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Digital  social  networks  have pervaded the  Internet,  offering  tools  with  which 

millions of users publish online all  types of content and personal information. 

Making ‘friends’ on these networks is as simple as pointing and clicking. Yet the 

participative facade of  these  online  applications  conceals  a  set  of  disciplining 

technologies  for  contemporary  capitalism,  where  the  apparent  excess  of 

socialization  really  stands  for  the  multiplication  of  weak  and  disengaged 

relationships.  This  chapter  explores  how  the  standard  modes  of  operation  of 

digital  networks  can  be  overridden  through  appropriation,  and  how  this 

appropriation can lead to socially relevant innovation and change. An example is 

megafone.net:  a  project  in  which  digital  networks  and  technologies  are 

appropriated and used by marginalized communities to speak out and raise public 

awareness about their specific issues. 

Log in

Digital networking applications, often called social utilities, have become a staple of our 

contemporary culture. They represent a step beyond the ubiquitous mobile phone and 

email by allowing us, as users, to become present in the World Wide Web. Digital social 

networks are online software platforms which provide tools for publishing and sharing 

personal information and digital content, as well as fostering scalable networks of people 

connected through affective, professional or other types of links. 



In this chapter, I wish to point out the ways in which expression and socialization in 

digital  networks  are  determined  and  constrained  by  the  possibilities  and  modes  of 

operation offered by technology, and how these constraints can be overridden through 

innovation.   Behind  the  participative  appearance  of  the  new Web  applications,  it  is 

possible  to  see  a  group of  practices  which  encourage extreme individualism and the 

creation of weak social ties precisely through the illusion of collectivism. In this light, 

they can be considered as a set of disciplining technologies for the disengaged stance 

needed by contemporary capitalism. If we wish digital networks to ever become motors 

for  real  social  change,  we  must  learn  how  to  appropriate  them  creatively,  letting 

communities shape them instead of being shaped by them. I want to show that the real 

challenge for creativity in the digital domain lies in breaking through its dominant modes 

of  usage  and  finding  new,  liberating  possibilities  in  it.  I  will  also  talk  about 

megafone.net1,  a  non-profit  social  communication project  in  which  I  have been very 

closely  involved  since  2003,  as  a  practical  example  of  how  digital  communication 

technologies can be appropriated for giving voice to social issues.

A characterization of digital social networks

Before proceeding further, I wish to describe the most salient features of digital social 

networks2:

Inclusiveness: Practically all online social networks have a very low entry threshold. In 

most cases, a person only has to provide a name and a password in order to become a  

user. However, it is important not to be fooled by this ‘inclusiveness’: the doors will be 



easily opened, but only by those with access to digital technologies and networks. By 

2007, a mere 21 per cent of the world population had the necessary conditions to become 

Internet users (Miniwatts, 2008). And while the rate of penetration of digital networks 

exceeds 70 per cent in North America, it is well below 15 per cent in Asia and Africa, the 

two most populated regions of the world.

Publication:  It  is  no exaggeration to say that  the publication of  all  sorts  of digitized 

content lies at the heart of digital social networks: from the minimalism of Twitter3, in 

which people constantly publish 140-character long phrases about what they are doing at 

the moment, to YouTube4,  in which thousands of user-generated videos are uploaded 

daily.  In  Facebook5,  millions of people publish all  about  themselves:  their  data,  their 

favorite books and records, their secret crushes and practically every other personality-

defining trait, building thus what we could call their ‘digital personae’. The publication of 

text is flourishing in many new forms on the Net, and the rise of this phenomenon is best 

represented  by  blogs,  which  are  simple  web-based tools  that  let  users  easily  publish 

contents  (mostly text,  but  not  restricted to  it)  in  the form of  a  diary.  A 2007 report 

calculated that the number of blogs was near 70 million (Sifry, 2007). But blogs are not 

important just for quantitative reasons. They have become the main form of text-based 

communication for millions of speakers of all major languages, and they have gained 

credibility and authority. The relevance of blogs can be measured, in a rather grim way, 

