 12/23/2004. 
89 The openings were posted on the web site the first week of February, 2006 at 

http://political.moveon.org/jobs.html. 
90 E-mail communication from Eli Pariser - "Join a new generation of organizers" - 11/22/05. 
91 According to NO l's statement on its web site <http://www.neworganizinginstitute.com/about.php> 
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dependent on our volunteers to reach out to local and national media.92
" This statement 

is striking today considering MoveOn's current involvement with mass media (which is 

examined in detail in chapter Three). The evolution of MoveOn 's web site over the years 

clearly shows a shift from an emphasis on volunteering to an emphasis on financial 

contributions. For instance, the top navigation had a link to "Volunteers" from the 

inception of MoveOn in 1998 until June 2005, when the link was removed altogether 

from the homepage and relegated to secondary pages. In contrast, a link to donate was 

not added until 200 I, but it was then made visually more prominent than the link to 

volunteers (located on the left of the navigation bar and bolded), and then completely 

eclipsed the "volunteer" link in 2005 (cf. Appendix C for screenshots of the navigation 

bars from 1998 to 2006). There are currently two prominent links to donate on the 

homepage. In addition, a link to volunteers news ("MoveOn.org members in action") 

was maintained on the MoveOn's "Press Room" page until 2004, and then completely 

abandoned. 

The Republican party, in contrast, heavily relies on volunteers, provides detailed 

weekly activities and rewards to volunteers called "e-captains" (2004: 11 ), and its e-mail 

list is almost three times as big as that of MoveOn (over 6 million members on the 

Republican list). Welch, however, is not as critical of MoveOn's mobilizing efforts, and 

observes that although MoveOn offers "few tangible incentives in place on a personal 

level for participation", it provides "feelings of accomplishment and inclusiveness 

following successful campaigns" (2003:8). 

In order to remedy MoveOn's flaws with regards to mobilization and interactions, 

Operation Democracy was kicked off officially in April 2005, with the endorsement of 

Howard Dean and Sen. Harry Reid. 93 It is a grassroots project designed to encourage 

neighborhood volunteering and face-to-face interaction, to go beyond petition signing 

and phone calls to representatives. It currently consists of 2, 100 teams and 10,000 

volunteers. This new project is a good example of MoveOn (desired) metamorphosis, 

from an essentially virtual entity with sporadic ad-hoc actions involving face-to-face 

92 Initially published in November 1999. Retrieved from the Way Back Machine at 

http://web.archive.org/web/l 999 l l 060046 l 4/www.moveon.org/volunteers.htm 
93 <http://www.moveonpac.org/team/overview .html>. 
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interactions, to an organization grounded in the real-world and using technology for 

coordination. MoveOn's neighborhood volunteers, rather than the elusive disincamated 

internet, embody the organization. Other changes give credence to this interpretation of 

MoveOn's metamorphosis. A close look atMoveOn's written materials shows that while 

its members were usually referred to as "ordinary citizens" until the end of 2004, they 

have turned into "real people.94
" While the term "ordinary" had arguably a fairly 

abstract and even statistical quality, the term "real" appears to be an attempt to infuse 

physicality, reality, to its membership. In contrast, the recent Flash ad contest organized 

by MoveOn seemed to generate very little interest, both from members and the media, 

thus demonstrating the diminishing demand for events confined to the virtual world. 

This contest was similar to the "Bush in 30 Seconds" TV ad contest, and invited 

members to design a Flash animation to raise awareness about the Social Security issue. 

MoveOn's evolution towards more "real world" events and activities seems to echo a 

general attitude toward the internet. A report by the Pew Internet and American Life 

project published in January 2005 shows "how the internet has woven itself into 

American life" (Pew Research 2005). For those of us who have regular access to the 

technology, the infatuation is gone. It may not appear as much as a magic remedy to 

everything anymore (and particularly a remedy to political participation), but rather as a 

necessary tool that operates in the background. 

In light of MoveOn's history and of the various analyses outlined above, it becomes 

clear that there is no real consensus as to what MoveOn means in the US political arena. 

Some trends, however, emerge. First, MoveOn is now rooted in the commercial/mass 

media paradigm. MoveOn, furthermore, is not near as revolutionary as it claims and 

appears to be as its growing reliance on monetary contributions, traditional political 

marketing, and moderately use of new technologies attest.95 

94 They include press releases and the information provided in the "About" section on the MoveOn site. 
95 MoveOn does not seem to take full advantage of the interactive and multimedia properties of the web, 

unlike smaller online activist groups such as the conservative Grassfire (http://www.grassfire.org/), or 

politically-oriented sites such as the successful left-wing Daily Kos blog (http://www.dailykos.com/) or the 

new Essemb/y social-networking site (http://www.essembly.com/Jogin?ur1'=). 
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Chapter Three: Production 

"The ruthless unity in the culture industry is evidence of what will happen in politics. 

Marked differentiations such as those A and B films, or of stories in magazines in 

different price ranges, depend not so much on subject matter as on classifying, 

organizing, and labeling consumers." (Horkheimer & Adorno 123) 

Hall, et al., have identified five loci for cultural practices: representation, 

production, consumption, identity, and regulation. These five loci constantly interact and 

intersect to produce and undo meaning; Hall et al. refer to these interactions as the 

"circuit of culture". In this chapter, I focus on production, one of the five loci for cultural 

practices that constitute the circuit of culture, even though what MoveOn actually 

produces cannot easily be defined. MoveOn is undoubtedly an efficient fund-raising 

machine and therefore "produces" income. Votes and signatures are other tangible 

MoveOn products, as are its multiple TV ads and press releases. The more cynical may 

argue that agitation and controversy are also typical MoveOn products. But MoveOn 

members themselves are unquestionably the organization's most culturally significant 

product. Because the member is both a subject and an object, however, and because of 

the opportunities afforded by the internet, MoveOn cannot keep complete control over its 

membership and their discourse. One can view the activist as a problematic site of 

production within which the tension between control and empowerment becomes visible. 

Before I can examine the MoveOn member in the form of a cultural product as 

defined by the Birmingham School, I need to distinguish between the concepts of 

"cultural product" on the one hand, and of "cultural artefact" on the other hand. While 

MoveOn as a whole (i.e. , as an assemblage of tangible and intangible components such 

as a web presence, an advocacy group, a community,96 and a collection of campaigns) is 

96 Referring to MoveOn as a community opens the Pandora box, since the concept of community itself, and 

even more of online community, is problematic. Arguably, what defines a community is the sharing of 

goals and values, as well as a certain level of commitment materialzed via the translation of these goals 

and values into action. From this perspective, there probably exists a community within MoveOn, but 
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the cultural artefact under scrutiny within the framework of the circuit of culture, the 

MoveOn member is a cultural product of MoveOn as a whole, that is, one of the many 

components of the cultural artefact MoveOn. 

In discussing what he calls the "field" of cultural production, Pierre Bourdieu 

explains that it is not enough to consider material production to the exclusion of 

symbolic production (1993). This means that one must also examine, in addition to the 

direct producers, the producers of value and meaning. Du Gay concurs, noting that we 

"need to understand how structures are produced through particular human actions and 

how economic relationships simultaneously involve the production of cultural 

meanings" (1998:84). While Bourdieu explicitly refers to a very specific area of cultural 

production that seems to overlap with the so-called high art (i.e., art and literature), his 

observations also make sense within the larger context of culture that informs this 

investigation (that is, what is typically referred to as popular culture, and encompasses 

all sorts of media products). In this context, to provide a comprehensive overview of 

MoveOn 's field of production, one should incorporate, in addition to the analysis of 

MoveOn 's structure and operations, the contributions of comparable activist groups, 

media, political actors, and even citizens. While such an overview is beyond the scope of 

this chapter, I can focus on MoveOn itself, a task sometimes difficult because of the 

fluctuating nature of its membership. MoveOn's context for production is examined first 

via an overview of its connections with the media industry and the Silicon Valley 

culture. MoveOn's production methods are then described to illustrate the central role of 

marketing techniques. I pay special attention to MoveOn's most problematic site of 

production, its membership. Here I refer to production insofar as members are defined, 

or "produced", via their participation in actions -- with various levels of commitment 

and autonomy -- organized by MoveOn, from signing a simple electronic petition to 

housing a neighborhood party. 

MoveOn as a whole is more accurately described as a group of individuals with a few common values and 

a minimal level of commitment to the group. 
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The Culture Industry 

The concept of the "culture industry," which has evolved since Adorno and 

Horkheimer introduced it in the 40s, provides useful insights to situate MoveOn in terms 

of cultural production. Adorno and Horkheimer noted the emergence of the "culture 

industry" in conjunction with the development of the "mass culture" paradigm, within 

which a standardized, distracted, passive, undemanding form of consumption replaces 

the concept of production as a driving force for maintaining social order. They 

contended that the domination and the manipulation of the masses is explicitly linked to 

the production and dissemination of a certain form of homogeneous culture (the purpose 

of which is to be consumed). 

Cultural production, they argue, is characterized by standardization and pseudo

individuality, two concepts that will inform my discussion. Standardization, on the one 

hand, implies that cultural products are designed within the framework of the assembly

line model, that is, according to formulas and repetitive patterns; they are typically made 

of interchangeable component parts. While Adorno and Horkheimer were mostly 

concerned about standardization and its effects in the movie industry, these concerns are 

now particularly pertinent in the television industry. TV producers, when accused of 

merely applying formulas and dumbing down programs, continue to retort that they 

produce what consumers want, a justification already identified and criticized by Adorno 

and Horkheimer in the 40s. Standardization and commodification of cultural products 

could mean far more than simply impoverished choices for consumers. Standardization 

according to them, could have a profound impact on the social fabric of society, in that 

the assembly-line model would be reflected, or rather re-enacted, in the social system, 

with people alienated and acting in standardized ways: "What happens at work, in the 

factory, or in the office can only be escaped from by approximation to it in one's leisure 

time'' (1989: 137). Most importantly, Adorno and Horkheimer feared that the 

transposition of the standardization model in society would give corporations the means 

to control individual consciousness. 

Pseudo-individuality, on the other hand, is intimately connected to standardization 

m that the need for pseudo-individualization (i.e., the process resulting in pseudo

individuality) arises from the need to conceal standardization. The term refers to the 
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superficial originality of mass products in a context in which conventions actually 

predominate. "Pseudo-individualization results from the imperative to maximize sales," 

and "The system of advertising," Bernard Gendron observes, "seduces us into believing 

that differences in packaging reflect differences in essence. Pseudo-individualization 

glamorizes style over the real inner content" (1986:21). The problematic effect of 

pseudo-individualization, namely, appearance superseding substance, can also be viewed 

in light of the issue of spectacular consumption of which Debord and Baudrillard are 

critical. 

Adorno and Horkheimer considered the culture industry to be synonymous with the 

entertainment business -- including the film, music, radio, and then nascent television 

industries, as well as the advertising industry97 
- and they viewed it as a subordinate 

industry.98 The term "media industry," however, is more adequate to describe the 

contemporary, and widely expanded, culture industry. This term rapidly spread in the 

mid to late seventies in response to the growing economic significance of media 

corporations. One of the first important attempts to establish the boundaries of the so

called "media industry" can be traced to hearings on media concentration held by the 

Federal Trade Commission in 1978.99 Ben Bagdikian, professor of journalism at UC 

Berkeley at the time, was one of the experts called forth by the Commission. He 

eloquently expressed his concerns about increasing media control, concentration and 

cross-media ownership, and emphasized the harmful effects of such phenomena on 

pluralism in US society: 100 

97 Adorno and Horkheimer explained that advertising is necessary to validate a product rather than to 

infonn consumers about the product. Without advertising, there is no credibility~ But they also warned of 

the propagandist power of advertising, and express their fear at the possible emergence of a totalitarian 

regime in the context of an excessively consumerist/advertising-driven society. 
98 I.e., according to Adorno and Horkheimer, an industry depending upon, and serving the interests of, 

financial institutions and energy suppliers for instance. 
99 The proceedings can be found in Proceedings of the Symposium on Media Concentration,, published in 

1979 by the Bureau of Competition, Federal Trade Commission. 
100 A full account of his concerns about media ownership can be found in his book The Media Monopoly 

(1983), recently updated as The New Media Monopoly (2004). 
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"The small number of private corporations that are increasingly gaining control over 

our mass media do not have governmental powers. But they are too small a group of 

fallible human beings to have such a unified control. Even if they should be philosopher

saints in their wisdom, this country was founded on the theory that no small group, even 

philosopher-saints, should have so much power over public information and discourse" 

(qtd. in Federal Trade Commission report 1979:8). 

Despite Bagdikian's warnings, the trend in media concentration has only intensified 

and led to the current oligopolistic market structure (Sony, Disney, Viacom, Time 

Warner, Comcast, Vivendi Universal, and News Corp).101 John Rosse, from the 

Economics Department at Stanford University, was also heard by the Commission in 

1978 and offered an "economist's description of the 'media industry."' Interestingly, he 

was non-commital with regards to the issue of media concentration and made no 

recommendation supporting that trend, arguing that the amount and depth of studies at 

the time was insufficient to draw conclusions. 

Rosse observed that what was offhandedly referred to as the "media industry" was 

in effect the mass media industry, or more accurately, the broadcast industry. The 

"media industry," he explained, included the production and distribution of products by 

newspapers and "over-the-air" television, and to a lesser extent, book publishing, cable 

television, magazines, and radio (interestingly, neither the film industry nor the music 

industry were included). Production and distribution are illustrated using the example of 

the book publishing industry that encompasses the activities of the authors, authors' 

agents, publishers, manufacturers, warehouses, wholesalers, book clubs and retail 

outlets. In other words, the "media industry" extends far beyond the direct production of 

media content. Furthermore, Rosse identified what they viewed as unique characteristics 

of the "media industry." First, its products are inherently tied to questions pertaining to 

"freedom of expression." Second, because the media are "inextricably bound up to the 

political process" (1979:44), it is very difficult to bring about reforms or economic 

changes to the industry. Third, conventional measures of economic significance (e.g., 

revenues of the industry expressed as a percentage of the GNP) fail to provide a reliable 

101 Cf. Datamonitor's Global Media Industry Profile (Dec 2005). 
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measure of the media industry's significance and in fact considerably underestimate its 

significance. Finally, and most importantly, products from the media industry can be 

defined as economic "public goods," that is, products for which the cost of production is 

independent of the number of consumers. For instance, regardless of the audience size, 

the production costs of a TV show remain the same; in other words, a TV show is a 

"pure public good." The show acquires its private status through advertising because it is 

assigned a value as a function of the audience size and demographics. To play devil's 

advocate and come back to the issue of the mass media systematically failing to serve 

the public interest despite its unique status, I want to suggest that radio and television 

broadcasters were aware of the discrepancy between the economic and the 

social/political meaning of the term "public," and may have been satisfied with 

producing "public goods" (simply by producing content), and under the impression that 

"public interest" had been partially served. But, in all seriousness, the economic meaning 

of "public" suggests that what is public is not viable in a market environment unless it is 

turned into a commodity, which is, to say the least, a disconcerting view. 

There are still some pretty conservative definitions of the "media industry," such as 

the one provided by Datamonitor. That definition includes advertising, broadcast and 

cable TV, publishing, and movies and entertainment markets (December 2005). The five 

top players in the US market, according to Datamonitor, are Disney, Viacom, 

Time Warner, Comcast, and Reed Elsevier102 (ranked by decreasing order of$ revenues). 

But a broader, and more adequate, definition of the "media industry" has emerged to 

reflect the remarkable developments in digital technologies as well as the growing role 

of the internet. According to Hoover's, a reference in the corporate world,103 the US 

"media industry" comprises: publishing, radio broadcasting and programming, and 

television, as in 1978, but also film and video, 104 as well as music105 (two categories 

102 Reed Elsevier is a global publisher in science & medicine, law, education, and business. 
103 Hoover's maintains a database with financial data about businesses and industries. 

<http://premium.hoovers.com/subscribe/>. 
104 Film and video included: audiovisual equipment rentals, sales and services, CD, CD-ROM and DVD 

manufacturing and distribution, motion picture equipment, motion picture production and distribution < 

http:/ /premium.hoovers.com/subscribe/ind/factsheet.xhtml?HICID= 1450>. 

49 



previously omitted). New categories have emerged: information collection and 

delivery,106 internet content providers, and internet search and navigation services (a 

category that brings in powerful players such as Microsoft, Google, and Yahoo). 

For the purpose of this investigation, and based on the above taxonomy, it is 

useful to understand the media industry as a complex matrix of interdependent 

industries/businesses engaged in the production and circulation of media products, and 

indirectly, in the production and maintenance of media consumers, in which global 

media giants/conglomerates107 play a central role and can be viewed as a threat to 

cultural and political diversity. 108 Activities such as market research, marketing, public 

relations, and consulting, furthermore, are part of the "media industry" insofar as they 

contribute to the production and distribution processes for the aforementioned media 

products/services. 

MoveOn and the Media Industry 

MoveOn functions within a vast network of businesses engaged in media-related 

activities via commercial contracts, staff outside collaborations, speaking engagements, 

and press relations which, as is shown later in this chapter, is consistent with some of its 

techniques derived from traditional commercial and political marketing. 

Because it invites its members to participate in campaign development, 109 and 

because of the informal style it has adopted for its e-mail communications with 

members, MoveOn may give the impression it favors a "home-made" approach to the 

media, outside of the professional media landscape. But MoveOn's discourse can be 

105 Music also includes internet music distribution and downloads, and thus recognizes Apple (via iTunes) 

as a significant player. 
106E.g., online delivery of real-time news or financial data 

<http://prernium.hoovers.com/subscribe/ind/factsheet.xhtml?HI CID= 14 56>. 
107 As mentioned in the first chapter, six media conglomerates control most of the media industry 

worldwide: AOL Time Warner, Disney, General Electric, News Corporation, Viacom, and Vivendi 

Universal. 
108 Cf. chapter One, section on media ownership. 
109 Members have been invited to participate in the development of the following campaigns: "Bush in 30 

seconds" TV ad contest, "Bush in 30 Years" flash contest, Anti-Rove slogan, Cindy Sheehan campaign. 
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somewhat deceptive since the organization's approach to the broadcast media aspect of 

its campaigns can be as professional and systematic as that of businesses marketing their 

products, or political parties marketing their candidates. 

The "Bush in 30 Seconds" contest - for which ordinary people were invited to 

produce a 30-second TV ad exposing the negative effects of President Bush's policies 

(October 2003) -- is a case in point. While Blades remarks that "it's exciting to have real 

people making ads. Getting regular citizens involved in the democratic process makes 

democracy more robust, 110
" members' creative latitude and participation were actually 

limited. Although members had the opportunity to submit ads they had developed, the 

winning ads 111 were taken over by a political advertising firm (Zimmerman & Markman) 

that wrote the scripts, put them up for review (without a possibility for member 

feedback), prepared a request for financial support to MoveOn members, and distributed 

the ads. Although MoveOn members were able to vote for the 150 top ads, while a panel 

of celebrity- and media professionals- judges selected the actual winners. The 

participation of media personalities in actual campaigns (e.g., Katrina relief campaign112
, 

Fall 2005; Vote for Change Tour113
, Fall 2004) attests that MoveOn's connection to the 

media industry is not only backstage (i.e., linked to campaign development or 

communications management). MoveOn does not hesitate to capitalize on celebrities to 

gain more visibility on the public screen, or as the LA Times put it, "MoveOn works the 

110 Nolan 12/23/2004. 
111 The winning ads, inc1uding "Child's pay., and "Polygraph" can be viewed at 

http://www.bushin30seconds.org/150/#winners. 
112 Moby, Tim Robbins, Chris Tucker, REM and more made PSA in coJiaboration with MoveOn to 

promote HurricaneHousing.org (a MoveOn project), a site designed to help displaced people find 

temporary housing. 
113 The VFC Tour played from September 27 through October 11, 2004 and included artists such as Bruce 

Springsteen, Pearl Jam, the Dixie Chicks, and Dave Matthews Band - An "Artist Declaration" was issued 

in conjunction the Tour, stating: ""Vote for Change is a loose coalition of musicians brought together by a 

single idea- the need to make a change in the direction of our country. We share a belief that this is the 

most important election of our lifetime. We are fighting for a government that is open, rational, just, and 

progressive .... " (VFC site <http://political.moveon.org/vfc/> ). 
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Hollywood spotlight to amplify its voice, 114
" hoping to engage more "ordinary people" 

into the political process (running the risk, however, to trivialize activism by enrolling 

celebrities as spokespersons). Celebrities' willingness to take on the activist hat seems to 

be rampant in the US.115 Although it can be the result of a genuine desire to engage in 

the political process, it can also be viewed as a strategic decision designed to help them 

differentiate themselves from the exponentially growing mass of celebrities. 

The "Bush in 30 Seconds" contest was turned into a media event on January 13, 

2004, in order to increase its visibility beyond the internet sphere, thus confirming 

MoveOn 's willingness to embrace the spectacle paradigm to a degree, by not only 

enrolling celebrities, but also staging events based on the same template as entertainment 

events. The media event took the form of an award ceremony that took place at the 

Hammerstein Ballroom in New York City, a space often used for corporate events by 

companies such as MTV, Ford, and Xerox. The evening started with a jazzed-up version 

of the national anthem, which lent the event a certain solemnity while signaling its 

purpose was still to entertain. The air of solemnity was quickly neutralized by the very 

casual look of the master of ceremony, Janeane Garofalo, who was donning a baseball 

cap and a hooded sweatshirt, most likely as a reminder that she was wearing the 

grassroots activist (metaphorical) hat that evening, rather than the celebrity's. MoveOn's 

executive director Eli Pariser, however, appeared for a short speech in a formal business 

suit, in all likelihood a sign that, in contrast to Garofalo, he was wearing a leader's hat, 

rather than the activist's. Despite the presence of celebrities and the media event fonnat 

(inclusion of short musical pieces, funny dialogues, applause etc.), the award ceremony 

conveyed a sense of spontaneity and amateurism well suited for an activist group, which 

suggests that the partial lack of professionalism was intentional. 

Like the "Bush in 30 Seconds" campaign, all of MoveOn campaigns are currently 

designed and developed by professional firms who handle issue identification, the 

114 R. Brownstein, "MoveOn Works the Hollywood Spotlight to Amplify its Voice," Los Angeles Times 

07/04/2004. 

t ts Among those not associated with MoveOn, but engaged one way or another, let's mention Sean Penn, 

George Clooney, Angelina Jolie, Peter Gabriel, U2. For more on the celebrity-activist, cf. Richard Quest's 

article "On the trail of the celebrity activist." (09/01105). 
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creative process (e.g., producing ads), the distribution process (e.g., buying air time), and 

the relationships with the media (e.g., press releases) but this is a relatively recent trend. 

MoveOn started practicing "primetime politics" in the summer of 2003, in preparation 

for the 2004 presidential elections, giving more weight to television advertising and 

traditional marketing over internet-based strategies. This is when its collaboration with 

the firm Zimmerman & Markman (Z&M) intensified, such that MoveOn is now Z&M's 

most important client. Since January 2003, Z&M has produced more than 50 ads for 

MoveOn, which is prominently featured in the firm's online portfolio - 9 TV spots (e.g., 

"Misleader'' spot116
) and one print adll7 are showcased. To Markman, who has worked 

on accounts as notorious as Coca Cola, Alka Seltzer, and Procter & Gambles, MoveOn is 

simply another brand and should be advertised as such. uy ou don't want to announce in 

the first 5 seconds it's a political ad," Markman explains, after matter-of-factly 

remarking, "People don't turn on TV to be educated."118 The ads are not designed to 

inform and contribute to a rational democratic debate. MoveOn ads reflect instead a 

consumer/TV viewer logic , that is, they must entertain and ideally trigger emotions, as 

well as contribute to MoveOn's brand equity. MoveOn has also developed strong ties 

with Fenton Communications, founded in 1982 and specializing in public interest 

communications, and worked extensively with founder David Fenton and the director of 

media communications Trevor Fitzgibbon. One of Fenton's mottos is "Tum advertising 

into Action," a principle behind the "Misleader" campaign developed for MoveOn Voter 

Fund prior to the 2004 presidential elections, 119 as well as the "Bush in 30 Seconds" ad 

contest (for which Fenton worked in collaboration with Z&M). 

"Tell Human Interest Stories" is another Fenton's motto that was embodied during 

the Sheehan campaign. Fenton's work for MoveOn is prominently displayed in its online 

116 The "Misleader" spot is one component of a larger campaign that also includes a web site that is no 

longer updated (last update 11/2004). 
117 

The ad copy reads: "Bin Ladin determined to strike in US" - President Bush received this warning five 

weeks before September 11, 2001. He did nothing" - "George Bush. A failure of leadership" - < 

http://www.zimark.coml>. 
118 M. Barabak, "MoveOn's Brains Aim Straight for the Heart," Los Angeles Times 7/2112005. 
119 Fenton's pamphlet 10 Lessons from Two Decades of Public Interest Communications. 
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portfolio; one can find the campaign against Attorney General Alberto Gonzales, a TV 

ad to raise awareness about issues related to changes of social security, a print ad against 

the TV channel Fox and its owner Murdoch, among other campaigns. 

