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Vision and Motivation

When Burma gained independence
from the United Kingdom in 1948, the
country was immediately consumed in

a power struggle between civilian and
military-led governments. By 1962, the
military had consolidated its power and
was running the country completely.
In 1988, the superstitious leader of the
country, General Ne Win, ordered all
currency notes cancelled except the 45
Kyat and 90 Kyat notes, because they were
divisible by 9, a lucky number. Led by
student protesters, hundreds of thousands
of Burmese took to the streets on August
8, 1988 (also known as 8888) when their
life savings were decimated by the order.
The military quickly stifled the protests
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In Pursuit of Truth

Undercover Journalism and
the Democratic Voice of Burma
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with an unprecedented use of violence,
killing over 3,000 protestors and arresting
hundreds more.! While generals promised
to hold elections in 1990, Aung San Suu
Kyi's overwhelming victory threatened the
junta's power. In response, the junta placed
Suu Kyi under house arrest.

The 1988 protests revealed a wave of
discontent sweeping the Burmese nation;
however, the rest of the world remained
unaware of the protests and the brutality
of the regime. Many of those imprisoned
after the protests were surprised by
the lack of international and domestic
attention to their plight and decided that
an independent press was the only way to
reach the outside world and to eventually
topple the regime.? In 1992, Burmese pro-
democracy activists in Europe founded an
organization called the Democratic Voice
of Burma (DVB) to provide free press to
the Burmese people. Using undercover
reporters and satellite and radio streaming
into Burma from Oslo, Norway, unbiased
news would finally reach the Burmese
people, who had until then only had access
to state-run television.

In 2007, when transportation prices
nearly doubled due to the government's
abandonment of fuel subsidies, thousands
of Burmese monks took to the streets to
protest on behalf of the people in what
became known as the Saffron Revolution,
so named for the color of the monks' robes.
Democratic Voice of Burma had the only
reporters in the country who could reveal
the internal protests to the international
community.
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Goals and Objectives

When the Democratic Voice of Burma
was created in 1992, it established four
main goals: "(1) to provide accurate
and unbiased news to the people of
Burma, (2) to promote understanding and
cooperation amongst the various ethnic
and religious groups of Burma, (3) to
encourage and sustain independent public
opinion and enable social and political
debate and (4) to impart the ideals of
democracy and human rights to the people
of Burma."?

Furthermore, DVB acts as a media
outlet in exile, providing multiple
viewpoints and not simply espousing one
political platform. DVB Deputy Executive
Director Khin Maung Win describes how
"main opposition parties get a forum
through which they can express themselves
and explain their responses to government
policies, which is not possible with the

media in the country."*

Leadership

The Democratic Voice of Burma is
based in Oslo, Norway, where a full-
time staff compiles and broadcasts news
program. 40 reporters inside Burma
also shoot live footage of events.’ Many
DVB employees were motivated by their
own experiences fighting the regime;
for example, the manager of DVB's
network inside Burma explained how he
was arrested following the 1988 protests
and that "during my time in prison, I
expected the outside world to know
about the conditions there, but in reality
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when I got out, I realized the censorship
in the country was very serious; even
my friends who worked in politics didn't
know exactly what was happening in
prison. That's the most important reason
for DVB's work, and it's playing a critical
role."® Another reporter describes DVB's
mission as follows: "You can't expect
a scoop on CNN. That's childish. What
matters is to keep telling the truth about
our country."’

DVB's
united by their courage and dedication to

undercover reporters — are
the cause of democracy in Burma. One
reporter explains that "filming inside
Burma is a really tough job because there's
so little you can get, and yet at the same
time, you're risking so much, you're risking
your life. And at the same time if you make
a mistake...the whole network will be
broken, so we're not just risking our own
lives, but those of our other colleagues as
well."®

Civic Environment

The violent crackdown on the 1988
student protests ushered in a new era of
repression, exemplified by General Than
Shwe's refusal to recognize Aung San Suu
Kyi's victory in the 1990 election. The
government further isolated itself from the
Burmese people when Than Shwe decided
to move the capital in 2005 from Yangon
(formerly Rangoon) to the remote town of
Naypyitaw.

To repress criticism, the government
has outlawed all non-state run media,
including opposition and foreign press.
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Freedom House's Freedom in the Press
report gave Burma a 95/100 score in the
"not free" category, describing how "those
who publicly express or disseminate
views or images that are critical of the
regime are subject to harsh punishments,
including lengthy prison sentences, as well
as assault and intimidation."® During the
2007 protests, the government specifically
sought out journalists in the crowds to
arrest, prompting one DVB reporter to say
that "the military are hunting people with

cameras."'?

Message and Audience

When the government removed
subsidies on fuel in 2007, transportation
costs doubled overnight, prompting

protests throughout Yangon. However,
these acts of civil disobedience were
quickly stamped out by police. Meanwhile,
the Burmese economy was experiencing
a "meltdown" as many Burmese were
no longer able to pay the higher costs of
public transportation, food, and consumer
goods."" In response to this suffering,
several hundred monks began marching
in protest in mid-August. When the
Democratic Voice of Burma became aware
of this protest, they spoke to a monk leader
who revealed that "we gave the generals
an ultimatum. If our demands are not met
and the generals remain silent, we have
prepared for action. We will march all
over the country, Mandalay, Rangoon. The
whole world must know that the monks are
on strike."!?

Knowing that the monks' presence
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would spark wider demonstrations,
DVB reporters covered their marches,
smuggling the footage to Thailand and
Norway so that it could be reported not
only to the outside world but also to those
inside Burma, in what George Packer calls
the media boomerang.”> DVB Deputy
Executive Director Khin Maung Win
believes that "activists and the ordinary
population are encouraged when their
struggle for democracy is covered by the
media. This contributes to an increased
number of people who express themselves
and participate in peaceful demonstrations
demanding freedom."!*

It was DVB's use of technology which
allowed the marches to grow each day:
"The 1988 protests had been far bigger
in scale than the 2007 demonstrations,
but the world did not see them...The
speed and ease of cell phone and email
communication facilitated consultation
among several of the leading activists. As
in 1988, radios were also a crucial source
of information, with people listening not
only to find out what had happened that
day, but what was planned for the next
day."®

Despite thousands of protestors and
international condemnation, the junta
began using force to suppress participation
in the protests, intimidating and beating
up monks and their supporters. However,
thanks in large part to the efforts of
DVB and Burmese citizen journalists,
the protests "gained a high degree of
international news media coverage," and

for a short time, they even became "one of
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the main topics amongst most international
media, despite [Burma's] usually isolated
role."!¢

Outreach Activities

One of the most important outreach
activities the DVB engaged in during
the Saffron Revolution was its alliance
with
country with the "highest concentration

the monk community. As the

of practicing Buddhists" in the world,
Burma is deeply connected to Buddhism:
"there is typically a monastery in every
village, and the monks are viewed as the
community's spiritual leaders."'”” Monks
provide not only spiritual services but
also many social services, including
education, food, and shelter. As monks
collect alms from the people as payment
for food, they were acutely aware of the
suffering of the Burmese people following
the hike in fuel prices. After members of
DVB learned that the monks would be
marching for the people, they immediately
contacted monks they knew and offered
their support.

When the first monks began marching,
DVB reporters attended the demonstrations
in an attempt to cover them. The monks
were initially skeptical that they might
be government informants, but according
to one reporter, "there were some real
intelligence people in the street, and they
tried to grab our reporters; the monks
protected the reporters and took them into
their lines. From [then] on, our guys could
walk freely with the monks. We could
really work together."!® This collaboration
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was essential to the continuation of DVB's
independent reporting of the Saffron
Revolution.

After days of the monks protesting
alone, one of the organizers called DVB's
headquarters and asked, "What if we invite
the public to join? Would it be fruitful?"
Under DVB's
monks began encouraging civilians to

recommendation, the

begin marching with and creating human
chains around the monks' lines. Many
believed that the government would never
take action against the monks, who were
highly respected and an especially potent

challenge to the regime's authority. While

the government allowed the protests to
continue for longer than any previous act
of civil disobedience, the generals soon
began taking violent action against the
monks.

Another key to the longevity of the

demonstrations was the international
community's role in denouncing the
government's crackdown. International

leaders around the world (excluding India
and China) and international organizations
including the United Nations criticized
the Burmese government and urged the
junta to take steps toward more democratic
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rule?  Furthermore, DVB  gained «Y**A o )3 (> S5 4 L rl:s )
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its creation in 1992. Recent sham elections
demonstrate the junta's illegitimacy
amongst the people and their desire for a

free society.” el 33T amal ¢S 4 p3 o sl ale
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Blogger Wael Abbas uses the internet

to publicize human rights abuses
and police brutality in Egypt. He has
become well-known for posting videos
documenting torture at police stations.
His work publicizing one such video
led to an unprecedented trial resulting
in convictions and jail sentences for the

crime's perpetrators.

Vision and Motivation

In the three decades between 1981 and
the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, President
Hosni Mubarak kept a tight grip on Egypt.
As the years passed, according to Human
Rights Watch, Mubarak grew to "epitomize
the authoritarian Arab ruler, presiding over
a system in which opponents are muzzled
and imprisoned, and where torture is
widespread."! In this context, the internet
was one of the few means Egyptians had
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to express themselves.

In late 2004, frustration at the
Mubarak regime was reaching a peak;
the government was preparing to hold
presidential elections, yet everyone knew
that Mubarak would "win" another term.
New grassroots civic movements, such
as Kifaya, the Egyptian Movement for
Change, formed and began holding protests
against Mubarak. However, the Egyptian
media did not dare cover these events, so
the public was kept largely unaware of the
growing civic mobilization.

According to Wael Abbas, "That's when
we bloggers decided to take matters into
our own hands. We believed in the people's
right to know."? Frustrated at the press'
passivity in addressing Egypt's pressing
social and political issues, he founded
the blog Egyptian Awareness, filling it
with his own photos and videos of the
protests. Unlike most Egyptian bloggers,
he limited his commentary to simple
captions of pictures, since he believes
"You can write a book and it can all be lies,
but one picture can tell the whole story
truthfully."3

Abbas wanted to give Egyptians only
information, without attempting to lead
them in a particular ideological direction.
Rejecting the country's existing political
movements and their efforts to manipulate
Egyptians, Abbas believes that "the citizen
needs awareness; he needs to know
everything about everyone, because in the
end he is the one who will have to decide

who is good and who is bad."*
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Goals and Objectives
Throughout his blogging career, Abbas
has kept his goals in mind: "My mission is
to reach people [and] mobilize them. It is
to acquaint people with their rights. I want
the uneducated Egyptian to know that it is
not acceptable for anyone to slap him on
[the back of his neck, as police have done
with suspects]. If I can do that, then that's
good enough."?
On his Abbas has

awareness about government repression

blog, raised
of political protests, sexual harassment in
Cairo, election fraud, the assault and torture
of political dissidents, and gruesome
incidents of police brutality. Through it all,
he says, "All I wanted was for my country
to change, to become more democratic, and
to recognize the basic rights of its citizens.
So I focused my work on making people
aware of what was going on and helping
them understand their rights."¢

Abbas envisions a democratic Egypt
where civil liberties and rights are
respected. "I am a regular Egyptian who
wants my country to be better," he says. "I
want to see transfer of power, democracy,
freedom, and freedom of opinion and
expression."” An opponent of the Muslim
Brotherhood, he

possibility of their coming to power in a

acknowledges  the

truly democratic Egypt, and says, "That's
why I believe in working on two levels —
advocating democracy while enlightening
the people so that they make the right
choice when the time comes for real
democratic elections. That's why I called
my blog Egyptian Awareness."®
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Leadership

While Abbas has become a leader of
Egypt's blogosphere, he has not always had
such civic ambitions. While completing
his BA in English at Ain Shams University
in the early 1990s, he was never politically
active on campus. It was only after the
birth of the internet that Abbas began his
career as a civic activist. He began by
writing for a group blog titled Voice of the
People, whose writers used the internet
to discuss Egypt's political, religious,
and social issues. In 2004, he launched
Egyptian Awareness under the tagline "At
the whim of its owner who doesn't work
for anyone."’

During his blogging career, Abbas has
worked hard to maintain credibility. As
such, he emphasizes his independence,
explaining, "I do not belong to any party
or ideology...There are some Marxist
ideas that I think are good, there are some
Islamic ideas that I think are good, and
there are some liberal ideas that I think
are good."!® Abbas relies heavily on raw
documentary evidence, advising others to
"always try to support what you're saying
with pictures and videos...multimedia, it
gives you more legitimacy."!!

Furthermore, much of his credibility
is based on his journalistic integrity and
commitment to transparency; for example,
when he was accused of being a criminal,
he responded by posting a copy of his
criminal record on his blog for all to see.!?

Abbas disclaims any efforts to provide
solutions for the problems around which
he attempts to raise awareness. Explaining
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his approach, Abbas expresses admiration
for Charles Dickens, because he raised
awareness about societal problems in
Britain, and while he never proposed
solutions, through his writings he laid the
groundwork for others to reform society.'
"I don't have answers," Abbas says. "I can
only point out the problem...for people to
solve it."!*

Civic Environment

While the Mubarak regime allowed
some latitude to activists and dissidents,
thus enabling the country's bloggers to take
the lead in the Arab political blogosphere,
Egypt was nonetheless named as one of the
top ten "worst countries to be a blogger"
by the Committee to Protect Journalists.'
Authorities did not block many websites,
but they did engage in widespread
intimidation, harassment, and detention
of bloggers. Because of this repressive
environment (see Freedom House's report
on internet freedom in Egypt), Abbas has
said, "I feel threatened all the time."'®

According to Abbas, his blog has been
continually hacked and was once attacked
so severely that it remained offline for
three days.”” However, the Egyptian
regime did not completely block websites;
instead, he says, "they have other ways
that they attack blogs, [like] report[ing]
them to the hosts, saying they have a lot
of inappropriate material. They did that
with my YouTube account [which was shut
down for a week in 2007], my Facebook
account, my email — they've shut down

my email several times."'
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Abbas's with
repression began in 2006 during a wave

experience state
of arrests of Egyptian internet activists;
Abbas heard that he was wanted, collected
his digital records, and fled to Alexandria,
returning to Cairo a week later when
his lawyers told him it was safe.!” As
he began to attract worldwide attention
through his blogging, he also attracted
the Egyptian government's attention. The
regime resorted to character assassination,

as government-aligned forces

began

spreading false rumors that were calculated
to damage Abbas's credibility among
Egyptians. A high-ranking government
official went on satellite TV to say Abbas
had a criminal past; a state-aligned
newspaper accused him of publishing
lies and "sick fantasies"; and internet
rumors spread of his having converted to
Christianity or being homosexual .
Security forces continually tapped
Abbas's phones and made increasingly
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menacing phone calls to him, threatening
to frame him and adding, "Forget about
the law. We are the law. The day you fall
into our hands, you'll scream for help
and you'll cry."*' State security harassed
Abbas on numerous occasions; in 2009,
he was detained twice at the Cairo airport,
and in the second incident, he was held
for ten hours and his laptop was illegally
confiscated.”? In April of that year, a
police officer and his brother broke into
Abbas's home, assaulting both him and his
mother and knocking out one of his teeth.?
Abbas filed an official complaint, but it
was not investigated due to "insufficient
evidence," despite extensive medical and
photographical documentation of Abbas'
injuries.?* Then in December, while Abbas
was out of the country, plainclothes police
forced their way into Abbas's family home
while refusing to provide a warrant or
identification.?

As the Interior Ministry escalated
its harassment of Abbas, it began to file
manufactured charges against him. In
November 2009, he was sentenced to six
months of jail and a 500-pound fine for
"tampering with an internet cable."?® While
he was cleared of the charges on appeal in
February 2010, the next month he received
the same sentence, this time for "providing
a telecommunications service to the public
without permission."?’

Despite  the
he faces, Abbas remains undaunted in

ongoing harassment

his commitment to raising Egyptians'
awareness of human rights abuses. Abbas
refuses to blog anonymously to protect
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himself; he uses his own name in order
to "encourage people to join us. I want
them to know who we are, and that we are

here...in Egypt, and we are not afraid."?

Message and Audience

When Abbas founded his blog, he
wanted to reach the youth of Egypt with
his message that abuses of Egyptians'
human rights are unacceptable. Abbas
describes his original target audience as
"the youth who can't live a decent life"
in Egypt.? Because he wanted to attract
young Egyptians without much education
or interest in politics, he chose to write his
blog in colloquial Arabic, as opposed to
the formal version of Arabic that is taught
in schools, thus making his blog more
accessible to Egyptians without a high
level of education.

As he says, "I try to talk to them in their
own knowledge...and tell them that first we
understand them, and second that we are
interested in having a conversation with
you. Don't make them feel intimidated,
don't make them think that you are an
elitist."3° Abbas is known for his extremely
informal, and frequently profane, style of
writing, and explains that this is "actually
what provokes people to interact, and
understand, and absorb what I'm telling
them."?!

Abbas's first major blogging success
came on May 25, 2005, the day of a
referendum on Egypt's
That morning, plainclothes police and

constitution.

paid thugs beat and sexually assaulted
journalist and peaceful protestors.*> Abbas
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was able to take pictures of these events,
and even interviewed one of the thugs,
who described how he'd been paid by state
security forces and bussed in from the
slums along with others in order to disrupt
the protests.>* After Abbas published
everything on his blog, he received half
a million site visits in just two days; the
story spread to traditional news outlets,
and local newspapers wrote about the
scandal for months.*

In late 2006, Abbas publicized two
stories that quickly became two of the
biggest scandals of the year. The first
incident took place in late October, on
Eid el-Fitr, the holiday marking the end
of Ramadan. After finding that a movie
showing was sold out at a downtown Cairo
theater, mobs of hundreds of men attacked
the box office; they then surrounded women
in the area, groping their bodies, ripping
off their clothes, and chasing those who
tried to escape.’® Meanwhile, policemen
stood by and watched, not even attempting
to intervene; indeed, when some onlookers
asked them to do something, the police
merely responded, "What do you want us
to do? It's Eid. Happy Eid to you too!"3¢

Abbas was in the neighborhood at the
time and took pictures of the mob and of
the policemen standing by; he then posted
the photos on his blog along with his
eyewitness account of what had happened.
Other bloggers also posted about the
"sexual frenzy" that had occurred, while
the traditional media ignored it and police
stations refused to accept reports from
women who had been attacked.
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However, three days later on the private
TV channel Dream's program "10pm," a
blogger told the program's host all about
the Eid sexual assaults, breaking the story
to the Egyptian public. The next night, the
show aired a special report on the incident,
including an interview with one of the
eyewitness bloggers and using some of the
photos Abbas had taken.