by  the  disproportionate  penalties  imposed  by  certain  countries  with  restrictive  laws, 

whose governments tend to see their uncontrolled nature as a menace.  Bloggers have 

been arrested in countries such as China, Egypt, USA or Canada (WIA, 2008). Probably 

the  most  salient  feature  of  blogs,  besides  making  text  instantly  ubiquitous,  is  the 



possibility of including the readers' feedback. Most bloggers expect this feedback, which 

has in fact become an indicator of popularity. According to the 2006 Pew Internet report,  

nine out of ten bloggers allow comments to be posted on their blogs (Pew, 2006). Blog 

posts are often the starting points of interesting and sometimes intense conversations, 

which can take place among users belonging to very different cultural backgrounds. 

 

Remixing  and  sharing:  Besides  just  showing  off  or  making  a  personal  statement, 

remixing and sharing are among the main reasons for publishing digitized content on the 

Web. The nature of digital content allows its unlimited manipulation and reproduction, 

and millions of users worldwide are in fact actively involved in these activities, both 

legally and illegally. 

Contacts and Groups: Networks have become the preferred structures for understanding 

and modeling our contemporary world. The new science that studies them has made us 

aware of the importance of their topology, shedding light on how a network with only a 

few highly-connected nodes can make a difference between a tight, robust network and a 

loose, random one (Barabasi, 2003). Even if they are not experts in this new science, 

most Facebook users compete to see who has more contacts, that is, who can become the 

node with most  links  to  other  nodes.  Professionally-oriented people  might  rather  use 

LinkedIn6,  a networking site in which every contact can be the key for finding a job 

opportunity (and, obviously, the more the better). Social networking, a phenomenon that 

existed long before digital social networks mainly in the form of cocktail parties, has 

gone into overdrive.



Groups can be formed in ‘incredibly easy’ ways (Shirky, 2008) by the users of a network 

who share common interests. For instance, in Flickr7, a very popular photo sharing site, it 

is possible to find groups dedicated to sharing pictures of ghost towns8 or ‘accidentally 

erotic’  images.9 Groups  usually  establish  a  framework  of  rules  within  which  to 

participate. For example, the front page of the ‘Accidentally Erotic’ group states: ‘This 

group is for posting photos of foods or objects that appear erotic. No actual pictures of 

body parts, items only please. Be creative & have fun!’ Evidently, all groups need rules, 

however lax or strict, and rules need to be moderated. A basic level of organization and 

filtering is needed when dealing with shared interests and contents, regardless of the size 

of the community of participants.

Folksonomies:10 The users' necessity to categorize digital content can be readily justified 

just by its sheer amount and accelerated growth: what is not categorized gets lost almost 

immediately, drowned in a sea of data. Folksonomies are aggregations of keywords, also 

called tags, applied to digital contents by individual users in order to describe them. The 

popularity of folksonomies is reflected in the ever-increasing number of sites which offer 

the possibility of tagging content by using freely chosen text labels. The freedom implied 

in this activity comes from the fact that tagging does not rely on a controlled vocabulary 

or  a  predefined  taxonomic  structure,  but  is  instead  an  essentially  individual  act  of 

classification (Golder and Huberman, 2005). A reason why tagging has become such a 

popular way of on-line classification may be its simplicity: a tagger must only select or 

upload  contents  to  a  centralized  database,  and  assign  tags  to  them.  Moreover,  even 

though tagging can be considered mainly as an individual activity, the aggregation of tags 

produced  by  an  online  community  evolves  into  a  common,  coherent  vocabulary:  a 



folksonomy. Research has revealed that the emergence of a folksonomy happens through 

interaction  and  mutual  awareness,  and  exhibits  aspects  also  observed  in  human 

languages, such as the crystallization of naming conventions or the competition between 

terms (Cattuto, Loreto and Pietronero, 2006). 