To get an idea of the scale of MoveOn media-related spendings, it is helpful to 

examine the spendings of the MoveOn Voter Fund (MVF). The MVF spent almost 19 

million dollars outsourcing media firms during the 2004 election cycle.120 A staggering 

$13.8 million went to Media Strategies & Research, a firm specializing in political 

media consulting and placement. The firm was in charge of distributing and airing TV 

spots such as the "Real People" TV spot series, which cost $3.2 million to air between 

August 28 and September 6, 2004. Among the other costly campaigns, two TV ads (one 

of which was the "Bush in 30 Seconds" contest winner "Child's Pay") cost over $1.9 

million to air in seventeen states for a few days (March 4-7, 2004); the "Polygraph'' TV 

spot (another contest winner) cost $1.5 million to run for two weeks in February of 

2004; finally a TV spot about Medicare cost $1.2 million to air in four states.121 This is 

the price MoveOn and other activist groups have accepted to pay (both literally and 

figuratively) to circumvent issues of private ownership and to gain visibility on what 

Kevin DeLuca and Jennifer Peeples call the public screen. The public screen, that I 

discuss in detail in the chapter on representation, can basically be described as an 

alternative to the concept of the public sphere in our visual age. DeLuca and Peeples 

identify three factors that constrain appearance on the public screen: private 

ownership/monopoly of the public screen, info-tainment conventions that filter what 

counts as news, and the need to communicate in the discourse of images (2002). 

The next expenses related to the development of media campaigns testify to the 

extent to which MoveOn conforms to the constraints of the public screen. Almost $2 

million was paid to Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research (GQRR), a firm specialized in 

polling. GQRR's work helped identify the hot button issues that would be later used by 

Fenton & Z&M to develop campaigns for which they respectively earned $900,000 and 

120 Data from the Center for Public Integrity, last updated 1/31105 

<http://www.publicintegrity.org/default.aspx>. 
121 More financial data about MoveOn media events during the 2004 election cycle can be found at 

opensecrets.org <http://www.opensecrets.org/527 s/527 events.asp?orgid==41 > 
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$1.8 million. Close to $330,000 was paid to Carolina Productions, a film production 

company, to produce Robert Greenwald's documentary Outfoxed: Rupert Murdoch's 

War on Journalism, an effort to expose Fox News' biases. The expense devoted to 

creating original content seems quite modest in comparison to the millions of dollars 

spent to develop traditional political ads, which is not surprising considering MoveOn's 

emphasis on traditional marketing techniques. 

In addition to outsourcing media firms, MoveOn leadership has also been 

collaborating with the media industry via speaking engagements and staff transfers. 

Boyd was a key speaker at an 0 'Reilly "Emerging Technology Conference" in 2004122 

devoted on the surface to discussions on "social software'', increasing the general 

visibility of such applications, and boosting the market for such technologies. Also in 

attendance was Joe Trippi, Dean's campaign manager during the 2004 presidential 

primaries, as well as the CEO of Meetup, the software that enabled Dean's supporters 

online organizing. Incidentally, Zack Exley, former MoveOn Director of Special 

Projects, was hired as Dean's web campaign manager in 2004, and then as Kerry's when 

Dean's candidacy failed. He is now in charge of the New Organizing Institute, a training 

program for political organizers. Another staff transfer took place when Peter Schurman, 

former MoveOn executive director, was hired by Advocacy Inc., a web marketing 

consulting firm with an expertise in online organizing, constituency building, 

fundraising, and legislative and political strategy,123 that also contributed to the "Bush in 

30 Seconds" contest initiated in October 2003. 

MoveOn and the Silicon Valley 

MoveOn has often been described by its founders and technology commentators as 

an internet start-up. Now that it bas significantly increased its activities in the broadcast 

media, its image has evolved and it no longer appears as a nimble and groundbreaking 

122 0 'Reilly Media is a well-respected publisher of technology manuals, and not to be confused with the 

infamous Bill O'Reilly from Fox News. Boyd participated in "Democracy Teach-In", one sub-conference 

of the "Emerging Technology Conference Series", February 9, 2004, San Diego CA. 
123 Press release from @dvocacy Inc, April 2005 < http://www.advocacyinc.com/news-arts/shurman4-25-

05.htm> 
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start-up. Yet it has retained some of the values and practices typically found in Silicon 

Valley start-ups> as well as some of its ties with the tech industry. 

"We come from the computer industry," co-founder Blades acknowledges, "We're 

used to seeing people get an idea and run with it. You start something for a reason. That 

changes. That's the way tech is. 124
" In this statement, MoveOn's affiliation with the tech 

culture is made explicit, and MoveOn's evolution, from a focus on internet-based 

activities to a shift towards more broadcast media activities, is thus implicitly justified. 

While the group was started as a temporary site of contest against Clinton's 

impeachment, it was later tested as an online community builder, as a fund-raising 

instrument, as a coordinating tool to enable local protests against the war in Iraq, and so 

on. As Blade remarks, "Frankly, that's all we are doing. We are experimenting."125 

Efficiency 

Another characteristic of MoveOn consistent with the tech industry environment is a 

focus on efficiency. "I want it to be effective", says Blades, "the question is 'what's 

going to be effective?'"126 MoveOn favors practicality and efficiency over idealism, or 

to put it another way, seems to follow to a certain extent the adage, "the end justifies the 

means". For instance, its adopting the domain name "moveon.com" in addition to the 

official domain name "moveon.org" shows that the organization seeks to maximize its 

chances to be visited, rather than to cling to the symbolic ''.org" that signals a non-profit 

entity thus running the risk to lose visitors who may type ".com" by inadvertence. 

Its focus on efficiency translates explicitly through frequent quantified goals and 

references to numbers. Until the end of 1999, MoveOn's press releases were heavily 

focused on the quantitative results of its campaigns, as well as on the effectiveness of the 

internet. While press releases are now less number-oriented, the campaigns themselves 

continue to emphasize quantifiable goals and results heavily ("Can you help get the word 

124 Nolan 12/23/2004. 
125 Nolan 12/23/2004. 
126 Nolan 12/23/2004. 

56 



out to at least 5 friends?, 127
,, "Earlier this week 84% of us agreed ... , 128

" "We need to 

raise $200, 000 by tomorrow night, 129
,, "As of 5 :08 PM Eastern, 10, 687 of us have 

contributed $646,648 to fund the big election plan,130
,, and the examples go on and on). 

This aspect is examined in detail in the chapter on representation in the section devoted 

to the "numbers'' axis of representation. 

MoveOn's remarkable successes at fundraising attests to its efficiency. The fund drive 

initiated in February 2006 to raise money for the 2006 congressional elections is a 

particularly striking example. The initial goal was set to $250,000 on February 1. It was 

then raised to $600,000 on February 2 in the morning, and raised again to $750,000 at 

8pm, $800,000 at llpm, and finally $1 million by midnight that same day. Donations 

were updated in real-time on the web site and represented visually with the telethon 

scale (Fig. 3), a device MoveOn uses for most of its quantified goals. 

Contribute to 2006 Election Plan 

We'ue reached 103% of our 3rd NEW goal of $1,000,000! ($1,03~924.69) 

Figure 3: 2006 "Election Plan" campaign - telethon scale 

<bttps://political. moveon.org/donate/06match.html> 

Technology 

MoveOn's reliance on digital technologies and applications is another aspect that 

reinforces its ties to the Silicon Valley, its willingness to experiment, as well as it 

constant quest for efficiency. What really set MoveOn apart was how, from the very 

beginning, it was able to harness the potential of e-mail communications for effective, 

rapid, sometimes massive online organizing. Moreover, the organization quickly 

capitalized on the data gathered from its membership to provide customized calls to 

127 E-mail communication from Ben Brandzel - "BREAKING: Bush knew about Katrina threat - and let it 

happen" - 03/02/06 
128 E-mail communication from Tom Matzzie - "Three weeks to pull it off' - 02/ 16/06 
129 E-mail communication from Eli Pariser- "Bush = Nixon -Help air our tough new ad" - 02/07/06 
130 E-mail communication from Eli Pariser - "Triple, triple, triple the goal" - 02/02/06 
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action (e.g., members can be automatically provided with the names and phone numbers 

of their congressmen based on their ZIP Codes) and identify issues more likely to trigger 

action based on demographic data gathered about their members. E-mail communication 

and database maintenance are still at the core of MoveOn's inner workings. Secure 

online fund-raising capabilities, as well as robust online action applications (e.g., 

petition, letter-to-the-editor etc.) are also vital to the organization. As a result, Patrick 

Kane, a technology consultant, has been appointed systems architect, in order to manage 

MoveOn's web presence, mass-emailing capability, and security infrastructure. The 

organization currently runs twenty-five front-end web servers and two database servers. 

It has adopted a mass-mailing application, Ecelerity, that enables MoveOn to reach three 

million members in three hours (as opposed to 18 hours previously), a crucial capability 

for emergency campaigns, and to send "Thank you" messages almost immediately each 

time someone takes action, an important feature that contributes to building trust 

between the organization and participants.131 (Ironically, OmniTI, the firm that 

developed Ecelerity, will also be providing services to Goodmail Systems, the company 

outsourced by AOL to implement what MoveOn has called in a recent campaign "the 

AOL e-mail tax" (February 2006) According to MoveOn, "Those who don't pay would 

risk their emails not being delivered. 132
") Because "to keep democracy in motion so to 

speak," says Kane, "we had to re-evaluate the lead-balancing strategy, 133
" MoveOn 

started a partnership with Coyote Point in order to improve web traffic and security. 

Interestingly, Kane's statement suggests that providing democratic "services," so-to

speak, is like providing any other commercial service; adequate technological support is 

required and crucial. 

MoveOn has also been using digital technologies to create and maintain a sense of 

community, another vital task to keep what is essentially a virtual organization afloat. 

The group has partnered with Stamen Design to supply interactive maps for the 

following events: Bake sales (April 2004), house parties for Greenwald's documentary 

131 "MoveOn.org utilizes OmniTI's Ecelerity to Mobilize Millions of Members Nationwide", an OmniTI 

case study <http://www.omniti.com/pdfs/OMNITI _CS _MoveOnF .pdf>. 
132 E-mail communication from Eli Pariser- "Stop AOL's email tax" - 02/22/06. 
133 D. Dubie, "Coyote Point helps MoveOn speed Web traffic," Network World 11/16/04. 
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Uncovered: the War on Iraq (November 2003) and Moore's documentary Fahrenheit 

9/11 (June 2004), and Candlelight Peace Vigil (March 2003). These maps of the United 

States (cf. Appendix F for sample map) served to display "clusters of participation" in 

the country in real-time (the maps were generated based on participants logging on to 

MoveOn and entering their ZIP codes). 

More recently (Fall 2005), MoveOn has partnered with the increasingly popular 

photo-sharing service site flickr.com for a trivial fee. Members are invited to submit 

their photographs to MoveOn via e-mail. The photographs are automatically uploaded 

onto MoveOn's account on flickr.com. Before they become public (that is, visible to 

anyone), however, they are reviewed by volunteers for approval. The approval process is 

surprisingly efficient, making the review of 7,000 photographs possible in less than an 

hour. 134 In addition to being an efficient and cost-effective application for MoveOn, this 

could also be a strategic move for the organization, since flickr.com is a social

networking application catching up with applications as popular as MySpace. 135 

Marketing political candidates 

While technology is MoveOn's backbone, the organization would not exist without 

its campaigns, and therefore marketing. MoveOn's implementation of marketing 

strategies, and the use of marketing by political activist groups more generally, should 

not come as a surprise considering that visibility and outreach can hardly be achieved 

without marketing. 

Presidential candidates have used these techniques for decades. Television was 

instrumental in the rise of the concept of a "political image." 1952 marked the first 

televised appearance of a candidate. Dwight Eisenhower was featured in a series of 

commercials, no doubt awkward by today's standards, but significant in how they 

signaled a new era for political campaigning. 1960 was the next landmark with the 

televised debate opposing Richard Nixon to John F. Kennedy that demonstrated the 

power of appearance over ideas. In 1964, negative advertising was born and put to use 

by Lyndon Johnson in the famous "Daisy" ad to expose Barry Goldwater's potentially 

134 M. Sifry, "Flickr: The Best $24.95 MoveOn ever Spent," Personal Democracy Forum 12/09/05. 

m flickr.com was developed by Ludicorp Research & Development, currently owned by Yahoo. 
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devastating view on nuclear weapons (this ad later inspired MoveOn for its own Daisy 

campaign). 1968 marked what Bruce Newman views as the transformation of political 

candidates into "media personalities" (1999:24). Nixon heavily relied on marketing to 

develop his campaign and appointed advertising experts in advisory positions. In 1976, 

Jimmy Carter's campaign successfully put to use market segmentation (which consists in 

breaking down the population into target audiences) to develop messages tailored to 

various constituencies. The 1980s were a turning point in political marketing during 

which the various techniques that had been applied over three decades were finally 

integrated. Reagan's campaigns illustrate this trend and show the advent of brand 

reinforcement, turning the candidate explicitly into a brand. The 1992 election campaign 

was another landmark in that Bill Clinton and Ross Perot experimented with a technique 

more akin to public relations than marketing, that is, direct contact with the public via 

live talk shows (and televised town meetings in the case of Clinton). The "media 

personalities" have now turned into "celebrities" (Newman 1999:28). 

Almost half a century later, techniques such as market research, market 

segmentation, targeting, positioning and branding, and strategy development are well 

honed in the political arena and can effectively be put to use by activist groups with 

adequate financial resources. This is the case for MoveOn. 

MoveOn's techniques 

Three techniques (or approaches) derived from commercial and political marketing are 

at the core of MoveOn strategies: ethos building, standardization, and pseudo

individualization. Political marketers take great care in developing the ethos component 

of their candidates. Clinton's campaigns, and particularly the way in which direct 

communication with constituents was used, is a good example. 136 MoveOn also strives 

to establish trust and credibility. Its efforts are best illustrated by its electronic 

communications with members. It relies on the technique of the trusted third-party 

endorsement to recruit new members. The most common way to become acquainted 

136 For a detailed account of how Clinton's 1992 campaign was manufactured and carefully monitored, see 

the documentary The War Room (1994), in which Clinton's consultants James Carville and George 

Stephanopoulos steal the show. 
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with the group is to receive a message from MoveOn that was sent by a friend, and thus 

endorsed by that friend. The option to send a message to a friend is available from an 

"action" page on the web site (for instance a page where one can sign an online petition) 

in the form of a "Pass it On" button (Fig. 4). 

fl Tell Others 
This campaign is based solely on word of mouth. It is 
CRUCIAL that you tell others. To transmit a brief letter 
to your e-mail circle, just press: 

[ Pass it on ] 

Figure 4: Example of forwarding feature (http://civ1c.moveon.org/emailtax/) 

The message the friend sends is customized so as to read like a personal 

recommendation, starting with "I" and usually employing the term "we" several times 

(Fig. 5) 

Subject: Stop AOL's email scheme 

Hi, 

~ signed an imp~ online petition because the very existence of o~ civic participation and 
'--11fet ree Internet a~now it are under attack by America Online, sn~eed to fight back 

quickly. 

The petition's at: 

http:/lc1vic .moveon .org/emailtax/ 

Figure 5: example of a message that can be sent to a friend 

<http://civic.moveon.org/c4/emailtax//letter.html> 

One can (literally) follow the friend's recommendation by clicking on a URL 

provided in the message (the url usually links to that same "action" page the friend's 

message originated from). Since the message was sent by someone one trusts, the 

inference is that one is likely to follow the recommendation and transfer one's trust to 

MoveOn itself. The concepts of trust and friendship are also conveyed in the messages 

sent to members (cf. Appendix D for sample message). Each message is formally written 

like a letter, rather than a newsletter, thus emphasizing a personal, one-on-one 

relationship. The recipient is addressed as "Dear MoveOn member," that is, the valued 

member of a commuruty. Instead of using formal titles and full names, the senders use 
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their first names to "sign" the letter. Many terms seek to reinforce the concept of a 

shared goal or concern, such as "it's up to all of us,'' "tens of thousands of us contributed 

to our 2006 ground plan," "Can you help us run this ad?137
" Also of interest is the use of 

"we" in reference to MoveOn's staff or to the membership interchangeably, a device that 

creates ambiguity and thus contributes to the reader's (member's) identification with 

MoveOn's staff. For example, "We can't let the administration off the hook" refers to 

MoveOn at large, that is, including its membership, while "We've put together a new, 

hard-hitting TV ad" refers to MoveOn's staff. 

While the messages establish a sense of trust and community, they also attest to 

efforts at building credibility, that is, at showing that MoveOn is a reliable source, an 

authority on the issues they advocate. All messages contain footnotes referring, and 

providing links, to news articles or official reports, for example: 

Sources: 

1. Bush Defends NSA Spying Program, CNN.com, January 1, 2006 
http://www. cnn . com/ 2006/POLITICS/Ol/Ol/nsa . spy i ng/ 

Figure 6: excerpt from email "Bush= Nixon? Help air our tough new ad" (2/7/06) 

Available in Appendix D. 

In parallel, in-text quotes from mainstream news articles or public figures are often 

used. MoveOn, moreover, often explicitly presents facts. Below is an excerpt from a 

sample e-mail that integrates these various elements (cf. Appendix D): 

Here is the factual analysis of the ad: 

• FISA was Passed in 1978 to Prescribe Procedures for Physical 

and Electronic Surveillance. 

o The Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA} of 1978 

prescribes procedures for the physical and electronic 

surveillance and collection of "foreign intelligence 

information" between or among "foreign powers." 

137 These examples are excerpts from the sample e-mail provided in Appendix D. 
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(http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/html/uscode50/usc_sup 

_01_50_10_36.html) 

o The highly classified FISA court was set up in the 1970s 

to authorize secret surveillance of espionage and 

terrorism suspects within the United States. Under the 

law setting up the court, the Justice Department must 

show probable cause that its targets are foreign 

governments or their agents. The FISA law does include 

emergency provisions that allow warrant-less 

eavesdropping for up to 72 hours if the attorney general 

certifies there is no other way to get the information. 

("Judges on Surveillance Court To Be Briefed on Spy 

Program," Washington Post, 12/22/05) 

Figure 7: Excerpt from email "Bush= Nixon? Help air our tough new ad" (217/06) 

Available in Appendix D. 

There is one practice characteristic to the MoveOn site, however, that undermines the 

group's credibility, namely, the absence of dates. The site is mostly a-temporal in that 

there are no dates to give the visitor a sense of when the "current campaigns" were 

started or whether there is a deadline to take action (whether on the home page, or on the 

page dedicated to the current campaigns), nor are there dates indicating where the 

"archives" begin and end, or when the "success stories"138 in effect became success 

stories. This perpetual "now" atmosphere, on the one hand, may have a positive effect 

and create a sense of urgency designed to trigger the "impulse action" (by which I mean 

the equivalent of an impulse purchase in a political context). On the other hand, because 

this is not a common practice, one may speculate that there is no need for frequent 

updates of the web site, or even more cynically, that it makes it easier to "retire" 

unsuccessful campaigns from the public eye without being noticed. The mere potential 

for speculation indicates a lack of transparency that can easily damage the previously 

painstakingly established trust. 

138 <http://www.moveon.org/campaigns.html ; http://www.moveon.org/archive.html>; 

<http://www.moveon.org/success _stories.html>. 
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Standardization 

Standardized tools or materials are essential to run efficient campaigns. They are 

also, according to Adorno and Horkheimer, a deplorable product of mass society. The 

electronic messages sent to members are, again, a good illustration, as they 

systematically follow the same template. A typical message is laid out as follows: letter 

on the left-hand column, and boxed "action" digest with button and graphics on the 

right-hand column (Fig. 8). 

Ad: Bush Breaking the Law 

We've put together a powerful new 
ad that that compares President 
Bush to President Nixon and 
forces the real question: is the 
president above the law? Will you 
help us air it during this critical 
week? 

I Donate Now! ) 
Click to Contribute 

t 
G~eorge Bush Is brea~the law. 

~ -'t' r:- J ~-) 
ff ff 

Figure 8: Example of a boxed "action" digest 

The structure of the messages usually ts: 1) short summary of issue, 2) short 

summary of solution or action eventually asking, "Can you help?" 3) Url linking to 

action page, 4) quantified goal such as "We need to raise $200,000 by tomorrow night" 

(cf. sample e-mail in Appendix D), 5) more details on issue (validated by reference to 

authoritative sources such as media), 6) url linking to action page aga~ 7) brief 

explanation on the importance of the action proposed, 8) url linking to action page again, 

9) signature, 10) footnotes, 11) "PAID FOR BY MOVEON.ORG POLITICAL 

ACTION" with link to web site, 12) request for donations with link to donation page on 

web site, 13) note on subscription management. Once the reader has become fami liar 

with the messages template, she can refer to the boxed digest first for efficient reading, 
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and decide to read on or not. The familiar template is useful considering the sometimes

daily frequency of the messages. 

Each message provides six (6) links to the same related "action" page on the web 

site, three in the text and three in the boxed digest. This kind of repetition is routinely 

used in commercial electronic messages. It has two objectives, first, (and quite 

obviously) to maximize the chances that the reader eventually clicks to visit the sender's 

site and be exposed to more persuasive materials, and second, to provide an adequate 

response to the "itchy finger" syndrome (that is, a response to the claim that most 

internet users feel the urge to click every 15 seconds). 139 

Another example that exemplifies the kind of standardization that Adorno and 

Horkheimer were particularly weary of, is the electronic letter-to-the-editor 

(subsequently referred to as LTE). The reason is that, because the process has been 

broken up into small functional units of action (described below), it is possible that 

"letter-writers" will lose sight of the original purpose of the LTE, that is, expressing their 

personal views. They may, instead, start viewing the process as a series of mundane 

"clicks" providing quasi-instant gratification for participating, regardless of the issue at 

stake. 

MoveOn frequently asks its members to write letters. Recently, members' 

participation was requested in the campaign against wiretapping (January/February 

2006), in the campaigns opposing the three Supreme Court nominees John Roberts, 

Harriet Miers and Samuel Alito (Summer '05 through January 2006), and in "No 

Reverse Robin Hood budget" campaign (Fall 2005). 

The writing process has been greatly simplified. For each request for LTEs, 

MoveOn first directs its members to a page where they can enter their ZIP code. They 

are then directed to a page that displays a list of local, regional, and national newspapers 

customized to the ZIP code on the left-hand column (this is Step 1). Circulation numbers 

and the number of L TEs already sent are listed for each newspaper. "Letter-writers" 

simply need to select a newspaper, without worrying about finding out any contact 

information. On the right-hand column, letter-writers are provided with a list of "talking 

139 This syndrome is often mentioned in handbooks discussing electronic marketing practices. 
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points" as well as "writing tips." The writing tips are standard to all LTEs (Fig. 9) and 

point to typical good writing practices. 

Talldno Points Wrttlng Tips 

Tips on Writing a Letter to the Editor 

• Reference a Recent Article: If possible, it is best to Include a 
reference to recent article that appeared In the newspaper yolive 
selected eindthen write your letter as a response, building on what 
was printed or pointing out how your viewpoint isni included. This 
greatly increases the likelihood that your letter wm be printed. 

• Include Your Contact Information: Most newspapers will only 
print a letter to the editor after calling the author to verify his or her 
identity and address. Newspapers will not give out that information 
and will usually only print your name and city should your letter be 
published. 

• Be Clear and Concise: Keep your letters brief and to the point. 
Newspaper editors often ecfit for length, so try to keep your letter to 
less than 200 words. The shorter it Is, the more likely it will be 
printed. 

• state Your Point Early: Be sure to state your main point in the 
subject line and In the flrst sentence of the letter. 

• Keep to One Topic: Keep your letters focused on one subject. 

Figure 9: Writing tips provided for each MoveOn LTE campaign. 

Although the talking points are concise, they go beyond the mere bulleted list and 

provide fully and clearly written paragraphs. Unless "letter-writers" are willing and able 

to take the time to write more extensively about only one of the talking points or to find 

a different way to express the same ideas, they will most likely copy and paste the 

talking points as they are presented in the composition window above the talking points 

(this is Step 2 - cf. Fig. 10 below for an illustration). In one instance, MoveOn went 

further and deliberately cultivated the "copy & paste" protester by offering several pre

written letters (in MoveOn,s own words) above the talking points (example of a pre

written letter provided in Appendix E). 140 

140 "Letter-to-the-Editor: The budget cuts target us: tell your story" - October 2005 < 

http://political.moveon.org/lte/index.html?lte_campaign_id=34> 
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Step 2: Write your letter 

Use the talkilg polris below the~ wndow for Ideas. 

Body: 

Talking Points 

T alklng Points 

V\t'etapplng Americens wtholi a warrari appears to violate the 
Constitution and the president has admitted to doi'lg just that. 