After that, it was impossible to cover

up the story; it spread across Egypt and
the Middle East, and eventually the rest
of the world. Egyptians debated what had
happened and why, government critics

attacked the police's negligence, and
women held demonstrations against sexual
harassment. The independent newspaper
Al Masry Al Youm took the lead in
covering the story, forcing the state-run
press to cover it as well, albeit with denials
from the Ministry of Interior. A national
dialogue on sexual harassment, a topic
that had always been taboo in Egyptian
society, had been launched, largely thanks
to Abbas and his fellow bloggers.

Aside from his coverage of the Eid
sexual assaults, Abbas had become known
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for his work publicizing police brutality
by posting videos showing police beating
and torturing suspects. The most notorious
of these videos was one he posted in
November 2006 — a gruesome video that
would send shockwaves through Egyptian
society.

In January 2006, Emad El-Kebir, a
21-year-old minibus driver, had been
detained at a Giza police station for
attempting to save his cousin from being
beaten by plainclothes policemen.’” At
the station, policemen brutally tortured
and sexually assaulted El-Kebir while
videotaping the attack with a mobile phone.
After El-Kebir was released, he found that
the video had been distributed among his
fellow minibus drivers, partly to humiliate
him further and partly to intimidate the
other drivers into paying the "fines" the
police regularly extort from them.®

After obtaining the video from fellow
Mohamed Khaled,
Abbas posted it on Egyptian Awareness.

Egyptian  blogger

Abbas followed the story for months as
it was investigated by the independent
press; when two of the policemen were
arrested, he hailed it as a "great success
for the bloggers and popular press,"
but emphasized that "this is just the
beginning...and those [arrested] are only
the ones who have been discovered; torture
is ongoing, of both political [dissidents]
and criminals."*

Abbas greeted the men's sentencing to
three years in prison with "great delight,"
and has said that this experience exemplifies
his approach to blogging.* Because of his
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work to raise awareness about El-Kebir's
case, Abbas says, police torture, which
used to be accepted apathetically, became
less acceptable "because people are talking
about it...The problem is not totally
solved, but the people became aware...
they became more used to exposing that
kind of torture."*!

As El-Kebir's lawyer, Nasr Amin, said,
"Thousands of torture complaints have
.but they

came to nothing. The bloggers managed to
n42

been brought to prosecutors..

upset things.

While Abbas originally focused on
reaching Egyptian youth, as time went on,
he began attracting a wider audience. Abbas
explains proudly, "I found out that people
of all ages are visiting and interacting with

"43

my blog."* Today, Egyptian Awareness
receives over a million hits per month,
with 62 percent of those readers coming
from within Egypt.*

Along with his blog, Abbas uses
social sites such as YouTube, Twitter, and
Facebook to communicate with supporters.
When he and his mother were attacked
by policemen in 2009, he used his cell
phone to post running Twitter updates on
his status, even from the police station he
reported the crime at. His followers spread
the news to blogs and then to traditional
media outlets, both local and international,
which publicized the state's harassment of
Abbas.®

Outreach Activities
Through his blogging, Abbas has
achieved victories he could not have
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dreamed of at the start; he has won Human
Rights Watch's 2008 Hellman Hammett
Award, been named CNN's 2007 Middle
East Person of the Year, and became the
first blogger to receive the International
Knight
International Journalism Award, in 2007.

Committee  for  Journalists'

Abbas is often considered Egypt's most
influential political blogger, and as such he
has a greater impact on news coverage in
the country than many would have thought
possible.*® While it is true that only a small
percentage of Egyptians have internet
access, Abbas's influence is not limited
to only those who read his blog. Rather,
his writings have had a ripple effect,
influencing the print media and satellite
TV to cover the stories he reports.

Regardless of the difficulties he has
faced, Abbas has no regrets about his
blogging career: "At least I have the respect
of the people, and people know that I am
doing something that is good...that might
result in change in the end."¥

Footnotes
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Cuidemos el Voto
Coming Together to Protect the Vote in Mexico

Vision and Motivation

Despite the passage of a number of
electoral reforms in Mexico in the 1990s,
most Mexicans lacked trust in the integrity
of the electoral process, which had for
years been marred by corruption. When
the National Action Party’s (PAN) Vicente
Fox won the presidential election on July
2, 2000, it marked the first victory by an
opposition party since the 1910 Mexican
Revolution. Political analysts lauded the
election as a major step in consolidating
democratic

Mexico’s  transition  to

governance. Serious allegations of election
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fraud continued into the 21st century,
however. In the July 2006 presidential
election, opposition candidate Andrew
Manuel Lopez Obrador raised claims
of fraud at 50,000 polling stations and
organized mass protests that brought the
capital to a standstill for the entire month
of August.'

In May 2009, Oscar
Mexican consultant to the United Nations

Salazar, a

Development Program in New York,
was looking for new digital tools to
help Mexican civil society. After being
introduced to Andres Lajous, a fellow
Mexican and prominent political activist
studying at MIT, the two began discussing
mobile technology and governance in
Mexico, as well as ways to improve political
transparency and citizen engagement.
According to Salazar, “We were reading
a lot of reports saying that elections in
Mexico were not corrupt anymore...we
wanted to find out if that was the case or
not.” With federal elections just two months
away, the two set out to map and monitor
electoral misconduct using a new crowd-
mapping tool called Ushahidi, enabling
Mexicans to use their cell phones, cameras
and computers to contribute eyewitness
reports of voter fraud. They called their
initiative Cuidemos el Voto, which means
‘Let’s protect the vote together’.?

Goals and Objectives

“Our main goal was civic engagement
— to bring young Mexicans into the
democratic process, because democracy
isn’t perfect if young people aren’t
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participating,” explained Salazar. As a
technology tool, Ushahidi offered Salazar
and Lajous the perfect opportunity to
bolster the involvement and participation
of Mexican youth in elections because
of the platform’s mobile compatibility
and reliance upon user-generated data.’
Meaning “witness” in Swabhili, Ushahidi
is a platform that was initially developed
to map reports of violence in the aftermath
of Kenya’s disputed 2007 presidential
election, and has since been adopted
by emergency relief workers in Haiti,
citizen firefighters in Russia and anti-
trafficking activists around the world. The
tool enabled Kenyans to report and map

incidents of violence that they witnessed
via SMS, email, or the web. Since its
African inception, Ushahidi has served
as a prototype for what can be done by
combining crisis information from citizen-
generated reports, media and NGOs and
mashing that data up with geographical
mapping tools.*

An open-source crisis-mapping
software called Ushahidi was developed
to map reports of violence in Kenya after
the post-election fallout at the beginning
of 2008. It kept Kenyans current on
vital information and provided valuable
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assistance to relief workers in the field by
enabling citizens on the ground to report
acts of violence via SMS, e-mail, photos
and audio files, which were then uploaded
to an interactive map made publicly
available on the Internet. For the most part,
Ushahidi users contribute reports via SMS,
so the platform provides a unique and
direct link to the Internet, turning ‘dumb’
phones into smarter mobile devices.

As events occur in the field, SMS
messages are sent to a designated phone
number and stored in a secure database,
where Ushahidi administrators can view
them. If more information is needed to
confirm the report, administrators have the
ability to reply to messages; in addition to
fact-checking submissions, administrators
are tasked with prioritizing the urgency
of each report. By tracking the GPS
coordinates of each SMS, administrators
can post a title and description of each
report onto an interactive map. Once
the point of interest is added to the map,
administrators have the ability to add
time-sensitive and geo-targeted alerts for
journalists, NGOs, relief workers and civic
activists to quickly respond to incidents
as they occur. After the data has been
collected, the Ushahidi platform develops
a full analytical report that identifies areas
with high-levels of reporting, as well as
a full timeline of events, and can serve
as actionable evidence for media, human
rights defenders, election monitoring
agencies and other civic institutions.
Since its initial development in 2008, it
has increased its accessibility to other
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mobile technologies such as J2Me,
WinMo, Android and FrontlineSMS,

and has incorporated additional mapping
applications from OpenLayers, Yahoo,
Microsoft and OSM, which enables the
platform to plot larger data sets.’

Because of its effectiveness, Ushahidi
has been deployed for a variety of uses
all over the world. As a system for
reporting electoral fraud, Ushahidi has
been implemented in Kenya, Turkey,
Mexico, Cote d’Ivoire, Uganda, Sudan
and India. In an effort to map human rights
violations, NGOs have adopted Ushahidi
in Syria, Tibet, Zimbabwe, South Africa,
Egypt Turkey and Libya, while others are
using it to provide emergency relief during
environmental disasters in Haiti, Russia,
Chile, Pakistan, Canada, the Philippines
and the United States.®

Participation from everyday citizens
was of paramount importance, so Salazar
and Lajous were tasked with pitching the
platform to the everyday Mexican.” “We
had to gain trust from them and not only
implement the pilot, but also the ideal that
average citizens can become their own
police and supervise elections,” recalled
Salazar.® In order to gain credibility and
legitimacy in Mexican civil society, Salazar
and Lajous partnered with local NGOs,
industry organizations and universities and
trained their staff members and election
monitors to use Ushahidi in their own
election monitoring processes. In addition
to holding “train the trainer” sessions, the
two activists were able to exponentially
increase the number of contributors to
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Cuidemos el Voto by engaging influential
civic activists via Twitter, who in turn
informed their followers.

With Cuidemos el
popularity

Voto gaining
among NGOs and even
political parties in the weeks prior to the
election, the platform quickly began piling
up citizen reports of misconduct. The
Ushahidi-generated reports offered a clear
geographic picture of actionable evidence
for official election monitoring agencies, as
well as for journalists, who had the option
of receiving SMS alerts when events
occurred near them. As the data poured in,
Salazar and Lajous understood the need
to remain fair and impartial, and Salazar
emphasized “by making the platform
transparent, we were telling everybody
that by playing with us, they would have to
follow certain rules.””

Leadership

With a PhD in telecommunications,
Salazar is a technologist by trade, having
spent over 10 years implementing local

e-government initiatives in Mexico. In

St 0bL 5 T Olua,l8 5 Last
Sl sl 3y (ebedla o 516 Lsls 5 gel
SYL) Jle 55 ol S eslizal Sbbsl
Fiph Sl )18 ede (Y 5
(stoled oy gm0 L3 g 53 OB das 3§ geT
I 9 g lea Lo as o, K s
e OV Ol &S5l Sleslaal LTy (s
e OVl ol aS w5l g s S
s L T a5 50 &8 SLS 4 (ose 55 o
s> e C)Mo\ s S s

Ole 13 (55 JI rsadd s S 5 sb0kes
Slaaan j5 wbaw Ol 1 9 314.3(::]4 ol e
o S o S Lapme DL Sy
SIS GO 4 g S 4l
348 SIS 3 gas Iy ke g 51 0I5
@Bl e 05 0T s 4 (sl g
Sl S8 SR BB el G (Sl
b e 5 Sl s ey gl usl5T
OLKaslsay ol 35 o0 ol oL, &4k 5 5
(el ob 587 ply (slaliin 5L 55 OIS
sl BT (K5 s Sl g5 0l s
oYL i o 3l Sl &S hailes
Cbg s s Sl oY &S Al s e Y
GHlwolis L Loy 457 3 003 USG5V 5 ales
Al 8 51l Lo b 53k sl oS oniS aen 415
LS (6 (5L et

S
by 53 65 Sk gl LYl
Vol e S Canlis Jal 5 as ol SlbLs|
S SIS g Sz b @l s ) Ju
Sy el 035 S S 53 (o
osel oslie Olgie 4 Y00 Q L j3 &S bolen



% )

www.tavaana.org

oS ibloe el ) on b sl 1559 I (ogeddiges

2009, he was working as a consultant on
mobile technology and governance for
the United Nations Development Program
and the Inter American Development
Bank in New York, looking for new tools
to improve Mexican civil society. After
discovering Ushahidi in the spring of
2009, Salazar reached out to a professor
at MIT with expertise in information
communication technologies (ICT), who
suggested that he speak to one of his top
students, well-known Mexican political
activist Andres Lajous.

At his professor’s mention of the
opportunity,  Lajous  enthusiastically
reached out to Salazar and booked a train
ticket to New York in early May 20009.
With his grassroots activism experience
and understanding of local Mexican
politics, Salazar had found the ideal
partner to complement his technology
skills. With little time to waste before the
July elections, the two quickly returned to
Mexico to establish Cuidemos el Voto.!

Civic Environment

Since Mexico’s peaceful transition of
power to an opposition party in 2000, the
Federal Electoral Institute (IFE), which
serves as the independent body for election
monitoring, has been lauded as a model
for other countries. According to Freedom
House, Mexican elections have been
free and fair, but at the same time, many
complaints about bribery and politically
motivated crime continue to surface during
election years, exemplified by the scores

of protests led by Andres Manuel Lopez
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Obrador after he lost the 2006 presidential
election. Despite the fact that many
Mexicans and international observers were
not convinced by Obrador’s allegations
of fraud, i.e. negative advertising and the
use of administrative resources on behalf
of the victor, a series of electoral reforms
were passed in 2007 that hoped to reach a
higher level of electoral fairness.!!

Despite countless reforms, Salazar
explained, “People are getting tired of
reporting anything because nothing
happens. They say ‘OK everything is
corrupt, so if I complain or if I report, it’s
not going to change anything.”'> Senior
officials are constantly charged with
links to drug traffickers, but are rarely
convicted of a crime or dismissed from
their bureaucratic duties. In Transparency
2009

Perceptions Index, Mexico was ranked 89

International’s Corruption
out of 180 countries.’* By implementing
Ushahidi in Mexico, Salazar and Lajous
created a fraud reporting mechanism that,
for the first time, empowered civic activists
and election monitors to produce their own
courtroom-quality documentation.

Message and Audience

“We want [Cuidemos el Voto] to be
for Mexicans, so we had to identify the
right cultural messages to attract users
and identify with it, so we went with
the Luchador,” described Salazar.'* The
luchador, a traditional masked wrestler,
is a popular symbol in Mexican society
for super-human ability and strength,
which the campaign used to emphasize
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the importance of protecting the votes of
all Mexicans. By taking the colors of the
Mexican flag and saturating them with
an Andy Warhol-like effect, Cuidemos
el Voto created a fun and engaging pop-
culture image that resonated well with
Mexican youth.'

With an advertising budget of just $200,
Cuidemos el Voto took to the Internet to
engage Mexican youth, leveraging social
media sites like Twitter and Facebook to
reach their target audience. According to

OCUIDEMOS'
JEL VOTO+

WWW.CUIDEMOSELVOTO.ORG B . -l
NUEVA OBSERVACION ELECTORAL |

<

Salazar, “We use social media to reach

certain points of the population, which in
this case was 18-24 year olds. They are
all heavy social media users and early
adopters of the technology, so we needed
to use a channel that was already open.”
Additionally, Twitter enabled the campaign
to reach important journalists and secure
interviews with a significant number of
Mexican media outlets.!¢

Outreach Activities

While Cuidemos el Voto has yet to
bring about significant changes in regard
to Mexico’s corruption, it has fulfilled
its primary goal of increasing citizen
engagement in the political process. Salazar
and Lajous have empowered everyday
Mexicans with the ability to create and
report actionable evidence for official
election monitoring agencies. By turning
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voters into grassroots election monitors,
Cuidemos el Voto enables citizens to
have an active stake in the fight against
corruption, giving them the potential to
forever change citizens’ expectations and
the political culture surrounding Mexican
elections.

Moreover, using the same grassroots
level,

strategy on a more localized

Cuidemos el Voto is committed to
improving the capacity of local civil
society organizations to promote active
citizenship, and has since partnered with
neighborhood and regional civil society
organizations around Mexico to setup
localized Ushahidi platforms for future
city-wide and regional elections. It is active
citizens that Salazar hopes the whole of
Mexico will become because, in his words,
“If people do not trust their government,

they are just people, not citizens.”"’
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Nawaat
Capturing the Tunisian People's Dream for Democracy

Vision and Motivation

ver the course of two decades, former
President Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali sold
Tunisia as a “moderate” Arab state to
Western powers, but Tunisian citizens
knew the truth. Tunisia was anything but
“moderate.” With its severe controls on
freedom of expression, the government
maintained a stranglehold on civil society
and committed an array of human rights
violations. A common joke among
Tunisians was that President Ben Ali had
three goals for his presidency: to stay in
power, to stay in power, and to stay in
power.!

Amidst mounting dissatisfaction over
high unemployment, corruption, lack of
liberties,
and digital repression, Nawaat.org, an

civil electoral manipulation,
independent crowd-sourced blog, was

launched on April 4, 2004. As one of its co-
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founders put it, Nawaat, meaning ‘core’ or
‘nucleus’ in Arabic, “was launched in order
to provide a public platform for oppressed
voices and debates.” The website filled
the void left by regime-controlled media
and bridged the gap between international
media and local activists. Nawaat battled
with government censorship from its
conception, constantly seeking new tools
to outsmart sophisticated regime attacks. It
was not until the day before Ben Ali fled
the country in January 2011 that Nawaat
was removed from the list of over 100
blocked websites and blogs in Tunisia.