Mobility:  Nearly  half  of  the  world's  population  now owns  a  mobile  phone  (Reuters, 

2007). The dizzying development of mobile communication technologies has not only 

made cell phones ubiquitous, but also cheaper and more sophisticated. Our phones are 

more  and  more  computer-like,  encapsulating  previously  unimaginable  power  and 

capabilities.  The  current  mobile  communication  networks  are  not  limited  to  the 

transmission of voice; they are also capable of transmitting digital data: text and all sorts 

of  files,  including  images,  sounds  and  video.  If  we  consider  that  one  of  the  main 

technological trends today is the convergence of the services provided by mobile phone 

networks and the Internet, it is only logical that social networks start to go mobile. It is 

now possible to upload, exchange, and update your blog directly from the phone. People 

can now become truly inseparable from their digital personae and communities. 

Geographical and Informational Mapping: With the release of Google Maps, Google's 

open geographical  information system, the notion of ‘geographical location’ made its 

sudden appearance on the Net. It immediately coalesced with digital content, and thus we 

now have the possibility of locating all sorts of fragments of data on maps. Flickr, for 

instance, offers its users the possibility of locating their photos on the place where they 

were  taken.  The  increasing  popularity  of  GPS  devices,  together  with  their  recent 

integration to mobile platforms such as phones or PDA's, is opening up the possibility for 



locating content  automatically.  Beyond geographical  maps,  digital  technologies  allow 

novel  techniques  of  information  visualization.  Through  different  types  of  dynamic 

graphs,  informational  spaces  can  be  presented  in  ways  which  can  reveal  previously 

unseen links between fragments of data.

These features of digital  social networks have generated new behaviors and practices 

which affect social relations, even in our offline lives. Traditionally, Internet has been 

also known, metaphorically, as cyberspace11: a term originating in science fiction, which 

describes  a  space  constituted  by  sets  of  digital  data  and  structures  for  their  storage, 

manipulation and exchange over networks. However, the bursting in of the digital into 

our  physical  space  makes  the  Internet  look  more  like  an  extension  of  our  everyday 

realities, and less like a separate and rather dreamlike domain. We now periodically enter 

and leave the Net repeatedly during our daily activities, using its tools to live differently 

in the physical world.

Given the virtual lack of national boundaries on the Internet12 and its multiple digital 

social networks, together with their tendency to become standard-driven platforms, the 

features enumerated here become  de facto global practices as they are enacted. These 

capabilities, modes of operation and ways of acting online actually define us as users. We 

become users and are immediately constrained and conditioned by standard usages. We 

learn to be part of and respect the rules and procedures of the network. The term ‘user’ 

becomes, in turn, our ‘friendly ghost’: the digital data cloud that influences our daily life 

in a social context that already spans both digital and physical environments (Lovink and 

Tisselli,  2007).  But  to  what  extents  do  these  standardized  spaces  offer  room  for 

innovation  and  creativity?  As  we  witness  how  digital  social  networks  become 



increasingly profitable, and how they walk hand in hand with the largest marketing and 

media  corporations,  it  is  time to  raise  the  question  of  whether  it  is  possible  to  find 

alternative ways of being a user.

Creativity can manifest itself within digital networks at different levels: the generation of 

content, the creation of new networking platforms and the innovative ways in which the 

networks themselves are used. Here, I want to stress the importance of the creativity 

which  takes  place,  perhaps  in  a  not  very apparent  manner,  when users  make use  of 

networks  in  new,  inventive  ways. The  openness  in  the  architecture  of  most  digital 

networks and platforms allows users to invent and enact alternative practices, to twist and 

play around with technology until it fits their desires and needs. Many companies take 

note of this social phenomenon and feed it back into their products, calling it user-driven 

innovation. But creative usage and misuse is not always corporate-friendly. In fact, most 

companies consider user intervention outside the norm as a threat to their interests, and 

enforce all kinds of legal and technological barriers to prevent it. Influential authors such 

as Lawrence Lessig have written about how these companies, most of them members of 

powerful  media  consortia,  are  stifling  creativity  and  progress  by  pressing  for 

disproportionately  restrictive  copyright  laws  and  anti-tampering  technologies  (Lessig, 

2002). Far from rejecting the rights of authors or service providers, Lessig argues that the 

Net  may also be viewed as  a  commons where  all  types  of  innovators can engage in 

creative activities because of its very openness. To legally sustain free exchange on the 

Net,  Lessig  founded  Creative  Commons13,  a  non-profit  organization  which  provides 

several licenses that can be applied to all sorts of content, in order to allow their legal 

sharing and remixing. Internet users are also organizing to defend Net  Neutrality14,  a 



principle  which  keeps  digital  networks  free  of  restrictions  to  data  transmission.  Net 

Neutrality is currently menaced by large telephone companies who want to become the 

Internet gatekeepers, deciding which Web sites go fast or slow and which won't load at 

all.