• Thi• is not about tr8dcing terrorists, It'• about a potential 
breech of the Con8tltutlon. The adninlstrotlon $eys1he spyilg 
program is narrow, and even said l's limited to people wth tios to 
.A.I Qaeda. Sul the i:x-esldert already has the authorly to track 
terrorists. Further, the AAJw York Tim'1s report$ the facts 
cllffererily, $eylng the data was overwhelming and often led to 
innocent Americans. 

• Republicans and Democrat• believe the president mey 

Figure 10: Example of "talking points" - "Tell the Media: No President is Above the Law" 

L TE campaign (01106) 

Once letter-writers have entered their text in the window, they need to enter their 

information and simply click on "send,, to have the letter electronically delivered 

directly to the newspaper (this is Step 3). 

In the case of the L TE, standardization has occurred at two levels, process and 

content. Interestingly, it is the possibility for customization (via the ZIP code) that 

allows for the increased standardization and systematization of the process. From this 

perspective, then, very little effort is required from "letter-writers.,, As they grow more 

familiar with the process, even less effort is required, and they may also become less 

critical of the content provided in the "talking points,, (and even ignore the actual 

content). This seems to exemplify the consumer previously described by Adorno and 
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Horkheimer, that is, passive, uncritical, incapable of engaging meaningfully in the 

political process. 

With regards to content, however, the template provided in the talking points 

becomes the standard only after having been sent by a significant number of people. The 

implication is that, while MoveOn staff and the technology provide the potential to 

create a standard, it is the users' actions that realize that potential. In other words, the 

"letter-writer" co-produces the standard; she is not a mere consumer. What matters in the 

end, however, is not the LTE's content (since it is interchangeable), but how effective 

the formula is in turning the LTE into a publishable piece. 

Pseudo-Individuality 

The concept of pseudo-individuality, highlighted by Adorno and Horkheimer, is 

tightly tied to the concept of standardization, in the sense that it makes the latter more 

pallatable to the consumer in simulating differences among products. While product 

standardization occurs at the upstream end of the production process, pseudo

individualization occurs at the downstream end of that process. 

Pseudo-individualization, that is; the process to create pseudo-individuality, has 

long been developed by marketers in order to enable product differentiation. It has also 

been applied to political candidates. Here I propose to look at the process of pseudo

individualization as applied to an activity, rather than a product. An array of standard 

components (e.g., talking points and newspaper selection provided for a letter-to-the

editor activity) is provided, and can be interpreted as the equivalent of "consumer 

choice," that is, the freedom to choose from what is made available to us. The 

combination of these components, however, has the potential to be uruque, or 

individualized. The difference is noteworthy since the producers of the activity have 

much less control over the process and the result since the consumers of the activity are 

also involved in the production process by virtue of participating. 

In the case of MoveOn, I focus on activities in which MoveOn staff (the producers) 

provides its members (the consumers) opportunity for limited personal expression. 

Personal expression is to be understood from the perspective of individualization, or 

even customization, as in the case of Nike that enables its customers to customize 
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existing products (e.g., color and materials choice). 141 These activities are still labeled 

"pseudo" activities since they are not spontaneous but instead developed independently 

by a producer before being offered to the consumers. 

The "Face America" photo petition launched in November 2005 to oppose budget cuts is 

a good example (Fig. 11). 

-- --:~--~--
:-. ~ . 

M oveOn.ona. 
1'0l.JrlCAl. ACT/Oii 

CAMPAIGNS SUCCESS STORIES DONATE SIGN UP ABOUT 

Help stop the Reverse Robin Hood Budget: Take a Photo 

VWtithe House bUdget vote iM*lel'i, we're ltulct*lgthe "Face America" ptdo petllonto showCong'ess we're wetchlng.C... 
you send In a photo of)IOU or~famllyahowlng~ oppotlklontothe budget cuts? 

Take 4 Steps To Include Your Photo 

1. Make 1 hendmede sign <t-ld-wrtt1en Is pref~to printed)-usiog one of the suggested 9Jooens below or 
something )IOU come up with along eimll« ..__end take • photo of~_., end.I« your femlbl' members 
holding It. If y«lve get time to make a few slgrlS llfld take more plctl.roa, thei's even bell.er. 

• Hends ott Medlceld 
• Hends off Student Loans 
• Hends off food stamps 
• No empty ThanksgivWlg 

piG!oa 

2. EfMll The Photo(•) To ftcu@moyeon.oro 

• Stop the Reverse RotJti Hood Budget 
• Don, rob from the poor to PllY b8clc the rlctil 
• Don, leave the poor ext In the coldthls ~ 
• ms holday season, have a~. Stop the bUdget 

c:W. 

• Send I from yo.r emal ecx:ol.rt II'* Is ~to ~.org -- the one where you recoived this proto reque$t -- so we1 recQ!11ze you. 
• If you sef'd l from a <ltferert accouil, we won't be able to connecl yo.r protos wlh the Info you are sUlmllSlg below. 
• You can send many photos In one emal, ).1st attach them al. 
• Photos roost be attac:tmetts, l>Otcot>tRlnod In tM ~oft:M t1l'l'lllll. 

3. Tel Us Vout Contact lrd'omllltlon 

Figure 11: "Face America" photo petition 

<http://political.moveon.org/budgetaction/photos/> 

141 Customization is possible via the Nike web site (www.nikeid.com). In this case, individualization is 

deliberately restricted, as was demonstrated by the following. A customer sought to have a pair of shoes 

customized with the word "sweatshop;" his request was denied. The customer's intent, of course, was to 

subvert Nike's marketing scheme to expose the company's labor issues. This anecdote is related in Klein's 

No Logo. as an illustration of consumer activism. 
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MoveOn offered the innovative photo petition fonnat to simulate a real-life 

situation: a MoveOn member meets a Congressman/woman face-to-face and gets the 

opportunity to voice her opposition. The photo featuring the member holding a sign is 

expected to encapsulate/simulate that hypothetical meeting. 

The campaign explicitly encourages individual expression m the fonn of the 

submission of a personal photograph of a member (or a member's family), as well as in 

the crafting of a slogan and of a hand-written sign to display the slogan in the 

photograph. By the same token, the campaign constrains individual expression by 

suggesting eleven slogans and the use of hand-written signs, and by requesting that 

photos of the members especially be shot for the occasion be used. In other words, there 

is an attempt on the part of MoveOn to standardize the result, perhaps in order to 

establish a new standard to replace the traditional signature, and thus to present the photo 

petition as a legitimate, albeit different, petition; a petition format more suitable to our 

digitally and visually oriented society. To put it another way, for a traditional petition to 

be considered as "real" or "authentic," it must contain the full name, address, and 

signature of each individual that signed. That's the standard. Similarly, for a photo 

petition to be viewed as legitimate or "real," it should contain a photograph of each 

participant holding a sign with a short statement, as well as her full name and e-mail 

address. The issue of the petition standard is only one example of the wider challenge 

faced by MoveOn, that is, how can a virtual organization produce "authenticity" and 

project a "grassroots" image? I explore this issue further in the next chapter. 

The space provided for individual expression in this campaign, however, provides 

the necessary "individualizing" ingredient to trigger interest, without requiring too much 

effort. Based on the responses to the L TE campaigns run by MoveOn, that is, a large 

amount of "copy & paste" letters, a similar type of response was to be expected: photos 

of members holding hand-written signs with one of the eleven slogans suggested. Yet 

the response was quite the opposite, with many members ignoring one or more of the 

guidelines. Out of the almost 3,000 photographs submitted and posted onto flickr.com 
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for public viewing, 142 less than half appear to follow the organizers' guidelines. 

Handwritten signs, printed signs, and messages digitally laid over photos coexist; many 

submissions are plain photos without a message; many photographs are re-purposed; 

some submissions offer clever montages, instead of portraying real people (Fig. 12 & 

13). 

Figure 12: "Face America" petition - example 1 

<http://www.flickr.com/photos/moveon/67602426/> 

Figure 13: "Face America" petition - example 2 

<http://www.flickr.com/photos/moveon/67175070/> 

142 
Flickr is an application that enables anyone to upload photos and make them public 

<http://www.flickr.com/pbotos/moveon/tags/faceamerica!>. 
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As a result, what was intended to remain in the realm of pseudo-individuality to 

produce what in the end is standard by definition, the petition, may have entered the 

realm of individuality proper, a result to be expected when participants both occupy the 

positions of consumers (of the campaign) and producers (of individual units within the 

campaign). 

MoveOn's membership is its most vital and problematic site of production. The 

organization produces the conditions and establishes the boundaries for action, both 

logistically and ideologically, but it must deal with human uncertainty. Members' 

responses do not necessarily meet the organization's expectations. Participation can be 

somewhat disappointing, as was the case for vigils organized to raise awareness about 

the administration's wiretapping practices (February 2006).143 The mode and nature of 

engagement, furthermore, can depart from MoveOn's intentions (e.g., response to "Face 

America" photo petition, repurposing of a MoveOn politically-oriented house party into 

a typical party). It is mostly through its members' actions that MoveOn materializes, and 

materialization can sometimes be at odds with the intentions of MoveOn leadership. 

Membership as a site of production reflects the tensions that arise from running an 

organization that is both engaged in grassroots activities and media-friendly events. It 

also illuminates the difficulties inherent to finding the right balance between control and 

space for free expression for an organization committed to advocacy that works. 

143 The vigils held on February 22, 2006 gathered a dozen people at RPI, about thirty people in Saratoga, 

and one hundred people in Albany. 
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Chapter Four: Representation 

"The American citizen [ ... ] lives in a world where fantasy is more real than reality, 

where the image has more dignity than its original. " (Boors tin 3 7) 

The previous chapter highlighted MoveOn's connections with the media industry 

and the Silicon Valley culture. MoveOn's most problematic site of production -- its 

membership -- was shown to reflect the tensions inherent to an organization both 

engaged in grassroots activities and media-friendly events. In this chapter, I examine 

these tensions from the perspective of representation, another one of the five loci for 

cultural practices that constitute the circuit of culture. 

Discussing the practices of representation of a group engaged in political action 

such as MoveOn is no easy task because such a group operates at the confluence of two 

meanings of representation: symbolic representation refers to something that stands in, 

or acts as a substitute, for something else, while political representation designates the 

institution of democratic representation. 

Symbolic representation 

Representation, Jon Stratton argues, "requires a separation, two entities to be 

distinct and yet to partake of each other with one being the determining site, the site of 

presence" (1993:10). Representation rests on an artificial distinction between 

representation and reality, in which a representation stands for something else that is 

real. 

"Standing in," both in the classical and the modem sense, indicates that 

representation is arbitrary, although it is grounded in realism; it only reflects selected 

aspects of the real object it stands for, and minimizes some of the attributes of the entity 

represented. From the postmodern perspective, however, "standing in" no longer has a 

diminishing connotation since representation dominates presence and the spectacle (not 

reality) dominates, and even shapes, our experiences (Stratton 1993:293-296). 

One must be cautious, moreover, with the elusive term "reality." Jean Baudrillard's 

taxonomy of representation, or orders of "simulation," is useful to illuminate the various 
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(and evolving) meanings of "reality" (Baudrillard 1984:54-73). The first order, the 

"order of counterfeit," characterizes the period from the Renaissance to the Industrial 

Revolution. The concept of reality overlaps with the concept of the natural/physical 

world. The second order, the "order of production," refers to the Industrial era. The 

concept of reality is linked to the material world of objects, both natural and man-made. 

The third order, the "order of simulation," characterizes our current situation, in which 

the "code" becomes a substitute for representation. The current order "surely must mean 

the end of the theater of representation [ ... which is] replaced by the black box of the 

code, the molecular signal emitter with which we are irradiated" (1984:65). The "code," 

characteristic of the digital age, is analogous to genetic programming,. in that it provides 

a matrix of organic responses to stimuli within a universe that makes the concepts of the 

"real" and of the "imaginary" irrelevant. The term "meaning" has become meaningless. 

As we moved from one order to the next, according to Baudrillard, the relationship 

between sign and nature, or the relationship between representation and reality, if you 

will, has become increasingly weaker. In the order of simulation, the relationship 

between representation and reality has gone beyond reversal, with the site of 

representation determining, and even generating, the site of presence, or simulacrum. 

This view goes beyond the postmodern view stated earlier, for which the representation 

prevails over reality (or presence), but for which presence is still a valid concept. 

Baudrillard argues instead that in the order of simulation the concept of presence is 

irrelevant; the sign (or representation) operates autonomously. 

Institutional political representation 

The concept of political representation, m contrast to that of symbolic 

representation, typically refers to the institution of democratic representation. It 

designates a system in which elected representatives speak for their constituents in the 

legislature and are empowered to act in their constituents' best interests. 

While the representative system is usually viewed as a common form of democratic 

practice, distinguished philosophers, from Jean-Jacques Rousseau to Hannah Arendt, 

have contended that the representative. system is in effect a smokescreen for a mythical 
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democracy. 144 Contemporary political scientists argue that the US representative system, 

in particular, is one of the least democratic systems in the world. 145 Because the 

representative system rests on formal legal equality in the paradoxical context of social 

inequality (this is the "abstract freedom" in Hegel's words), democracy (or power to the 

people) is not substantive. From this perspective, therefore, the representative system is 

not a genuine embodiment of democracy, but rather a mere representation of democracy, 

despite the fact that, arguably, it creates the illusion of participation. 

It creates that illusion for three reasons. The first, set forth by Hegel and advanced 

by Arendt, is that the existence of representatives discourages lay people from directly 

engaging in public affairs, thus diverting their attention away from issues of social 

inequality. The dichotomy "rulers vs. ruled, 146
" Arendt argues, is preserved in a system 

in which parties deliberately exclude the "masses" from public life and in which 

representatives constitute an elite who are able, unlike lay people, "to engage in 

activities of expressing, discussing, and deciding which in a positive sense are the 

activities of freedom" (Fine 200I:122). Shunning the masses from public life is a serious 

offense since this, in the eyes of Arendt, prevents them from self-realization because, 

144 For discussions on democracy from the standpoint of political philosophy, cf. Gewirth's Political 

Philosophy (1965), D. Spitz's Political Theoi:y and Social Change (1967), L. Hinchman & S. Hinchman's 

Hannah Arendt: Critical Essays (1994), A. Cobban' s Rousseau and the Modem State (1964), R. Fine's 

Political Investigations (2001), H. Marcuse's Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Social Theoi:y 

(1979). 
145 Robert Dahl, for instance, asks, "How democratic is the American constitution?" (2003), and points to 

the issue of unequal representation in the Senate (i.e., two senators per state regardless of the population of 

the state). He also suggests that the US representative democracy is actually an aristocracy, using the 

definition provided by the French philosopher Montesquieu, that is, "when the sovereign power is in the 

hands of a part of the people" (qtd. in DaM 2003:182). Benjamin Barber is also critical of the US political 

system and characterizes it as a "thin democracy." 
146 "Rulers vs. ruled" is an extension of the important "master/slave" dichotomy introduced by Hegel in 

Phenomenology of Mind in order to illustrate the inescapable imbalances that develop among individuals 

as their self-consciousnesses are pitted against each other for validation. This suggests that conflict and 

inequality in society are unavoidable. 
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Arendt maintains, political participation is what gives meaning to our lives and qualifies 

us as human beings. 147 

The idea of the constituents' "best interests" is also contingent upon the principle of 

"general will," or "general good." "Sovereignty," according to Rousseau, "cannot be 

represented, for the same reason that it cannot be transferred; it consists essentially in the 

general will, and the will cannot be represented; it is itself or it is something else" 

(1994:127). This is because the modern state, Rousseau contends, rests on the principle 

of the "general will," an abstract concept in effect incompatible with the concept of 

"individual will" since it represents the interests of an ideal general entity that does not 

exist, and supersedes the aggregated interests of real individuals. Rousseau adds that, if 

citizens, "furnished with adequate information [and without] communication with one 

another" (qtd. in Gewirth, 1965:70), express their individual wills, differences will 

cancel each other out when a critical mass of individual wills is reached, out of which 

the "general will" can naturally emerge. Once factions enter the political process, 

however, only a limited number of "particular wills" can be expressed among which one 

is bound to prevail, at the expense of the "general will." The modem bi-partisan US 

democratic system, that structurally leads to the expression of the antagonistic 

"particular wills" of the Democrat and Republican factions, cannot, thus, adequately 

express the general will, nor the individual wills of American citizens. 148 

Perhaps the most overarching reason that representative democracy is illusory, is, 

Hegel argues, that the representative system is a form of mediation between civil society 

and the state, or between the private realm and the public. 149 Mediation is a form of 

147 Arendt beautifully develops this argument via the principle of the "vita activa" in The Human 

Condition. The "vita activa" breaks down human life into three realms: labor, work, and action. Action, or 

participation in public life, is the highest order of human activity because it is not "necessary." It 

transcends the individual. This is where Hegel's "absolute freedom" can be enacted. 
148 Rousseau's discussion on voting also undermines the validity of the US system, as it advocates the use 

of a proportional number of votes, in contrast to an absolute majority of votes, to determine the closest 

position to the theoretical "general will." 
149 Although Rousseau and Hegel seem to concur on the shortcomings of representative democracy, one 

should remember that Hegel was critical of Rousseau's concept of social contract and offered the concept 

of the "organic state" as a better alternative. The "organic state" is the "unity of individual desires and 
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control for the modern state, which partially translates into the power of the 

representatives being limited by the executive branch of the state. While voting is 

theoretically a means to exercise freedom, Hegel argues that this kind of freedom is only 

a legal "abstract freedom." What Hegel means by freedom is far more ambitious and 

must be recast within his deterministic understanding of history. History, according to 

Hegel, has a purpose, namely, the progress of consciousness of the idea of freedom, and 

is the product of a rational evolution towards absolute consciousness and absolute 

freedom. Consciousness is to be understood as universal. Consciousness is to be found 

within each individual in the form of self-consciousness. All individuals' 

consciousnesses contribute to a universal consciousness that as a whole, however, is 

greater than the sum of individual consciousnesses. Absolute freedom is ultimate self

consciousness (i.e., knowledge of oneself not as an individual, but rather as an integral 

part of a community); it implies that one is able to act free of natural desires, social 

pressures, and other people's influence. Self-consciousness, and thus freedom, is made 

possible by reason (which is also to be understood as universal). The central role of 

reason also explains why history is the product of a rational evolution. 150 

In regard to the concept of democracy, one should also remember that Hegel was a 

contemporary of the French Revolution and of the Terror that ensued. He witnessed 

almost first hand the shortcomings associated with such a democratic system and the 

concept of "abstract freedom." In his view, voting does not provide space to exert true 

freedom; the act of voting is, instead, most likely to be a conduit for the expression of 

individual interests, and it inherently limits choices. Hegel captures the mythical 

dimension of democracy particularly well when he states, "the role of representation is 

to embody the 'subjective moment in universal freedom in order to prevent the isolation 

of the government' "(Fine 2001:65). In other words, it creates the illusion of unity, in 

universal reason" (qtd. by Gewirth, 1965:80), a utopian state in which people naturally act according to the 

principle of the general good because they view themselves as interdependent; they function as individual 

cells in a biological body. 
150 The views presented here, mostly derived from Hegel's Lectures on the Philosophy of History, are of 

course extremely condensed here and nuances are lost, but this summary should suffice to illuminate his 

position on representative democracy. 
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the sense that the government and its subjects are one organic whole. More 

contemporary thinkers have been equally critical of political representation. Guy 

Debord, for instance, characterizes the representative principle as the "quintessence of 

modem domination" (1994). 

The convergence of symbolic and political representations 

Despite the compelling arguments laid out by such distinguished political scholars 

as Arendt, pointing to the convergence of symbolic and political representations, the 

separation betwe·en these two kinds of representation remains firmly engrained. Yet the 

efforts to keep them discrete, that is, the efforts to maintain the myths about democracy, 

are becoming increasingly preposterous in an era in which political discourse is shaped 

by marketing, advertising, and the rules of info-tainment. 

Because political action, in such an era, takes place within the realm of symbolic 

representation, the two meanings of representation are joined inextricably. Recognizing 

the convergence of these two concepts can be disconcerting since their convergence 

signals the collapse of the boundaries between the traditionally distinct sphere of action 

and sphere of illusion. Political representation is conceptually linked to the sphere of 

action. The sphere of action, a concept I derive from Arendt's "associational public 

space" (Benhabib 1994) and Habermas' public sphere, has two core characteristics: 

human interaction with minimal mediation, and publicness. 151 It is a space within which 

people act and interact, and within which they are accountable for their actions. The 

sphere of action is not bound to institutionally public spaces such as a public square or a 

city hall. Publicness in the sphere of action means that the actions undertook in that 

sphere are visible to, and open to the judgment of, anyone who did not participate in 

151 Seyla Benhabib contends, in "Models of Public Space," that Arendt uses two distinct notions of public 

space, agonistic and associational. The agonistic view represents the classic competitive space where a 

select homogenous and egalitarian group of people interacts; a "space of appearances in which moral and 

political greatness, heroism, and preeminence are revealed, displayed, shared with others." (1994:78). The 

associational view, in contrast, points to a non-topographic space that emerges when and where "men act 

together in concert" (Arendt qtd. by Benhabib, 1994:78). The implication is that the associational space 

need not emerge in a public space as typically understood (e.g., city hall). 
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undertaking these actions. Publicness also means that those who acted are accountable. 

The sphere of action is grounded in reality because of its emphasis, in principle, on 

human beings rather than objects or concepts. 

Symbolic representation, on the other hand, can be said to belong to the sphere of 

illusion because it is typically characterized by artificiality and arbitrariness. 152 The 

sphere of illusion is a concept I derive from Debord's concept of the spectacle -- also 

used by Baudrillard in the 1960s before he starting arguing about the obsolescence of the 

concept of reality - insofar I have retained the assumptions regarding the manufacturing 

of reality and the subordination of reality to its own representations. But the sphere of 

illusion differs from the spectacle in that the concepts of intention and manipulation by 

the powers that be are not central. Furthermore the sphere of illusion, in contrast to the 

sphere of action, emphasizes the meanings we ascribe to objects (and even human 

beings) over the importance of human action itself; it is a realm of commodities. The 

concept of publicness, moreover, is not about full disclosure. What is public, in the 

sphere of illusion, is what is put on the stage in the limelight, to keep with the spectacle 

analogy. The distinction between the sphere of action and the sphere of illusion crumbles 

once one takes into account the commodification of politics and the central role of the 

image for politicians. Thus the ambiguity about the term "acting," that signifies both 

taking action and engaging in a staged performance, cannot be incidental. 

The convergence of political and symbolic representations, at the intersection of the 

sphere of action and the sphere of illusion, is also apparent in corollary symbols of the 

representative system such as the colors red and blue used to represent the Republican 

and the Democrat parties respectively. These colors have come to symbolize 

geographical party domination, and referring to "blue states" and "red states" (states 

with a Democratic majority and a Republican majority respectively), is now a cultural 

commonplace.153 The primary colors symbol, popularized by the extensive use of 

152 
Although the tenn "ilJusion" sometimes connotes deceit, I use it here with an emphasis on artifice 

rather than deceit. 
153 

While the choice of primary colors such as blue and red makes sense in reference to the institutional 

process of the primaries and to the colors of the American flag, it is ironic that the Republican Party 
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geographical maps in the media, is yet another example of the abuse of a sign that has 

greatly contributed to oversimplifying the political landscape. Barthes' taxonomy of the 

semiological system is useful to "demystify" the primary colors sign (2001). 

Barthes' purpose is to uncover the constructions of the dominant ideology (i.e., what 

he refers to as the bourgeois ideology) that are presented to us as "truths." To uncover 

these constructions, Barthes believes, is to make visible the semiotic layers that 

constitute a "truth," or what he calls a myth. "A myth," Barthes explains, "is a type of 

speech chosen by history: it cannot possibly evolve from the 'nature' of things" 

(2003:110). He also views the myth as a system of communication and a second-order 

semiological system. 

language { 
=first-order 

semiological system 

1. signifier I 2. signified 

3. sign = meaning 

I. signifier = form Il. signified = concept 

III. sign = signification 

Figure 14: Representation of a Barthesian myth 

Myth = second-order 
semiological system 

The color (red or blue) is a signifier for party affiliation (Republican or Democrat) 

in a political context; in other words, the meaning of red or blue is Republican or 

Democrat respectively. This is just, however, the first-level of signification, i.e., 

language. Because the political meaning of the color red or blue on a geographical map 

is now taken-for-granted after countless appearances in the media, the meaning has 

dissolved. One should therefore refer to the combination color/party as a form rather 

than a meaning. The form color/party, in turn, applied to a state on a map, signifies the 

concept of party domination in one state. This is a second-order of signification, that is, 

the myth of absolute party domination. The issue with the signification "political 

domination" is that, although it technically refers to a proportion of votes over 50% 

going to one party, it functions as an absolute, a red state is a republican state, and a blue 

state is a democrat state, thus obliterating the complexity of the political landscape and 

should be symbolized by red, a color that is traditionally associated with Communism (i.e., the "Red 

Scare"). 
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offering an erroneous symbolic representation of political representation.
154 

This binary 

mode of representation has turned into an arbitrary sign itself (what, after all, does 

preclude illustrators from representing voting results in a purple hue that is a function of 

the actual percentages of Democrat (blue) and Republican (red) votes for instance?). The 

concept of political representation (in the Barthesian sense) takes the form of binary 

representation and signifies polarization and one-party domination. In other words, the 

(paradoxical) myth of absolute one-party domination is made to appear as a "natural" 

democratic outcome. 