Goals and Objectives

Nawaat was founded by two Tunisian
free-speech activists who had fled the
country in the 1990s: Riadh Guerfali
and Sami Ben Gharbia. Because Nawaat
reported on the Ben Ali regime’s human
rights abuses, the site was promptly
blocked in Tunisia. It then underwent
relentless cyber-attacks, forcing the site
to temporarily shut down and move to
a different host seven months after its
launch. The setback, however, did not deter
Ben Gharbia and Guerfali. In response to
the site’s temporary closure, the Nawaat
editors wrote, “We will not yield to police
blackmail. We will continue our fight
against the Tunisian dictatorship, with the
same perseverance and a spirit of renewal
more creative than ever.”

Nawaat’s goals have evolved along with
Tunisia; during the Ben Ali era, Nawaat
served as an independent media outlet for
Tunisians, while during the revolution,
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Nawaat served as a bridge between local
events and the Arab and international
media, as it curated, translated, and
archived news and videos in order to reach
the international community. Today it
continues to provide independent coverage
of Tunisian events, including human rights
issues, while it publicizes these issues
internationally via blog posts, articles, and
social networking in multiple languages,
and also strives to strengthen the Tunisian
media landscape.

From the beginning, Nawaat has
aggregated articles written by journalists,
academics, philosophers, artists, lawyers
and digitally active Tunisians, providing
them with an international platform to
expose and discuss critical issues. Articles
chronicling the regime’s corruption, the
detention of activists and the repression of
free speech have been posted on the site,
seeking to bring international attention to
the regime’s abuses of power. Posts covered
Tunisian elections as well, debating the
merits of boycotts and critiquing a flawed
electoral system.

In 2006, Nawaat started documenting
the location and status of Tunisia’s political
prisoners on its Tunisian Prison Map,
which plotted the locations of Tunisian
prisons and detained activists on Google
Maps. This publically available digital
record illustrated the Ben Ali regime’s
zero-tolerance policy towards opposition.
However, Nawaat is not merely a space
to digest information; it encourages user
engagement through comments, posts

and user polls. One example of Nawaat’s

Jime Mdlop molrs 4 5 55 0 52T 5
St S 4l 4 ale ol 55 5503 g o0
ool s e aelsl S lasl gy 5 et
A i 4 by fles ol oIS
(bl eSs 5 SNy Gy b 5l S
ria Mol o 53 5 Calies SLOL; 4
Sl A8 o BB S s 5 33 8

ST 8 ey a1y gl
OLKabe, slais Gl s Ol
OIS g (Ol i (O gk oliils 5Ll
25 Soslper iy Jlams b 5o s
S Jla b 35 r 2o i el
oobys oyl 5,8 15 o s g0 CShes
ST s o5 llad OAES A 4y 55 5Led



S35 laay

www.tavaana.org Qe+ ¢

user-generated content is a 2007 video-
post tracking Ben Ali’s travels aboard
his presidential plane. Nawaat users
contributed their photos taken around the
world of the presidential plane. Nawaat
criticized the inappropriate use of taxpayer
money for unofficial trips and the failure
of local media to cover the issue. The
video tracking Ben Ali’s trips from 2001
to 2007 received nearly 400,000 views on
YouTube , making it one of Nawaat’s most
popular posts.*

On August 16, 2010, when a technical
hiccup partially lifted online content filters
in Tunisia, Nawaat’s co-founders took
advantage of this rare glimpse into the
state’s censorship tactics. Ben Gharbia
and Guerfali quickly produced an exposé
detailing the regime’s tactics of URL
blocking, DNS filtering, IP filtering and
keyword filtering, using data uncovered
during the technical malfunction.’

Just a few months later, Nawaat took
its government watchdogging to new
heights. On November 27, 2010, Nawaat
launched TuniLeaks, a collection of Sate
that
regime corruption, affirming Tunisians’
The
regime was quick to block access to the

Department cables documented

suspicions of their government.
TuniLeaks site, but it could not repress

Tunisians’ growing frustration over their
government’s corruption.®

Leadership

Nawaat’s co-founders were able
to use their technology skills and their
connections inside Tunisia to build
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Nawaat from the outside. Ben Gharbia left
Tunisia in 1998 after he was arrested and
interrogated by the Tunisian regime. While
applying for asylum in the Netherlands, he
began researching human rights violations
in Tunisia, thus establishing contacts with
Tunisian organizations and activists and
beginning his online activism.” He went on
to become the Advocacy Director at Global
Voices, an international online community
of bloggers.

Guerfali, a lawyer and academic, also
left Tunisia in the 1990s to teach law at the
University of Perpingnan in France. He
adopted his online pseudonym, Astrubal,
to keep his activist and professional lives
compartmentalized.® The two co-founders
contribute a minimal amount of Nawaat’s
content, but they are experts at providing a
platform for articles written by journalists
and digitally active Tunisians.

Speaking about their goal in creating
Nawaat, Guerfali said, “We wanted to
create a blog that is 100% Tunisian, able
to relay a message in a context where
free expression was blocked by Ben Ali,
including on the Internet.””

Ben Gharbia and Guerfali
that citizens, rather than political parties,

believe

should directly drive social and political
to Ben Gharbia,
“For digital activism in the Arab world

change. According
to achieve its noble aspirations, it must
remain independent and homegrown,
tapping its financial, logistic and moral
support [from] the grassroots level.”!° This
philosophy underlies Nawaat’s mission,
total

which emphasizes independence
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from political parties and partisanship.

In 2011, Ben Gharbia and Guerfali
their
free speech and Internet freedom when
they declined the Arab eContent Award
sponsored by the government of Bahrain.

demonstrated commitment  to

The co-founders announced, “We reject
this award in protest against Bahrain’s
Internet filtering practices, the arrest
of scores of bloggers and human rights
activists and the arbitrary blocking of
hundreds of websites and blogs that are

critical of the Bahraini government.”!!

Civic Environment

Tensions and frustrations in Tunisia
had been simmering for two decades under
Ben Ali’s rule. After becoming president in
1987, Ben Ali clung to power through five
sham elections, created private monopolies
for his relatives, kept a tight grip on all
government institutions and censored the
press. In the run-up to his October 2009 re-
election, Ben Ali’s ruling party dominated
advertising and campaigning, leaving little
to no room for opposition candidates.
In efforts to further restrict the scope of
public dialogue, independent journalists
and commentators were harassed and
arrested, and their articles were blocked."?
Meanwhile, the
campaign of digital repression. Regime

regime launched a

censors hacked personal emails and
replaced dissenting content with spam.'3
Nonetheless, Nawaat remained a space for
Tunisians to check the regime’s actions
and build an online civil society.
17, 2010,

On December tensions
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and frustrations came to a boil when
Mohammed Bouazizi, a street vendor
from Sidi Bouzid, set himself on fire.
Bouazizi’s self-immolation, protesting
the confiscation of his street cart by
municipal authorities, resonated with
citizens across the country and sparked
massive protests. Despite Ben Ali’s efforts
to suppress them, these protests quickly
transformed into a full-scale, largely
nonviolent revolution. Tunisians could
no longer tolerate the regime’s denial of
civil liberties, corruption, flawed elections,
rising inflation, and unemployment. “We
are suffering from what the [president’s
family] stole,” said one protestor. “Every
major sector in Tunisia has been taken.
They own part of telecommunications...

business...the
14

the car supermarkets,
everything.
As the people’s uprising intensified,
so too did the state’s attack on freedom of
speech and the internet. The regime carried
out intricate phishing attacks targeting
activists’ email and social media accounts,
in addition to stealing user passwords
to infiltrate activist networks to conduct
surveillance and erase criticism. However,
the regime could not outsmart savvy
digital activists. During a wave of arrests
to suppress the uprising, Slim Amamou,
one of Tunisia’s prominent bloggers,
was arrested on January 6, 2011. He
successfully used online networks Twitter
and Foursquare to alert Nawaat bloggers
about his arrest and whereabouts.!®
Tunisians felt newly emboldened to
express their opposition to Ben Ali; as
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one woman declared, “We are too many
now, we are too big, it is more difficult
to silence us.”'® Keeping up with the
discontent boiling in the streets, Nawaat
adapted its tactics and outreach to help
propel the civic movement against Ben
Ali. By posting pictures and videos of
the protests and aggregating links to help
international media networks to find
accurate news sources, Nawaat connected
Tunisians both to each other and to the
international community. The site played
a key role in amplifying Tunisians’
demands, as it posted numerous pictures,
videos, and articles tagged with Sidi
Bouzid, the birthplace of the revolution.
As Tunisians posted content on Facebook,
Nawaat sifted through it all, identifying the
most important, determining where and
when content was created, and translating
it, thereby making the content useful to a
broader audience. The site also created an
alerts blog that spotlighted hundreds of the
most relevant videos, including context
and translation."”

As such, Nawaat contributed to much
of Al Jazeera and the international media’s
coverage of the events, which then filtered
back into Tunisia and informed Tunisians
of the events taking place across the
country.

Nawaat allowed the message of the
people’s uprising to ring loud and clear:
injustice and repression could be no
more. On January 14, 2011, Ben Ali fled
to Saudi Arabia, and citizens throughout
Tunisia and the region celebrated the first
popular overthrow of an Arab dictator. As
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one Bahraini blogger cheered, “It actually
happened in my lifetime! An Arab nation
woke up and said ‘enough’.”!®

Message and Audience
Ben Gharbia and Guerfali
contributors to shape the dialogue on a

allow

gamut of issues relevant to Tunisian civil
society. Posts are filed into categories
such as politics, media, and society, and
articles are readily accessible on a host
of topics on marginalized topics, from
cyber activism to economic crises to
political art to extramarital childbirth.
Nawaat keeps Tunisians informed on these

issues from an independent perspective,

DEMOCRA
LAICIT

"

raising awareness of human rights and

freedom of speech violations. At the same
time, it publicizes events in Tunisia for
a broader audience, encompassing the
Arab and international communities, via
posts in English and French. As such,
catering to both the diverse linguistic
character of Tunisia and a global audience,
Nawaat is accessible in Arabic, French
and English. By linking Nawaat to
YouTube, Facebook and
Ben Gharbia and Guerfali
have been able to circulate Nawaat’s

Twitter,
Posterous,

material to a wide audience of over 62,000
fans on Facebook and 56,000 Twitter
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followers. This social media strategy has
not only increased Nawaat’s potential
audience, but has also created a larger
network of information sharing that
was more difficult to target by regime

CEnsors.

Outreach Activities

Since Ben Ali’s flight from Tunisia,
Nawaat has earned numerous awards and
international recognition for its efforts.
The blog was awarded the Index on
Censorship’s New Media Award for its
TuniLeaks initiative. For its crucial role in
covering the social and political unrest in
Tunisia that followed December 17, 2010,
Nawaat was awarded the 2011 Netizen
Prize from Reporters Without Borders and
the 2011 Pioneer Award from Electronic
Frontier Foundation.

A few months after Ben Ali’s departure,
one Tunisian praised the role of Nawaat and
new media in the uprising: “An educated
youth mastering perfectly the cyber-
technology contributed to the downfall of
the dictator.” He then asked, “Months after
this feat ... what becomes of Facebook?
What becomes of this youth? What happens
to our revolution?”"®

The answer is clear: Nawaat’s roles
as a government watchdog and civic
engagement arena have not ceased just
because the people’s uprising succeeded in
ousting Ben Ali. The ideals and demands
that fueled the revolution are still at the
forefront of Tunisian civil society and
Nawaat’s content, which continues to be
published on a daily basis. For instance,
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the blog features a nine-part series
on unemployment in post-revolution
Tunisia.*® In October 2011, the blog
covered the country’s first democratic
elections, during which 54 percent of the
Tunisian population cast their votes for
parliament.?!

Citing free and fair elections and
improvements in political and civil
liberties, Freedom House clevated Tunisia
from ‘not free’to ‘partly free’in its Freedom
in the World 2012 report. However,
violations of freedom of expression and
the press continue to occur.”? During
this transition, Nawaat continues to keep
a watchful eye on the respect of free
expression, cybersecurity, human rights
and governmental accountability. There
is a special tag on Nawaat for ‘democracy
transition’ with articles deliberating on the
process.

In April 2012, a post appeared on
the blog criticizing the illusion of liberty
and lack of free expression after two
men were sentenced to seven years in
jail for criticizing Islam.?® In May 2012,
for instance, authorities confiscated two
cameras belonging to Nawaat journalist
Ramzi Bettaieb as he tried to cover
military trials of Ben Ali and 22 others
accused of the murder of protestors during
the revolution.”* In protest of limitations
on journalistic coverage of court hearings
and the military’s lack of transparency,
Bettaiecb launched a two-week hunger
strike.

Meanwhile,

Nawaat has partnered

with the Tunisian Ministry of Youth and
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Vision and Motivation

Bullying is a problem that faces
millions of American schoolchildren,
2006-

2007 school year alone, over 8.1 million

particularly teenagers. In the
students aged 12-18 reported being bullied
at school.! Such widespread harassment
and abuse help explain why suicide
is the third-leading cause of death for
American teenagers. For LGBT (lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender) students,
however, bullying is an even greater issue,
exacerbated by social stigmas and political
controversies attached to gay identity,
the gay community and gay rights. 61%
of LGBT students in one study reported
feeling unsafe at school, while students in
this group have been found to be between
twice and four times as likely to attempt
suicide.? This harsh reality was thrown into
the spotlight by astring ofhighly-publicized
suicides by gay teens in September 2010,
including Rutgers University freshman
Tyler Clementi and 13 year-old Seth
Walsh. Tyler Clementi’s death in particular
drew international attention, as he had
been involuntarily “outed” when his
college roommate secretly recorded him
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having sex and posted the video online.
Clementi killed himself by jumping
from the George Washington Bridge
connecting Manhattan and New Jersey on
September 22, 2010.

In response to these deaths, columnist
and gay rights activist Dan Savage
started the “It Gets Better” project with
his husband Terry Miller, launching a
dedicated YouTube channel on September
21,2010. The purpose of the project was to
allow adult members of the gay community
to reach out to LGBT youth, offering them
compassion and encouragement in the face
of bullying and harassment. As Savage
explained in March 2011: “We wanted to
encourage lesbian, gay, bi and trans adults
to speak to queer youth about our adult
lives, to share really our joy in our adult
lives, because I believe when a 13 or 14
or 15-year-old gay kid kills himself, what
he's saying is that he can't picture a future
with enough joy in it to compensate for the
pain he's in now - if he's being bullied by
his peers, by his family, by his religious
leaders.” According to Savage and
Miller, the absence of traditional support
networks for some LGBT teenagers,
such as those whose families or religious
communities disapprove of their sexuality,
places them at greater risk of isolation,
hopelessness, and ultimately suicide. The
It Gets Better project seeks to illustrate
for gay youth the potential that exists for
them after their school years by putting
them in contact with other members of
the gay community.
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Goals and Objectives

According to Savage, there was an
unspoken barrier between gay adults and
young people that prevented the two from
communicating: "For a long time anytime
a gay or lesbian adult tried to reach out to
- because they felt empathy for - a gay kid,
we were accused of recruiting, of being
pedophiles. And there was sort of a learned
helplessness in the face of the persecution
of gay and lesbian children on the part of
gay and lesbian adults, where we felt like
we couldn't address it, we couldn't talk to
them. And the idea behind the project was
for gay adults to talk to queer kids about our
lives, to give them hope for their futures."*
By using the new channels of online
outreach and communication, Savage and
Miller sought to bypass these traditional
restrictions and reach out to gay teenagers
directly. In order to do so, they launched
the “It Gets Better Project” YouTube
channel, which initially consisted of a
video message from the couple themselves
and a request to other gay adults to record
and upload their own messages. It Gets
Better also sought to direct viewers to the
Trevor Project, an organization dedicated
among LGBT
youth which provides a hotline as well as

to preventing suicides
outreach programs for them.’

Savage and Miller began with limited
ambitions for the project, aiming for 100
video submissions. Thanks to the viral
attention it drew on YouTube and other
social media networks, however, the
campaign spread wider and more quickly

than they had dared hope for. By the end
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of the project's first week, they had already
received 1,000 videos.® Soon after the
campaign's launch, It Gets Better attracted
attention, support, and participation from
not just ordinary people but also major
companies and high-profile public figures,
and has continued to do so in the two
years since its inception. Within a month,
openly gay celebrities such as actor
Zach Quinto and singer Adam Lambert
had uploaded their own "It Gets Better"
messages, and on October 13, Fort Worth
city councilman Joel Burns, who is also
openly gay, delivered an “It Gets Better”
message during a council meeting that
was uploaded to YouTube and has been
viewed well over 2.7 million times since.
As the campaign drew widespread media
attention and participation, political
figures and companies became involved.
On October 21, 2010, even the White
House released an "It Gets Better" video
Both

Google and Facebook released “It Gets

from President Barack Obama.

Better” videos featuring gay employees in
the same month.” Since that time, a wide
range of public figures and celebrities have
contributed their own messages, including
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, talk
show host Ellen DeGeneres, actress Anne
Hathaway, satirist Stephen Colbert, and
even religious figures like openly gay
Episcopalian Bishop Gene Robinson and
Lutheran Bishop Mark Hanson.