The users' rights to modify the technologies they use and adapt them to unintended but 

legitimate purposes are being fought for in heated battles.15 At the core of creative usage 

and  misusage  lies  appropriation,  a  negotiation  about  power  and  control  over  the 

configuration  of technology,  its  standards,  modes of usage and the distribution  of  its 

benefits. Appropriation is a strategy which deeply affects the politics of daily life. In our 

digital  age, it  can be seen as a starting point for deep social  change (Bar, Pisani and 

Weber,  2007).  As users,  we must  face  the  question  of  whether  we are  continuously 

performing scripts dictated by the interests of technological corporations, or fulfilling our 

real needs of expression, access and equality. We must face the growing tension between 

dominance,  expressed  through  the  top-down  imposition  of  standards,  and  agency, 

represented by our freedom to access and reshape technology. Yes, the flat, democratic 

appearance  of  digital  networks  may  just  be  the  perfect  disguise  of  capitalist 

authoritarianism. 

The  skillful  transformation  of  technology,  often  called  'hacking'  is, in  fact,  a  crucial 

strategy in the battle that rages at the heart of technological development. Imagining and 

putting to practice alternative forms of usage is arguably the most relevant innovation 

that  users  can  make  within  digital  networks,  mainly  because  of  their  potential  for 

generating social capacities which can serve collective interests.  Howard Rheingold has 



argued  that  hyper-connected  citizens  can  go  well  beyond  managing  their  individual 

agendas  and  contact  lists,  by  forming  groups  in  which  rapid,  massively  organized 

common behaviors can emerge (Rheingold, 2002). He calls these forms of social self-

organization  mediated  through  technology  ‘smart  mobs’.  A  ‘classic’  example  of  the 

‘smart mob’ emergent behavior is provided by the civilian coup d'état against the former 

Philippines  president  Joseph  Estrada  in  2001,  articulated  through  the  massive 

transmission of short text messages (SMS) inviting everyone to gather and protest in 

Manila. Other similar gatherings have followed in countries such as Spain in 2004, where 

people also used SMS messages to gather and protest against the then-ruling Popular 

Party, which lost the elections a day later, or in South Korea in 2008, where massive 

demonstrations against the import of US beef, assembled thanks to mobile messaging, 

have taken place. Precisely, these Korean demonstrations prompted Rheingold to make a 

new public statement, asking the question of how smart mobs can be made smarter and 

less mob-like (Rheingold, 2008). ‘A smart mob is not necessarily a wise mob’, he said, 

responding perhaps to  the rising perception that,  if  self-organization is  to become an 

effective social tactic, it must go beyond just gathering massive amounts of people. After 

all, a mob is a disorganized group which can act blindly and even destructively. 

megafone.net: digital communication technologies for giving voice to the voiceless

The megafone.net initiative started with a simple idea: to create a system which would 

allow people  to  publish  texts,  images,  videos  and sounds captured with  their  mobile 

phones directly on a web page. The targeted users would be small groups of people living 

on  the  ‘wrong  side’  of  the  media  divide,  that  is,  social  groups  located  on  the  less 

favorable  side  of  the  gap  which  divides  those  who  are  properly  represented  on 



mainstream media and those who are not only ignored but also silenced, misrepresented 

or even attacked and criminalized by them. This idea was proposed to me by Catalan 

artist  Antoni Abad in 2003. We have been working together since then,  bringing the 

possibility of unfiltered phone-to-web publishing to different marginalized groups around 

the world: taxi drivers in Mexico City16, groups of young gypsies in Lleida17 and Leon18, 

Spain,  prostitutes  in  Madrid19,  disabled  people  on  wheelchairs  in  Barcelona20 and 

Geneva21,  Nicaraguan  immigrants  in  Costa  Rica22 and  motorcycle  messengers,  or 

motoboys, in Sao Paulo, Brazil.23 All of these groups have been traditionally depicted in 

an unfavorable way by the media, each of them for different reasons. Very often, the 

people on the undesirable side of the media divide are also affected by the digital divide. 