The recent stance adopted by the Bush administration on foreign relations also 

epitomizes the convergence between political representation and symbolic 

representation. 155 The confusion resulting from the convergence is exemplified by the 

Administration's strong concern for the image of the United States in the world, and the 

methods employed (mostly media events) in an attempt to improve its image, especially 

in the Middle East. Public diplomacy in the U.S. basically consists in "branding" the 

United States, so as to attract "consumers" worldwide. 

The appointment of Charlotte Beers, a former top advertising executive, as 

undersecretary for public diplomacy and public affairs shortly after September 11, 

exemplifies this strategy. Beers developed a media campaign, "Shared Values," which 

consisted in a series of TV ads featuring American Muslims expressing their satisfaction 

about leaving in the US. The reception for these ads in the Middle East was very hostile, 

and they had to be discontinued after a month. Beers resigned in 2003. Despite Beers' 

154 This problem is inherently linked to the democratic representation system in use in the United States, 

that is, a binary system. In contrast, it seems that it is less likely to reach this level of oversimplification in 

the European countries that employ a proportional system of representation. 
155 Another example is the frequent use by the current Administration of policy names such as ''No Child 

Left Behind" or "Clear Skies Initiatives." Without going as far as talking about "doublespeak" as Sen. 

Harry Reid did in a radio address, there is no doubt that these names are empty signs, pointing to 

democratic ideals, but in effect constituted by signifiers (in this case practices) at odds with these very 

democratic ideals, namely, preparing for standardized tests in the case of "No Child Left Behind," a 

practice in contradiction with developing informed judgment, and privileging the corporate voice over the 

citizen voice in the case of "Clear Skies Initiatives." (Democratic Radio Address 01/2006 

<http://www.democrats.org/a/2006/01/senate _democrat_ 15.php> ). 
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failure at "winning the hearts and minds of the Muslim World,"156 the White House has 

persisted with its PR approach to public affairs. The Bush administration has 

orchestrated the creation of several media outlets in the Middle East, including Radio 

Sawa, the TV channel Al-Iraqiyah157 (which replaces the former state-controlled 

channel), and the satellite TV channel Al-Hurra. 158 All seem to enjoy very little 

credibility among the Iraqis and Middle-Eastern people in general, especially following 

the revelations in November 2005 about the Pentagon paying to plant news stories in 

Iraqi papers via the PR firm Lincoln Group, a revelation that further eroded the 

credibility of US claims on democracy and free media. 159 Karen Hughes, the current 

undersecretary for public diplomacy and public affairs, has also engaged in another 

unsuccessful PR stunt: she "toured" Muslim nations and met with Muslim women in 

October 2005 in order to promote a positive image of the US. 

Genuine efforts towards encouraging representative democracy are eclipsed by the 

mediatization of these efforts, as exemplified by the recent votes about the new 

constitution for Iraq. While important changes were drafted in the Iraqi constitution in 

October 2005, the media coverage focused on providing images of elated and 

156 The expression ''winning the hearts and minds of the Muslim World" has been used and abused by the 

US news media. 
157 Al-Iraqiyah (originally called the Iraqi Media Network) is a coalition-run TV channel created in May 

2003. It replaces the national TV channel. The management of the channel, so far, has been handled by 

companies with no broadcasting expertise, and/or no real motivation to provide decent programming. 

Several hundreds millions of dollars have been swallowed by this project, and one would be hard-pressed 

to find any evidence that the channel has contributed to improving the image of the United States. 
158 Al-Hurra (meaning The Free One) was launched in February 2004 as a response to Al-Jazeera. It is 

overseen by the US-funded Broadcasting Board of Directors (that also oversees Voice of America). 

Mainstream news media such as the Washington Post have referred to Al-Hurra as a propaganda tool for 

the US adminislration. 
159 More specifically, it was claimed that the Pentagon had a multi-million dollar contract with the Lincoln 

Group to: 1) translate stories prepared by the military, 2) inject these stories in the Iraqi press without 

mentioning the Pentagon as the author, 3) employ "friendly" Iraqi journalists. The allegations, although 

not confirmed by the Pentagon, have not been denied either. See the Los Angeles Times: "U.S. Military 

Covertly Pays to Run Stories in Iraqi Press" (11/30/05) and the New York Times: "U.S. Is Said to Pay to 

Plant Articles in Iraq Papers" ( 12/01/05) for details. 
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courageous voters, rather than explaining the content of the constitution itself. In the 

same vein, the Administration has virtually shut down Iraq in 2006 to guarantee national 

elections with high turnouts, even though the names of the candidates had to be kept 

secret from the voters and those elected have been unable to govern. The Bush 

Administration's reaction to the Palestinian elections in February 2006 was equally 

telling. The Administration, on the one hand, strongly supported the democratic electoral 

process, while, on the other hand, it disapproved of the outcome, thus validating the 

electoral process (the form) as a sign for democracy (i.e., symbolic representation of 

representative democracy), while publicly undermining the outcome I the substance (i.e., 

the practical results of representative democracy). 160 

Political representation and activism 

The concept of political representation is not limited to elected officials. It also 

applies to activist groups, although the validation processes for political representation 

differ. On the one hand, representatives are validated through a number of votes, 

financial contributions, and sometimes satisfaction polls. On the other hand, activist 

group leaders are usually self-appointed. Validation translates into the size of the 

membership, participation in events, and again, financial contributions. Members of 

activist groups are both objects and subjects in this system of representation. While they 

are the object of (symbolic) representation for the activist group, they retain a certain 

degree of agency with regards to participating in events (a form of political 

representation). Thus, because the membership is engaged in activities in both the 

symbolic and political spheres, assessing the meaning of their activities will necessarily 

yield seemingly conflicting interpretations, with members appearing, for instance, 

simultaneously active and passive. But once we accept the blending of the two 

configurations of representation, competing perspectives on the public/the masses, such 

as that of Adorno and Debord on the passive end of the spectrum, and Baudrillard and 

Hall on the more active end of the spectrum, may help illuminate the paradoxes of 

160 I.e., threatening to cancel its aid to Palestinians on the basis that Hamas, that won overwhelming 

support as a result of the elections, is a terrorist group. 
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contemporary masses 161 in the context of political activism. To put it succinctly, the 

consumerist paradigm identified by Adorno, and later Debord, also applies to the realm 

of internet-enabled political activism under scrutiny, in the sense that activists act upon 

standardized protest calls (i.e., e-mails), use standardized tools (e.g., electronic petitions, 

letter-to-the-editor forms, online donations), and respond in standardized ways to ready

made campaigns (e.g., petition delivery, candle vigils). In other words, we must 

recognize the existence of a standardized mass of activists with standardized tastes. 

As Debord would argue, however, the possibility for some agency exists. And as 

Debord noted, as he experienced the agitation of the sixties in France, there is a potential 

for small radical groups to plant the seeds of "revolution." The masses could thrive on 

these seeds and become actors of the revolutionary process once they become aware of 

their state of alienation. From this perspective, the masses are limited subjects, that is, 

people who may want change but do not have the drive to initiate it; they need leaders. 

Debord's view is applicable to MoveOn and similar organizations with a strong 

leadership and a top-down structure, in that their memberships seem to spring into action 

on the basis of MoveOn and other leaders' initiatives. Debord's description of 

"spectacular consumption" by the masses is also useful to examine some of the activists' 

behaviors. The promotion of Moore's documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 via MoveOn and its 

members is a good illustration of how the spectacle of the promotion campaign itself has 

overshadowed the material product (i.e., the documentary itself). 

What Adorno and Debord had not anticipated, however, was that when political 

action is turned into a commodity, consumption could also become a form of resistance. 

Here, Hall's understanding of the masses becomes useful, albeit indirectly so. While 

Hall contends that the masses have a certain degree of agency, he tends to situate agency 

within the field of culture (especially "urban popular culture") rather than within the 

field of politics. He also argues that while the masses do think, they may be deprived of 

the "means of enunciation" (Morley and Chen, 1996). Today's activists can arguably be 

situated in popular culture and the internet appears to provide the previously lacking 

"means of enunciation" in the form of internet-based organizations such as MoveOn. 

161 Here, I use the problematic tenn "masses" for lack of a better word. 
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It is important to underscore, however, that Hall and Baudrillard, while they do not 

characterize the masses as passive, certainly do not view them as inherently active either. 

For Hall, on the one hand, the potential for the "means of enunciation" exists, although it 

may not be realized. For Baudrillard, on the other hand, because the concept of a 

political arena has become irrelevant, the masses have become .. transpolitical." In other 

words, they have moved to the extreme postmodern realm where the concepts of power 

and politics are "dead" (1983:39). Baudrillard also claims "The medium alone functions 

as an atmospheric effect and acts as spectacle and fascination. [ ... ] The medium is the 

message" (1983:35). This observation may explain the increased participation in online 

political campaigns that become a convenient and powerful way for the mass of activists 

to immerse themselves in what has become the spectacle of activism. 

Practices of representation 

"Discursive formations," says Hall, "define what is and what is not appropriate in 

our formulation of, and our practices in relation to, a particular subject or site of social 

activity" (1997:6). Discursive formations become apparent via "practices of 

representation," which go beyond language artifacts to encompass all relevant forms of 

symbolic expression. According to Hall, "The embodying of concepts, ideas and 

emotions in a symbolic form which can be transmitted and meaningfully interpreted is 

what we mean by the 'practices of representation'" (1997:10). Hall's reference to 

"embodying'" rather than "embodiment," signals the dynamic, and perhaps elusive, 

nature of practices of representation. This is especially true for MoveOn, which cannot 

be defined by finite artefacts, but whose contours are, instead, constantly redefined 

through the digital artefacts, as well as the mediated events and reactions it keeps 

generating. It constitutes one, among multiple others, continuously renewed 

representation of activism grounded in the contemporary landscape of American 

consumer culture. 

Sites of representation 

I will also use the term "site of representation" in this investigation. While the 

meaning of "site" appears self-evident at first, the multiple contexts in which this 
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concept has been used suggest that a definition may be in order. Entities as diverse as the 

brain, 162 Man, 163 language, 164 martyrdom, 165 and screen166 have been referred to as sites 

of representation, pointing to varying conceptualizations of the concept of "site," 

including as a location, a fonn or medium, an object, an idea, and even a combination of 

all these. A cultural text, according to Stuart Hall ( 1997), is a site of representation, as is 

textuality167 (which he also considers as a site of resistance). Because I consider the 

meanings of political and symbolic representations to be inextricable, I use the tenn "site 

of representation" to designate a site where the collision between political and symbolic 

configurations becomes visible. 

Pseudo-events 

The concept of "pseudo-events", introduced by Daniel Boorstin in the 1960s in his 

seminal book The Image: a Guide to Pseudo-Events in America, is especially relevant in 

the examination of practices of representation. Boorstin links the emergence of pseudo

events to what he calls the "Graphic Revolution," that is, "man's ability to make, 

preserve, transmit and disseminate precise images" (1982:13-15). Although the tenn 

"graphic" may appear somewhat outdated in a digital era, Boon>tin's characteri7.ation of 

the power of the image remains pertinent. One significant effect of the graphic 

revolution is that the vividness of the image has come to supplant the spontaneity of 

162 In this case, referring to the brain as a site of representation pertains to Deleuze's discussion about the 

retrieval of memories and the survival of the past. In Gilles Deleuze and the Ruin of Representation, by D. 

Olkowski (1999). 
163 Foucault contends that Man, instead of language, is a site of representation. In Writing Sites: A 

Genealogy of the Postmodern World by J. Stratton (1990). 
164 R. Cooper, in Organized Worlds: Essays in Technology and Organization with Robert Cooper by R. 

Chia ( 1998), conflates representation and agency of the human subject, and views representation as 

evidence of human superiority. 
165 Martyrdom is presented as a site of representation for fundamentalists in Iran, in Between Woman and 

Nation: Nationalisms. Transnational Feminisms and the State by Moallem, Alarcon, and Kaplan (1999). 
166 G. Kress contends, in Literacy in the New Media Age (2003), that the screen, rather than the page, is 

the site of representation, and also the site of the image. The visual prevails over the written. 
167 In Stuart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Cultural Studies by Morley and Chen (1996). 

86 



reality, a view that coincides with the postmodern perspective from which representation 

prevails over reality. The image-dominated universe described by Boorstin (in which 

reality is synonymous with spontaneity) foreshadows Baudrillard's hyper-reality. 

A pseudo-event, Boorstin explains, is a "happening" that is not spontaneous, that is, 

one that was planted, planned, or incited. First, because the pseudo-event was planted for 

the purpose of being reported, a measure of success is the extent to which it is reported. 

Second, because it was planned, it is easier to disseminate, more intelligible, and more 

convenient to witness than a real event (1982:11-12, 39-40). One should distinguish 

pseudo-events from propaganda. While propaganda essentially appeals to emotions, 

pseudo-events are rational constructions that also imply the possibility of the 

"spontaneous." The illusion of spontaneity, and also authenticity, help create a sense of 

the "real" necessary to a successful pseudo-event. There is an uncanny parallel between 

the rational basis of pseudo-events and the principle of rational deliberation in the public 

sphere that I discuss later in this chapter. Pseudo-events help maintain the illusion of a 

public sphere in American society, partially because, as Boorstin explains, they blur the 

distinction between actors and audience, or subjects and objects. 

Pseudo-events abound in the news universe, and the news release is a particularly 

relevant example of this phenomenon, given that the news of an event is often released 

before the event itself to ensure media coverage. This practice leads to a conflict 

between the script of the news release and how the event actually unfolds, and raises the 

question of the determination of the "original," which takes us back to the question of 

the distinction between the site of presence and the site of representation discussed 

earlier in this chapter. 

The concept of pseudo-events also extends to the realm of celebrities (as pseudo

heroes ), and more generally of the image (as a pseudo-ideal). The celebrity is a person 

known for her "well-knownness." Although presented as the pseudo-hero, it is actually 

the antithesis of a hero. While the hero is universal, timeless and recognizable for her 

virtues, the celebrity is contemporary, ephemeral, and recognizable for her personality 

traits rather than talents or achievements. The emergence and spread of the celebrity 

phenomenon, Boorstin argues, has led to "the decline of the 'folk' and the rise of the 

'mass"' (1982:56). Considering that Boorstin associates "folk" with the concept of a 
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voice, and "mass" with the concept of an ear (1982:56), the political implications are 

clear: American society has become more passive. I will return to the concepts of voice 

and ear later in the chapter, in the analysis of MoveOn's representation of activism. 

The concept of the image is probably the most elusive concept. Boorstin defines the 

image as a visible public personality (1982: 187) with the following characteristics: 

synthetic/planned, believable (because it is made of understatements), passive (it is a 

fabrication superimposed over an existing entity; therefore it must fit; it is the product of 

representation), vivid and concrete, simplified (to exclude the undesirable), and 

ambiguous (in the sense that, it resides between expectations and reality) (1982: 185-

194). 

The Public Screen 

Kevin DeLuca and Jennifer Peeples (2002) have introduced the concept of the 

"public screen" as a counterpart, or supplement, to the Habermasian public sphere. They 

propose to look at current communication practices from the perspective of a 

dissemination model of communication, rather than from a deliberative/dialectical 

model. Dissemination is "the endless proliferation and scattering of emissions without 

the guarantee of productive exchanges" (2002:131). The public screen, which can be 

roughly equated to the media apparatus, is an instrument of dissemination, in the sense 

that messages are constantly beamed from countless sources without any guarantee that 

they will reach anyone. This model is analogous to the accidental dissemination of seeds, 

which is neither planned nor assessed. 

The authors also propose to put aside the concept of the public sphere and to use the 

metaphor of the public screen instead, based on the assumption, shared by many media 

theorists, that "public discussions take place via screens - television, computers, and the 

front page of newspapers" (2002: 131).168 

The public sphere (in contrast to the public screen), they argue, is "imagined as a 

place of embodied voices, of people talking to each other, of conversation" (2002:129). 

168 The role of the Qatari news channel Al-Jazeera in mobilizing the masses in Arab countries to support 

the Palestinian cause in 2000 is a striking example. For a detailed report on Al-Jazeera, see Hugh Miles, 

Al-Jazeera: the inside story of the Arab news channel that is challenging the West. (2005). 
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Because the public sphere is a concept based on a model of deliberative communication, 

it does not provide a suitable frame of reference for non-rational, purposeless, one-way 

contemporary communications. Furthermore, the idealized concept of the public sphere, 

because of its emphasis on dialogue and rationality, seems obsolete and "unnecessarily 

limits understanding of the possibilities of participatory politics in a mass-mediated 

society" (2002: 134). 

While I agree with the assumption that public discussion does occur on the public 

screen, I find problematic the interpretation of the public screen as a new form of 

participatory politics, especially as it applies to television. The potential for democratic 

practices on the public screen seems to be minimal in light of the ominous powers of a 

handful of global media conglomerates, 169 evidence of bias and self-censorship170 and of 

the alienating effects of media "codes."171 A unifying medium is not the same as a 

democratic medium because the term "unifying" is quite ambiguous. It can either refer 

to creating a ground for shared experience (and thus connote a democratic medium), or 

be equated with the terms "homogenizing" or "standardizing" (and thus be understood 

in opposition to the term "democratic"). As the distinguished scholar of democracy 

Benjamin Barber (1998:239) argues, "To the extent the networks succeed in making 

Americans think in common, they may destroy in us the capacity to think 

independently." 

One cannot deny that the multiplication of cable and satellite channels, as well as 

the emergence of new technologies such as recording systems like Tivo, podcasting, or 

cell phones with video capabilities has greatly increased the number of choices available 

and the viewing/listening possibilities. 172 But the kind of latitude in decision-making 

169 The topic of media ownership and global conglomerates has been abundantly discussed by media 

scholars, including McChesney, Bagdikian, Gitlin and Chomsky. 
170 See Chomsky and Herman, Manufacturing Consent (1988) as a starting point. 
171 By code, I mean, very generally, the characteristics of the medium itself; for instance, the prevalence of 

images and the use of soundbites for television. This issue has been addressed from various angles by 

McLuhan, Postman, Bourdieu, Williams, and Hall, among others. 
172 That is, consumers can increasingly decide what, when, and where to view/listen to, and even produce 

content. 
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afforded by these new technologies is relevant to choices in terms of cultural citizenship, 

rather than in terms of political citizenship (and thus participatory politics), which again 

seems to undermine DeLuca and Peeples' claim about the potential for participatory 

politics. Here, "cultural citizenship" broadly refers to the condition of "being included" 

in the culture and encompasses lifestyles, values, cultural heritage, while "political 

citizenship" should be understood as the rights and duties of citizens to participate in 

government (Van Zoonen, 2005). 173 

DeLuca and Peeples also seem to suggest that participatory politics on the public 

screen (i.e., in the media) translates into citizens being able to go beyond the dominant 

discourse produced on the public screen and to produce their own readings, a suggestion 

that seems consistent with a proposition by Stuart Hall about the possibly emancipatory 

power of decoding for media consumers. 174 But this latter proposition remains 

unverified; therefore the potential for participatory politics in the media may be more 

adequately located in alternative (or citizen) media, than in the transgression of 

mainstream media codes (McChesney, Putnam). 

MoveOn members: a primary site of representation 

On the one hand, Debord calls for exposing the public screen for what it is, that is, 

an instrument of manipulation for the powers that be. The spectacle that takes place on 

the public screen, he argues, does not stem from ordinary citizens; instead they absorb 

the spectacle orchestrated by those in power passively, through spectacular consumption. 

The underlying idea of manipulation is apparent in this statement: "The extemality of the 

spectacle in relation to the active man appears in the fact that his own gestures are no 

longer his but those of another who represents to him" ( qtd. in MacDonough 2002: 10). 

While Debord is referring to manipulation exercised by politicians in office and by the 

173 Political citizenship is one of the three components of what constitutes a classic understanding of 

citizenship, or what we could otherwise call institutional citizenship. The other two components are civil 

and social citizenship. 
174 I refer to Hall's influential essay "Encoding/Decoding", in Culture, Media, Language (1980). He 

describes three hypothetical positions from which decodings of a TV discourse can be constructed: 

dominant-hegemonic, negotiated, and oppositional. 
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media, one could argue that manipulation apparently occurs at a different level in the 

MoveOn universe. MoveOn provides its members with a plethora of standardized tools 

and messages. By using these tools, members endorse, de facto, the messages crafted by 

MoveOn's leadership, just as Gap or Nike shoppers endorse the brand by wearing shirts 

displaying the brand name. Thus MoveOn members come to re-present the MoveOn 

"brand" instead of having MoveOn represent them. Two specific tools, the placards and 

the letter-to-the-editor, illustrate this point. 

Placards 

MoveOn's endorsement of Cindy Sheehan's protest is characteristic with regards to 

disseminating MoveOn messages through MoveOn-designed placards. Sheehan attracted 

a lot of media attention when she literally set up camp near President Bush Texas ranch 

in Crawford in August 2005.175 Following her son's death in a rescue mission in Iraq in 

April 2004, Sheehan started talking publicly against the US presence in Iraq. When she 

established "Camp Casey" near Crawford in August 2005, her goal was to obtain an 

audience with President Bush to demand justifications about the US presence in Iraq, 

and most likely to promote an anti-war movement. She received support from 

organizations such as Veterans for Peace and Progressive Democrats for America. 

MoveOn's involvement with Sheehan seemingly started on August 10, 2005, when it 

asked its members to contribute words of encouragements to include in a print ad it was 

to publish in a Texas paper, the Waco Tribune. 176 A few days later, MoveOn helped to 

organize vigils to show support for Sheehan, and encouraged vigil participants to use the 

placards available on its web site. 1,627 vigils took place on August 17, 2005 according 

to MoveOn, and numerous photographs of the vigils were disseminated online, 

especially to news outlets. On most photographs, the crisp print placards were displayed 

prominently, making the vigils a MoveOn event (albeit not explicitly since MoveOn's 

name did not appear on the signs) (Fig. 15 & 16). 

m As it is to be expected when one attracts media attention, she also stirred a lot of controversy and 

seemed to polarize the public debates about the war in Iraq. 
176 According to MoveOn, over 250,000 comments were collected. 
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Figure 15: Vigils in support of Cindy Sbeehan's campaign (08/17105) 

<http://www.flickr.corn/photos/moveon/sets/774501/show/> 

Figure 16: Vigils for Cindy Sheehan (08/17/0S) - photo 2 

MoveOn, initially, officially supported Sheehan, but it was widely criticized in the 

media for re-appropriating her cause. As a result, MoveOn withdrew from the limelight. 

All links related to the Sheehan campaign have been removed from MoveOn's web site 

(the campaign is no longer mentioned in the list of MoveOn' s campaigns, although it 
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was featured as the top campaign on its homepage for several weeks). 177 Because the 

ambivalent relationship between MoveOn and Sheehan is very revealing with regards to 

MoveOn strategy and image construction, I will return to it later in more detail. 

Letter-to-the-Editor 

MoveOn frequently asks its members to write letters. Recently, members' 

participation was requested in the following campaigns: against judicial nominees 

Harriet Miers (October 2005) and John Roberts (July 2005), against White House 

political advisor Karl Rove (June 2005), and against the "nuclear option" in Congress 

(May 2005). For each request for LTEs, MoveOn directs its members to a page that 

displays a list of "talking points" and "writing tips." 

Thanks to these tools, MoveOn is able to convey a homogeneous message to print 

media. One can argue that members who choose to write are not bound to use the 

template provided. But in a society that values efficiency and speed so highly, using the 

template is the most likely option, and in fact, newspapers have started to complain 

about this phenomenon; in some cases, e-mail filters have been put in place in order to 

"catch" MoveOn-generated letters. While many activist groups resort to the L TE 

technique, MoveOn has made this practice significantly more visible, and thus become a 

more obvious target for criticism for what is commonly referred to as "astroturfing," that 

is, artificial grassroots efforts. Discussions of artificial grassroots imply the distinction 

between "artificial" and "real" grassroots efforts in which the concept of "real" 

grassroots typically refers to unmediated citizen-to-citizen action, and is therefore 

invisible in the media. Once the grassroots efforts appear to be mediated, and thus 

become visible, they seem to lose their credibility, and lead to derogatory claims about 

the artificiality of these efforts. The "real"/"artificial" dichotomy, however, may not be 

relevant at a time when the concept of mediated institutional politics is widely accepted; 

it expresses a sense of nostalgia for a utopian political subject. As Baudrillard remarks in 

In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities, people are not inherently interested in 

177 As of 05/26/06, MoveOn's campaign in support of Sheehan can still be accessed at 

http://political.moveon.org/cindyvigils/pics.html. 
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participating in the social as subjects, and it is therefore delusional to expect everyone to 

be active in the political process. 