Leadership
Even before starting It Gets Better,
Dan Savage was an advocate for gay rights
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and issues affecting the LGBT community.
He initially came to prominence as the
author of Savage Love, an internationally-
syndicated sex advice column which he
has been writing since 1991. In that time,
he has also become an outspoken and often
controversial pundit and media figure,
directly criticizing political conservatives
and religious figures who oppose gay
rights. Before launching the It Gets Better
project, Savage had previously directed
another online campaign, manipulating
Google search results as a means of
attacking then-Senator Rick Santorum
after the latter referred to homosexuality

AWarsha\

as a form of “sexual deviancy” in 2003.
Savage’s blunt and unambiguous advocacy
has helped raise the media profile of the
It Gets Better campaign, for which he
has made numerous media appearances,
encouraged public figures to lend their
support, and continued to vocally criticize
groups and policies which he believes are
against the rights of the gay community.
As It Gets Better grew in size and scope,
Savage and Miller moved the operation
from the YouTube channel to a dedicated
website and created a 501(c)3 non-profit
organization, based in Los Angeles, to

oo 31 Wloily 01 805 a1y 5 5 sleely
coctoete DYyl sl 55 O 52lST (60
OT «Gnynsh Sbasly Obze oyams o
3 b S il 5k s
e sl (LS il oo e slae e
Gl 5 ol Kimeon ST & O il

D guin &S5l 55 )

SR
S CLA,I» @,.: 3 e @}; a5
S 5 O Kas G gl iad
Srarerdl Al S sy Jlessss
c&)ﬁdﬁb\j&@h@\j\,;ﬁﬂfﬁu
S s G i e s L3
Lo ipS by i S s
53 Kb e pize NAQY Jlo 5 aS 54 Ml
5o S Sy 4 s 5 00033 0T
ok s ;K51 dsbs CAEl Glaila, b g
ool Oy 1S alsblons I 5USH 4 Lesites oS 35
Olﬁ‘ﬁ“".“—" G b &S ads slae g
S e S e s S o Sl
S s e CLAEJI» 359, ilulely 5l
‘)UJK Q—L‘ Dy a:; oylsl |l L5J§i3 6:_,};_:\
Sl 6ol Ol 4ty J£5 55 i s
GSaws py) st S5 (ple gl 4 ale
(3555 oS L plondl OT 51 g SIS pl3 S oo
(i Ol il o5 Olge 4 ol g et
5 S, Amlde 39 03,8 oylal (Yoro¥ Jle s
gLosh S5 & baley e 5 4 e 2o ST
o g e ol 6l sl 5 ST ESWS a2
) soses Slregr i ol Laaluy 55 bl
o3 S B 4 53,8 G st LI5S 5l &
:‘*‘l?éﬁ@ﬁéﬁﬂ;mj\ﬁﬁuij



S35 laay

www.tavaana.org

55 o

administer it.

As a viral campaign, one of the most
important aspects of It Gets Better is the
movement’s decentralization. Savage and
Miller are the creators of the project and
administer the non-profit organization
that has been born out of it, but the tens
of thousands of videos that have been
uploaded are the heartfelt products of
individuals unaffiliated with the group.
To participate in the project, these people
simply had to record themselves and
upload their messages to their personal
YouTube accounts.

In some cases, individuals unaffiliated
with the project took it upon themselves
to start their own movements under the
banner of It Gets Better, such as dedicated
San Francisco Giants fan Sean Chapin.
In support of the project, he began an
online petition asking the franchise, then
Major League Baseball (MLB) defending
champions, to record an It Gets Better
video of their own. After over 6,500 people,
including four candidates for the Mayor
of San Francisco, signed his petition,
the Giants agreed to record an It Gets
Better video, which they released in June
2011.% The Boston Red Sox, Los Angeles
Dodgers, Tampa Bay Rays, Philadelphia
Phillies, Chicago Cubs, and Baltimore
Orioles baseball teams followed suit over
the course of the 2011 baseball season.
Together, these eight teams account for
over one-fourth of the teams in the MLB,
one of the world’s largest professional
sports leagues.’
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Civic Environment

Gay rights have been a controversial
issue in the United States for decades,
although the gay community has made
major strides in achieving social acceptance
and overcoming discriminatory laws and
practices. The shift in public opinion is
readily apparent in attitudes toward same-
sex marriage, one of the most divisive
questions in American politics. In 1996,
polling found that only 27% of Americans
supported the legalization of same-sex
marriage and that 68% were opposed. In
2011, however, 53% of Americans stated
that they supported the right of same-
sex couples to marry, making those who
held this view a majority for the first
time.'” Under the Obama administration,
for whom the LGBT community is a
vital constituency, policies such as Don't
Ask, Don't Tell, which prevented openly
gay men and women from serving in
the military, have been stuck down.
Nevertheless, discriminatory laws and
policies continue to exist. As Savage
argued in 2010: “Really, when it comes
to gay rights, there’s two wars going on.
The first war is political. But the culture
war is over. Between Glee [a popular TV
show featuring gay characters] and Ellen
[DeGeneres, a lesbian talk show host] and
how integrated and accepted LGBT adults
are, that’s done. So it’s very frustrating
to be steeped in how culturally accepted
we are and know that there’s all these
legislative things that we just can’t seem to

make any progress on.”!!
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Message and Audience
The It Gets Better
specifically targets youth most at-risk for

campaign

suicide, namely those in rural areas and
conservative surroundings where pressure
and stigmatization are strongest and where
adult gay role models are least present. As
the It Gets Better program makes clear,
the fundamental difference between the
bullying of straight and gay teens is that
LGBT youth often cannot count on support

“Amasterstroke ... revolutionary =
—Armistead Maupin, suthor of Tales of the City

T GETS
BETTER

Coming Out, Overcoming Bullying,

and Creating a Life Worth Living

Edited by DAN SAVAGE
and TERRY MILLER

from their families and loved ones, many
of whom may harbor prejudice against gay
people. According to Savage and Miller,
such youth need outside encouragement
from adult members of the community
who understand their struggles. In the
videos produced by gay celebrities and
ordinary people, milestones that await
gay teenagers after their school years are
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a common theme. LGBT adults use the
videos discuss their friendships, partners,
children, careers, and accomplishments
as a way of illustrating the fulfillment that
they have drawn from their openly gay
lives.

Discussing an email from a teenage girl
who wrote to him, Savage described how
It Gets Better can help provide a lifeline:
“This girl wrote to say that she's 15, she
tried to come out. Her parents freaked out,
threatened to throw her out of the house,
threatened to not let her see her siblings
anymore, not pay for her education. And
so she went back in the closet and told
them that she made a mistake, that she was
just a tomboy and was confused... And she
wrote me to tell me that she was watching
the videos, and they were really helping
her be strong and filling her with hope that
her family could come around, because a
lot of the videos, and now the essays in the
book, are by people...whose families had
similar reactions and then came around and
are now supportive. And she wrote to tell
me that the videos were keeping her sane
and she was watching them in her room at
night, under the covers, on her iPad. And
so that one email for me really captures the
reach and power of this project, that LGBT
adults are able to talk to this girl and give
her hope for her future and for her family,
give her hope that her family will heal, and
talk to her whether her parents want us to
or not.”?

In order to make the message of It
Gets Better as accessible as possible, the
campaign has moved beyond the Internet
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to branch out into more traditional forms
of media. In March 2011, the project
published It Gets Better: Coming Out,
Overcoming Bullying, and Creating a
Life Worth Living, a print edition of the
campaign which included transcripts from
100 of the videos that had been uploaded to
YouTube along with companion essays. For
those youth unwilling or unable to access
the campaign’s videos online, the book is
intended as a resource to be made available
in school and public libraries. In order to
further that goal, It Gets Better has set up
donation drives where supporters can give
$25 to order a copy for the school of their

choice. According to the It Gets Better
website, over 1,500 books have already

been donated across the United States,
and the organization seeks to increase
that number to 2,500." In addition to the
books, It Gets Better has also coordinated
with MTV, a channel whose programming
primarily caters to teenagers and young
adults, to create an hour-long “It Gets
Better” special. The program, anchored
by Dan Savage, followed the lives of three
LGBT young people struggling with their
sexual orientation.'* The campaign and
MTV have announced that a follow-up
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special will be produced, and is expected
to air in the fall of 2012.1

Outreach Activities
Alongside  the
Major League Baseball, several major

franchises  of

corporations have joined the campaign,
including Google and Facebook, Gap,
Disney, Dreamworks, Pixar, Visa, Apple,
and NBC, among others, have posted
videos of their own to YouTube.'® The
considerable attention that the campaign
has attracted on the Internet has led it to
move beyond the United States, with
YouTube users living abroad contributing
videos to the project and non-U.S. groups
creating parallel efforts. The It Gets Better
Youtube Channel includes videos from
people living in Great Britain, Canada,
Venezuela, Israel, Australia, China,
Malaysia, and Finland."”

In Great Britain, an LGBT charity
known as Stonewall started an “It Gets
Better...Today”

on the American version created by

campaign, modeled
Savage and Miller. In addition to British
athletes,
Members of Parliament, Prime Minister

journalists, entertainers, and
David Cameron contributed a message to
the Stonewall version of It Gets Better.'®
In South Africa, students at the University
of Cape Town created their own series of
18 videos which included a message from
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, former anti-
apartheid activist and winner of the Nobel
Peace Prize."”

Tutu compared the struggle for gay
rights to his generation’s fight against
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apartheid, stating in his video message:
“We struggled for freedom in this country,
to make things better. I am relying on you
to continue this struggle for everyone.
If you experience discrimination on the
grounds of sexual orientation, I want you
to know that it gets better.”?°

Today, videos continue to be
contributed to the effort, and the non-
profit organization that was created out
of it remains an active part of gay rights
and anti-bullying activism. In the nearly
two years since its creation, 50,000 videos
have been uploaded as part of the It Gets
Better project. Altogether, these videos
have been viewed over 50 million times.
Furthermore, on the non-profit’s official
website, over 525,000 people have signed
a pledge to support It Gets Better.?! As the
campaign’s book and television specials
indicate, the organization is embracing
a variety of media in order to reach
out to LGBT young people. In a video
announcing the release of their book in
2011, Savage and Miller summarized the
impact of the It Gets Better campaign:
“For too long, gay, lesbian, bi/trans
adults stood by, feeling like there was
nothing we could do about the bullying
of gay and lesbian kids in high schools
and middle schools, and the It Gets
Better
involved, it really activated people, and

campaign really got people
now people are making so much more
than just videos. People are making a

real difference.”?
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Vision and Motivation
Waves of violence unfolding across

the country. Communities in fear of
rioting, armed gangs and a government-
imposed shoot-to-kill policy. Disorder and
destruction continuing unchecked without
an idea of when it would end. This was
Kenya following the 2007 presidential
elections. Incumbent President Mwai
Kibaki was announced the winner on
December 30; however, leading opposition
candidate Raila Odinga claimed that
ballots were rigged.!

Members of Odinga’s Luo tribe were
infuriated, setting off decades-old tensions
with Kibaki’s Kikuyu tribe. The initial
outburst of chaos ushered in a turbulent
period in Kenyan history, prompting
Kenyan activist Ory Okolloh to send out
a plea on her blog Kenyan Pundit: “Any
techies out there willing to do a mashup
of where the violence and destruction
is occurring using Google Maps?™
Okolloh’s simple query on January 3, 2008
inspired a group of bloggers to collaborate
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over the weekend to turn her dream into
a reality.

On January 9, Ushahidi, meaning
‘witness or testimony’ in Swahili, was
born, enabling Kenyans, and people around
the world, to report and map incidents of
violence via SMS or the web.

Goals and Objectives
Okolloh had been
elections from inside Kenya but chose

covering the

to leave once the violence started.
The

coverage and information she received

disconnect between local media

directly from her sources sparked the call
for Ushahidi. She saw the need for those

still inside the country to have information-

sharing technology to communicate
with each other and those seeking to
help victims. For the
Ushahidi, Okolloh announced on her
blog, “We believe that the number of

deaths being reported by the government,

release of

police, and media is  grossly
underreported. We also don’t think we
have a true picture of what is really
going on — reports that all of us have
heard from family and friends in
affected areas suggests that things are

much worse than what we have heard in
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the media."

Ushahidi allowed Kenyans to create
a more accurate picture of the violence
occurring. The platform is simple. As
events occur in the field, witnesses send
SMS messages to a designated phone
number or submit a report online. Ushahidi
administrators can view the reports,
which are stored in a secure database.
Administrators prioritize urgent messages,
fact-check and confirm each submission
before posting it in near real time. Each
report is posted with a title, description, and
most importantly, exact GPS coordinates
onto an interactive Google map. Each
report is categorized by type of incident
— for example, fire, rape, or looting.
The Ushahidi platform compiles full
analytical reports and alerts that identify
areas with high levels of activity. In
addition, the platform can compile a
full timeline of events. NGOs, relief
workers and civic activists can easily
access data to identify where assistance
is needed and what type of response is
required.

Leadership

Ushahidi was made possible by a group
of Kenyan activists and tech experts who
wouldn’t stand by idly as a crisis engulfed
their country. Okolloh was born and raised
in an impoverished, rural area of Kenya.
According to her, “For most Africans
today, where you live, or where you were
born, and the circumstances under which
you were born, determine the rest of your
life. T would like to see that change, and
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the change starts with us... as Africans,
we need to take responsibility for our
continent!™

Okolloh studied in the United States
at the University of Pittsburgh for her
undergraduate degree and then Harvard
Law School for her JD. Following her law
school graduation in 2005, she returned
to Africa and established herself as a
prominent blogger on Kenyan politics.
In 2006, she co-founded Mzalendo: Eye
on Kenyan Parliament. Mzalendo, which

means ‘patriot’ in Swahili, is a volunteer-
run watchdog site that posts information
and articles on members of Kenya’s
parliament.

Okolloh’s civic activism tied herin to a
strong network of tech experts and Kenyan
activists, including those who helped
start Ushahidi. Erik Hersman, who grew
up in Kenya and Sudan, is a technologist
and author of the White African blog.
In addition to Ushahidi, he has founded
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AfriGadget, a
creative tech solutions to problems in
Africa.
author Juliana Rotich grew up in Kenya

site which showcases

Co-founder and AfroMusing
and studied information technology in
the United States before helping develop
Ushahidi. David Kobia, despite being
thousands of miles away in the United
States,
in software development to Ushahidi.’
although the
mapping technology was already about

also contributed his expertise
According to Hersman,

three years old, the Ushahidi team put it
to a new, more dynamic, ground-breaking
use.®

Civic Environment

The bloodshed that prompted Ushahidi
resulted from decades-old ethnic tensions
in Kenya over land ownership and
governance.” Following independence
from the British in 1963, land was left
mostly in the hands of government trusts
and political allies, not the original, pre-
colonial owners.® The unfair allocation of
land, in addition to allegations of rampant
corruption within Kenya’s post-colonial
government, created rifts between the
ethnic communities who benefited from
their political connections and those who
did not.

Land
were central issues in Kenya’s multiparty

ownership and governance
elections, the first of which was held in
1992. The 2007 elections were expected
to be a close race between the two
candidates, but no one had predicted
that a post-election crisis would leave
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1,000 Kenyans dead and 500,000 others
displaced.’

Freedom of religion, education,
assembly and press are provided for in
the Kenyan constitution, and in 2007,
Kenya boasted one of the most open
media environments in Africa, with six
private television stations, two FM radio
stations and unrestricted internet access.'
However, when the presidential election
results were announced, the government
swiftly banned live TV and radio coverage
of the ensuing chaos. Journalists covering
the election were threatened with tear gas
attacks and intimidated at polling stations.
The ban presented an opportunity for non-
traditional media to play a greater role in
election coverage.

Although

Kenya was estimated at only 8%, there

Internet  penetration in
was already a rich blogging tradition in
the country.'? TheKenyan Blogs Webring,
founded in 2004, supports Kenyan citizen
and grassroots media by aggregating over
800 Kenyan blogs on a host of topics from
politics to civil society to technology to
personal experiences. Because internet
content in Kenya was unfettered, the online
community had an opportunity to step in
and challenge the mainstream media’s
narrative of political developments and the
growing violence."

Message and Audience
Ushahidi’s
the platform as an easy-to-use tool to

developers  envisioned

empower and connect the general public.
According to cofounder David Kobia, the
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platform is “an opportunity for everyone to
create the narrative.”'* In 2007, over 40%
of Kenyans owned mobile phones, which
were the only tool necessary to submit a
report of violence.'

The developers coordinated a grassroots
communications strategy to reach a wide
audience. As established bloggers, each of
the developers had their own following to
spread the word. In addition to the Internet,
the Ushahidi
country’s flourishing independent radio

developers utilized the

network to broadcast information on how
to submit reports of violence. Combining

radio and internet outreach expanded the
project’s potential audience from less than
10% to 95% of the population.'® During
the post-election crisis, Ushahidi had over
45,000 Kenyan users.!”

Guest  Ushahidi  blogger
Nickerson highlighted the
Ushahidi beyond map-making: “Beyond

Jason
value of

collecting and analyzing the data, there’s
a need to ensure action is taken to address
the issues Ushahidi identifies. Interactions
with the search and rescue community
during past events have demonstrated the
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value of the platform for meeting their
needs.”'

Organizations such as MMC Outreach
were able to identify affected communities
in need of hot meals and clothing."
Peace Caravan, a local organization,
used Ushahidi to identify areas where its
peacebuilding efforts were most needed.
Peace Caravan, run by Rachel Kung’u,
is a project to promote development and
education through the formation of youth
community groups. Kung’u spoke about the
usefulness of Ushahidi’s communication
and information for Peace Caravan: “It
gave us the updates, the people sharing the
information from various communities on
what is happening. Then we were able to
get the right information and use it to run
the caravan." Meanwhile, international
and Kenyan diaspora organizations could
use the platform to determine appropriate
funding for relief efforts.

Outreach Activities
Once the
calmed down, the Ushahidi team worked

post-election  violence
to expand the platform’s reach. In May
2008, Ushahidi was awarded first place
in a NetSquared Challenge for innovative
mashup projects using Web and mobile-
based technologies focused on social
change. The award money provided
enough funding to create Ushahidi 2.0,
an open-source version of the original
platform.?! The open-source platform
allows anyone to adapt Ushahidi to meet
their local needs. The platform has been

utilized around the world for a variety of
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causes. In fact, by 2011, the platform had
been deployed over 11,000 times.? In India
and Mexico, the platform has been used to
monitor elections. Ushahidi enabled relief
organizations to organize rescue efforts
during floods in Thailand and Pakistan and
after the devastating 2010 earthquake in
Haiti. In Egypt, activists have developed
HarassMap, a system of monitoring
sexual harassment and violence against
women. Indonesian activists are using the
platform to track crime in the capital city
of Jakarta.