Thus, the groups involved in megafone.net were not only able to take direct action to 

restore their public image, but they also had the chance to become familiar with digital 

technologies and networks.

Essentially,  all  megafone.net projects  have worked in a similar way. Initially,  Antoni 

Abad does an intensive on-site research with the help of local experts before choosing a 

group to work with. He has always tried to pick a representative sample of each particular 

group, making the extra effort of going beyond already existing associations by recruiting 

and inviting people through ads on newspapers and radio,  or even approaching them 

directly  on  the  street.  When a  group of  an  acceptable  size  is  assembled,  the  project 

begins. The number of people in the group is always limited by the number of mobile 

phones we can give them; however, this is not really a limitation, since megafone.net is  

intended for small-scale groups. The duration of each project is, in principle, also limited 

by the amount of credit available for transmitting data from the phone to the web. 



As non-profit initiatives, all megafone.net projects have depended on artistic institutions, 

which have provided the physical meeting spaces and help with logistics. The projects 

have also relied on sponsors, mainly phone and network companies, from which we have 

obtained the mobile devices and the credit. In these processes, Antoni Abad's role has 

been much closer to that of an entrepreneur or a negotiator than of a visual artist. Making 

negotiations with these companies has consistently been a difficult task: not only because 

of their logical expectations of getting something in return, which is usually their logo 

being featured on the project's main page, but mostly because of their lack of interest, or 

even reluctance, in being involved in initiatives which often deal with people of ‘dubious 

quality’. An important part of the research we do at megafone.net currently focuses on 

how to become increasingly independent of such sponsors.

The projects are articulated around weekly meetings, in which the participants meet face-

to-face  around  a  large  table,  and  discuss  about  different  matters.  During  the  first 

meetings, the discussions are usually about the ‘How-To's’ of the project: how to take a 

picture or record a sound clip or a video using the phone and send it to the web page, how 

to browse through the contents, how to edit them and so on. The project's web page is 

organized in different sections, which we call ‘channels’. Each channel is a container of 

multimedia files sent in from the phones, and represents either an area assigned to an 

individual  participant,  or  a  collective  one in  which many participants can contribute. 

Collective channels are directly associated to common topics, interests and issues, which 

the group agrees upon during the weekly meetings. Thus, collective channels arise from 

discussion and can be created and modified at any time during a project. 



A constant in the megafone.net projects has been the unfiltered publication of content: 

Antoni Abad acts as the main coordinator and moderator of the group discussions, but he 

doesn't impose or reject any topics. For some of the participants, this freedom can be a 

little overwhelming at first. This was the case of the Mexican taxi drivers, who initially 

hesitated about the issues they wanted to deal with. However, when they realized that 

they  could  really  publish  whatever  they  wanted  without  being  censored,  the  group 

experienced a real expressive explosion. The images they sent were collected in channels 

dedicated to topics such as the endless and absurd bureaucratic procedures for obtaining a 

taxi driver's license, or the widespread corruption in the police forces. But there was also 

room for more lighthearted channels, such as those which gathered photographs of the 

participants' families or interviews with their colleagues and friends. 