MoveOn defends the "astroturfing" strategy and the way members simply copy the 

talking points. Ben Brandzel, in charge of advocacy for MoveOn, told a reporter from the 

Christian Science Monitor "Copying is fine, [ ... ] Copying is ubiquitous. What matters is 

whether or not you believe in what you are saying. It's not imperative that every 

individual letter-writer find a fresh way to make the same point.178
" Such a dismissal 

shows MoveOn's pragmatic approach to activism, suggesting that MoveOn's leadership 

is more concerned about gaining visibility in the media than in encouraging democratic 

expression via a plurality of voices. There appears to be, on the one hand, little concern 

about fostering discussion, reflection and personal judgment, and in treating the 

organization members as democratic subjects. MoveOn, on the other hand, strives to 

optimize its "exhibition value," a concept coined by Walter Benjamin in his famous 

essay "The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (1969). Benjamin was 

referring to traditional works of art such as paintings or sculptures, and lamenting the 

new prevalence of their "exhibition value" over their "ritual" or "cult" value (225-

230: 1982). Yet, the concept of the "exhibition value" seems more relevant than ever in 

the context of the public screen and the competition for media attention, and in the age 

of digital reproduction. What Benjamin was alluding to was the devaluation of concepts 

such as authenticity and authorship. MoveOn's pre-written LTEs exemplify this 

phenomenon, as multiple copies individually signed by MoveOn members get 

disseminated and published ("exhibited") in the press. What matters is not how authentic 

or "real" protests are; in fact, the issue of authenticity is somewhat extraneous just as the 

distinction between "real" and "artificial'' grassroots practices can be viewed as 

irrelevant. What is significant, instead, is how many times they can be reproduced, 

which gives a new meaning to the term "mass protest." Interestingly, the way in which 

MoveOn has re-appropriated L TEs points to a phenomenon Benjamin had not 

178 Alexander Dworkowitz, "In letters to :the editor, too many copycats? Newspapers complain that zealous 

special-interest groups are putting words into the mouths of letter writers," The Christian Science Monitor 

08/05/05. 
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foreseen. 179 In his essay on the work of art, he observes that, in the context of a booming 

press, a growing number of readers are turning into writers, especially thanks to the 

opportunities offered by L TEs, and the "distinction between author and public," he 

notes, is "about to lose its basic character" (1982:232). MoveOn, while it does encourage 

a form of readers' expression in the press through L TEs, removes the 

authorship/authenticity180 dimension and tends to cultivate the "copy & paste" protester. 

LTE online forms give the opportunity to "write in your own words," albeit 

recommending using the talking points provided. The distinction between author and 

public has indeed been blurred, but in the sense that the author, in this case MoveOn 

leadership, has infiltrated the public by enabling its members to repeat and disseminate 

its exact message ad infinitum. One cannot, furthermore, speak of an original message to 

be conveyed in the LTE since MoveOn's authorship is not acknowledged (and is not 

expected to be acknowledged in order to be effective on the public screen) by the 

member who produces an L TE through the MoveOn web site. 

I mentioned earlier that, by providing multiple standardized tools and messages, 

MoveOn leadership could be viewed as manipulating its membership. We must, 

however, qualify such an interpretation for which the underlying assumption would be 

that MoveOn members are essentially passive (an assumption that would be consistent 

with Debord's perspective, that is to say, the public passively consumes the spectacle 

provided by those in power). Debord's concept of a passive public stems from his 

negative view of consumption, that is, he views consumption solely as the expression of 

the intentions of producers (Evans & Hall, 1999:19). Thus consumers that he refers to as, 

"homogeneous masses" are no more than the producers' puppets and respond in 

standardized ways. Debord's view is problematic, in that it ignores the potential for the 

public to circumvent the intentions of the producers, or in other words, the potential for 

179 Let's note that MoveOn is not an isolated case, and that groups such as human rights activist Amnesty 

resort to similar practices. 
180 I combine authorship and authenticity in this case under the assumption that an authentic/original 

message originates from an identified author. 
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MoveOn members to take action in ways unintended by the MoveOn leadership.181 As 

Hall would put it, the decoding process for MoveOn members does not necessarily 

correspond with the encoding process of the MoveOn leadership. I argue, instead, that 

MoveOn members do re-present MoveOn by endorsing its messages, but that they do so 

by choice and thus participate in the political process (although their commitment may 

be minimal). 

Tension between a grassroots image and a professional lobbyist image 

MoveOn's struggle to project one clear identity illustrates the difficulty to reconcile 

practices of representation that take place within two sites of representation, namely, 

through the members and via its relationship with the media. 

Because authenticity is an attribute that we associate with grassroots activist 

organizations, MoveOn's frequent use of standardized tools and mass-distributed 

messages is problematic. And it underscores MoveOn's struggle to establish its identity, 

constantly oscillating between grassroots identity and professional lobbyist identity (for 

which one of the attributes is efficacy). There are many instances in which the tension 

between authenticity and efficacy is manifest, and perhaps the confusion about the 

meaning of authenticity becomes apparent. MoveOn's "thank you" notes, typically sent 

each time a member participates in an online action (e.g., signing a petition), illustrate 

this tension well. A recent "thank you" note reads "Thank you for taking the time to 

write your representative. We'll send your personal message to Congress" (my 

emphasis). 182 Keeping in mind that this note refers to the simple signature of a petition 

(a process that entails entering one's name and contact information below a pre-written 

short statement and clicking on a "submit" button), the terms "write" and "personal 

message" point to a distorted view of authorship, reduced to appending one's name 

under an existing message, which, in tum, undennines the authenticity of the message. 

The "thank you" note also reads, "Please take a moment to invite your friends and 

181 The "Face America" photo petition (11/05) is a good example, in the sense that many people who 

responded to the call did not follow MoveOn's guidelines, which allowed for a more creative, more 

substantial campaign in some ways. 
182 E-mail communication - "Thanks for helping stop the budget cuts" - 10/23/05. 
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colleagues to write their own personal messages. You can just forward the sample letter 

below183" (my emphasis). Conflating the terms "personal message" and "sample letter" 

in the same sentence makes explicit the tension (and confusion) between authenticity 

and efficacy. 

Voice vs. Numbers ~etaphors 

The tension is also apparent in MoveOn 's conflicting axes of representation aimed at 

the media, through MoveOn press releases. One axis, the "voice" metaphor, constitutes 

one venue to represent authenticity, while another axis, the "numbers" axis, tends to 

convey efficacy and professionalism. The "voice" metaphor lies at the heart of 

MoveOn's discourse. MoveOn wants to give a voice to real people, or rather, MoveOn is 

their voice. The metaphor of the voice may seem surprising in a predominantly visual 

age, but MoveOn's choice simply underlines how entrenched the speech-based public 

sphere model is. 

The "numbers" axis of representation 

Although the voice metaphor has been present since MoveOn 's inception, there was 

a competing axis of representation until the end of 1999, what I call the "numbers" axis. 

This latter axis was preponderant in MoveOn's press releases as the organization was 

striving to establish its credibility. MoveOn focused on the quantitative results of its 

campaigns, as well as on the effectiveness of the Internet. From its press releases, we 

learn that MoveOn's campaigns generated "250,000 emails,[ ... ] 20,000 hardcopy pages, 

[ ... ] 30,000 phone calls" in October 1998,184 "8,000 pledges totaling more than 

$5,000,000" in December 1998, 185 "5,000 pledges [ ... ] for over 500,000 volunteer hours 

in one day,[ ... ] over 20,000 pledges totaling more than $13 million in value" in January 

183 E-mail communication 10/23/05. 
184 MoveOn, "Internet political campaign rides anti-impeachment backlash: 250,000 signatures make 

biggest web petition ever", 10/15/1998, press release. 

iss MoveOn, "We will remember" campaign targets impeachers: Citizens pledge millions of dollars in first 

day'', 12/21/1998, press release. 
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1999, 186 "messages, stacked 3,500 pages high" in February 1999, 187 and "$250,000 [ ... ] 

in five days,[ ... ] pledges of $13.4 million and 750,000 volunteer hours" in June 1999.188 

MoveOn, furthermore, increased its outreach from 250,000 people in October, to 

300,000 in November189 (with "each of these members, on average, contacting 13.29 

additional friends and colleagues"), to 450,000 in December, to 475,000 in January, to 

500,000 in June 1999. Via the "numbers axis," MoveOn, like pollsters, emphasized the 

mass power of numbers, packaging its achievements. This practice illustrates the extent 

to which MoveOn subscribes to the political model that views public opinion as a valid 

representation of the citizens' views, and thus subscribes to the existence of an illusory 

public sphere. This illusory public sphere was well described by Habermas, 190 who 

contends that the so-called public sphere has given way to public opinion, where the 

citizen-subject has turned into an object for public relations. In other words, citizens are 

not expected to deliberate, but rather to merely express opinions that in most likelihood 

have been shaped by the public relations apparatus. 

The power of the Internet, and its clever use by MoveOn, underlie these quantitative 

achievements. For instance, "250,000 signatures make biggest web petition ever191
" in 

October 1998, "Internet organizing rocks election192
" in November, "millions [ ... ] 

186 MoveOn, "Continuing Impeachment Trial Spurs Thousands to Work in Year 2000 Election Campaigns: 

500,000 Volunteer Hours Pledged," 01/28/1999, press release. 
187 MoveOn, "Anti-Impeachment Republicans Locked Out - Over 3,500 Statements from Anti

impeachment Republicans Delivered to Doorstep of GOP Headquarters and to Republican Leaders," 

02/09/1999, press release. 
188 MoveOn, "Internet advocacy group, MoveOn.org, breaks records in online fundraising for year 2000 

congressional races," 06/30/1999, press release. 
189 MoveOn, "Internet organizing rocks election: Virtual voting drive gets disaffected to the poll," 

11/06/1998, press release. 
190 In The Structural Transfonnation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois 

Society, by Jurgen Habennas, 1962. 
191 MoveOn 10/15/1998. 
192 MoveOn 11/06/1998. 
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reached indirectly through 'word of mouse' forwarding193
" in December, and "the 

website[ ... ] has inspired 500,000 on-line Arnericans194
" in June 1999. 

The numbers axis was gradually abandoned as a dominant axis of representation, 

but it is still a component of MoveOn's communication strategy. A frequent 

manifestation of this axis is the "telethon" scale that visually shows how much has been 

achieved in comparison to a numerical goal for a given campaign. For example, MoveOn 

uses such a scale to show how much money was raised to air a commercial advocating 

the firing of Bush's advisor Karl Rove in July 2005. Below the scale, a caption reads: 

"We've achieved 96% of our NEW $125,000 goal ($121 ,050).195
" Another recent 

illustration of MoveOn's persistent interest for numbers is the headline to describe the 

Cindy Sheehan's campaign: "1,627 vigils to support Cindy Sheehan196
" started in 

August 2005. The more pointed, and more visual, use of numbers is an indication that 

MoveOn may have become more adept at using the public screen and visual discourse. 

The "voice" metaphor 

The voice metaphor, however, as I noted earlier, remains the preferred axis of 

representation for MoveOn. The online "About" page alone, in the MoveOn web site, 

refers to the "voice" five times. On the "About" page, MoveOn claims that: "Every 

member has a voice [my emphasis] in choosing the direction for both MoveOn.org 

Political Action and MoveOn.org Civic Action. 197
" At first glance, this statement is 

reminiscent of the public sphere metaphor, especially with regards to characteristics such 

as equality and consensus. A closer look, however, shows that one can only apply the 

193 MoveOn 12/21/1998. 
194 MoveOn 0613011999. 
195 <https://political.moveon.org/donate/rove.html>. It is only visible to those who opt to watch the 

commercial. This commercial is in response to the Karl Rove scandal, ref ening to Rove having allegedly 

leaked the identity of Valerie Plame, a CIA operative. In this ad, President Bush is asked to keep his word 

to punish the person responsible for the leak, and thus to fire his advisor. 
196 <http://www.moveon.org/>. The headline was posted on Aug. 18, 2005, following the nationwide 

Vigils event coordinated by MoveOn on Aug. 17, 2005, and has since been removed. 
197 This quote, and the quotes that follow, have been extracted from the page "About the MoveOn family 

of organizations", at http://moveon.org/about.html 
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public sphere model to MoveOn superficially - one should also keep in mind the 

distinction made by Boorstin between the "voice" era (before the Graphic Revolution) 

and the "ear" era (relevant today), which suggests MoveOn's reliance on an obsolete 

model of representation (whether it is intentional or not). Several other statements on the 

page suggest that MoveOn is a conduit for citizens' voices. When it is claimed that 

"MoveOn.org Civic Action is engaged in work aimed at bringing real people back into 

the democratic process by making sure legislators hear their voice, " the deliberative 

dimension is lost, as well as the sense of equality, since power relationships are re

introduced, with legislators dominating the debate. Another statement stresses again the 

actual lack of equality among the parties involved, and the absence of face-to-face talk: 

"MoveOn.org Political Action provides individuals, who normally have little political 

power, an opportunity to aggregate their contributions with others to gain a greater voice 

in the political process." The term "contributions" is ambiguous and may refer to 

financial contributions. This interpretation suggests that the only audible voice is 

monetary. The term "aggregate" contributes further to denying the existence of a public 

sphere, as it is almost antithetical to ideas of consensus and community. 

Furthermore, stating that "MoveOn.org Civic Action has created a number of 

television and print advertisements to amplify the voices of MoveOn members," and 

that, "[after] hundreds of thousands of individuals signed up [the petition against 

Clinton's impeachment, Boyd and Blades] began to look for ways theses voices could be 

heard" reinforces the idea of MoveOn as an amplifying conduit for citizens' voices, and 

arguably the citizens voice, or spokesperson. 

The voice MoveOn claims to be, or represent, does not encounter other voices to 

deliberate and establish consensus. It is, rather, a strident voice in the cacophony of 

voices broadcast in our mass-mediated society. Furthermore, MoveOn's claim to 

embody citizen's voices in advertisements points out to an active, conscious 

participation on the public screen. 

DeLuca and Peeples note that appearance on the public screen is constrained by 

three factors: "private ownership/monopoly of the public screen" (which I examined in 

the chapter on production), "info-tainment conventions that filter what counts as news," 

and "the need to communicate in the discourse of images" (2002: 136). Despite these 
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constraints, many activists have chosen to play the game and routinely participate in the 

spectacle. 198 MoveOn is no exception. 

Communicating in the discourse of images: A "Voice" with a face and feelings in a 
visual age 

A voice loud enough to make its mark on the screen? In order to make a mark, 

MoveOn needs to imbue its voice with the physicality of human beings and to provide 

faces to satisfy our craving for images. Because the discourse of images is also a 

discourse of emotions, the organization infuses its materials and image with emotional 

elements. I refer to this process as "e-motion." "E-motion" is possible because of a 

complex phenomenon of double convergence: the convergence of activism and 

consumerism on the one hand (that I discuss in detail in the chapter on consumption), 

and the convergence of mass media and the internet on the other hand. The concept of 

"e-motion" seeks to encapsulate the inextricable connection between two components of 

MoveOn's practices: emotion and motion. "E-motion" is a process through which 

emotions are filtered, repackaged, and electronically mediated in order to set people in 

vicarious motion. The concept of motion, which is embedded in the name MoveOn itself, 

is extremely rich and connotes aspects as varied as the image of MoveOn as a social 

movement, the constant renewal of campaigns, the fluidity of the MoveOn membership, 

and the circulation of meaning enabled by MoveOn's careful monitoring of its 

relationships with its various publics (i.e., members, media, political figures, etc.). In the 

context of "e-motion," the concept of motion is to be considered as an alternative to the 

concept of movement. A movement offers a sense of purpose, of direction. Its mass 

mobilizing power confers the movement a transformative quality; it has the potential to 

affect society profoundly. A movement seems to have a life of its own. It is born, it 

matures, it dies. Commitment to a movement is strong and lasting. Motion, on the other 

hand, summons the image of a well-oiled machine rather than a living organism. The 

concept of motion emphasizes the mechanical and the repetitive. Motion calls for 

frequent, sporadic action rather than deep commitment to a single cause. Change, when 

198 Deluca and Peeples use the World Trade Organization protests in Seattle in 1999, and to a lesser 

extent Greenpeace mobilizing activities, to illustrate this point (2002). 
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it occurs, is only a by-product since it is the process itself (the act of doing) that matters 

most. While MoveOn may have been seen as a movement at its inception, it is now far 

too institutionalized. The organization has more affinity with the motion model. 

The centrality of the discourse of images is evident inMoveOn's gradual shift from 

the rational and abstract "numbers" axis to a more human, visual axis for 

communication, especially with regards to communication with members. The 

examination of the e-mails sent to MoveOn members in 2004 and 2005 points to an 

increase in the use of photographs from events in the body of the e-mails until the end of 

the summer of 2005. In 2004, out of 110 e-mails, only seven contained photographs. In 

2005, out of 73 e-mails collected between January and July, 10 e-mails featured 

photographs. Many of these photographs feature individuals holding protests signs, a 

pattern that seems consistent with the voice metaphor favored by MoveOn. The members 

re-present MoveOn by holding signs that repeat/reproduce MoveOn's position. This 

pattern is also consistent with MoveOn's attempt to shape itself visually, as a human 

entity rather than a disembodied digital presence, and underscores the central role of the 

visual in issues of representation. The photographs show "real" people with faces. They 

experience emotions (anger, passion) conveyed partially through their signs (although 

these emotions are filtered and homogenized through these same signs), and they are 

active individuals (as their very presence on these photographs attests). Finally, 

displaying these signs in the photographs reinforces MoveOn's image as a grassroots 

organization. Protests signs belong to the iconography of activism. A recent e-mail (Fig. 

17) features a photograph with a blank sign that epitomizes MoveOn's ambivalent 

relationship to its members, and the tensions inherent to a "grassroots" organization in a 

mass-mediated society. While the blank sign suggests that members are encouraged to 

express their individual voices, the process itseff negates the possibility of a plurality of 

voices since only one slogan can be chosen to create a downloadable sign to be designed 

by a professional designer. The growing spread of standardized signs such as the one 

designed for the anti-Rove campaign (for which the slogan chosen is "Loose lips, pink 

slips - Fire Karl Rove", Fig. 18) seems to contradict MoveOn's claims to be a voice for 

"real people." 
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Help decide the slogan that will take 
down Karl Rove. Suggest a slogan 
or vote on your favorites. 

Click Here i 
Click Here 

Your 
Slogan 
Here 

Figure 17: "Create the slogan that will take down Karl Rove" (07/28/05) 

E-mail communication from Tom Matzzie. 

Mary Thornquist of Catonsville, 
Maryland suggested the slogan, 
"Loose Lips Deserve Pink Slips. Fire 
Karl Rove" and won the Fire Karl 

v Rove slogan contest. Download the 
poster now 

l Download Poster l 

LOOSE LIPS 
PINK SLIPS 
FIRE KARL ROVE .............. 

****************** 

Figure 18: " We have a winner - Get your Rove poster now" (08/08/05). 

E-mail communication from Tom Matzzie. 

The "Face America,, photo petition initiated in November 2005 to oppose the 

planned budget cuts is another example of how MoveOn increasingly engages in the 
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discourse of images (in an innovative way). It also shows the tension between the voice 

and the face metaphor, and perhaps an attempt at reconciling them. And, as in the "anti

Rove" slogan campaign, it simultaneously provides the space for individual expression 

(in the form of a personal photograph, and the request to insert a hand-written sign in the 

photograph) and limits personal expression (by suggesting slogans). The fact that space 

is naturally limited to a portion of the photograph also suggests that members, and by 

extension MoveOn, are led to comply with some of the info-tairunent conventions. 

Complying with the info-tainment conventions 

I examine two examples: the use of sound bites, and the use of celebrities. 

Interestingly, MoveOn has adapted the TV sound bite convention to a visual medium, 

photographs, a practice that enables the organization to keep control over its members' 

discourse. A good illustration of a TV sound bite is the 30-second analysis experts 

provide during TV newscasts to illuminate complex issues that would really require 

much more elaboration. Another example of the TV sound bite is the spoken message in 

30-second commercials. MoveOn has adapted the 30-second encapsulation, or sound 

bite, concept by turning the sound bite into a text bite (e.g., slogan for a placard or a 

petition), similar to the slogans on print advertisements. The organization makes these 

text bites available to its members in the form of placards. The text bites circulate from 

MoveOn to the members who download them and use them for "street" events, to the 

news media who capture these events and the text bites, and finally back to the MoveOn 

membership in the form of photographs from the "street" events that prominently 

display these text bites. These photographs are carefully selected before being published 

on the organization's web site and/or its e-mails. The result of the circulation of the 

MoveOn text bites is that the organization can channel its members' discourse. In 

addition to providing ready-made messages for its members in the form of placards, 

MoveOn has launched a photo petition that has the flavor of an ad campaign, in the sense 

that, each photograph seems to follow the principles of the composition of a print ad: the 

visual dominates spatially, but the slogan appears prominently on the front plane (Fig. 

19). 
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Figure 19: Example from "Face America" petition. 

<http://www.flickr.corn/photos/moveon/66708196/in/photostream/> 

MoveOn also subscribes to info-tainment conventions in its use (or creation) of 

celebrities, (or pseudo-heroes according to Boorstin). The Cindy Sheehan phenomenon 

is an excellent example. The partial fabrication of Sheehan, the anti-war icon, is 

evidenced by the tight relationship between Sheehan and the P.R. firm Fenton 

Communications. Fenton, which is the professional voice of MoveOn (it produces most 

of its press releases and is heavily involved in its campaigns), had a consultant always on 

site with Sheehan during her public appearances. Sheehan epitomizes the pseudo-hero, 

in the sense that, she does display virtues such as courage, perseverance, and filial love. 

But these virtues are encapsulated in ephemeral images and sound bites. 

Sheehan is perhaps the most "authentic celebrity'' MoveOn has utilized so far. 

Although referring to an authentic celebrity seems to be an oxymoron, it makes sense in 

light of Boorstin's characterization of the celebrity and the hero. Sheehan is the celebrity 

that displays (or seems to display) the most universal traits, appearing both close to 

ordinary people (she is an American mother, grieving the death of her son) and as an 

idealized figure of courage and perseverance. The previous celebrities, from AJ Gore to 

Howard Dean to Michael Moore were arguably too removed from the ordinary world to 

have as much leverage as a seemingly ordinary/ real individual like Sheehan. 
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Chapter Five: Consumption 

"The consumer's relation to the real world, to politics, to history, to culture is not a 

relation of interest, investment or committed responsibility - nor is it one of total 

indifference: it is a relation of curiosity. " (Baudrillard 34) 

The examination of MoveOn's representation practices is important to 

understanding MoveOn leadership's intentions and the image they wish to project. 

Representation practices, however, only illuminate what the organization wants to be. In 

order to understand what MoveOn actually is, we must examine what really happens 

during, and as a result of, its campaigns, that is, the consumption practices associated 

with MoveOn. The concept of consumption practices is particularly suitable to describe 

activist practices in the context of the convergence of the political and commercial 

arenas, provided that we understand consumption broadly as a process aiming at 

satisfying private, individual needs via the acquisition and/or use of objects or signs. 

Theories of consumption 

The classic "production of consumption" school of thought, popularized by Adorno 

and Horkheimer, does not provide a satisfactory framework to examine contemporary 

consumption practices especially because it rests upon what has become a false 

dichotomy between the concepts of production and consumption. Scholars from the 

Frankfurt School and Debord characterize consumers as a passive, contented, 

homogenous mass. Consumption functions as the fulfillment of false needs created by 

the powers that be to control the masses. The process of acquiring and accumulating 

commodities has come to replace social, political and cultural interactions. All spheres 

of experience are commodified. Visiting an art museum, for example, has little to do 

with privately experiencing Egon Schiele's malaise through his tormented self-portraits; 

it is, instead, an act of consumption in that it represents a certain social status. 

Baudrillard, in The Consumer Society, provides an updated version of the 

"production of consumption" in which mass media now play a central role. What 

characterizes consumer society, he argues, is the universality of the fait divers that can 
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be translated as the human-interest news story. 199 The fait divers, that transcends its 

banality thanks to the addition of drama and to the distance established by the 

conununication medium, should be viewed as the "cardinal category of our magical 

thinking, of our mythology" (1998:34). Consumption is a myth in the Barthesian sense 

in that it is a system of communication that has been naturalized; what consumption 

really is "a statement of contemporary society about itself' (1998:193). Thefait divers is 

an instrument aimed at reconciling the contradictory relationships in consumer society, 

passivity and social morality. The coexistence of passivity and the norms of social 

morality, that is, voluntarism, action, efficacy and sacrifice, create a sense of guilt in the 

consumer. Thanks to the spectacle ofthefait divers, consumers can vicariously enact the 

norms of social morality from their armchairs, thus assuaging their guilt. Baudrillard's 

account of passive consumption in The Consumer Society is thus more nuanced than the 

Frankfurt School's, and this is probably his most compelling analysis of consumption in 

comparison to his later writings such as In the Shadow of Silent Majorities in which he 

contends that consumers' passivity is in effect an act of resistance. 