The Ushahidi site provides users with

Ushahidicom

HOME  REPORT AN INCIDEN CTUS ABOUT BLOG HOWTOHELP

Lwande

hen Ony and ded

deployment toolkits with comprehensive
instructions on how to utilize the platform.
One of the major challenges of crowd-
sourced information is data authenticity.
Ushahidi has developed a verification
guide to coach users on authenticating
Additionally, Ushahidi has
launched a new platform, Swift River,

reports.

which can quickly analyze and verify large
amounts of crowd-sourced data. Swift
River is intended to make it even easier for
NGOs and humanitarian organizations to
respond in emergency situations. Ushahidi
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minutes to monitor elections or map a
crisis. Ushahidi has attracted partnerships

profit tech organization helping people
across the globe.
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Vision and Motivation
Italy,

though an  industrialized
democracy with a high standard of
living and the world’s eighth-largest
economy, has a political system plagued
by instability, corruption, scandals, vested
interests, and an unwieldy bureaucracy.
Silvio Berlusconi is the only prime
minister to have served a full term in
office since World War II, and when re-
elected in 2008, his government became
Italy’s 62rd in 63 years.! While constantly
shifting parliamentary coalitions are the
norm, Italy’s politics are dominated by an
entrenched political class which maintains
power through extensive patronage
networks.? Wide-reaching investigations
in the 1990s, know as “Mani pulite” or
“Clean Hands,” implicated thousands of
political and industry figures in corruption
and led to the collapse of Italy’s main
Nevertheless, the

problems

parties.’ system's

pervasive have  endured.

Transparency International scores Italy
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at 3.9 out of 10, or 69th worldwide, on
corruption in the public sector, making it
one of the most corrupt countries in the
European Union.* While Italy struggles
with a debt crisis and the public faces harsh
austerity measures, Italian politicians are
the most lavishly compensated in Europe,
earning an average of $20,700 USD a
month, avoiding taxes on outside income,
and receiving a full pension after only one
term.’ Adding to economic ills, organized
crime makes up the largest segment of the
[talian economy, accounting for 7% of
GDP in 2007 and collaborating with major
companies.® In November 2011, 66% of
Italians disapproved of their government's
performance, and 85% viewed government
corruption as widespread.”

As Italians grow increasingly
disaffected with their political leaders,
media, and economic troubles, comedian
Beppe Grillo has become a leading voice
of discontent and leader of a movement
which seeks to upset Italy’s established
order. Grillo writes what is consistently
one of Italy’s most popular blogs,
BeppeGrillo.it, which castigates political
figures, exposes scandals, and draws the
attention of 6.5 million monthly readers
to economic and environmental issues.®
In September 2007 and April 2008, Grillo
called his online following into city squares
for protests know as “Vaffanculo Day,” an
Italian expletive meaning “Fuck you”, or
“V-Day”. The two V-Days drew hundreds
of thousands of protestors in Italy’s largest
cities, with the first calling for the expulsion
of convicted criminals from Parliament
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and the second decrying Prime Minister
Berlusconi’s control over the news media.’
Grillo transformed these protests into a
political movement, organized entirely
online, named Movimento Cinque Stelle
(M5S) or the "Five Star Movement." In
less than three years, the financial crisis
and the European debt crisis have made his
movement, made up of individual citizens
entering politics under Grillo's banner, the
second-largest political force in Italy.

Goals and Objectives

Beppe Grillo turned to the Internet
out of necessity. In the 1970s and 1980s,
Grillo was a popular comedian and
television host, but as his satirical routines
increasingly targeted the nation's leaders,
he fell victim to the politicization of the
Italian media. After mocking Socialist
Prime Minister Bettino Craxi on-air, Grillo
was effectively blacklisted from Italian
television.'® After touring the country and
performing for live audiences, Grillo took
advantage of the Internet as a new vehicle
for his anticorruption, antiestablishment,
and environmentalist message, starting
his blog in January 2005. The blog
lists various initiatives that Grillo has
undertaken: online campaigns to cancel
licensing fees for Italian public television,
abandoning nuclear energy, and oppose
whale hunting in the Faroe Islands, among

others.!!

One of his most prominent
projects, which inspired the first V-Day, is
known as "Parlamento Pulito" or “Clean
Up Parliament.” Parlamento Pulito seeks

to bar convicted criminals from serving in
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Parliament. Grillo's blog names 24 such
parliamentarians and provides details of
their offenses.’? In conjunction with the
2007 protests, Grillo prepared a petition
to prevent convicted felons from holding
office, set term limits for parliamentarians,
and directly elect candidates instead of
party leaders selecting them. In Italy, such
petitions can be put before Parliament as
draft laws with enough signatures. On
V-Day, Italians in 200 cities and towns took
part in the protests and at least 300,000
signed the draft law, more than enough for
submission. "

In creating Movimento Cinque Stelle,
Grillo’s primary goal is to foster a new
generation of civic-minded Italians,
untainted by the corruption of the political
establishment. Above all, M5S seeks to
break the monopoly of Italy’s major parties
on its political life. As Grillo explains, “it
has the goal of achieving a real democracy
and of giving the opportunity to citizens
to be involved in any decision that affects
their life without the intermediation of

the parties. The spirit of the Five Star
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Movement can be summarized in two
words: transparency and participation,
both possible thanks to the diffusion of the
Internet."'* In keeping with Grillo’s belief
in the democratizing power of the Internet,
one of the movement's chief pillars is
the expansion of free Internet access to
all citizens, which Grillo calls "digital
citizenship," in order to guarantee "free
and unlimited" access to knowledge."

Leadership

Beppe Grillo is a polarizing public
figure who draws accusations of
demagoguery. Observers have questioned
Grillo's ability to effect change and
said he offers no practical solutions for
Italy's problems. Grillo himself has been
unclear about his political aspirations,
and his own criminal record, dating from
a fatal car accident in the early 1980s,
complicates any plans for office. Instead,
he has focused on motivating politically
unaligned citizens to run for leadership
positions themselves, putting his celebrity
and fortune at the service of ordinary
Italians. That celebrity is an important
component of the new effort. As Five Star
candidate and Mayor of Parma Federico
Pizzarotti points out, "Beppe Grillo brings
12,000 people into piazzas. No other
leader is capable of doing that. He is our
megaphone. He digs up the earth like a
plough and we follow behind, sowing
seeds to grow fruit for our cities."'® By
getting non-establishment candidates into
office, Grillo argues, the Italian political

system will become significantly more
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effective and competent. “I am not the
pupper-master,” he maintains. "I give my
popularity as the inspirer of this movement
over to young people.”"’

Movimento Cinque Stelle is unique
in being based entirely on the Internet.
The movement's website, hosted on
Beppegrillo.it, contains the movement’s
platform, candidate lists for all of the
local and national elections in which
MS5S is taking part, and a forum in which
policy positions and actions are proposed,
debated, and assented to. Following the
organization of the platform, the discussion

forum is divided into six categories: water,

o

d

energy, development, the environment,
public services, and transportation. Forum
users create threads on topics they wish to
discuss and other users respond or "vote."
Meanwhile, the candidate lists are local
chapters of pro-Grillo citizens living in the
same area. Each chapter has its own page,
where it announces events and publishes a
community-specific platform which builds
off the national program. The candidates
running on behalf of the movement are
also elected by these local chapters.
communities

Focusing on individual

has fueled Movimento Cinque Stelle’s
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electoral rise, and while Beppe Grillo and
his staff facilitate the process, citizens
on the ground take responsibility for
organizing themselves.'® This method of
political activity contrasts sharply with
the traditional Italian model based on the
dominance of strong personalities like
Berlusconi. Grillo views his movement
as bucking this trend: “It is not a political
revolution, more like a cultural one.
The real leader is the movement and the
movement’s program, rather than any
physical person. People should start voting
for a program, not a person.”"

Civic Environment

Although Italy is a Western democracy,
Reporters Without Borders ranks Italy 61st
in press freedom, citing pressure from
media concentration
and draft
legislation that would compromise free

organized crime,
under government control,

expression.”” One of the greatest threats to
press freedom in Italy is monopolization,
with state-owned Radiotelevizione italiana
(Rai) and Berlusconi’s Mediaset empire
combining to make up the vast majority
of the market. Rai, like other government
bodies, is subjectto pervasive politicization,
and Italian political leaders can silence
critics like Grillo by having them removed
from its airwaves. After the comedian
mocked then-Prime Minister Craxi’s visit
to China in 1986, Craxi protested to Rai’s
leadership. Rai took Grillo off of television
and forced him to turn to live performances
and, eventually, his blog. This practice has
continued under more recent premiers. In
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2002, Silvio Berlusconi stated during a
press conference that the behavior of three
Rai television hosts who had criticized
him was “criminal”. All three were then
fired from their positions with the channel.
Berlusconi’s terms as Prime Minister
have been particularly damaging to press
freedom, as, in conjunction with his
control of Mediaset, the office gives him
control of all of Italy’s leading television
channels and up to 90% of audience share.
Berlusconi has made abundant use of
this control, both to silence critics and to
promote his political activities.”!

Italy’s media environment has been
and

one of Grillo’s main obstacles

a focus of his criticism. Describing
misinformation from traditional media
outlets, he complains: "we no longer have
a proper idea of what democracy is all
about. We no longer have proper freedoms.
We know nothing about anything."?? As a
result of the poor quality of information
available offline, Grillo’s blog has become
a major outlet for exposing scandals in
both the private and public sector, with
Grillo’s fans alerting him to impropriety
by major companies before even the
Italian authorities became aware of them.?
Not surprisingly, Grillo's direct attacks on
the political establishment have triggered
a backlash. Various political figures
have accused Grillo of anti-democratic
demagoguery. Libel suits are also a popular
way of silencing journalistic criticism, and
Grillo currently faces several. One lawsuit
by Biagio Agnes, former director of the
telecommunications

national company,
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sought approximately $15 million in
damages.?* Other restrictions in Italy
are deeply institutionalized. All 100,000
journalists in Italy are required by law to
belong to the national Journalists’ Union.
The Union, the modern-day successor
of an institution first created by Benito
Mussolini, administers examinations for
those seeking to enter the profession and
has the power to suspend membership.
This mandatory process, which does not
exist in other parts of Western Europe, is a
major barrier to working in the field.®

By taking to the Internet, Grillo and
other bloggers have circumvented both
television blacklisting and the Journalists’
Union. As Grillo has gained influence,
however, Italian politicians have proposed
laws that target online activities. One
example is the Levi-Prodi law, a draft law
proposed in 2007 which sought to extend
the definition of "journalism" to include
blogging and require all Italian bloggers
to sign up for the national registry of
publishing professionals. Under the law,
which ultimately did not pass, individuals
could have demanded that any information
posted about them online be "corrected,"
without verification, with the website
concerned potentially facing criminal
When
provisions reappeared in a wiretapping bill

penalties for refusal. similar
in October 2011, concerns over freedom
of online expression were great enough
to lead Italian-language Wikipedia to
blackout its entire website in protest.”” In
response to Levi-Prodi, which he alleges

was directed at him personally, Grillo
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warned that he would be obliged to move
his blogging activities "lock, stock, barrel,
and server to a democratic state."

Message and Audience

Since leaving television, Beppe
Grillo has been a consumer advocate,
investigative journalist, and movement
leader. Before starting his blog, a
major portion of his live act was about
criticizing major companies, illustrating
their connections to public officials, and
explaining corporate misdeeds to his
audiences.”” In 1993, fans of the comedian

alerted him to suspicious charges on their

telephone bills, leading Grillo to expose

a scheme used by the national telephone
company to illegally generate tax-free
income.* Grillo also played an important
role in revealing the Parmalat scandal, in
which the Italian food conglomerate had
an €8 billion discrepancy in its accounts.?!
While Grillo’s current criticism of the
Eurozone and corruption in the political
class may resonate with many Italians, his
focus on the Internet and new technologies
make him particularly popular with
Italy's youth. According to Grillo, the
movement seeks to bring into Parliament
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“engineers, chemists, physicists, and
computer engineers in their thirties. That's
our base.”? The average age of the Cinque
Stelle candidates who won mayoral races
in May 2012, for example, was 31. By
comparison, the average age of an Italian
Member of Parliament (MP) is 52.8 years,
and while 23.6% of the Italian population
is under 40, only 8.4% of MPs fall into that
category.> The disaffection of younger
generations with the existing system has
attracted many to Grillo, and his emphasis
on the Internet as a democratizing source
of information has helped him reach out to
them in a way that traditional parties have
not matched. According to the comedian,
Italian politicians “can’t even open a
laptop. Their average age is 70...They’re
planning a future that they’re never going
to see.”™

The primary social media tool used
by Grillo to organize Movimento Cinque
Stelle off-line is Meetup, a site that allows
individuals living in the same area and
sharing the same interests to organize
meetings and events, ranging from sports
clubs to political activism. Meetup defines
its mission thusly: “To revitalize local
community and help people around the
world self-organize. Meetup believes that
people can change their personal world, or
the whole world, by organizing themselves
into groups that are powerful enough to
make a difference.””®® Beppe Grillo began
using the site in July 2005 as an outlet
for readers to meet and discuss the stories
and issues posted on the blog. Although
Grillo organized the first Meetup group,
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“Grilli Milani,” himself, his supporters
were asked to create their own groups
in other Italian cities.’® As of July 2012,
the Meetup page dedicated to “Friends
of Beppe Grillo” includes 455 different
groups and almost 79,000 members in
368 cities worldwide. Although the vast
majority of these groups are in Italy, with
the largest in major cities like Naples (with
almost 4,500 members) and Bologna (with
almost 2,000), Beppe Grillo groups exist
in 10 other countries, including the United
States, Great Britain, and Australia.’” The
primary function of the Meetup groups
was for Grillo’s fans to discuss the issues
he raises, but many of the groups date back
to several years before Grillo’s launch of
Movimento Cinque Stelle. As a result,
they provided a pre-existing base of
supporters and grassroots organizers for
the new movement, helping it make the
transition from the Internet to real-world
campaigning and elections. Before the
launch of MSS, pro-Grillo Meetup groups
were involved in organizing both V-Days
and the smaller protests which preceded
it. In addition to Meetup, Beppe Grillo
has made extensive use of other social
media sites and attracted large audiences.
His official Facebook page has well over
1.3 million "Likes", while his Twitter feed
boasts over 1.3 million followers.

While leading Italian political and
media figures, including President Giorgio
Napolitano, have accused Grillo of
populism, Grillo denies that the Five Star
Movement falls into the same category
as extreme right-wing European parties.
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He draws a sharp distinction between
Movimento Cinque Stelle and such
groups: “Our movement has filled a very
dangerous vacuum. We are talking about
Greek extremists, about Marine Le Pen’s
movement in France, about Hungarian far
right movements. These kind of Fascist
movements flourish in a sociopolitical
vacuum. Think about the fact that Italy
“invented” Fascism and we have exported
it throughout the world. And today, in
Italy, instead of having Fascism, the
vacuum is filled with citizens with no
criminal records.”® Nevertheless, Grillo
and the Five Star Movement advocate
major changes to economic policy and the
structure of the Italian government. These
include drastically cutting the pensions of
retired officials, some of whom now receive
up to €30,000 a month, and changing the
structure of the Eurozone, breaking up the
common currency into two separate zones
to help the ailing economies of Italy, Spain,
Greece, Portugal, and Ireland.*

Outreach Activities

Beppe Grillo has gone to great lengths
to ensure his message is available to an
international audience, publishing entries
in his blog in English and Japanese as
well as Italian. His V-Day protests and
Movimento Cinque Stelle have been
widely covered in the international press,
particularly as Italy’s economic outlook
has worsened and the movement’s political
fortunes have improved. Grillo has used
the international press to his advantage,
advertising in non-Italian publications to
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broadcast his message internationally. As
part of the Parlamento Pulito campaign,
for example, Grillo purchased a full-page
ad in the November 22, 2005 issue of
the International Herald Tribune. The ad
stated: “This page has been financed by
thousands of Italian citizens to find out
whether there is another state in some
part of the world in which 23 members
of Parliament have been convicted of a
variety of crimes and yet are allowed to sit
in Parliament and represent their citizens.
If a country like this exists, we Italians
would like to propose a “twinning.”*
Grillo has also attracted the attention of
prominent international figures, including
the Dalai Lama and Nobel Prize-winning
economist Joseph Stiglitz. When the
Dalai Lama visited Italy in 2007, both the
Vatican and the Italian government refused
to receive him, prompting Grillo to act as
his host.*! Stiglitz, on the other hand, has
given interviews for the blog and appears
in the documentary “Terra Reloaded,”
produced by Beppe Grillo in collaboration
with Greenpeace Italy.*

In 2012, the Cinque Stelle Movement
turned Italian politics on its head and
become a major political force almost
overnight. According to polls conducted
in January, only 4.7% of Italians indicated
that they supported Movimento Cinque
Stelle.* In local elections in May, however,
Cinque Stelle candidate Federico Pizzarotti
became the new mayor of Parma, winning
60% of the vote with a campaign budget of
only 6,000 euros. The movement elected
mayors in three other towns as well, and

2 JolS wmin K 3 1y 55 & S
YY AU 53 Osm Al als,
Lo o S G5 530S Ol (Y00 el
el Ly,ed Ol buyg amipo ol &
055 s 5 LT Al b Sl o (gl &
SE AL 1 A 5 oy o o 55 (5 S5
silin 2 5 4bls e S a2
ils ol b e 53 5 Ll ol OS5 ja |
Sl 1) Ol e 5 s Ol a4 il
b LIl Lo syl 5 5 (65558 i ST 0uS
fr.:.a.b gsi"il 5 bl slgin v.l)\.s S 9
23 Jisople ok s LY Y wsle el
Sl S T 1 Kl Co) g sl
S e Ukl a eV Jlo o LY oY o«
L3553k e 5L ST s 5 0SS
ITEsF age 4y sl Gl aiby S
alan 5l SNy L ) Kol K5 b
O3 g e 0slnd gl s @S 3 558
e ©Kea L1, 0T 5b 84 ks s ol
Mooy oS 0 Ul 5