The  young  gypsies  from  both  Lleida  and  Leon  also  had  some  initial  difficulties  in 

defining  shared  topics  for  their  project.  After  a  series  of  rather  chaotic  meetings, 

however, they managed to come up with a number of collective channels about work, 

their  urban  environment  and  traditions.  In  Madrid,  the  prostitutes  concentrated  on 

painting a picture of their everyday lives. Even when they were not very eloquent about 

pressing issues such as their working conditions or legal status, they did have a clear, 

shared interest: they wanted to tell everybody that ‘they were not bugs’. They wanted to 

appear publicly as normal people who have to struggle every day on the streets to make a 

living. The Nicaraguan immigrants in Costa Rica also wanted to tell their fellow citizens 

that they were not criminals, but just people who were trying to find a better life in their  

country. The ‘nicas’ were successful in making their point by representing their shared 

interests: collective channels in San José were filled with images of their colorful dances 



and  parties,  living  and  working  conditions,  and  their  chronicles  of  the  troublesome 

migratory procedures. 

The projects in Barcelona and Geneva, which involved handicapped people, were slightly 

different. Abad proposed an initial goal to the participants: to create a map of the state of 

urban  accessibility.  In  Barcelona,  this  constraint  became  the  main  objective  of  the 

project, but not the only one. Some participants also decided to publish images about the 

way in which they dealt with the little things of daily life from their wheelchairs, while 

others  showed  pictures  of  their  travels  throughout  the  world.  Contrastingly,  the 

participants in Geneva focused exclusively on mapping the obstacles and examples of 

good adaptation they encountered on their way, without publishing their more personal 

views.  The  Swiss  participants  are,  by  the  way,  using  the  latest  version  of  the 

megafone.net system, which incorporates Google Maps as its geographical platform. The 

images they send are automatically located in their corresponding coordinates on the city 

map, thanks to their GPS-enabled phones, which became available on the market shortly 

before the start of the project.

 

The definition of collective channels in megafone.net occasionally posed a number of 

problems. Beyond the fact that defining common interests can be quite a difficult task, 

even for a small group, the model for establishing topics a priori blocked the way for the 

bottom-up  emergence  of  shared  themes  through  the  everyday  practice  of  content 

publication. Sometimes, a group can discover its truly important issues only after having 

touched upon the obvious ones. Considering that the megafone.net projects are usually 

limited in duration, we felt the need to redesign the project's dynamics so that common 

themes could emerge a posteriori, that is, through the participants' actions and not before 



them. This is why, starting from the canal*MOTOBOY project in Sao Paulo, we decided 

to drop the concept of collective channels and use folksonomies instead. The motoboys 

add tags to each message they send to their individual channels. By doing this, they are 

not  only  describing  what  they  send,  but  they  are  also  creating  a  shared  vocabulary 

aggregated  from  their  individual  tags.  The  ‘tag  cloud’  representing  their  emergent 

folksonomy is visible on the main page of the  motoboys project. Through it they can 

detect trends and emerging topics by themselves. The weekly meetings are still being 

held in Sao Paulo, yet instead of predefining collective channels as in past projects, the 

participants analyze their tags and decide whether they should publish contents about new 

topics, or reinforce existing ones. For the motoboys, some of the most relevant24 tags at 

the time of this writing were ‘motos’, ‘trabalho’, ‘familia’ and, unfortunately, ‘acidente’. 

Thanks to its dynamic nature, their folksonomy becomes not only a cognitive map of the 

group's issues, but also a regulator for determining the future course of publication. It 

represents  a  lexicon-based  model  of  their  subjective  views,  rather  than  a  merely 

descriptive  characterization  of  the  contents  they  publish.  Additionally,  folksonomies 

present  a  number  of  advantages:  they  allow  the  incorporation  of  minor  topics 

(Weinberger, 2008), which wouldn't have fit within the closed definition of collective 

channels and, quite importantly, they open up the possibility of searching for content 

using the tags as filters. 

Throughout the projects, we have been able to identify self-representation as the main 

recurring need of practically all of the involved groups. We have also realized that this 

self-representation  stands  for  a  desire  to  start  a  dialog  with  the  local  community. 

Participants want to show who they are, and they want to raise awareness about their 



condition and situation. In order to achieve this contact between the participating group 

and the local community, the megafone.net projects have always aimed to be present in 

all types of communication media: press, radio, TV and, of course, the Web. All sorts of 

printed materials, such as fliers or stickers have also accompanied the projects, and have 

been massively handed out. If the large number of visits to the megafone.net web page 

(currently at an average of 34,000 per month) can be taken as an indicator of the impact 

on  the  public,  then  we  can  say  that  the  labor  of  dissemination  has  been successful. 