The more contemporary "consumer culture" school of thought provides a more 

adequate framework of analysis for this investigation because of its emphasis on 

consumer agency rather than passivity. Consumption is no longer examined as an 

instrument of social control and manipulation, but instead as a process of mediation 

between the individual and the social. This school of thought includes the proponents of 

the "consumer culture" theory, a body of work developed in the field of marketing 

research that explores the "dynamic relationships between consumer actions, the 

marketplace, and cultural meanings" (A.mould & Thompson 2005:868). The "consumer 

culture" theory, although it was developed in the field of marketing research, is derived 

from anthropologist Clifford Geertz's conceptualization of culture, that is, "culture is not 

a power, something to which social events, behaviors, institutions, or processes can be 

causally attributed; it is a context, something within which they can be intelligibly- that 

is, thickly - described" (1973: 14). The absorption of the cultural framework by 

199 The fait divers is often translated as news item, which does not convey the whole meaning of the 

French tenn. It would be more accurate to describe the fa it divers as a news item presented as a one-time 

occurrence, not connected to any social, economic, or political issue. 
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disciplines such as marketing is one more indication that the commercial realm has crept 

into most spheres of human experience. Michel De Certeau (1988) goes further with this 

observation in his contention that consumption provides the potential for resistance to 

the dominant order. Consumers are, in his view, empowered "users." De Certeau 

conceptualizes power relatioriships between producers and consumers as a surreptitious 

battle between producers' strategies and consumers' tactics. In this context, resistance 

translates into consumption practices (i.e., tactics) that subvert the dominant codes from 

within. Dominant codes rest in the "vocabularies of established languages (those of 

television, newspapers, the supermarket, or city planning)" (1988:34) and are 

conceptually similar to Stuart Hall's concept of codes. A strategy is "the calculation of 

power relationships that becomes possible as soon as a subject with will and power (a 

business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated" (1988:35-36). It is a 

rational, abstract endeavor and its core dimension is spatial in that it determines the locus 

of power. Tactics, in contrast, is a sporadic response to a strategy and it is grounded in 

the temporal dimension. Laptop use on campus illustrates this tension between strategy 

and tactics. The "university" subject with will and power requests its students to own a 

standardized laptop for school use, according to the following strategy: ubiquitous 

technology access will lead to ubiquitous learning. The locus for power is the campus 

and power is exerted on students. Yet students ''users" can resist the university's strategy 

by engaging in tactics in the form of non-academic activities such as chatting or gaming 

during class time. 

One important implication of the "consumer culture" school of thought is that it is 

very difficult, if not preposterous, to delineate consumption activities. Because of 

consumption's elusive boundaries, it is sometimes impossible to make the distinction 

between the concepts of consumption and citizenship. Scholars such as Giddens, 

Bennett, and Dahl argue that civic duty (typically associated with the public realm) and 

self-interest (typically associated with the private realm) often overlap, and that it is to 

be expected in a market-driven democracy. Margaret Scammell goes further and 

suggests that consumption and citizenship can be equated. Scammell claims, m 

particular, that consumer behavior can be interpreted according to a "model of 

citizenship with classical republican dimensions of civic duty, public spiritedness, and 
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self-education" (2000:351 ). She is not isolated in her finding civic virtues in consumer 

behavior, as the emergence and popularization of concepts such as "citizen consumer" 

and "consumer activism" demonstrates. 

The convergence of consumption and citizenship 

The first seeds for the concept of the citizen consumer were sowed during the 

Progressive Era at the end of the nineteenth century, beginning of the twentieth century. 

Policy makers, on the one hand, started to consider consumers as a new category of the 

citizenry and sought to develop rudimentary protection policies such as the Pure Food 

and Drug Act of 1906. Consumers, especially women, on the other hand, began to view 

themselves as activists and led to the creation of organizations such as National 

Consumer's League that sought to promote "ethical consumption," that is, the 

consumption of products that had been made under acceptable working conditions 

(Cohen 2003). The increased awareness about the political role of consumption grew in 

parallel with the burgeoning of advertising and the emergence of public relations. While 

Edward Bernays, the "founding father" of public relations in the US in the 1920s, often 

observed that the practice of public relations was located where "the private and the 

public coincide," the advent of the citizen consumer marked the convergence of private 

and public interests.200 

The concept of the citizen consumer really flourished in the 1930s under the 

Roosevelt administration and in relation to the policies of the New Deal. "Consumers," 

Roosevelt said, "have the right to have their interests represented in the formulation of 

government policy" (qtd. in Cohen 2003:30). His administration officially recognized 

consumers as a third constituency, besides business and labor, via for instance the 

creation of the Consumer Advisory Board in 1933. One important implication was that 

the so-called "public interest" was now represented by consumers' interests as an 

aggregate. In parallel, consumer activism was on the rise, resulting for instance in adding 

consumer education to school curricula. Consumer lobbying was also gaining 

200 Bernays successfully applied this idea early on in his career when he helped launch a public discussion 

on venereal diseases in order to promote Damaged Goods, a play about a syphylitic man, in 1913. 
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momentum.201 The visibility of consumer activism increased with Ralph Nader's clash 

with the US automobile industry in 1965, followed by the emergence of the "Nader's 

Raiders" and of creation of the NGO Public Citizen in 1971.202 Consumer activism is . 

still alive today and, like other forms of activism, has benefited from the exponential 

growth of internet technologies. The motivation behind it has changed, and derives more 

from a sense of disconnect between the processes of production and consumption than 

from one's desire to improve one's own conditions. In this context it can be viewed as a 

response to the "corporate hijacking of political powers by corporations" (Klein 

1999:339-43). Contemporary activism has grown to encompass issues related to 

globalization as the anti-sweatshop campaigns conducted against global brands such as 

The Gap or Nike or the increased visibility of fair trade products attest.203 

The Activist Consumer 

Referring to citizen consumers, Scamrnell notes that the act of consumption is 

"suffused with citizenship characteristics and considerations" (2000:351 ). In other 

words, the act of consumption for the citizen consumer, while it is driven by self

interest, is also mitigated by how it could affect others or the community at large. 

Shopping at local farmers markets, for instance, is motivated by the desire to buy healthy 

produce and to run into friends and neighbors, while it benefits the community in 

helping to support local growers and in promoting environmentally-sound agriculture. 

Buying fair trade coffee is a way to satisfy one's taste for coffee while contributing to 

201 An interesting example provided by Cohen is the League of Women Shoppers of New York created in 

1935. The League consisted of middle-class and upper-class women willing to boycott and picket stores 

whose workers were on strike as a mark of support to the workers' demands. 
202 Nader's book Unsafe at Any Speed triggered a battle between auto makers and consumers regarding 

safety. The name "Nader's Raiders" refers to the first activists that committed to working with Nader in 

the 1960s. Nader's failed attempts at several presidential elections (1996, 2000, 2004) is perhaps an 

indication that the political dimension of consumerism has been overestimated. 
203 Some successful campaigns include on-going anti-Walmart campaigns and campaigns demanding 

nutrition labels from MacDonald at the national level, as well as campaigns against genetically engineered 

foods in Europe. 
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better working conditions for coffee producers. In both instances, there is a compromise 

between self-interest and so-called public interest. 

In the case of MoveOn, the relationship between consumption and citizenship has 

been reversed and, instead, paraphrasing Scammell, the act of activism is suffused with 

consumption characteristics and considerations. The concept of the "activist consumer" 

serves to encapsulate the latter phenomenon. The "activist consumer" is not to be 

confused with the "consumer activist" that was previously described. The consumer 

activist is primarily a consumer who resorts to public-minded actions as a means to an 

end when the object of her consumption is at stake; the act of consumption is 

substantive. Consumer activists are usually represented by consumer advocacy groups 

such as Public Citizen or the National Consumers Leagu_e. The former is currently 

promoting a petition aiming at removing a prescription drug from the market204 and the 

latter has recently launched an anti-phishing campaign.205 The activist consumer, in 

contrast, is primarily an activist who engages in privately oriented activities as a means 

to an end. 

The concept of the activist consumer is another heuristic tool that can help 

illuminate more of the tensions at work within MoveOn. This concept thus complements 

our previous analyses about: first, the tensions that arise from running an organization 

that is both engaged in grassroots activities and media-friendly events at the level of 

production practices; and second, the tensions that arise from projecting both a 

grassroots image and a professional lobbyist image at the level of representation 

practices. Since the concept of the activist consumer is heuristic, I make no claim here 

that all MoveOn members should be labeled "activist consumers." It is, in fact, rather 

difficult to label MoveOn members because the meaning of membership itself is elusive, 

just as the meaning or definition of a given consumer group is elusive. The technical 

204 Public Citizen is petitioning the US Foods & Drugs Administration to remove the prescription version 

of Xenical because of its potentia11y harmful side effects 

<http://www.citizen.org/hot_ issues/issue.cfm?ID= 1350>. 
205 Phishing is an illegal technique used online to collect personal information from unsuspecting internet 

users (cf. NCL's site 

<http://www.natlconsumersleague.org/news/2006/Phishing_ Report_ 03162006.htrn> ). 
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requirement for membership from the perspective of MoveOn leadership is minimal and 

consists in providing one's e-mail address to receive e-mail alerts directly from the site's 

homepage or from a separate page visited upon receiving a friend's message about 

MoveOn. Members' perception of membership, however, is a different matter, in that 

they need to realize and sustain their member's status through repeated acts of 

participation. This is similar to the shopper's experience. Shopping consists in the 

compulsive repetition of the purchasing act - in this universe of Profusion described so 

well by Baudrillard - in order to satisfy needs that can never be satisfied since we are 

conditioned to desire "the latest" whether it be clothing, computing, cars, or even TV 

shows. Because a consumer is an individual in a perpetual state of dissatisfaction, 

consumer status does not arise from what is purchased, but from the repetitive act of 

purchasing that enables our desires to circulate. Similarly, MoveOn member's status is 

realized through the repetitive act of participation in the myriad campaigns and activities 

proposed by the organization. Three characteristics in particular provide ground for 

interpreting participation as an act of consumption. First, MoveOn provides a large 

selection and frequently updated "line of products" (both in terms of the issues addressed 

and the type of activities suggested). Its products are typically grounded in current 

events and therefore prone to rapid obsolescence thus requiring its consumers/members 

to participate in the next product in order to remain current, and to sustain their 

membership status. Second, MoveOn provides a selection of standardized and pre

packaged products (i.e., type of activity) such as petitions, letters to the editor, and house 

parties. These standardized products are convenient and timesaving for 

consumers/members. Standardization, furthermore, can create a sense of familiarity with 

the product that, in tum, creates product and brand loyalty. Third, MoveOn frequently 

invites its members to spend money in the context of its fund-raising activities, typically 

to fund the airing of TV ads. Monetary contributions are among the most popular 

activities, with MoveOn routinely collecting hundreds of thousands of dollars with each 

request, thus suggesting that activism has been successfully commodified. It also 

suggests that the act of donating is interpreted as an act of civic participation, which 

points to the ever-increasing difficulty in defining "genuine" civic participation. For 

instance, since donating money online actually requires more effort than signing an 

112 



online petition, does this mean that making a financial contribution is a more genuine act 

of participation than signing a petition? Since, on the other hand, signing a petition 

implies a higher degree of accountability and visibility than donating money, does this 

mean that it is a more "genuine" act of participation? And finally, since both acts are 

internet-mediated, does it mean that neither of them is "real" and thus "genuine?" 

A taxonomy of consumption practices 

There is a wide range of consumption practices within MoveOn but three broad 

types of practices stand out: "window shopping," grassroots activism, and "immobile 

activism." This taxonomy of practices is useful to differentiate among very different 

kinds of activist consumers that converge on an ad-hoc basis under the umbrella of 

MoveOn. It is pretty common, at least in the academy, to run into people who will say in 

passing, "Oh, yes. I am a member!" When pressed about their involvement with the 

organization, many will say that they try to read all the e-mails they receive, and that 

they sometimes click, a response that I can't help but associate with Baudrillard's 

description of the consumer: "The consumer's relation to the real world, to politics, to 

history, to culture is not a relation of interest, investment or committed responsibility -

nor is it one of total indifference: it is a relation of curiosity" (Baudrillard 1998:34). 

This is the type of practice I refer to as "window shopping." 

On the other end of the spectrum, one finds members who do not hesitate to put 

themselves in the public eye as MoveOn members as they take part in vigils or protests 

in front of public buildings. They also volunteer to host house parties and to canvas their 

neighborhoods or call unregistered voters before elections. These members, who exhibit 

a much higher level of commitment, seem to seek visibility and accept accountability for 

their actions; their practices embody what is traditionally viewed as grassroots activism 

with the difference, however, that they have the option to use the carefully crafted (and 

PR oriented) materials provided by MoveOn. The "Out of Iraq" campaign (December 

2005), for instance, included a petition delivery guide, a checklist, a press advisory, a 

press release, a script to help you with press calls, talking points, and signs for a series of 
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petition deliveries events.206 As is the case for most "street" events (i.e., vigils, protests, 

visits to elected officials' offices), many participants for the "Out of Iraq" petition 

deliveries were holding the signs made available by MoveOn on its web site.207 

Last year, MoveOn started encouraging participants to "street" events to submit 

photographs of the events and to write about their reactions and submit these via an 

online form. MoveOn provides guidelines for the reactions similar to those made 

available for letters-to-the-editor (Fig. 20). Only a few reactions get selected (through a 

non-transparent process) to be published on the page dedicated to the corresponding 

campaign; they are often short, about one-paragraph long (Fig. 21 & 22). 

We're looking for your 
pe rsonal vigil story. 

Here are some Ideas to help you get started: 

• V\lhat was the best part of the vigil? 
• V\lhy did you attend? 
• V\lhat did the vigil mean to you? 
• Do you have family or friends fighting In 

Iraq? 

We may Include your story in future emails, or post 
it on the MoveOn.org website. 

Figure 20: "2,000 Killed in Ir aq Vigil" (10/2005) - Guidelines 

<bttp://political.moveon.org/iraqvigils/stories/> 

"The megaphone was passed from person to person, and each told ·why are you 
here tonightr. Over a dozen 'average citizens' spoke plainAj and succinctly that 
they were concerned that our government leaders are not respecting the law and 
the Constitution . ... 
-lee, Austin Texas 

Figure 21: "Restore the RuJe of Law" - Vigil participant reaction 

<http://political.moveon.org/ruleoflaw/wrapup.html> 

206 <http://political.moveon.org(lf8qdelivery/materials.btml>. 
207 The slogans on the signs were: "OUT in '06" and "BRING OUR TROOPS HOME." 
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Gold Ster Mom Keren Meredith showed up. She read her statement, hands shaking, voice breaking. The personal follow-up ls to invite her, 
and other moms who have lost sons and daughters In the Iraq War, to some kind of event around Christmas. She spoke of an empty piece 
at the tiible this time of year. - Constance, Woodside, Ct1lifornia. 

Figure 22: "Bring Home the Troops" - Petition delivery reaction 

<http://political.moveon.org/iraqdelivery/results.html> 

The request for personal stories is significant in that it does not conform to an 

important tenet of lifestyle politics, "the personal is political." In this case the personal 

signifies not a political practice but an experience. What matters is not the action that 

took place and the lessons that can be drawn from it, but instead, the rhetorical elements 

that make a personal story suitable for representation. Personal stories that trigger 

emotions and emphasize grassroots values have become an integral part of MoveOn 

representation practices. The use of personal stories described above is another 

illustration of the application of "e-motion," through which emotions are filtered, 

repackaged, and mediated to set people in vicarious motion, that is, to act via the 

internet-mediated means provided by the organization. 

The stories help to cultivate MoveOn's image as a grassroots organization made up 

of "real" people with feelings and a sense of civic duty. They become in tum a site of 

consumption for the "window shoppers" who can vicariously share the "grassroots" 

experience. Furthermore, submitting photographs and reactions with the expectation that 

they will be published provides MoveOn members with the opportunity to validate 

themselves as active members within the MoveOn sphere, in addition to the perceived 

validation from the general public, elected officials, and the media as a result of 

participating in "street" events. "Street" events, paradoxically, only become "real" to the 

MoveOn sphere as they go through the "e-motion" filter and are made visible through 

the MoveOn site and e-mails after they have occurred. The significance of these events 

lays less in the actions themselves than in the way they are re-framed and homogenized 

within the context of a nationwide campaign by aggregating all pictures from a 

campaign in a slideshow208 and by omitting to mention locations, as well as by 

publishing together reactions that were written about different events but for the same 

208 
As was mentioned previously, MoveOn uses flickr.com to collect photographs and create slideshows of 

events. 
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campaign. Photographs and reactions are a convenient and quick way for participants to 

make their membership to a nationwide community visible, and thus tangible, and to 

assert their status as genuine grassroots activists. Repetitive submissions of materials can 

be interpreted as an act of consumption, in that they mimic the repetitive acquisitions 

deemed necessary to maintain a given social status. Another way to put it is that 

submissions of materials help to satisfy the participants' need to maintain the "activist" 

image, and thus are motivated more by a private need for recognition than the public 

interest, although in this case self-interest and public interest can be reconciled. 

The "grassroots activists," however, are only a minority of the official three-million 

membership boasted by MoveOn, ranging from a few hundred to a few thousand 

participants depending on the campaign. This low level of participation stands in sharp 

contrast with the hundreds of thousands of people who participated in the various rallies 

to protest the new immigration bill that would criminalize illegal immigration. 209 There 

seems to be only one instance when a more significant number of MoveOn members 

took to the streets, namely, the anti-war marches of February 15, 2003 in which close to 

a million of people across the country participated under the aegis of an anti-war 

coalition. MoveOn members' mobilization was more impressive during the "virtual" 

march to Washington on 03/15/03 that consisted in phone calls, faxes, and e-mails to 

Congressmen and allegedly mobilized 85,000 people. This type of mobilization, 

however, does not require the same level of commitment and does not subject the 

participants to the same level of public scrutiny. As MoveOn's executive director Pariser 

explained to a reporter from the New York Times, the virtual march expands the scope of 

organizing, and "It's a safe and instant way of getting involved.210
" Participation in 

virtual events - that is, participation in events that do not require any direct interpersonal 

209 Several hundred thousands protested on March 27, 2006 for instance. As a revised bill was being 

debated in early April 2006, more protesters were taking to the streets. One should note that this issue, 

despite its being widely publicly debated, and being addressed by some posters in MoveOn's own online 

forum, is conspicuously absent from MoveOn's agenda, perhaps because the organization does not wish to 

engage in such controversial issues. 
210 

L. Clemetson, "Threats and responses: the protesters; Thousands March in Washington Against Going 

to War in Iraq," New York Times 10/27/2002. 
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interaction nor any location change - is often referred to as "armchair activism." It is 

also a form of "immobile socialization," in the sense that participants bring the social (or 

public) sphere into their private homes instead of taking part in public events through 

their physical presence at public/social gatherings. The term "immobile socialization" 

was coined by Maria Bakardjieva to describe a phenomenon specific computer-mediated 

communication; it is meant to be a contemporary counterpart to the term "mobile 

privatization." Raymond Williams coined the latter in the 1970s in reference to the 

extension of the private sphere into traditionally public spaces triggered by the 

broadcasting technology in particular (Bakardjieva 2005: 122-123). Based on 

Bakardjieva's characterization, I refer to practices such as participation in a virtual 

march as "immobile activism." Group-oriented activities such as virtual gatherings, 

however, only account for a small portion of what I call immobile activism. Other 

internet-mediated practices that can be qualified as isolated or individually oriented 

practices (e.g., petition signing and letter writing) are also a form of immobile activism. 

Immobile activism practices have three characteristics in common: safety, convenience, 

and instant gratification, characteristics that are also often associated with online 

shopping. A certain sense of safety is made possible through the anonymity afforded by 

the internet; very little information (i.e., name, valid e-mail address, ZIP code, 

sometimes mailing address and/or occupation) is required from participants and there 

does not seem to be any verification process, which makes it easy for participants to 

make up virtual personas. Internet-mediated interaction, furthermore, in contrast to direct 

interpersonal interaction,211 establishes a distance among participants, as well as between 

participants and the public, that also contributes to a sense of safety. Convenience is 

another characteristic of "immobile activism," in the sense that there is no need for going 

to a different physical location; the public event to which one participates is brought to 

one's own private space, a phenomenon that also enables multi-tasking and thus suggests 

a lower level of commitment to the public event itself, since a certain level of 

commitment is required for the other tasks simultaneously performed. Instant 

211 By direct interpersonal interaction, I mean face-to-face as well as simultaneous voice interaction (such 

as a phone conversation). Interpersonal interaction is typicaJJy said to be richer than internet-mediated 

interaction because of the immediacy dimension that seems to be lacking in the latter type of interaction. 
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gratification is possible because of the various ways MoveOn creates a sense of 

communal achievement in the participant., even in the context of isolated, non-communal 

activities. For instance, members were invited to sign a petition in support of the censure 

of President Bush in March 2006.212 The petition page prominently displays a telethon 

scale (Fig. 23) at the top of the page that creates a social context and a sense of 

communal achievement for the lonely potential signer by suggesting visually that 

signing the petition will situate the signer within an existing community of over 400,000 

people. 

We'Ve reached 84% or our 3rd NEW goel of 500,000 •igner•I 
(420,851) 

YOUR COMMENT TO CONGRESS 

TO: Your Senatois 
CC: (Your Representative) 
FROM: (Your H•me and Email) 
SUBJECT: Censure Pruident Bush 

Figure 23: Example of a scale 

<http://political.moveon.org/censure/> 

Upon signing the petition, a "thank you" page is generated and a "thank you" e-mail 

is immediately sent to the signer who is addressed as "Dear Friend." Immediate signs of 

appreciation for one's actions validate them can contribute to a sense of instant 

gratification, despite our awareness that these signs of appreciation are generated 

automatically. The letter-to-the-editor (LTE) tool follows the same pattern. Because it is 

typically the next step after petition signing, the LTE page usually reminds the potential 

writer about the hundreds of thousands who already signed the petition, thus placing the 

potential writer within a sizable existing community of signers, and encouraging her to 

take one step further with letter-writing. The LTE page also displays newspapers 

circulation and the number of letters sent to date for each newspaper (Fig. 24) on the 

left-hand side of the page, again creating a social context for the potential writer. 

212 "President Bush Must be Censured for Breaking the Law., <http://politicaJ.moveon.org/censure/>. 
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Step 1 : Sef ect a newpaper 

Local Papers 

r The Evangelist 

r Daily Gazette 

r The Community News 

r The Record 

Regional Papers 

("- The Hartford Courant 

r The Telegram & Gazette 

r: The Republican and The Republican 
Sunday 

r The Times Herald Record 

National Papers 

()USA Today 

C The Wall Street Journal 

r The New York Times 

(" Los Angeles Times 

r . Washington Post 

Circulation 

56,500 

50,703 

28,500 

19,056 

Circulation 

241,635 

103,477 

91,713 

87,923 

Circulation 

2,602,556 

1,820,600 

1,130,740 

1,014,044 

796,367 

# 
Sent 

1 
7 

0 

0 

# 
Sent 

14 

4 

7 

3 

# 
Sent 

688 

348 

594 

422 

420 

Figure 24: "Letter to the Editor: Feingold is Right" - March 2006 

<http://political.moveon.org/lte/lte _ t.html?zip= 12 l 80&1te _campaign_ id=S> 

What greatly differs from petition signing, however, is the scale of responses. While 

petitions easily gather several hundred thousands signatures, LTE campaigns hardly lead 

to more than a few thousand letters. Although the process has been significantly 

streamlined, enabling the writers to send a letter within minutes, and although, as was 

stated in the previous chapter, many of the letters that are sent are the result of a quick 

"copy & paste" process, the response rate is low. But one should note that when an LTE 

is published, the sender's name appears as the signature, and there is no mention of 

MoveOn. The relative visibility and accountability associated with the LTE are therefore 

likely deterrents, since "immobile activists" tend to privilege anonymity and safety, and 

tend to shy away from public scrutiny. 
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Sites of Consumption, Sites of Dissent? 

In addition to the above taxonomy of consumption practices, it is helpful to consider 

a few sites of consumption within which dissent can be expressed, whether explicitly in 

the form of opinions, or implicitly in the form of subversive consumption practices. 

Problematic sites of consumption such as the Action Foru.m, online surveys, Alexa 

ratings, and the "Face America" photo petition discussed below illustrate the power of 

consumption as an instrument of mediation between the individual/member and the 

group/ MoveOn. 