T Ui € S OIS e TVY L s
L& 500l ,ond Ll o 1) (i Sl oyl
sl ol lag s 5SS S w ad S
AT Ul s

s agls oo 5o daomiw i ulal
ool iy S ) Ul £, BIEWIETR A%
can ol 53 oo DLl 13T s S e Culas
w T doyn P b i 3500 a5 555,00
Lib oS S s Ol Loyl Lls e Ol e
JE PPN P N IR FEIPE AR
Sl (gl gl DLl o 5 il (glas el
I 3 e g0 V0 Y > i las b



% V) www.tavaana.org

kel 3y sl it @508 5k 5 4

Cinque Stelle candidates in 101 cities
earned nearly 200,000 votes, or 9% of the
national total. According to polling done
later in the same month, the movement’s
popularity had continued to rise. In the
week after the election, polling firm
IPSOS found that nationwide support for
the movement in the next general election
stood at 18.5%, making it the second-
ranking political force in Italy and more
popular than Silvio Berlusconi’s Popolo
della Liberta.** While the Italian political
establishment showed few signs of change,
with technocratic Prime Minister Mario
Monti’s approval rating slipping to 33%
amidst unpopular austerity measures and
Silvio Berlusconi announcing he would
make yet another bid for the premiership,
Movimento Cinque Stelle was well on its
way to becoming a major force in both
local and national politics and exercising
considerable influence on Italy’s future.®
In February 2013, Italy held general
elections to replace Monti’s technocratic
government. The voting, held over two
confirmed both MS5S's
increasing popularity and the public's

days, rapidly
dissatisfaction with the mainstream Italian
political parties. Grillo's movement won
a full quarter of votes for the Chamber of
Deputies, compared to approximately 29%
for both the center-left and center-right
coalitions. In fact, the movement won
more votes than any other single party.
These results earned the Grillini 109 seats
out of 630 in the Chamber.* Results in the
Senate followed largely the same pattern,
with M5S earning 23.8% of the vote and

)>|)TJ§MJ>°£ Joles &57 s S7 S (6l
Olar )3 ay &7 (s o5 5 Ly 551 5 5287 o
I8 55 i oy 68 E ol
e 5 elal e U 1 g it &G 5 g
03 S Sl ol w\.}\.w\.&.LgT dwn g2
Ao y3 WO & ST DUl sl 5558 elam
Wl gl 635 (o33 A 0581 5 0k
Tl S g e i S F s
313 i 3 (o8 Gaailis Ukl coliw s
NP TP B P = U PR
@ 903,81y Jtals (i slacsl ) Jles!
S g Bas b Il oy Ao 3 VY
03l 1y Sl js &Sl Auab Jii" oL
Copge 488 25500 0ok oy e b
e s o DLl s ol gl s 5l S
sl 0T 53 (glale>Se BB 355 5 LTy
b BT e ob e sl wsls Ul
48 031> DL 5h 8 4y il 5 pulw oS
& s WS 5 e i S S
e ys Jlasl 5 psoleile b Lilg oo s
5 38 ge (oMb
L e SLt LI 4,8 5o
IF 2 S DS 5SS s A Kl sl
S 43S Jsb a9 Ole 6,5l S
ool 9 MSS Copoe i0158) slaslis
e Ukl s e b Glas > Sl ases
D8l e )T ol K b 8
5o Ml 6T 5l do 3 YA L awslie sl
i ol S 35S S il S
55T s & 6t 61y s glas
2 1) e #Y GL w STV G s
4 pn L e 53 T il 703 8 L
ey YYA MSS il o35 S5 5 et



S35 laay

www.tavaana.org .Y o

54 seats.”’” Due to the close finish among
the leading parties and the complicated
nature of Italian electoral law, the election
produced a hung parliament, with the
Bersani-led left winning a large majority
in the Chamber of Deputies and a slim
plurality in the Senate. The arrangement
left open the possibility of a coalition
between Bersani and the new lawmakers
backed by Grillo.** The three mainstream
coalitions finally agreed to a unity
government led by centre-left lawmaker
Enrico Letta, a move sharply criticized by
Grillo.* Despite their absence from the
"grand coalition" government, the Five
Star Movement has still managed to bring
hundreds of new public leaders into office
at both the local and national levels; while
it remains unclear how the Movement's
policy platform (and how Grillo's role as
its leader) will evolve, their presence in the
halls of power has the potential to inject
new ideas, energy, and transparency into
the Italian political class.

Footnotes
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"We Are All Majid!"

International Solidarity for Iran

Vision and Motivation

On June 12,2009, the Islamic Republic
ofIran held presidential elections that pitted
incumbent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad against
front-running reformist candidate Mir
Hossein Mousavi. In an outcome that was
marred by allegations of fraud and outright
fabrication, Ahmadinejad was declared
the victor with 64% of the popular vote.
However, the Mousavi campaign, along
with millions of its supporters, believed
that they had won.' Serious, widespread
irregularities in the official results, along
with the pervasive belief that they were
fraudulent, prompted nationwide protests
and the emergence of an opposition
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"Green Movement" against Ahmadinejad's
The
responded with an intense and immediate

re-election. Iranian government
crackdown, deploying thousands of pro-
regime militiamen to attack protestors
with lethal force, jailing protestors and
prominent reformists, barring foreign
journalists from covering the election's
aftermath, and attempting to prevent its
citizens from communicating with each
other and the outside world. Hundreds if
not thousands of Iranians were imprisoned,
tortured and raped in the immediate post-
election period. Nevertheless, opposition
protests continued for months, prompting
the regime to amplify repressive measures
and place presidential candidates Mousavi
and Mehdi Karroubi under (still ongoing)
house arrest.’

On December 7, 2009,

leader Majid Tavakoli was arrested after

student

criticizing the Iranian regime in an address
to a gathering at Tehran’s Amir Kabir
University. Tens of thousands of students
across the country had held demonstrations
in commemoration of Student Day, the
anniversary of a fatal student protest in
1953.3 Although hundreds of activists had
been jailed in Iran that year, Tavakoli's
arrest quickly attracted international
attention not only because Tavakoli is a
prominent student leader but also because
regime-affiliated Fars News Agency
claimed he had attempted to evade security
forces by dressing as a woman. To support
the claim, Fars published several photos
of the activist wearing a headscarf and

chador, the full-body covering worn by
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religiously conservative Iranian women.
Members of the opposition were quick to
react to the regime’s attempt to denigrate
one of its respected leaders.* The regime’s
intention may well have been to embarrass
the activist, but its photos had the opposite
effect. After they were published, hundreds
of men, both in Iran and abroad, took part
in an online campaign known as "We
Are All Majid," uploading pictures of
themselves wearing headscarves like the
one the activist was allegedly wearing.
The campaign, organized over Facebook
and other popular Iranian sites, has been
simultaneously described as a show of
opposition to the regime, an expression of
support for Tavakoli, and a protest against
the Islamic Republic's treatment of women,
particularly its violent enforcement of
mandatory veiling.

Goals and Objectives
The
organization's depiction of the activist

pro-government news
was a clear attempt to embarrass a
prominent member of the pro-democracy
movement, and supporters of the
opposition maintained that the story of
his attempted escape was a lie. Fars'
report on the arrest referred to Tavakoli
as one of the “main leaders of unrest” and
directly compared him to former Iranian
president Abolhassan Banisadr. Banisadr,
who ran afoul of Ayatollah Khomeini
soon after becoming revolutionary Iran's
first president, allegedly escaped Iran
by shaving his moustache and donning a

woman’s headscarf. By linking Tavakoli to
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Bandisadr, an exiled enemy of the regime,
Fars likely sought to bolster its portrayal of
him, along with the rest of the opposition,
as antirevolutionary pariahs. While the
photos were likely intended to stigmatize
an outspoken critic of the ruling system,
hundreds of Iranians rallied to Tavakoli's
defense through the "We Are All Majid!"
campaign, co-opting the women’s clothing
they believed he had been forced to wear
and transforming them from a symbol of
emasculation into one of solidarity and
defiance.

The primary goal of the campaign was
to protest Majid Tavakoli's arrest and Fars'
attempt to discredit and humiliate him.
The organizers of “We Are All Majid!”
aimed to demand and obtain his release,
as they made clear on their Facebook
page.’ In the context of Iran's wider post-
election turmoil, "We Are All Majid!"
quickly picked up steam and attracted
worldwide attention, with hundreds of
men uploading pictures of themselves
and many flashing “V” signs in support
of the Green Movement. The U.S. based
site Iranian.com received and uploaded
almost 300 pictures of men wearing hijab,
many of them green.® One well-known
picture that emerged from the campaign
was one in which the photo was altered to
replace Tavakoli's face with that of Iranian
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, reflecting
a prevalent belief that the photos published
by Fars had been doctored. On Facebook,
supporters of the activist created an event
called “Free Majid Tavakoli”, using as their
banner a painting of a man in a headscarf
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with the caption “Majid Tavakolis”. The
page was the first to ask men to send in
pictures of themselves in headscarves as a
sign of solidarity with the jailed activist.
Over 400 people submitted photographs in
the 48 hours after the “Free Majid Tavakoli”
Facebook event was created.” In addition,
its organizers created and directed visitors
to an open letter, addressed to head of the
Iranian judiciary Ayatollah Amoli Larijani,
urging Larijani to release Tavakoli and
other jailed student activists.

Leadership

Although Tavakoli himself was in
prison, his previous record of activism
in Iran and his profile within the student
movement helped give impetus to the
online campaign organized on his behalf.
Prior to the events of June 2009, Tavakoli
and several other students from Amir
Kabir University had been arrested in
May 2007, for publishing anti-government
articles and caricatures in four student
publications. Although they denied the
charges and claimed that their logos had
been stolen to produce counterfeit issues,
Tavakoli and two other student publishers
were arrested and charged with producing
anti-state propaganda and insulting the
Supreme Leader. According to letters
written by the students while in detention,
they were tortured in prison and forced
to make false confessions. After initially
being convicted and sentenced to 3.5
years in prison, Tavakoli was released in
August of 2008. He was arrested again in
February of 2009, however, being released
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again only weeks before the presidential
elections.?

In the context of Iran's post-election
unrest, Tavakoli's last arrest was the result
of a speech he gave at Amir Kabir on
December 7, 2009, in which he criticized
the Iranian government's foreign policy,
its failed economic policies, its treatment
of women and ethnic minorities, and
its repressive measures against civil
society organizations. In letters written
from prison (translated to English by
Tavaana), Tavakoli has since spelled out
his vision for the Green Movement and
the future of the Iranian opposition. In
June of 2010, Tavakoli urged other young
people to continue fighting for change,
writing from behind bars that "today’s
generation should be fully aware of the
precious opportunity it has been offered in
present-day Iran, an opportunity so eagerly
awaited by people in all parts of the world:
a chance for them to actively participate
in the making of their own destiny." At
the same time, he stressed the importance
of the movement's commitment to non-
violence and its inclusion of a wide
range of opposition forces, saying that
both will help the Green Movement to
succeed. In his letter, Tavakoli defined
the movement and identified its core
values: "The universality of our values,
encompassing all the essential aspirations
stemming from contemporary movements,
the respect for others’ values and rights,
and the antidespotic character of our
revolutionary movement, has become a
founding value. This is complemented
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by pluralism and tolerance as guarantors
of tomorrow’s peaceful sociopolitical
coexistence. Universal values such as
liberty, equality, fraternity, and human
rights have become the founding stones
of tomorrow’s post-religious, secular and
democratic political order... One must
know that the Green Movement of the
people of Iran is a wide-ranging popular

one, formed in order to change the status

quo in a nonviolent campaign known as a

velvet or “color” revolution for liberty and
democracy, in a continuation of similar
movements [elsewhere]. Regardless of
what the regime, its propaganda machine
and followers say, the velvet revolutionary
character of the [Green] movement is a
matter of pride for us all..."®

Tavakoli's speech at Amir Kabir earned
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him harsh punishment from the Iranian
judiciary. After a trial from which his
lawyer was barred, Tavakoli was again
convicted of anti-system propaganda and
insulting government officials. This time,
however, he was sentenced to 8.5 years in
prison, and from January to May 2010, he
was mostly held in solitary confinement.
In protest of his mistreatment, Tavakoli
went on hunger strike in late May and
began to develop serious respiratory
issues.!” Following his confinement in
Evin Prison, he was transferred to Raja'i-
Shahr, a facility which primarily houses
violent criminals.!! In spite of these
hardships, the young activist made it clear
that he believes the regime's repression
will ultimately fail, writing in September
2010 that "After all that violence, all that
betrayal, all that mediocrity; after all those
forced confessions and all those show
trials, false interviews, tortures, solitary
confinements, rapes, summary justice and
executions; after all the slandering and
cynicism, hope is still alive and our people
are still hopeful and eagerly awaiting
the day when their enemies, who are the
enemies of democracy and freedom and
human rights, are denounced and unveiled
and their faces are known to all.""

Civic Environment

Iran's theocracy is headed by Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has
held the post since 1989 and who, despite a
seemingly sophisticated state apparatus of
institutions, exercises ultimate control over
the government and affairs of state. Among
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the tools used by Khamenei to maintain
his control is the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC), a paramilitary force
dedicated to the preservation of the regime
and the Supreme Leader. In addition to
its military responsibilities, the IRGC
oversees the Basij, a pro-regime militia
which is responsible for breaking up
demonstrations and suppressing internal
dissent.

Under the Islamic Republic, Iran has
never had a free press or civil society. Even
when reformist President Mohammad
Khatami was in office and reformists
controlled Parliament, hardliners went to
great lengths to stymie efforts to expand
civil liberties. In 1998, several Iranian
dissidents were murdered in a chain of
orchestrated assassinations by elements
of the Intelligence Ministry, and security
forces used lethal force to put down
1999.% In
addition, the judiciary closed over 100

student demonstrations in

reformist newspapers from 2001-2004,
and hundreds of journalists, students, and
activists were jailed.'

In the aftermath of the June 2009
elections, the Basij militias were
almost immediately deployed to crush
demonstrations in Tehran and other parts
of the country. Security forces used live
ammunition to fire on demonstrators, as
evidenced by the videotaped death of
Neda Agha-Soltan on June 20. Because of
their active role in the reform movement,
students such as Tavakoli faced some of
the harshest reprisals. In one of the crisis'
members

most well-known incidents,
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of the Basij attacked the dormitories of
Tehran University on the night of June 14,
killing at least five students.'’ According to
opposition sources, 72 people in all were
killed in the months after the election.'
One hallmark of this wave of repression
was the jailing of top revolutionaries and
prominent regime officials. Along with
reformist journalists and activists, these
former regime insiders were the subject
of televised, Stalinesque sham trials that
chilled the nation.

Within just a week of the election,
had arrested 500
members of the opposition, journalists, and

Iranian authorities

students, including well-known Iranian
political figures. The detainees included
Saced Hajarian, a former advisor to
Mohammad Khatami who was imprisoned
despite needing constant medical care,
former Vice President Mohammad-Ali
Abtahi, former parliamentarians Behzad
Nabaviand Mostafa Tajzadeh, and 78-year-
old Ebrahim Yazdi, who had been a leading
revolutionary and Minister of Foreign
Affairs."” Iranian journalists became a
primary target of the crackdown, with over
100 being arrested and 50 forced to leave
the country.'® In 2009, Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) ranked Iran 172nd in press
freedom, or fourth-worst out of the 175
countries included in the group's report.
Among the dangers faced by journalists
in the aftermath of the election, RSF
cited "automatic prior censorship, state
surveillance of journalists, mistreatment,
journalists forced to flee the country, illegal
arrests and imprisonment."" In order to
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prevent news of the unrest from spreading,
the Iranian government cut off cell phone
service, blocked social networking sites,
and sharply curtailed the activities of
foreign media, forcing international news
outlets to rely on amateur footage shot
by protestors and uploaded to YouTube
and other sites. As the protest movement
continued, Iranian authorities throttled
Internet connectivity and disrupted text
messaging services, in addition to blocking
websites, such as Gmail, most often used
by activists to communicate.?’

Although the government managed to
quell the uprising, sharp restrictions on
online communications and civic activism
remain, leading reformists to boycott
the spring 2012 legislative elections and
leaving Iran's hardliners in uncontested
control of the state apparatus.?’ A glaring
sign of the threat perceived by the regime
from the election and its aftermath is the
continued house arrest of presidential
candidates Mir Hossein Mousavi, who was
Prime Minister during the Iran-Iraq War,
and Mehdi Karroubi, a two-time Speaker
of Parliament.

Message and Audience

“We Are All Majid!” had a clear
message to the Iranian government:
despite its attempt to humiliate a
prominent member of the opposition by
emasculating him, many other men were
willing to stand in solidarity with Tavakoli
and show that “there is no shame in being
a woman”, to quote the official Facebook

event.”?> The Islamic Association of Amir
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Kabir University, where Tavakoli gave his
speech before being arrested, emphatically
delivered a similar response to the photos.
The group expressed its support for both
Tavakoli and other prisoners by stating:
“Not only Majid Tavakoli, but all of the
students held captive by oppression, are
the pride of the student movement, whether
in men’s or in women’s clothing.”? As
the success of the Facebook event made
clear, many others supported this stance.
In addition, 1,453 people signed the open
letter asking the Iranian judiciary to free
him.

In addition to supporting Tavakoli,
some participants and observers of the
“We Are All Majid!” campaign interpreted
Iranian men proudly wearing headscarves
to be a protest against the discrimination
faced by Iranian women, most visible in
the form of mandatory hijab. In praising
"We Are All Majid!", Nobel Prize winner
Shirin Ebadi told its participants: "You
shouted that you respect your mothers and

defend the human rights of your sisters."?

Outreach Activities

The unorthodox nature of the campaign
and the attention that was already being
focused on the Green Movement meant
that “We Are All Majid!”
considerable

received
coverage among both
Iranians and the international press. In the
days after his arrest, major international
news outlets such as the New York Times,
the BBC, CNN, the Guardian, and Le
Monde reported on Tavakoli’s detention

and the online movement he had inspired
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in print, on-air, and online. Furthermore,
many of those pleading Tavakoli’s case and
participating in the campaign were Iranians
living abroad. One popular YouTube
video from France featured a group of
Iranian men in Paris, wearing hejab as
seen in the photographs of Tavakoli in
Fars News’ report.*® In addition, the
website Iranian.com, which called for
readers to submit their own photographs,
is based in the United States and usually
serves the Iranian diaspora.”’” Thanks to
Facebook and YouTube, Iranian and non-
Iranian supporters of Tavakoli inside and
outside Iran were able to communicate and
coordinate a unified response to his arrest,
along with a clear message of defiance to
the Iranian government.