Indicators of qualitative impact can be obtained from the feedback comments of the Web 

visitors, written in the projects' open text forums. While most of the messages they leave 

often express admiration and encourage the participants to keep up their work,  a few 

visitors have written insulting comments. If anything, this can also be seen as an indicator 

that the views of the megafone.net participants are also reaching their antagonists.

The megafone.net  initiative incorporates  many of the traits  of  digital  social  networks 

mentioned in the first part of this chapter. However, they are applied at an ultra-local 

level on small groups, and hybridized with face-to-face interaction. Unlike most large-

scale platforms found on the Net, megafone.net is aimed at people with specific shared 

issues and expressive needs. The contents they publish and their themes of conversation 

within the projects are naturally constrained by these goals.  Publication,  thus,  can be 

viewed  as  an  act  of  gathering  evidence  to  support  the  group's  common  topics. 

Folksonomies are fruitfully used to tag individual ‘slices of daily life’ while achieving 

thematic  convergence,  and  geographical  tools  help  participants  point  out  things  in  a 

spatially precise way. But perhaps the key difference of the megafone.net projects is that 

participants meet personally at regular intervals to socialize and discuss. It is precisely 



this type of interaction which allows people to build up trust and create strong links, 

much needed if a group wishes to go beyond being a ‘smart mob’ and engage in real 

social change. Needless to say, the scale of the groups is also crucial. Periodic face-to-

face meeting would simply be impossible to  do with large-scale networks of people, 

unless they are broken down into smaller groups. 

Many of the people who took part in the megafone.net projects had never used the World 

Wide Web or even a mobile phone before, yet most of them understood that we were 

offering them a way of reinterpreting technology so that it could serve their needs. Like 

everyone else, they are continuously being assaulted by the fierce marketing campaigns 

of  phone companies,  which  have been successful  in  dictating  standardized modes of 

communication, outside of which socialization is now unimaginable.  This new global 

culture  is  constrained  by  the  carefully  designed  modes  of  operation  of  devices  and 

networks. Yet with a little skill and imagination it can be circumventied. Don Facundo, 

one of the Mexican taxi drivers, once told Antoni Abad: ‘Look, I drive my taxi more than 

twelve hours a day. But this project has made me remember that imagination still exists’.  

Indeed,  finding  alternative  ways  of  using  the  technologies  that  have  pervaded  every 

corner of our lives can be liberating. 

After  more  than  one  year  of  constant  publication,  the  motoboys in  Sao  Paulo  were 

awarded the 2008 Orilaxé prize,25 which is presented every year to the most significant 

social  movements  and  artists  in  Brazil.  With  this  prize,  they  achieved  attention  and 

recognition within their community, and they now lead the way. It should be underlined 

that  their  project  is  still  alive thanks to  their  own efforts;  the  motoboys obtained the 

necessary funding to go on without the intervention or help of the megafone.net team. 



The handicapped people in Barcelona also succeeded in extending the project's limits by 

creating an association and maintaining all sorts of activities, which range from activism 

to the organization of creative arts workshops. 

Arts historian Alberto López Cuenca sees the true potential of megafone.net precisely in 

the ‘afterlife’ of some of its projects (Lopez Cuenca, 2007, p.69). For him, it becomes 

clear that ‘taking pictures and uploading them to the Net does not exhaust the reach of the 

projects, since they are not merely aiming at creating alternative representations of life, 

but also at generating life itself through the group's interaction with its environment’

Log out

The Internet and its many people-to-people networks are providing connected individuals 

with an abundance of weak social ties (Aguiton and Cardon, 2007). The blurring of the 

boundaries  between  'public'  and  'personal'  may  be  articulating  the  former  tensions 

between individualism and collective solidarity. Joining any cause on the planet is just a 

click  away;  making  ‘friends’  or  expressing  an  opinion  is  just  as  easy.  Weak  social 

involvement implies that individuals do not need to agree on ex-ante plans, or invest their 

efforts in building relations of trust or engaging in real debate. They just need to log in.  