The "National Great Goals" Action Forum is MoveOn's only current online 

discussion forum; it was started in the year 2000. Its explicit purpose is to provide 

MoveOn Political Action's staff with pointers to set up its agenda. Participants can post 

messages to discuss the following: "What is the most important goal for MoveOn.org 

Political Action to pursue in the next four years?213
" It is necessary to register in order 

to participate. This forum is unlike most online fora, in that there is no "reply" feature 

available (the feature was available in previous MoveOn fora, then disabled in the 

current forum), nor is it possible to create a topic or conduct a search.214 Limited 

feedback to the posts is possible, instead, via two types of rating: "agree/disagree" and 

importance rating. Filtering is automatic since there are no human moderators and, 

according to the forum's owner, "the good drives out the bad.21 5
" The main page 

displays both the top posts and the most recent posts. Top posts are displayed according 

to their average importance rating and level of agreement, with the highest at the top of 

213 Action Forum <http://www.actionforum.com/forum/index.html?forum _id=266> 
214 

The "reply" feature has been disabled in February 2004 because of "trolls" (i.e., people who post rude 

or offensive messages). It was available between 2000 and 2004. Before February 2004, several fora were 

available, focusing on specific topics such as ' 'No War On Iraq," "Seeking a Peaceful Resolution in 

Israel/Palestine," or "World Wide Response to End to Terrorism" 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20031203030844/www.actionforum.corn/general/currentactionforums.html>. 
21 s <http://www.actionforum.com/general/how _ does_it_ work.html>. 
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the page (Fig. 25). Recent posts are displayed in chronological order.216 Posts (called 

"comments" in this forum) and ratings are updated in real-time. 

Ra.cl and rtb! comments given by oth.w ~ ..,_. Submit Ratlnp button 

TOP COMMENTS ON: MoyeOn.org Pofitict! Action Gotl! 

1. Can anybody hate his country ----
H much as Geor9e Bush does? If he loYed It., he wouldn't tre•t It with such 
contempt. 

Lias, lies, and more lies, and there are still people In this countrv that belleYe 
him. Unbelfeyabla. 
- kevin renau<i, paralegal (Harch 27, 2006; san ftandsco, CA) 

Scores (10) 100% ACREE ***** 

Figure 25: Example of a top post- 03/27/06 

<http://www.actionforum.com/forwn/index.htmJ?forum_id=266> 

Do vou 

("' <igree or ("' 
dls•9ree 

Importance rating 

("' **~** 
("' ***~* 
("' ***** 
("' ***** 
("' ***** 

Despite the limitations on expression imposed by this application, MoveOn's 

executive director ambitiously presents the Action Forum as a democratic instrument 

with the potential to foster deliberation. He writes, in an e-mail promoting the Action 

Forum, "There, you can share your ideas and goals for MoveOn and our nation," and 

adds, "Thanks for strengthening democracy by participating in these important 

conversations!217
" His view is consistent with the description of the forum provided on 

the site itself in which it is stated that the forum is a ''web-based environment that [ ... ] 

encourages dialogue, builds communities, enables collaboration, identifies areas of 

consensus, generates reporting that gives the information you need to take an action.218
" 

216 Only IO ratings are required for a post to make it to the top-rated list. Interestingly, the number of 

ratings does not count; what counts is the average rating (i.e., total number of stars divided by number of 

people rating). For a fairly well-documented critique of the Forum, see posts from the blog "Reinventing 

America", and particularly excerpts from the author's dialogue with the forum's webrnaster 

(http://reinventing-america.blogspot.com/2006/03/actionforum-moveons-self-inflicted.htmJ). 

217 E-mail message to members from Eli Pariser, "Help Set MoveOn's Course" (I 0/22/05) - The same 

message was previously sent on 04130/05, 06/09/04, and 03/ 10/04. 
218 Cf. http://www.actionforum.com/ 
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There is a clear disconnect between MoveOn's (stated) high expectations for the 

forum in its current form and the relatively unsophisticated application provided to meet 

these expectations. Because the application does not have the capability to simulate a 

discussion situation, it falls short of MoveOn promises to offer a platform that helps to 

strengthen democracy, expand communities, build consensus, and communicate with 

MoveOn organizers. In light of this disconnect, what do participants do with the forum? 

Over 42,000 messages have been posted since the forum on national goals was started in 

August 2000, which indicates a relatively low participation considering the 3.3 million 

members. One hundred t-0 two hundred messages get posted on a typical day. The most 

popular posts gamer ratings in the order of thousands (e.g., "Insist that all votes count" 

12/28/05, 3836 ratings), but this is rare. An average post will receive ratings in the order 

of the dozens. As a point of comparison, a forum on Washington politics on the Sean 

Hannity web site, which is only one of the dozen fora available on the site, lists almost 

900,000 posts.219 A post on 03/28/2006 received 1,447 replies.220 

The forum is globally a mixed bag of opinions and recommendations for priorities 

and actions. Interestingly the term "goal" itself is seldom used, thus suggesting that it is 

inadequate, and perhaps too business-oriented for such a forum. An examination of two 

days of "top" posts reveals recurring concerns about the potential for fraudulent 

elections. Eight posts (out of the top fifteen) addressed this issue on 03/27/2006, and five 

posts on 03129106. The type of post varies, ranging from the grievance (e.g., "Why aren't 

state and national leaders crying foul and holding Diebold responsible?221
") to the 

elaborate proposal such as this: 

"We need National HR 550 to be passed which will: (1) establish a 
mandatory uniform national standard that states that the voter 
verified paper ballot -- the only record verified by the voter 
rather than the voting machine -- is the vote of record in the case 
of any inconsistency with electronic records; (2) provide Federal 

219 This comparison is based on the 2005 most popular political web sites list, in which Sean Hannity ranks 

#47 (#10,959 out of all web sites) and MoveOn ranks #52 (#14,453 out of all web sites). The sites were 

identified via a traffic analysis (found at http://www.rightwingnews.com/special/pop 125x3.php) 
210 "All Aboard .. ROSIE'S FAMILY CRUISE .... what are your kids watching on Family HBO ..... " 3/28/06 

<http://hannity.com/forum/showthread.php?t=59880>. 
221 "Voting Machines for Upcoming Elections" posted by Alyson Hurlbutt, March 16, 2006. 
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funding to pay for implementation of voter 
balloting; { 3) require a percentage of mandatory 
count) random audits of actual election results in 
in each county, for every Federal election. 222

" 

verified paper 
manual {by hand 
every state, and 

Most of the messages point to issues without suggesting actions (e.g., "I believe that 

the current situation of climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions is so serious that 

MoveOn.org ought to make a special task force just to deal with it223
" or "I would like to 

see the democrats take up the idea of a medical system that is truly going to take care of 

the average American working man and their families.224
"). The fact that the forum 

readers do engage in the "agree/disagree" and importance ratings (Fig. 26) suggest that 

they accept this one-way system as a substitute for a two-way conversation, and that they 

embrace the contradiction of addressing democratic ideals through non-democratic, non

deliberative means. The star-rated system is so engrained that it has become "natural" to 

use it not only to rate products, but also to evaluate people or ideas.225 Participants' 

sense of "belonging," moreover, can be characterized as statistical, that is, participants 

identify themselves within the parameters of a "representative sample." Forum 

"membership," in this sense, is simultaneously actual (e.g., participant voted "Agree"), 

vicarious (e.g., member does not vote but relates to other 96% who agree), and 

representational (e.g., 96% represents the majority who agrees). 

222 "We must have voter verified paper ballots to stop rigged elections," posted by Karen Giles - 03/16/06. 
223 "Global Warming," posted by Alexandra-03/28/06. 
224 "Democrats need to get back to being democrats," posted by Jon P. Colias - 03129106. 
225 As a side note, popularity ratings are on the rise in online social networks such as Orkut or Friendster, 

signaling our willingness to turn social relationships into commodities. Essembly.com is a recent 

experiment in politically oriented online social networking in which you can evaluate other members 

based on how ideologically close they are (e.g., 92/100 is very close). The ideology score stems from a 

comparison between your ideology profile and the other's profile. The ideology profile is generated from 

your answers to political assertions such as "Unions don't really help anyone'' for which you can vote 

"Agree," "Lean Agree," "Lean Against," and "Against" (http://www.essembly.com/). 
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Total number of responses: 906 A~ import.nee ntingi *****(4.6) 
17S 96% Agree 90 S% ***** 

31 3%Di•agree 16 1% ***** .. 4% ***** 
117 13% ***** 
67S 76% ***** 

Figure 26: Example of a rating - "Shredding the Constitution" 

To the busy reader who only has time to scan a couple of pages of "top" posts at a 

time, the forum may appear as a homogenous, consensual, and often goal-oriented place, 

since all "top" posts have high agreement ratings and tend to be consistent in terms of 

the issues addressed. This impression, however, is undoubtedly the result of the filtering 

system and does not reflect the full array of practices in the forum. In contrast to the 

impression created by the "top" posts, most posts are opinions rather than articulated 

calls to action and low agreement rates are frequent. They often relate to current news 

(e.g., illegal immigration bill on 03/27/06). Because of the absence of the "reply" 

feature, some participants respond indirectly by submitting a new post with the name of 

the initial poster in the subject line (Fig. 27). These efforts at responding are surprising 

considering that the initial poster is unlikely to find the response because of the rapid 

post turnover and the absence of a search capability. 

4. re1 - Jennifer Blee~ 

Check out http ://www.randomhouse.com/wotd/lndex. pperl?date=l 9980925 

an you will see that "red handed" goes a lot farther back than you say. You 
shou ld withdraw your post <ts belno just wrong. 
- Tim,,t:hy L . Hans«n, pr,,ject m111>11ger (M11rch 29, 2006; Berkeley, CA) 

Figure 27: Example of an indirect reply 

Some participants do use the forum as intended, that is, as a contribution to 

MoveOn's agenda setting. Yet a significant number of participants also seek to establish 

a direct communication with the MoveOn leadership (they are notoriously difficult to 

reach) and to voice criticism about the organization itself. MoveOn leadership's 

prioritizing of issues is a frequent target for criticism as these excerpts (all collected on 

03/29/06) show: ul just don't see why Moveon thinks these are the issue America is 
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worried about, 226
" "I am on the verge of removing myself from moveon.org because of 

it's complete denial of the massive social movement occurring presently for 

comprehensive, just, immigration reform, 227
" ''If moveon.org doesn't make a strong 

statement denouncing any government that would execute a citizen for their religious 

beliefs, then I would have no interest in continuing my relationship with moveon.org,228
" 

or "I went to the moveon campaigns link and saw nothing about voting security, yet the 

first several comments were just about that. 229
" Questions and criticism extends to 

MoveOn's methods such as "I just joined the forum ( ... ]. There are some great, great 

ideas. Do moveon decision makers read them? There are so many, it would be hard, 230
" 

"You need some batter method of soliciting ideas. No one can afford the time and effort 

to review the 18,000 posts on your forum,231
" "I don't find much time to read here. I 

have no idea what great ideas come out of it. What about if once a fortnight, MoveOn 

sent us each an e-mail with the 10 most valuable thoughts that got posted?232
" or ''No 

more negative ads from MoveOn, please.233
" Some posters vigorously criticize MoveOn 

itself as these postings demonstrate: "WHAT are MoveOn people doing with their 

time?!234
" "Why hasn't Moveon, the most powerful grassroots political organization in 

the nation, done anything about this??235
" or "HOW COME MOVE ON ISN'T 

GETIING ANYONE MOVING? I have been on this forum now for three weeks and 

there has been 1, count them, 1 vigil. I attended the 1, count them, 1 vigil.236
" These 

posts, that often convey a sense of disillusionment, tend to receive low agreement ratings 

and never make it to the top comments, suggesting that most forum participants perceive 

226 "Different priorities" posted by Todd Ward. 
227 "Immigration reform" posted by Christopher Benoit 
228 "Executing a converted Christian?" posted by Scott Patterson. 
229 "Campaigns" posted by Kitty Mitchell. 
230 "Does moveon listen? (I'm not saying they don't)" posted y CJaudia Haus. 
231 "Soliciting ideas for Move-On" posted by Philip Bagley - 04/24/06 
232 

"Where are the GREAT IDEAS of our MEMBERS?" posted by Kristofer Young - 04/24/06 
233 ''No more negative ads from MoveOn, please" posted by Jo Radner. 
234 "Enough phutzing around!" posted by Rev. M. Anne Clark. 

m "Congress is trying to convert America to a clictatorship" posted by Drina Brooke. 
236 "MOVEON.ORG ISN'T'' posted by Kathleen Rist. 
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voicing questions or criticism about MoveOn as disruptive and out of place. Typical 

forum participants prevent critical posters from being validated as legitimate forum 

participants. Critical posters, as a result, often cease to participate in the forum, which 

reinforces typical participants' legitimacy. Because of the relatively open nature of the 

online forum, however, dissent remains an integral part of the forum, with new critical 

voices joining in and leaving every day. 

"Consumer satisfaction" surveys 

MoveOn had sent out two surveys by April 2006. These surveys differ in purpose 

from the Action Forum in that they ask, "what do you think about what we (i.e., MoveOn 

leadership) are doing?" instead of "what issues should we take on?" In other words, the 

surveys do not allow members to participate substantially in MoveOn campaign 

development. Because members are addressed as conswners, rather than decision 

partners, as they are asked to rate existing MoveOn's product and image, I refer to these 

surveys as consumer satisfaction surveys. Each survey basically consists of I 0-point 

Likert scale questions, a format typically used to measure attitudes (Fig. 28). 

How are we doing? 
1. How likely are you to par1iclpate in MoveOn's next online ectlvity (Le. Letter to the Editor, Petition) eround an Issue you e11re •bout? 

r r c r. o c 0 c c r 
Very Likely 

Figure 28: excerpt from "How are we doing" - 03/10/06 

<http://www.moveon.org/tellus/?id=-1999488-d5aQXi72Lg9MvZCr6ZccSw> 

Eli Pariser characterizes this type of survey as "a progress report [ ... ] meant to 

gauge how satisfied you are with the work that we do. 237
" This format is far more 

constraining than the Action Forum since feedback is only possible within the 

boundaries of the questions set by the survey designers. As for any satisfaction survey 

that does not reward respondents with a prize, one should expect a low response rate, as 

well as respondents with a strong attitude about the product or brand being evaluated 

237 
E-mail communication from Eli Pariser - "How are we doing?" - 03/10/06. 
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(i.e., very satisfied or very dissatisfied). Respondents to MoveOn surveys are, therefore, 

likely to belong to one these two groups: the "hardcore believers" on one end of the 

spectrum, and the dissatisfied members on the other end (e.g., dissenting voices from the 

Action Forum). Because the survey is anonymous and accessible multiple times, it is 

possible to fill out the survey many times and thus, to skew the results of the survey. The 

potential for subversive behavior provided by the survey can be viewed as a component 

of the tactics adopted by the De Certeau consumer/user in an attempt to disrupt the 

dominant model, that is top-down communication and decision-making, imposed by the 

producer MoveOn. 

If we turn to the possibilities for dissent outside of MoveOn, there are of course 

myriad online venues to voice one's opinions about everything and anything, including 

activist groups such as MoveOn. These venues, that include blogs, fora and online 

magazines, typically take the form of discussions or opinion pieces and enable people to 

elude the containment system that seems to be in place within MoveOn with regards to 

possible dissent.238 There is one outlet, however, that stands out. The Alexa site, powered 

by Amazon.com, provides the opportunity to write reviews about web sites. The review 

tool iis the same as the one provided to Amazon customers to rate and review Amazon 

products, that is a 5-star rating system combined with space for a written review (cf. Fig. 

29 and Appendix H for details). 

3 of 3 people found the following review helpful: 

~·: Not perfect, but nt lenst they're trying, August 31, 2004 
Reviewer: GeeDybya "Golly Gee. Dubya" (Florida) - See all my reviews 
I don't agree with everything that Moveon does, but hey, at least they are trying. so many people love to complain 
about the government, but how many actually stand up and try to do something about it? 

I have nothing against George Bush as a person, but I have grave doubts surrounding the wisdom of letting our 
country be lead by someone with such a low l.Q. There are so MANY people out there who can put more than s or 6 
words together at a time .. . wouldn't it refreshing to hear one of them talk for awhile? 

Was this review helpful to you? G!D ® ( Repo rt this) 

Figure 29: Example of a review about MoveOn at Amazon.com 

238 Examples of online spaces addressing MoveOn include the "Reinventing America" blog 

<http://www.reinventing-amercia.blogspot.com> or the "Personal Democracy Forum" web site 

<http://www.personaldemocracy.com/>. 
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<http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/customer-reviews/B00006C577 /ref=cm _ cr _ dp _ 2 _ l/002-5599958-

8452028?%5F encoding=UTF8&s=theweb> 

What sets Alexa apart, however, is its similarity with the Action Forum itself in 

terms of functionality, namely, the rating system and the space for a short comment, 

which makes apparent the confluence of consumerism and activism. Alexa ratings, like 

the Action Forum ratings, illustrate again how the consumer paradigm is applied beyond 

the traditional boundaries of consumerism, in this case to evaluate civic activities. 

Because the Alexa rating system has little visibility, the audience for these ratings and 

reviews is likely to be very small. The implication is that the reviewers tend to write for 

themselves, perhaps in an attempt of self-validation as a citizen (i.e., as an informed 

individual capable of making judgments) and validation is realized via a consumption 

model. 

Finally the "Face America" photo petition initiated in November 2005 to oppose the 

planned budget cuts is another striking example of the potential for subversive practices within 

the framework defined by MoveOn's leadership. The participation to the petition campaign was 

not negligible as more than 3,000 photographs were submitted.239 A significant number of 

participants, however, did not follow exactly the guidelines provided by MoveOn, and chose, 

instead to ignore some of the formatting guidelines. Although handwritten signs were 

recommended, they coexist with printed signs and messages digitally laid over photos; 

despite a suggestion to add a message to the photograph, furthermore, many submissions 

are plain photos without a message. As a result, the initial purpose of the campaign, i.e., 

a visual petition, has been transformed, or subverted, from the inside by the consumers 

of the campaign who seemed to be more interested in creating a virtual community via 

flickr than to communicate meaningfully with their representatives in Congress. The 

tactics that consisted in re-interpreting the official guidelines provided some members 

with the opportunity to circumvent MoveOn 's control over individual expression within 

the MoveOn framework itself. 

239 2,714 photographs submitted for the petition are available on flickr.com at 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/moveon/tags/faceamerica/ 
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Conclusion 

"In America I came across types of associations which I confess I had no idea 

existed, and I frequently admired the boundless ski1l of Americans in setting large 

numbers of people a common goal and inducing them to strive toward that goal 

voluntarily." (De Tocqueville 595) 

While the power to rally around a common cause is no longer a monopoly of 

American civic culture, there is still reason to marvel at the variety and plasticity of civic 

and political organizations in the US today. MoveOn is a good illustration of the power 

of reinvention at work in the activist realm. The application of the circuit of culture 

framework to investigate MoveOn shed light on the complexities inherent to the 

production and circulation of meaning in the realm of online activism insofar as it 

highlighted the inextricable connections and constant interactions between cultural 

production, representation and consumption. As a result, it seems pressing to reassess the 

meanings of concepts such as producer, consumer, product, image, the real, democratic 

representation, and grassroots, to name a few. 

The relationship between media and democracy in the US has always been 

characterized by a tension between public and private interests with a tendency for the 

latter to prevail. The relationship between the internet and democracy is no exception. 

Democratic participation has indeed been revived online, but this revival suggests in 

many ways that there is not much space for a public sphere as we traditionally 

understand it. An examination of the history of MoveOn shows that it has undergone 

dramatic transformations since its beginnings in 1998, from a celebrated nimble and 

amateurish cyberactivist group to an oft-criticized (even vilified) wealthy web-based 

interest group with a strong leadership and tight ties with mass media.240 These 

transformations, interestingly, parallel, or perhaps reflect, the general evolution of the 

240 The term "cyberactivism" refers to solely online activities. The term "web-based activism" refers to a 

form of activism that relies on the internet for organizing on the one hand, and engages in activities 

requiring face-to-face (or other forms of interpersonal interaction) on the other hand. 
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internet from a many-to-many communication medium to a mainly broadcast medium. 

They also correspond to the various growth stages of a typical organization with an 

increase in formal structures and communication channels, hierarchy, and general need 

for control proportional to the increase in membership size. Yet MoveOn, when one least 

expects it, lets the ordinary citizen speak again in its campaign "Positive Agenda" 

initiated in June 2006. The campaign adroitly weaves the local and the virtual to enable 

MoveOn members to identify and discuss the group's future agenda while MoveOn 

leadership adopts a lower profile.241 The examination of MoveOn's cultural production 

practices underscores its ties with the traditional mass media industry, thus situating the 

organization within the commercial paradigm. MoveOn' s ties with the mass media 

industry are exemplified by its frequent outsourcing of campaign development and 

management to marketing and PR firms, its recurrent work with celebrities, and the 

regular use of TV ads for public outreach among other things. Among the many Move On 

products, its members constitute the organization's most culturally significant product, 

in that they embody the tension between empowerment and control constantly at work in 

an organization that is both engaged in grassroots activities and media-friendly events. 

While MoveOn produces the conditions for action, members materialize action and thus 

become both producer and consumer. The exploration of MoveOn 's cultural 

representation practices suggests that the organization seems to embody the confluence 

of political and symbolic representations in that its members are both subjects of the 

former and objects of the latter. Converging representation practices include the 

manufacturing of pseudo-events and pseudo-heroes. These practices are mediated by the 

constraints of the "public screen" that can be roughly equated with the mass media 

apparatus. In order to engage in activities on the "public screen," MoveOn must also 

with the "info-tainment" conventions via silent sound bites and the participation of 

241 
Members gathered locally at house parties to identify the issues that should be addressed by MoveOn. 

The group provided background materials to the hosts and conducted phone conferences to help facilitate 

the meetings. Each host submitted a list of issues online. These issues were compiled by the group. Ten 

issues were identified. Members were then asked to vote for their three top issues online. An online forum 

was created for each of the ten issues within the Action Forom. Unlike the previous general forum, each 

new forum enables participants to reply to the posts, and thus to engage in a discussion to a certain extent. 
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celebrities in its campaigns; it must also communicate via the "discourse of images" and 

via e-motion, a process through which emotions are filtered, repackaged, and 

electronically mediated in order to set people in vicarious motion. E-motion should 

really be understood in contrast to the concept of movement. While a movement offers a 

sense of purpose and direction, e-motion emphasizes the mechanical and the repetitive; 

it calls for electronically mediated frequent, sporadic action rather than deep 

commitment to a single cause. Performing on the "public screen" leads to engaging in 

so-called "astroturfing" practices that problematize the dichotomy between the artificial 

on the one hand, and the real/grassroots on the other hand. The concepts of the real and 

the grassroots are also challenged at the level of cultural consumption. The concept of 

the "activist consumer" as the counterpart to the "consumer activist illustrates a new 

dimension of the convergence of activism and consumerism made visible within 

MoveOn. But the "activist consumer" is only a heuristic tool to better understand 

MoveOn members, as the definition of membership itself is elusive. I offer a taxonomy 

of consumption practices specific to web-based activism in an attempt to illuminate the 

concept of membership, or rather "memberships." Memberships are tentatively captured 

by the following categories: "window shoppers," "immobile activists" and e-motion 

driven grassroots activists. I finally show that despite MoveOn's attempts to retain 

control over its campaigns and products, there are a few sites of consumption that have 

the potential to become sites of dissent or resistance. 

So what is MoveOn today, and what are the implications for the future of activism? 

Is it an interest group, a movement, a de facto fund-raising instrument for the 

Democratic Party, a Public Relations firm? MoveOn is all of these and none of these, but 

it is undoubtedly a remarkable collection of paradoxes, with the juxtaposition of the 

public and the private, the political and the commercial, the grassroots and the 

professional, the "real" and the virtual, the producer and the consumer, agency and 

passivity, and so much more. Yet MoveOn is by no means an idiosyncratic phenomenon. 

MoveOn is not the first group to engage in large-scale experiments in what I refer to as 

mass-mediated activism. MoveOn is, however, unique in the way it crystallizes the 

central role of consumption in the political realm in the digital era. It is this 

crystallization phenomenon that I sought to encapsulate with the concept of e-motion. 
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In light of this investigation, much work remains to be done in defining activism 

and finding channels for political expression. Many other facets of MoveOn specifically, 

or of web-based activism more generally, still need to be discussed at length. A number 

of topics come to mind that would help to illuminate the complex relationship between 

mass media and web-based activism: the representation of MoveOn in mainstream news 

media over time; the production, circulation, and rhetoric of the advertisements funded 

by MoveOn; a more theoretical journey into the concepts of"immobile activism" and "e

motion," the relationship between celebrities and activists and so forth. I anticipate that 

they will be addressed soon. 
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Appendix A: "Censure and MoveOn" 1998 Petition 

Source: The Web Archive 

<http://web.archlve.org/web/19981212031127/bttp://www.moveoo.orgf>. 
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Appendix B: "Who will lead the Democratic 
Party?" 