As a social media campaign, “We
Are All Majid!” succeeded in publicizing
Tavakoli’s arrest and rebuking the
government’s attempt to ostracize the
young activist. Despite the worldwide
outcry and months of protests, however,
Majid Tavakoli remains in prison and
the Green Movement has, for the time
being, been silenced. As Iranian hardliners
have marginalized calls for reform and
even Mahmoud Ahmadinejad now faces
opposition from former allies in the
conservative-dominated Parliament and
the Supreme Leader’s office, the hope for
real political change that swept Iran in
2009 is, for the time being, dormant. As
Majid himself wrote from his prison cell,
however, the road to democracy is an often
long and difficult one, particularly in Iran’s
case. As he told his fellow students from
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Raja’i-Shahr prison: “More than a hundred
years of struggle against despotic regimes
has finally taught us, in the drought of
knowledge and humanity of the Islamic
Republic, resistance and the ability to
remain vibrant, alive and creative, in order
to put an end to this long, sad story of
sterility. The hundred year-long story has
taught us that liberty has a price to be paid,

risks to be taken.”?®

Footnotes
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Vision and Motivation
2011 marked the
beginning of a new era in Egyptian history,

February 11,

as longtime president Hosni Mubarak
was swept from power by a wave of mass
demonstrations across the country. The
end of that repressive regime, however,
did not herald an end to the problems that
had plagued Egyptian society — among
them widespread sexual harassment and
assault. For years, women in Egypt had
endured pervasive street harassment
ranging from catcalls and groping to mass
sexual attacks. The revolution provided a
brief respite as women joined with men to
protest, and as one woman said, “In three
weeks of revolution we did not experience
any sexual harassment by men. What
civilization emerged in these weeks! What
culture!”!

But with the post-Mubarak security
vacuum came increasingly violent sexual
assaults on women in public spaces.
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The Campaign to
End Sexual Harassment
in Egypt’s Streets
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Cairo’s Tahrir Square, known around the
world as the heart of the revolution, swiftly
transformed into an unwelcoming place
for women; on the very night that Mubarak
fell,
and many other women were sexually

CBS correspondent Lara Logan

assaulted by mobs.

According to Amnesty International,
“Testimonies from victims and those
attempting to save them paint a frightening
picture: tens if not hundreds of men
surrounding the victims with countless
hands
unzipping trousers and groping breasts,

tearing off clothes and weils,
nipples and backsides. In some cases
these attacks meet the definition of rape,
including penetration with fingers and
sharp objects.” One British journalist
described her ordeal: “Men began to rip
off my clothes. 1 was stripped naked...
Hundreds of men pulled my limbs apart
and threw me around. They were scratching
and clenching my breasts and forcing their
fingers inside me in every possible way...
All T could see was leering faces, more
and more faces sneering and jeering as |
was tossed around like fresh meat among
starving lions.” As one Egyptian women’s
rights activist put it, “We do not want to use
the term ‘harassment.” What is happening
today is sexual terrorism.”

This disturbing trend has spawned
another revolution, by Egyptians striving
to empower women, protect them from
assault, and change anti-woman societal
norms that blame victims. HarassMap is
an online service that enables women to
report their experiences of harassment and
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assault via SMS, informs them of services
such as free counseling, and maps the
incidents online. HarassMap also conducts
outreach to raise awareness of sexual
harassment and assault and encourage
Egyptians to stand up against perpetrators
and protect victims. The project was
founded in December 2010 by a group of
women’s rights activists who sought to
break down victims’ “feeling of isolation
and give a voice to those who would
otherwise hesitate to speak.” The demand
for the service was so great that within an
hour of the beta launch, the HarassMap
server crashed.®

Goals and Objectives

HarassMap’s main goal is to “change
the environment in the streets that tolerates
harassment.”” As project co-founder
Rebecca Chiao says, “We want people
to say, ‘This will not be tolerated. This
doesn’t fit with our Egyptian values or our
tradition or history. It’s a new trend and it
has to be stopped.”®

HarassMap includes four main
components. First, women who experience
harassment can send an anonymous text
message or log onto the HarassMap website
to report their experience. HarassMap
then sends automated responses to each
report with information on how to access
free services — filing a police report,
getting legal aid or psychological help,
or taking a self-defense class. Volunteers
review reports, culling any that do not
list a location or provide enough detail,

and sorting them into categories such as
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“indecent exposure,” “sexual invites,”

EE N3

“stalking or following,” “catcalls,” or

“groping.”

HarassMap then maps each incident
online, using the text message system
Frontline SMS to collate the messages and
the online mapping system Ushahidi to
plot the locations out. The online map not
only provides evidence that harassment
exists for those who deny it, it also helps
to “break the stereotypes that lead to
inaction: ‘harassment doesn’t happen in
my neighborhood,” ‘it only happens to
non-veiled girls,” ‘it happens in dark streets
at night,” or by young men who can’t get
married,” all of which are proven false by
HarassMap’s reports.’

This evidence provides support for
HarassMap’s community outreach and
prevention efforts, which are the project’s
primary focus. Volunteers across Egypt
ask for civic support from policemen,
shop owners, and others on the streets
in their neighborhoods, most of whom
agree to stand up against harassment
they witness rather than looking the
other way. !

Leadership

The idea for HarassMap originated
with Rebecca Chiao, an American who had
moved to Egypt to work with the Egyptian
Center for Women’s Rights (ECWR), and
Engy Ghozlan, an Egyptian women’s rights
activist who also worked with ECWR. The
organization’s  volunteers experienced
street harassment on a daily basis and

would routinely share their frustration with
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each other. “One day,” Chiao recalled, “we
looked at one another and said that we all
work for a women’s rights organization
and that we should do something about
this!”"" Chiao and Ghozlan began working
on an anti-harassment campaign with
ECWR, and through their networking
with other women’s rights organizations,
they met Amal Fahmy, who worked for
the United Nations Population Fund,
and Sawsan Gad, who had experience
with geographic information systems,
or mapping.'?

The idea of mapping sexual harassment
came from NIJEL, a project that helps
organizations share information through
online maps; when a NIJEL partner’s wife
was harassed in Cairo, he approached the
women and offered the project’s mapping
services for free as a tool to track sexual
harassment in Egypt.!* Since access to
mobile phones is widespread in Egypt,
the women realized that being able to
immediately report harassment via text
message would restore women with “the
agency to respond to the way they’ve
been treated” rather than suffering in
silence.'*

Together, they founded HarassMap
as an entirely volunteer-driven grassroots
project, with technical assistance from
NIJEL and legal aid from a local law office.
While initially the co-founders spent a
great deal of time trying to legally register
HarassMap with the government, they
decided to remain an un-funded volunteer
group in order to circumvent prohibitive
requirements for registration.'””> Over the
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following two years, though, with funding
from Canada’s International Development
Research Center, HarassMap grew to
include over ten paid staff members and
500 volunteers in nine governorates across
Egypt, from Alexandria to Asyut.'®

Civic Environment

Sexual harassment is a problem that has
long affected women in Egypt; according
to a 2008 ECWR survey, 98% of foreign
women and 83% of Egyptian women have
been sexually harassed.'” Half of women
experience harassment on a daily basis, and

women are especially vulnerable to sexual

attack in mass holiday gatherings and
political protests.'® For example, during
2012’s Eid al-Adha, the holiday marking
the end of Ramadan, 727 cases of sexual
harassment — many of which took place in
front of policemen who did not intervene —
were reported to security forces.!’

This
women’s lives in myriad ways; as one of

harassment circumscribes
HarassMap’s co-founders writes, “I grew
up in Cairo learning how to strategize my
life to avoid sexual harassment. I would
make sure to run my errands during a
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football match when men and boys in the
neighborhood are busy watching...I had to
g0 out at expensive restaurants but not the
more affordable ‘men-only’ cafes or free
public parks, and I had to resort to private
taxi rides over public buses. I even turned
down jobs because they had no accessible
parking, which [would] take me back to
the dreadful public bus. And even with all
these precautions, I [would still be] still
harassed in the few minutes that I have to
walk every day between my parked car and
any building.”?°

Meanwhile, societal attitudes place
the blame for such attacks on women,
their attire or their presence in a crowded
public place. A 2008 viral online ad
campaign captured this attitude, with
an image displaying a wrapped lollipop
next to an unwrapped lollipop with flies
clustered on it, captioned “You can’t stop
them, but you can protect yourself,” that
is, by donning the hijab (headscarf).?! As
a result of these attitudes, many women
feel pressure not to speak about their
experiences of sexual harassment and
assault, for fear that they will be blamed
and their reputation will be damaged. In
fact, 97 percent of Egyptian women who
have experienced sexual harassment did
not go to the police “because they didn’t
think it was important or because no one
would help them.”?? This is not to mention
that police frequently harass women
themselves.

In fact, sexual harassment is not just a
social phenomenon but has also been used
by authorities as a way to deter women
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from participation in the public sphere. At
a Tahrir Square protest on March 9, 2011,
a group of female protestors were arrested,
beaten, given electric shocks, and strip-
searched while being photographed by
soldiers.”® Seven women were threatened
with prostitution charges and made to
submit to “virginity tests” during which
a doctor examined their hymens while
soldiers watched and laughed.*® One
of the women said, “On that day, I truly
wished for death.”” A senior general
justified this violation by saying, “The
girls who were detained were not like
your daughter or mine. These were girls
who had camped out in tents with male
protesters in Tahrir Square, and we found
in the tents Molotov cocktails and drugs,”
and that furthermore, none of the women
were virgins.?® While a civilian court found
the “virginity tests” to be illegal, the only
military officer charged in the matter was
acquitted.”’

In December 2011, a widely-circulated
image of a woman brutally beaten and
stripped to the point that her bra was
exposed by soldiers sparked outrage. At
the same time, as one Egyptian woman
pointed out, “Many people said she had
brought it on herself. What was she
doing there in the first place? Why was
she dressed like that?”?® In early 2013,
a Salafi preacher expressed an extreme
version of this perspective as he scoffed
at the idea that “naked women, who are
going to Tahrir Square because they
want to be raped, are off limits,” calling
them “devils” and criticizing their lack
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of “shame, good manners, fear and even
femininity.””

Many excuse sexual harassment as
the natural product of repressed sexuality.
Because of the weak Egyptian economy,
many men cannot afford to get married
and must continue to live at home with
their parents. In addition, premarital sex is
frowned upon, and so — some say — men
vent their frustration by harassing women.
However, the fact that both married men

and prepubescent boys harass women

undermines this theory.

The HarassMap team has been accused
of trying to smear Egypt’s reputation by
drawing attention to sexual harassment.
The project has responded by sending out
a clear message that “We love Egypt; we
do not want to leave; therefore, we are
not letting harassment push us away. If |
have a problem in my house, like water
leaking...I do not hide it, or just abandon

my home...I fix it, and this is the way we
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feel about social issues.””°

Especially in the wake of post-

revolution instability, HarassMap
volunteers have experienced a backlash
against their work, as some deem sexual
harassment insignificant next to Egypt’s
other problems; Chiao says, “There’s a
propaganda campaign against us, saying
now is not the time for women’s rights.”?!
Nonetheless, HarassMap volunteers are
determined to continue their work; as
Chiao says, “There’s not a time for men
and a time for women...it’s a time to build
the future of our country right now...
for all of us. If any group is excluded
from that, it’s not the future that we want

to see.”?

Message and Audience

HarassMap  strives to influence
bystandersratherthanharassersthemselves,
in order to “build a community that makes
it more uncomfortable for harassers to
act like they do now.”* As a community-
based project, HarassMap does not “tell
people what they should...[or] shouldn’t
be doing. We talk to them as neighbors.”**
Volunteers — half of whom are men — are
trained to assemble community outreach
groups in their own neighborhoods. On
a monthly basis, over 500 volunteers go
into their neighborhoods across Egypt to
speak with “people who have a presence in
the street — shop owners, police, the guys
that park cars, the doormen,” asking them
to watch out for sexual harassment and to
stand up against harassers.>

During outreach, volunteers emphasize

oo ﬁ)\x = (e sale b s S
5 T & 5 el S S5 S
il D s b s e Sl g 23
o S e s OT Ja Ol st 4 4l 55 S
¢S 5y s alaT g als Lo oS 558 i Js
ST s gl ol Jis & ¢ mSe oS
e & T el g S 03 8T B b
SN Ca05, 6l oSl g o b s oS
"t g 538 pl 3 ez SIS
o o9 « HarassMap ol jle L Cods
L oos S VL e W g Oy 5T 5 o™l )
bl 53 e ST (diiae Oldiis oS
Sl 3,0 (aranl Oldisr e SIS e o lie
ade Uk eSS0 10 8 s 00l a2
ran e Loyl 3 065 G- S ply pl L Le
Wl ol LTl 0L o 55 3,0 2 ged 5
6 s v S o SIS b LS bl
& pan OB B g B! (1 oy 55 oS &
:.J.va.a olf.,\.i; ol A& s Sl dias aelsl
Sl Sles 53505555 013 o (51 Sl 4Suh
QTQ&}Q;\VA...W&M)éJYxMMQUj
055 il 25 )5S 0T &S ek
2558 ol 3 25 8 B aen 5l glodn T
50588 0T el 238 gy e 0T 0T 51 5
"(n.v.::mn Al b aS S (lods T

bl g ol
sz 3T Joiia O LU i HarassMap
dy 08 was 5T b s o )13 L5b o 1
el Gl Jasee il OT Ooa o571
oy Jesl e sy Ol o>l 4
Tidads i OS5 O was,l3T
»> HarassMap ¢ gsansl > b Olge 4



% \Y) www.tavaana.org

yae s bls 53 s T L oj)ke “1T i £ )b

that sexual harassment is a recent problem
and “completely out of step with [Egyptian]
traditions and values.”® Volunteers go on
to describe Egyptian tradition, recalling
how in the past, bystanders would stand
up to defend women, even to the point
of chasing down harassers and shaving
their heads as a mark of shame. They say,
“Wouldn’t it be great if we could together
make this happen again and be proud of
our streets and...the dignity and culture of
our society?”’
Volunteers use the project’s map

of sexual harassment incidents and
eyewitness stories to show people that
harassment really does happen in their

113

own neighborhoods, and they “are
often shocked and angered when they
realize how common [it] really is, that it
happens on their streets and to all kinds
of people.”® Volunteers ultimately ask
the people they speak with to “send
the message: harassment will not be
tolerated!”

Although

volunteers are first met with resistance,

usually HarassMap
by the end of the conversation, “most
people are not just agreeing, but they are
enthusiastic and want to take action”;
in fact, eight out of ten people typically
become supporters.** These community
receive stickers

leaders and posters

declaring their shops harassment-free
zones. In exchange, the businesses are
promoted on the HarassMap website as
safe places for women.*!

In addition to face-to-face outreach,

the Internet and mobile phones play a key
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role in attracting sexual harassment reports
and new volunteers; Chiao says, “With
social media, [HarassMap] is growing. As
soon as someone hears about your work,
they can click the link and volunteer...
and recruit their friends. The effort to get
people engaged is much less.”*? Moreover,
as the number of cell phone users in Egypt
has grown to 92 million — a penetration
rate of 113 percent — the project’s reach has
expanded further, even to “remote villages
we would never have been able to reach

without technology.”#

Outreach Activities

The HarassMap team has networked
with women’s rights activists around the
world; the project was inspired in part
by the Blank Noise campaign against
street harassment in India.** HarassMap
has also worked with the US-based
Hollaback movement, which similarly
enables women to report their experiences
of street harassment online.** The project
has also helped activists in Yemen, Syria,
Lebanon, Bangladesh, Pakistan, India,
and Palestine to launch local versions
of HarassMap, and HarassMap is also
assisting groups in Libya, Turkey, South
Africa, the United States, Canada, Iran,
Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan, Cambodia,
and Morocco to set up their own maps.*®
HarassMap also worked with groups in
Lebanon and Sudan to encourage Internet
users to blog and tweet about sexual
harassment (#EndSH) on June 20, 2011;
in that one day, the campaign attracted
hundreds of tweets and over a hundred
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blog posts.¥’

HarassMaphasalso formedpartnerships
with local NGOs and independent groups
and activists to organize activities like art
exhibitions, performances of HarassMap
reports, open mics, graffiti campaigns,
and more. The project also partnered
with the creators of the film 678, released
in December 2010, which spotlighted
the problem of sexual harassment in
Egypt; before the movie’s release, the
HarassMap team met with its creators
and discussed the issue with them, then
partnered with the film’s stars on outreach
programs.*

As HarassMap works to end tolerance

of sexual harassment, others have joined
the fight. Volunteer groups OpAntiSH
and Tahrir Bodyguard, both founded in
November 2012, patrol mass gatherings
in Tahrir Square, where they intervene
to stop sexual attacks, take victims to a
safe area, and provide them with medical
and psychological support. The groups
also pass out hotline numbers that can
be used, along with Facebook or Twitter
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posts, to report assaults so that volunteers
can respond. They are also launching
additional activities, such as free self-
defense classes and coordination with
political parties to ensure that they provide
volunteers to fight sexual harassment
during demonstrations.* As a Tahrir
Bodyguard representative says, “Women
have the right to protest in the square, and
we are here to protect them and help them
protect themselves.”*

Between HarassMap’s launch and
early 2013, it collected and mapped nearly
1,000 reports of harassment and gathered
surveys from almost 10,000 women.’!
HarassMap receives about 20,000 page
views per month.”> As a result of these
achievements, the project has been
recognized internationally, winning the
UNDP’s World Summit Youth Award
in the “Power 2 Women” category in
2011. The next year, it won Deutsche
Welle’s Best of the Blogs (BOBs) award
for “best use of technology for social
good.”™*

In 2013, HarassMap plans to launch
an educational program through which
teachers and volunteers from public
schools and universities will be trained
in how to address sexual harassment,
including activities adapted for an audience
of young people.”® The project also plans
to expand its community outreach beyond
the streets, to malls, restaurants, and public
transportation.>®

As Nehad Abul Komsan, head of the
Egyptian Center for Women’s Rights,

says, “This is a silent crime. But now more
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women are talking about it,” thanks to
the efforts of projects like HarassMap."’
HarassMap has empowered women with
the ability to report harassment and has
begun the hard work of ending societal
tolerance for this trend. As Egyptians are
taking on more personal responsibility for
their country, Chiao says, “People don’t
feel powerless anymore. They’re ready to
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The Power of Online Civic Organizing
Defeating SOPA and PIPA

Vision and Motivation

In May and October 2011, two bills
intended to fight online piracy were
introduced in the US Congress. They were
supported not only by media corporations,
but also by a broad bipartisan coalition.
At the start of 2012, the bills were still
largely unnoticed by the American public,
and their passage into law seemed assured.
However, in the course of just one month,
the bills became headline news, and
massive public pressure, driven by an
online civic movement, pushed Congress
to drop both pieces of legislation. As one
Representative wrote, an “Internet mutiny
paired with calls from people across
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the country [were] responsible” for this
remarkable reversal.!

The Protect Intellectual Property
Act (PIPA) in the Senate and the Stop
Online Piracy Act (SOPA) in the House of
Representatives were designed to take down
foreign websites hosting pirated content,
but the legislation granted the government
and businesses broad powers. It would
make Internet service providers block
access to those websites using Domain
Name System (DNS) blocking — the same
technique used for censorship in China and
Iran — and force search engines to remove
links to those sites. US-based advertisers,
like Google Adwords, and online payment
systems, such as Paypal, would have to
cancel those websites' accounts in order
to cut off their funding. Finally, it would
with
content, such as Facebook, YouTube, and

make websites user-generated
Twitter, liable for links to infringing sites
posted by their users; businesses could sue
these websites to force them to remove the
links, and the sites themselves could even
be blocked.?

The bills started as an uncontroversial,
bipartisan effort to fight piracy and protect
copyright, bolstered by support from
the film and music industries. However,
technology media outlets like Wired and
Techdirt, as well as Internet freedom
defenders like the Electronic Frontier
Foundation and Fight for the Future, soon
began to sound the alarm.’* They charged
that not only would the bills be ineffective
at stopping piracy, they would violate
the free and open nature of the Internet
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by granting the government overly broad
discretion to censor websites. They also
believed the stifle
innovation by discouraging new start-ups,

legislation would

as website founders would have to either
screen all content submitted to websites by
users, at great expense, or face a lawsuit.*
One opponent called SOPA and PIPA the
"equivalent of blowing up every road,
bridge and tunnel in New York to keep
people from getting to one bootleg [DVD]
stand in Union Square."’

In January 2012, Congress would vote
on SOPA in a House of Representatives
committee and debate PIPA on the Senate
floor. As awareness of the bills spread,
the tech community and ordinary Internet
users began to mobilize to find a way to
stop the bills that they believed would
"break the Internet."

Goals and Objectives

In order to prevent Congress from
passing SOPA and PIPA, the bills'
opponents had two objectives: to raise the
public's awareness of the legislation and its
potential repercussions, and to encourage
people to contact their representatives in
Congress to influence them to vote against
the bills. In some cases, activists also
sought to sway corporations' stance on
SOPA and PIPA.

Efforts to raise awareness included
open letters, multimedia, and ultimately
coordinated website blackouts. Open
letters and white papers from Internet
companies, technology experts, and law
professors provided detailed analyses
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of the risks of SOPA and PIPA, from
"new potential security threats" to "grave
constitutional problems," and urged
Congress to reconsider the legislation.
Fight for the Future's "PROTECT IP /
SOPA Breaks the Internet" video provided
a visually engaging and detailed analysis
of the pitfalls of the legislation, while also
calling on viewers to contact Congress.

16, the day of a

congressional hearing on the legislation,

On November

Fight for the Future helped organize

"American  Censorship ~ Day," on
which more than 5,000 sites, including
Tumblr and Reddit, raised awareness

by '"censoring" their sites.® Tumblr, for

Imagine a World
Without F s

example, removed images and covered up
text on users' dashboards with a banner
warning, "Congress is holding hearings
today and will soon pass a bill empowering
corporations to censor the Internet, unless
you tell them no."” 80,000 people were
inspired to call Congress.®

At the same time, consumers began to
turn against some of the corporations that
had expressed support for SOPA and PIPA.
On December 22, a Reddit user posted
that he was transferring 51 domains away
from the registrar GoDaddy to protest their
support of SOPA, and proposed that others

43|J§l.i»}) Lgl"hg;’)‘_)?ﬁ oauff.u LgLAMLv Dy
Graadia fioman 5 (Sl Sl lS
O Glslracs gl Lo (@52 ALl
oz 1303 &1 (6 gm0 oSl s lo
058l kst 4 Ol 5 oo b ol o e
(ewlul O 56 )lff]a e (AT NTRES
GHlB Gl e (23l sl 0 ST 4 Sl
Cble- 1) 5 ‘S;LST» Sobs 35 oyl
L Syl (Sl Co,m Caby 096 S
“‘°-’-3-LTL§‘J{-’;,J”QM:§-3 buy u.uss.;ﬁu
L ol opl 0503 el 3l 1,8 Jebows
o_)i.fl:u\ﬁ‘?‘sﬂ Ql?v\...:: )‘)M)@ Olis
S s

S 4 oSS S Sy s V8
399 CyeeeS :.«o.,L'.iTLglﬁ:rS»c;;dajv\:.ﬂ)
ol 3 ..5; @:Qh)’hﬂ Iy ((lg.ljnT 3 ysmiln
o3y 9 (1JL:.»U|) o> ) C.._a'l.w.aj Deve 54y
ol Gl sladely o)l |y 3 u;alfT
Sl sl 058 sl b ol
b o bly pslas 35 Cole o (el ".sls
ojifi)lujo‘ﬁ)lf&}:w‘)éj.);d‘}if_\?
SVl ar b ploal gl lawd 550l
S ol b SlaST @ 55k sl 1S
Sl oS il |y Szl oS das el
SRS el 5L e skt Vi K 4 Lk
s K50 XS w g an S

S OB A e 0T L Ol ea
Cealws YY s 0l ;)bjf&)) sy 03 S
0y & 55 el (g5 Ol 5l S
Al 5 igss S Solu 1 (B auls



o \¥Y www.tavaana.org

il oaiSagumme (ilgd aude o)l { auilojle )u3

do the same on December 29, declared
"Dump GoDaddy Day." Within a day, the
founder of Wikipedia and the creator of
the humor site "I Can Haz Cheezburger"
announced that they would be transferring
over 1,000 domains from GoDaddy, and
the day after the Reddit post, GoDaddy
withdrew its support for SOPA.° However,
consumers continued to transfer domains,
demanding that GoDaddy announce full
opposition to SOPA; in less than a week,
the company lost over 72,000 domains.!°
On "Dump GoDaddy Day," the company
to SOPA,
conceding, "We have observed a spike in

announced its opposition
domain name transfers, which are running
above normal rates and which we attribute
to GoDaddy's prior support for SOPA,
which was reversed."!!

Meanwhile, communities of users on
Wikipedia, Reddit, and other websites
debated shutting the sites down entirely for
a day in order to raise awareness. Months
of coordination culminated in the "SOPA
Strike" on January 18, 2012, when more
than 115,000 websites were "blacked out"
or "censored" by their owners to raise
awareness.'? Internet users who tried
to view a Wikipedia page, for instance,
instead saw only a warning about SOPA/
PIPA, topped by a banner reading "Imagine
a world without free knowledge." Google
blacked out its logo, linking to an online
anti-SOPA/PIPA petition. Other websites
followed their lead.

On that day, SOPA/PIPA became the
top "trending topics" on Twitter; in fact,
users posted nearly four million SOPA-
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related tweets, almost all of them opposing
the legislation."* Meanwhile, members of
Congress received a wave of 8 million
calls, 4 million emails, and 10 million
petition signatures; the Senate's website
was unable to accommodate the number
of people who tried to use its contact
forms to reach their representatives.'* As
one Congressman said, "All of a sudden
members of Congress were asking their
staff, 'What is this SOPA thing and why
am I getting hundreds of calls about it?'
and rethinking what the recording industry
lobbyists had been telling them.""

The day before the blackout, 80
legislators supported the bills, and 31 were
opposed. By the day after the protest, the
tide had shifted, with 101 against SOPA/
PIPA and only 65 in favor.'® Many referred
to the calls and emails they had received as
they affirmed their opposition. On January
20, Senator Harry Reid and Representative
Lamar Smith indefinitely postponed
the vote on SOPA and PIPA, effectively
"killing" the bills.

Leadership

The movement against SOPA and
PIPA was driven by a loose coalition made
up of many parts: pro-Internet freedom
organizations such as Fight for the Future,
which helped coordinate and publicize the
massive online protests; technology blogs
like Techdirt, which raised civic awareness
about the bills online; and users of sites
like Reddit and Wikipedia, who pushed
those sites to participate in the "SOPA
Strike" and contacted Congress to express
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their opposition to the bills.

Between October and December 2011,
groups like Fight for the Future worked to
raise awareness of the potential dangers of
SOPA and PIPA through online campaigns.
Fight for the Future, the Electronic Frontier
Foundation, and other groups coordinated
with each other through an email list,
where they debated what their message
should be and whether website blackouts
could be effective, worked on tools to
help protesters contact Congress, and
determined talking points for discussions

with lawmakers.'”

Google Search I'm Fesling Lucky

Tell Congress: Please don't censor the web!

At the same time these groups were
strategizing, blogs like TechDirt were
relentlessly publicizing the legislation and
its potential repercussions. In fact, TechDirt
founder Mike Masnick had been writing
about the legislation on a daily basis —
sometimes many times a day — ever since
PIPA passed through a Senate committee
in May 2011."® They worked to publicize
the potential dangers of the legislation and
the way it was being pushed through the
legislative process with little debate.
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Meanwhile, tech-savvy Internet users,
particularly at Reddit, mobilized for
action. They pushed for online protests
such as "American Censorship Day" and
the "SOPA Strike" and organized the
boycott of GoDaddy as punishment for
its support of the bills. The technology
industry also supported the movement
against SOPA and PIPA, with Google,
Mozilla, Facebook, Twitter, eBay, Yahoo,
and AOL all writing a letter of concern to
Congress in November 2011. However,
it was the users of these services who
pushed the issue to the forefront. As
Reddit's co-founder said, "This was the
first time the Internet showed that it could
make something an issue on a national
stage.""?

Civic Environment
SOPA and PIPA were
outgrowths of the ongoing battle against

natural

movie and music piracy waged by the
Motion Picture Association of America
(MPAA) and the Recording Industry
Association of America (RIAA). Since
the early 1990s, these organizations had
been coordinating their resources to
lobby for legislation combating media
piracy. Because their efforts were so
effectively focused on a single policy
issue, and because of their financial
clout, their influence on members of
Congress was correspondingly great. The
Internet technology industry, in contrast,
had not established such a presence in
Washington. As a result, SOPA's 32
co-sponsors received four times more
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in campaign contributions from the
entertainment industry than from the
technology industry.?

The MPAA and RIAA were joined
by cable and broadcast corporations;
led by Comcast, Viacom, News Corp.,
and Time Warner, they spent millions of
dollars to lobby Congress to support the
bills.?! Chris Dodd, CEO of the MPAA,
threatened to cut off Hollywood's financial
support to President Obama's re-election
campaign due to the administration's
opposition to SOPA/PIPA: "Those who
count on 'Hollywood' for support need to
understand that this industry is watching
very carefully who's going to stand up
for them when their job is at stake. Don't
ask me to write a check for you when you
think your job is at risk and then [ignore]
me when my job is at stake."*?

Opposing these highly organized, well-
funded lobbyists were ordinary grassroots
cyber activists, Internet freedom groups,
and the tech industry. Although SOPA
and PIPA's passage seemed assured, a few
opponents of the legislation in Congress
managed to slow the bills' momentum by
delaying the final vote.? This gave groups
like Fight for the Future and ordinary
Internetusers crucial time toraise awareness
and mobilize the online campaign against
the bills. While the MPAA and RIAA were
able to influence Congress, they were not
as able to convince the public that the
legislation was necessary or effective.
Ultimately the people, not the media
industry, prevailed.

Even Chris Dodd admitted that his
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opponents' '"ability to organize and
communicate directly with consumers"
was a "watershed event" the likes of which
he had never seen.?* By directly reaching
ordinary Internet users with a clear call
to action, the anti-SOPA/PIPA movement
was able to create a wave of direct public
pressure on Congress that transformed
the situation. As Dodd himself said, "This
was a whole new different game all of a
sudden...This thing was considered by

many to be a slam dunk."*

Message and Audience
SOPA PIPA's
communicated the  bills'
negative repercussions, and also called

and opponents

potential

on Internet users to take action in order
to stop the bills from becoming law. They
described the chilling effect the legislation
could have on freedom of expression,
innovation, and even job creation. As
one opponent wrote, "This bill turns us
all into criminals. If it passes, then you
either stop using the Internet, or you
simply hope that you never end up in the
crosshairs, because if you're targeted, you
will be destroyed by this bill...[It] will kill
American innovation and development of
the Internet, as it will become too risky
to do anything of value" for fear of legal
repercussions.?

Opponents also focused on the ethical
aspects of the legislation, pointing out
that creating a blacklist of websites would
violate the Constitution and fundamental
American principles of freedom of speech.
Finally, they argued that SOPA and PIPA
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would not even achieve their stated
goal of deterring piracy, as copyright
violators could find ways to circumvent
all the bills' provisions; moreover, the
bills focused only on censoring links
than
content itself.?’

rather removing  copyrighted

Activists' general messaging to the
public focused on the drastic transformation
they believed the Internet would suffer, and
the impact on Internet users themselves, if
the bills passed. On "SOPA Strike" day,
Wikipedia asked users to "imagine a world
without free knowledge," saying that the
bills "could fatally damage the free and
open Internet." Reddit wrote that they
"could radically change the landscape of
the Internet," and that they "would restrict
innovation and threaten the existence of
websites with user-submitted content,
such as Reddit." Crucially, these messages
were coupled with direct calls to action
urging Internet users to contact their
representatives in Congress or sign anti-
SOPA/PIPA petitions.

Outreach Activities

As Americans worked to stop SOPA
and PIPA, they attracted international
attention, including that of FEuropean
The
international Anti-Counterfeiting Trade
Agreement (ACTA), similarly intended to
fight piracy, had already been signed by the

Internet freedom activists.

United States, Japan, Canada, and several
European countries. Critics claimed it was
undemocratic, as it had been developed
by European officials without input from

(s 5mn Sl G O ST Lok diile il 5 oo
S AVL S5 50 1 ol B Glacy s s plas
A DB il 5 bz b ol Sl aan
qﬁb&«fdw\}»&;&ﬁbbbfﬁ
Mogh o T ol (s e

SIS sp ol pap 4 oS ol
s DSl sk pal e bl
T 0LS & « Wi dals s O s
C5 sl Oyl s csls dal e ool 5 Ol
colaiel g5 53 i Osae 48 opl Sl 55
sea 1y b el w58 6 Ly S
o 9 Ol ey Qliil) ol ol s a&S s
o g oS e Sl il 518 2
LSl 5 o LT i g (s s o15T 5 5L
s en lad ) b e ) Sl Sl le
35 5 035e5 bl Cusgdos o815 &l
Q\Jw\f QT).s 6\) oy Ll gs’.l'“‘:*’."“‘-!)
S Lt )l 1 55 O sy LIl A5 e
L 3 i Lol e Ua(\.::_ ool ke a4l se
Oyl Cl s a4 45 0 S 3 Dlao sl
oz b adeslosh slael 5 235 Ojse
Azdls il ol s (Sl s o5 s Cuenl

5155 gacled
Dl b (855 (sl b oS5 T 5
Cl s a1y Sl eolT sl (Ml
b e (ssleds ade s sl sl gor .5 S
Sl psS 5 S bojile lp s lie 25
codze VLI 1 4ebCblgn ol 555 0kd ags
035 slaal (ola)lysiS Az 5 UK (5
Wl Bl ge ol &5 Wd g oo pdite . Lsy
Sllan by & |zl SIS 53,8
ok 7 e (5,180 B ol m D3k 5 2l



S35 laay

www.tavaana.org Q. ¢

legislators or any option for modifying
it; they also said it would make Internet
service providers liable for users' copyright
infringement and "establish a de facto...
Internet police."”® However, the European
Parliament had not yet ratified it. European
activists rallied together and organized
widespread protests to put pressure on
the legislators. As one protest leader said,
"We saw what the combination of protest
and political pressure achieved with the
dropping of SOPA."® After months of
public protest, the European Parliament
overwhelmingly voted to reject ACTA; as
one MEP said to activists, "Your protesting
won it."%

While there are no plans to re-introduce
SOPA or PIPA in Congress, efforts to
control the free flow of information
online continue, on both local and global
levels. In the December 2012 meeting
of the UN agency the International
Telecommunications Union, members
considered a proposal that would allow
governments or multi-government bodies
to use "security" or other justifications
to regulate or censor the Internet.’! The
United States led a bloc of 55 countries
that did not sign the treaty, but 89 other
states did sign it, demonstrating that, as
Google stated, "many governments want
to increase regulation and censorship of
the Internet."*?

In order to capitalize on the momentum
of the campaign against SOPA/PIPA,
groups that helped organize that campaign
formed the Internet Defense League in
July 2012. Fight for the Future, Mozilla,
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freedom. As a co-founder of Fight for the
Future put it, "This is a new 21st century
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