Dear MoveOn member, 

Who will lead the Democratic Party? The answer may come 
as soon as this weekend, when the state Democratic Party 
leaders gather to discuss who should chair the Democratic 
National Committee (DNC) for the next four years.1 The 
election for chair is rarely competitive. But this year, with the 
race wide open, we have the chance to elect a leader who 
will reconnect the Democratic Party with its constituents -
us. 

For years, the Party has been lead by elite Washington 
insiders who are closer to corporate lobbyists than they are 
to the Democratic base. But we can't afford four more years 
of leadership by a consulting class of professional election 
losers. In the last year, grassroots contributors like us gave 
more than $300 million to the Kerry campaign and the DNC, 
and proved that the Party doesn't need corporate cash to be 
competitive.2 Now it's our Party: we bought it, we own it, and 
we're going to take it back. 

NO MORE INSIDERS. We can't 

afford four more years of 

Democratic leadership by elite 

Washington insiders with little 

vision and losing records. 

Contact your state Democratic 

Party leaders and ask them 

support a Democratic National 

Committee chair who will 
reconnect the party with the 

grassroots and lead us to victory. 

We'll deliver your comments on 

Saturday. 

i Click Here J 
Click Here 

We've made it easy to contact your state Party leaders and ask them support a chair who will 
represent all of us OUTSIDE of the Washington beltway and engage us in a fight for a bold 
Democratic vision. If we get enough signatures today, we'll deliver your comments to their 
meeting this weekend, so please click below NOW to make your voice heard: 

http://www.moveonpac.org/dncchair/ 

MoveOn includes Republicans, Greens, and independents. But all of us who are struggling for 
health care, clean air, decent jobs, and a sane foreign policy can agree on one thing: we're 
better off with a vibrant, populist Democratic Party that's strong enough to challenge the 
extreme-right Republican le·adership. 

Why haven't we had one? Under outgoing DNC chair Terry McAuliffe, the Party cozied up to 
many of the same corporate donors that fund the Republicans - drug companies, HMO's, media 
conglomerates, big banks, polluting industries. The result was watered down, play-it-safe politics 
that kept the money flowing but alienated traditional Democrats as well as reform-minded 
independents in search of vision and integrity. And so the Party lost ground. 

But in 2004, something incredible happened: hundreds of thousands of small contributors gave 
millions and millions of dollars and changed the way politics works forever. New we have an 
opportunity to birth a new Democratic Party - a Party of the people that's funded by the people 
and that fights for the people. Tell your state Party leaders that you want a DNC chair who will 
use this new grassroots energy to catapult us to victory at: 

http://www.moveonpac.org/dncchair/ 
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The Democratic National Committee is the national backbone of the Democratic Party, and it 
matters who ends up as the new chair. With Democrats out of power in Washington, the new 
chair will play an unprecedented role as the voice of the Party. And no one will be in a better 
position to orchestrate a Democratic revival. 

The state Party leaders -- who play a pivotal role within the DNC -- understand the importance of 
the DNC Chair. They have helped to make the election process more transparent, by inviting 
candidates for Chair to a public forum at their meeting. And for the first time, they are 
considering endorsing a candidate en masse. If they vote as a bloc, they could determine the 
next Chair. They represent all of us who knocked on doors, who gave money, who made phone 
calls -- and it's time for us to weigh in. 

The movement for change that we built during the last election is still gathering strength. We 
need leadership that will break the chains of corporate funding so we can fight -- really fight -- for 
a better America. 

Thank you for all that you do, 

--Eli Pariser, Justin Ruben, and the whole MoveOn PAC team 
December 9, 2004 

1 The Democratic National Committee is the organizational structure of the national Democratic 
Party. The chair is elected by the approximately 440 voting members of the ONG, who include 
state Party officials, elected Democrats from all levels of government, and representatives of 
Party caucuses like the Young Democrats of America and the National Federation of Democratic 
Women. The election for DNC chair will take place in February, and state Party officials control 
between one-quarter and one-third of the votes that are likely to be cast. This weekend, they are 
meeting to hear from a number of candidates for Chair. They may or may not make an 
endorsement at their meeting, but they have announced plans to do so at some point. 

2 "The Next DNC Chair: Why You Should Care," syndicated column by Arianna Huffington, 
December 8, 2004. Online at: 
http://www.ariannaonline.com/columns/column.php?id=748 

PAID FOR BY MOVEON PAC www.moveonpac.org 
Not authorized by any candidate or candidate's committee. 

Subscription Management: 

This is a message from MoveOn PAC. To remove yourself ( sandrine dincki ) from this list, 

please visit our subscription management page at: 

http://moveon.org/s?i=5015-1999488-ufCAbK42uZObH2m P8 QY6A 

Source: E-mail communication from Eli Pariser - 12/09/2004. 
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Appendix C: MoveOn top navigation bars - Evolution 
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Source: MoveOn homepage 
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Appendix D: Sample e-mail "Bush= Nixon? Help air our tough new ad" 

Dear MoveOn member, 

N. Senate hearings yesterday on the Bush administration's domestic spying program, 
N.tomey General Alberto Gonzales tried to evade the simple truth: the president broke the 
law. But after one day, Ws unclear if or when hearings will start again. 

We can\ let the administration off the hook. So it's up to all of us to keep the heat up, and 
make sure the focus is on the president's disdain for the rule of law. 

We\te put together a new, hard-hitting TV ad that reminds everyone about the last time a 
president thought he was above the law-morphing a photo of Richard Nixon into President 
Bush. Can you contribute to get this ad on TV this week? To view the ad Qt's really gripping) 
and help out, go to: 

https://polit ical,moyeon.org/donate/breakjngthelaw,html?jd=68Q5-1999488-
!ROHggr7LhjrqyH g TQuRg&t=3 

We need to raise $200,000 by tomorrow night to keep this ad on the air-and keep the focus 
on this abuse of power by President Bush. The ad drives home the key point: this is about a 
president breaking the law. We\te included a factual analysis of the ad in the P.S., below. 

The Bush administration is desperately trying to change the subject, claiming this is about 
who is strong on terrorism, because they know they haven\ got a legal leg to stand on. 
They\te even started using the misleading moniker "terrorist surveillance program· to describe 
illegal spying on Americans in the United States. The new ad doesn' let them get away with 
it. 

N. the hearings, even Republican senators were upset by the attorney general's misleading 
and false answers to questions. But the pattern of deception and lies about domestic spying 
isnl new. 

Consider these key facts: 

Ad: Bush Breaking the Law 

We"8 put together a powerful new 
ad that that compares President 
Bush to President Nixon and 
forces the real question: is the 
president above the law? Will you 
help us air it during this critical 
week? 

( Donate Nowl 
Click to Contribute 

• First, the president said publicly there was no such program. He said, "Nothing has changed, by the way. When we're talking 
about chasing down terrorists, we're talking about getting a court order before we do so. •1 He lied. 

• For weeks, Gonzales, President Bush and others have insisted that the wiretapping program was only applied to suspected 
terrorists. 2 But just last Sunday, the Washington Post exposed that the program was broad and not limited to suspected 
terrorists. In a nutshell, it's a fishing expedition and participants are increasingly "uncomfortable with the mountain of data they 
have now begun to accumulate. •3 

• And yesterday, the attorney general said that he could not assure the Senate that the program did not eavesdrop on innocent 
Americans.4 

Last week, tens of thousands of us contributed to our 2(0) ground plan. Now, it's time to take our battle to the air-holding the president 
accountable through this important ad. It's clear the president was breaking the law. We have to keep the drumbeat up and demand 
accountability. 

httos://oolitjcal.moveon.orqldonate/breakjnathelaw,html?jd=68)5..1999488-fBOHgar7LhjroyH gTQuRg&t=4 

The comparison between Nixon and Bush is very important. Nixon was also illegally spying on Americans for reasons he claimed were 
related to national security. America disagreed and we passed a law after Nixon resigned that balanced national security and the civil 
rights of Americans. President Bush is breaking that law-and we need a special prosecutor to get to the bottom of this. 

Can you help us run this ad? 

https://oolltjcal.mmon.oro/donile/breakjngthelaw.htm!7jd=68)5..1999488-tBDHagr7LhjrayH gTQyRq&t=5 

Thanks for all you do, 
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Appendix D (cont'd) 

Thanks for all you do, 

-Eli, Nita , Micayla, Tom, Rosalyn and the MoveOn.org Political Action Team 
Tuesday , February 7th, 2003 

P.S. Here is the factual analysis of the ad: 

• FISA Was Passed In 1978 to Prescribe Procedures for Physical and Electronic Surveillance. 
o The Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act ( FISA) of 1978 prescribes procedures for the physical and electronic surveillance 

and collection of "foreign intelligence information· between or among "foreign 
powers.· (http://www. law. corn ell. edu/uscodelhtmVuscode50/usc _sup _01_50_10 _36. htmO 

o The highly classified FISA court was set up in the 1970s to authorize secret surveillance of espionage and terrorism 
suspects within the United States. Under the law setting up the court, the Justice Department must show probable cause 
that its targets are foreign governments or their agents. The FISA law does include emergency provisions that allow 
warrant-less eavesdropping for up to 72 hours if the attorney general certifies there is no other way to get the information. 
("Judges on Surveillance Court To Be Briefed on Spy Program," Washington Post, 12/22AJ5) 

• According to the New York Times, Bush Authorized a Secret Spying Program Outside the FISA Systems. 
o "Months after the Sept. 11 attacks, President Bush secretly authorized the National Security Agency to eavesdrop on 

Americans and others without the court-approved warrants required for domestic spying, according to government officials .. 
. Under a presidential order signed in 2002, the intelligence agency has monitored the international telephone calls and 
international e-mail messages of hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people inside the United States without warrants over 
the past three years." ("Bush Lets U.S. Spy on Callers Without Courts," New YOik TimeB, 12/16i1J5) 

• In January, the Non-Partisan Congressional Research Service Reported that Bush Broke Law 
o MA Congressional Research Service [CRSJ report concludes that: lhe Bush administration's limited briefings for Congress 

on the National Security Agency's domestic eavesdropping without warrants are 'inconsistent with the law ... ("Report 
Questions Legaltty of Briefings on Surveillance," New Yo1k Times, 1/19/06) 

• Legal Experts Repudiated President Bush's Claim that He has Inherent Power for Wiretaps as Commander-In-Chief. 
Congress has the authority to regulate electronic surveillance in the United States. Under FISA the President must seek court 
approval for electronic surveillance. 

o A letter to Congress from a group of legal experts including Lawrence Tribe, David Cole, Ronald Dworkin, and others 
concluded: "But even conceding that the President in his role as Commander in Chief may generally collect "signals 
intelligence· on the enemy abroad, Congress indisputably has authority to regulate electronic surveillance within the United 
States. as it has done in FISA Where Congress has so regulated, the President can act in contravention of statute only if 
his authority is exclusive, that is, not subject to the check of statutory regulation.• ("On NSA Spying: A Letter to 
Congress," The New Yolk RfJYiew of Books, 2'9/06) 

• The Non-Partisan Congressional Research Seivlce Repudiated Presldent Bush's Oalm that the NSA Program was 
Authorized after September 11th. 

o A Congressional Research Service [CRS) report concludes, "that Bush's assertion that Congress authorized such 
eavesdropping to detect and fight terrorists does not appear to be supported by the special resolution that Congress 
approved after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, which focused on authorizing the president to use military force. 
•("Report Rebuts Bush on Spying; Domestic Action's Legality Challenged," Washington Post, 117/06) 

• Contrary to Administration Calms, Congress Was Not Informed of Wiretapping Program-Another Likely Infringement 
of the Law. 

o White House Counselor Dan Bartlett claimed: We went to Congress. We talked to the chairman and the ranking member 
of the intelligence committee. We talked to the leadership, both Republican and Democrat, House and Senate. These very 
discussions happened three to four years ago ... The fact of the matter is, everybody came to the same conclusion, that 
what the president was doing was legal and was necessary.• (CNN American Morning, 1123.IOG, 
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTSi1J601/23/ltm.08.htmO 

o But Senator Jay Rockefeller released a sealed 7 AJ3 letter that warned of "profound oversight issues· with warrant-less 
spying program: "For the last few days, I have witnessed the President, the Vice President, the Secretary of State, and the 
Attorney General repeatedly misrepresents the facts. The record needs to be set clear that the Administration never 
afforded members briefed on the program an opportunity to either approve or disapprove the NSA program. The limited 
members who were told of the program were prohibited by the Administration from sharing any information about it with our 
colleagues, including other members of the Intelligence Committees." ( http://lhinkprogress.org/wp-images/upload/lntell.pdO 

o And in a separate report from the one described above, the Congressional Research Office concluded that "the Bush 
administration's limited briefings for Congress on the National Security Agency's domestic eavesdropping without warrants 
are ~nconsistent with the law.• ("Report Questions Legality of Briefings on Surveillance," New York Times, 1/19~) 
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• Contrary to Administration Claims, NSA Spying Uncovered '1fo Imminent Plo1s ••• Inside the United States.· 
o "The law enforcement and counterterrorism officials said the program had uncovered no active Qaeda networks inside the 

United States planning attacks. There were no imminent plots-not inside the United States,' the former F.B.I. official 
said." ("Spy Agency Data after 9/11 Let F.B.I. to Dead Ends," New Yori< Times, 1/17JU>) 

o Contrary to Administration Claims, NSA Spying Program was Broad and Unfocused. o "In the anxious months after the 
Sept. 11 attacks, the National Security Agency began sending a steady stream of telephone numbers, e-mail addresses 
and names to the F.B.I. in search of terrorists. The stream soon became a nood, requiring hundreds of agents to check out 
thousands of tips a month. ( ... )We'd chase a number, find it's a schoolteacher with no indication they've ever been involved 
in international terrorism-case closed,' said one former F.B.I. officiaLMer you get a thousand numbers and not one is 
turning up anything, you get some frustration.· ("Spy Agency Data after 9111 Let F.B.I. to Dead Ends," New York Times, 
1/171{6) 

• Numerous Legal Scholars and Republican Leaders say President Bush Broke the Law. 
o CONSTITUTIONAL LAW SCHOLARS AND FORMER GOV. OFFICIALS: "Although the program's secrecy prevents us from 

being privy to all of its details the Justice Department's defense of what it concedes was secret and warrantless electronic 
surveillance of persons within the United States fails to identify any plausible legal authority for such surveillance. 
Accordingly the program appears on its face to violate existing law.· ("On NSA Spying: A Letter to Congress," The New 
York Review of Bool<s, 2'9i1J6) 

o SENATOR LINDSEY GRAHAM: 1f he has the authority to go around the FISA court, miich is a court to accommodate the 
law of the war of terror, the FISA Act was-created a court set up by the chief justice of the United States to allow a rapid 
response to requests for surveillance activity in the war on terror. I don't know of any legal basis to go around that . There 
may be some, but I'm not aware ofit." (http://lhinkprogress.org/2005/12/18/no-legal-basisJ) 

o SENATOR ARLEN SPECTER: "There ls no doubt that this is Inappropriate,' said Sen. Arlen Specter (R-Pa.), who 
favored the Patriot Act renewal but said the NSA issue provided valuable ammunition for its opponents. "("On Hill, Anger and 
Calls for Hearings Greet News of Stateside Surveillance,• Washington Post, 12117 /05) 

o GROVER NORQUIST: •Referring to what some see ·as a conflict between fighting vicious terrorists and upholding all civil 
liberties, Norquist said: 1t's not either/or. If the president thinks he needs different tools, pass a law to get them. Donl break 
the existing laws .' · ("Political opposites aligned against Bush wiretaps," San Francisco Chronicle, 1126i1l5) 

o JOHN MCCAIN : "Wallace: But you do not believe that currently he has the legal authority to engage in these warrant-less 
wiretaps. McCain: You know, I don\ think so, but wh.y not come to Congress?" (Fox News Sunday , 12/22Jtl5) 

o CHUCK HAGEL : "Chuck Hagel said he is looking forward to congressional hearings on the legal justification for the 
secretive National Security Agency program. He remains unconvinced that Bush could allow the program without fully 
consulting with the courts or Congress.• ("Hagel Urges Bush to Explain Spy Program,· Associated Press, 1/29i1J6) "ff he 
needs more authority. he just can't unilaterally decide that that 1978 law is out of date and he will be the guardian of 

.. Ai:ne~_~a -~ i:i.d _~l:l-~!t'!l~!at~t~.~U.~.._..,..,:[D1J.s.,,~-e.e~ :J~m§L0=-""----~-"" ._ . ~ .,_ .. = _,__,., .• . ,., .. , _ . =··· . , . ._ . . _,,_ -
o CONGRESSMAN BOB BARR: "It's bad to be spying on Americans apparently in violation offederal laws against 

doing it without court order. So it's bad all around, and we need to get to the bottom of this . . . And if we're going to say, 
well. simply because some people think that this is a new threat, we're going to throw the constitution and specific laws out 
the window and let a president rule by the seat of his pants, is extremely dangerous, and it's uncalled for. The president 
had full authority to have done this under the law. He apparently chose not to, and we need to find out why? ••• Well, I am 
because the law provides very vast authority. and for the president, or Frank Gaffney to justify the president saying even 
though I have the authority under the law to do it, I have to take certain steps, I'm just going to ignore that , puts us in a 
situation where we've seen in decades past, with Mr. Nixon, with President Lincoln and others, President Truman, when 
they overstep their bounds, they need to be held accountable. 

• Americans Disapprove of Bush's Overreach, According to Polls. 

Sources: 

o CNN/USA Today (Jan. 20-22): "As you may know, the Bush Administration has been wiretapping telephone conversations 
between U.S. citizens living in the United States and suspected terrorists living in other countries without getting a court 
order allowing it to do so. Do you think the Bush Administration was right or wrong in wiretapping these conversations 
without obtaining a court order?" Right 46%. Wrong 51 %. 
(http://lranscript s. cnn. com!TRANSCRIPTS/0512/16/sitroom.03. htmO 

o CBS/NYT (Jan 20-25): "Mer 9/11, George W. Bush authorized government wiretaps on some phone calls in the U.S. 
without getting court warrants. Do you approve or disapprove of George W. Bush doing this?" Approve 46%. Disapprove 
50%. (http://www. pollingreport. com/terror. him) 

1. Bush Defends NSA Spying Program, CNN.com, January 1, 20'.E 
http:/,lwww.cnn comf2006/POLmCStt!li1Jl/nsa spyjng/ 

2. Eavesdropping targets only al Qaeda: US officials, Reuters, February 5, 20'.E 
http·/,lwww.moveon orn/r?El 451 

3. Surveillance Net Yields Few Suspects, Washington Post, February 5, 20'.E 
bup·/twww moyeon ora/c?E1441 

4. Gonzales: 1 Cannot Give You Absolute Assurance' That We Are Not Spying on Innocent Americans, Thinkprogress, February S, 20'.E 
http://WftW moveoo.orafr?El 452 
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PAID FOR BY MOYEON.ORG POLITICAL ACTION, http:l/political.moveon.org/?id::6805-1999488-tRDHgqr7LhirgyH gTQuRg&t::=6 
Not authorized by any candidate or candidate's committee. 

Support our member.driven organization: MoveOn.org Political Action is entirely funded by our3.3 million members. We have no 
corporate contributors, no foundation grants, no money from unions. Our tiny staff ensures that small contributions go a long way. If you'd 
like to support our work, you can give now at 

http· llwww.moveonpac.org!do nate/email. html?id:::68Q5-1999488-tRDHgqr7LhirgyH gTOuRg&t= 7 

Subscription Management 
This is a message from MoveOn.org Political Action. To change your email address, update your contact info, or remove yourself (sandi 
dincki) from this list, please visit our subscription management page at: 
ht! p://moveon. org/s '?i=6805-1999488-fRDHggr7LhirgyH g TQuRg 

Source: E-mail communication from Eli Pariser- 02/07/2006. 
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Appendix E: Sample Letter-To-the-Editor 

L TE: The Budget Cuts Target Us: Tell your story (October 2005) 

Step 2: Choose a pre-written letter 
Pre-written letters can only be sent once to each newspaper. Choose a newspaper 
marked with'*' to use or edit one of the pre-written letters . Note that it is possible that 
no letters are still available - this happens if each has been sent to all papers Usted. 

Pre-written letters (Place pointer over t itle to read. Click to open) 

Medicaid cuts hit home 

Every generation deserves a chance 

Please stand up for workers 

Has Congress forgotten our most vulnerable? 

our own, usin the talkin 

[This Is }Us t an fJXBmPl6 • please onJy use this as a guide 
to tell your own stOIY) 

Dear Editor, 

Congressional Republicans would have us believe the 
federal programs they are trying to cut In this week's 
budget process don1 affect most of us. But. among other 
things, they are aiming to cut billions of dollars from 
student loans, Including work-study. My parents didn1 
have a lot of money, and I never would have been able to 
ge1 a college degree without low-Interest government 
loans. 

Now I'm a doctor and I don1 think of myself as needing 
federal assistance-but every generation should have the 
same chance that I did. 

Congress should reject the Republican budget because It 
goes against the basic values of the American Dream. 

- Owen, Sacramento, CA 

Souroe: MoveOo site 

oints below: 

<http://polltical.moveon.org/lte/index.html?lte _campaign_ id:::J4>. 
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Appendix F: Sample Interactive Map 

Fahrenheit 9111 "Town Meetings" 

Source: Stamen site 

<http://www.stamen.com/flles/pr _ 02-1.jpg>. 
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Appendix G: "How are we doing" survey (03/2006) 

How are we doing? 
1. How well le McMeOn ~It• mi .. lon al bringing re81 people Into polltlc:e? 

r r r c r c c 
Not \II/el 

2. How wel le MoveOn acc:omphhlna it• mleeion al building a progreuive ..-ment? 
r r r c c r r 

Not'Wel 

3. How often do you reed ow emalle? 

r r r r r 
Not Often 

r 
Very'Wel 

4. How like!Y are you to pertlclpate In MoveOn'• nut online actlvl(y (Le. Letter to the Editor, Petition) arot.n:I an is-)IOU care lbout7 

r r r o r c r r r r 
Very Likely 

5. How likety are )IOU to participate In MoveOn'• nm otrllne adivlt}t (Le. ffoU9e Party, Flyer Ewent) around en lseue )IOU care ebout? 

r r r r c r r r c r 
Not Likely Very Likely 

I. How well I• MoNOn auompllehlng it• minion al keeping you Informed about l•-tlult you care about? 

r o ~ n o o o ~ c r 

1. How accwatelydoes Mol!eOn portrwy)IOUr lliews or feelings on Issues tlult- orpnlze wound? 

r, 0 0 0 0 0 0 c 
Not Aceuretely 

I. Whit i. your favortte thing about Move<>n7 
r Moveon organizes using lmovatlve and flll tactics. 

r MoveOn is an Ol.bider gr!Jl4) that bmgs our voices irto ~on. 

r MoveOn helps me have an lmpllct on lmportanl lswes ftllei'lg our COU'try. 

r MoveOn helps build a progessive COlllmlrlity. 

(' MoveOn keep3 me Informed on lsatle$ that I care tlbotA. 

r Other I 

le there anything etee you would llce to ehere 
with ue? 

Source: MoveOn site 

<http://www.moveon.org/tellus/?id=-l 999488-d5aQXi72Lg9M vZCr6ZccSw>. 
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Very'Wel 

0 c 
Vety Accuretely 
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Website Det!Sils i•I J /If} Well Seatthr 

1°/lu·.111 '"'°'<-1A11w. Move On 
( Add to Shopelng List ) Explore this Item 

buvjng jnfo 
customer reviews 

Shara your thoughts 
wote a review 

write a 6b You'd 
Lilt.a to .. , gyjde 

tell a friend about I 
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Avolloblllty: 

Customer Reviews 
,..._~Review. ~ 

Numb.rof~116 

Wdte an onllne review ond share your thoughts with other customers. 

Show: lNewestFirst fl G) 

1-10 of 16 I next 

O of 2 people found the following review helpful: 

~ Who said communism was dead ?, January 5, 2006 
Reviewer: Apocherat (USA) - See all my reyjews 

NEW UST! Lttm more. 

S.an:h ~ 11avie- (Wbtt'f thl1?) • 

During the SO's and 60's the communist took to hiding. Most hid in the Democratic Party. They don't call themselfs 
commies any longer, they hide under other names like liberals and progressives. But they are still around. The lunitic 
left took control of the ONC back in the 70's. 
Moveon.org is just another lunitic left website who has crossed the line and now provides aid and comforter to the 
enemies of the United States. Moveon.org is probably the best friend that Al Qaeda has. 
I f Moveon was around during the 1980's, America probably would have been defeated by the Soviet Union. 
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