This new trend, which represents a sort of effortless, uninvolved and listless democracy, 

may be enough to assemble a smart mob, which will disassemble just as easily. The self-

organization of the crowd may appear as intelligent behavior, but more often than not it is 

just the manifestation of the sheer, brute power of the masses. When there is a need for 

real social advocacy, or when delicate collective issues are at stake, the mere presence of 

a weakly involved critical mass is certainly not enough. We may start thinking then about 

post-digital social networks: small-scale groups of hyper-connected people appropriating 



communication  technologies  for  common  goals,  while  fostering  strong  links  for 

cooperation through face-to-face interaction. Post-digital networks articulate the global 

and the local, the digital and the physical domains. They seek to use technologies for 

digital networking in alternative, socially relevant ways.

It is crucial that policy makers understand that standardization and corporate interests 

should never be allowed to stop or inhibit innovation and creativity. A balance has to be 

struck between intellectual  property rights and corporate profits  on one side,  and the 

freedom to share, invent and adapt technology on the other. Open access and the free 

manipulation of digital contents and technologies, when legitimate, will very often result 

in  socially valuable innovation (Surman and Reilly,  2003).  The digital  divide can be 

reduced not just by affording access and encouraging the adoption of new technologies, 

but also by guaranteeing the existence of a sustainable environment in which creative, 

legitimate appropriation can be possible. 



Notes

1. http://www.megafone.net

2. These features loosely define the boundaries of the ‘Web 2.0’, a term coined by Tim 

O'Reilly in 2004, which I deliberately avoid using in this essay. The term refers to the 

network as a platform, in which software is delivered as a continuously updated service 

that gets richer as more people use it. While this portrayal of the current status of Web 

applications may be acceptably accurate, the ‘2.0’ versioning is misleading. The novelty 

suggested by the term, clearly aimed at potential investors after the dot-com boom, is not 

new at all: the technological components of ‘Web 2.0’ have been in place since the early 

days of the Web (Scholz, 2008).

3. http://www.twitter.com 

4. http://www.youtube.com

5. http://www.facebook.com

6. http://www.linkedin.com

7. http://www.flickr.com

8. http://flickr.com/groups/ghosttowns/



9. http://flickr.com/groups/accidentallyerotic/

10.  ‘Folksonomy’  is  a  neologism which  combines  the  words  ‘folk’  and  ‘taxonomy’, 

coined by Thomas Vander Wal in 2004 (Vander Wal, 2007).

11. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyberspace

12.  It  is  beyond  the  scope  of  this  chapter  to  discuss  about  censorship  on  the  Net. 

However,  it  is  important  to  acknowledge  that  some  States  construct  both  legal  and 

technological borders to regulate the flow of information on behalf of restrictive social, 

political or religious values. These are barriers which have to be built ‘artificially’, as an 

add-on over the Internet's free-flow architecture.

13. http://creativecommons.org/

14. http://www.savetheinternet.com

15. ‘Phone cracking’ is a good example of users circumventing what they consider to be 

unfair locks on technology. In the case of ‘phone cracking’, users unlock their phones' 

built-in limitations, which prevent them from using SIM cards from different network 

providers,  or  from  running  applications  without  the  previous  approval  of  the 

manufacturer. See for example: ‘iPhone 2.0 Unlocked, Runs All Apps’ by Jesus Diaz , 

2008. Available at: http://gizmodo.com/366751/iphone-20-unlocked-runs-all-apps



16. sitio*TAXI (2004), http://www.megafone.net/MEXICODF

17. canal*GITANO (2005), http://www.megafone.net/LLEIDA

18. canal*GITANO (2005), http://www.megafone.net/LEON

19. canal*INVISIBLE (2005), http://www.megafone.net/MADRID

20. canal*ACCESSIBLE (2006), http://www.megafone.net/BARCELONA

21. GENEVE*accessible (2008), http://www.megafone.net/GENEVE

22. canal*CENTRAL (2007), http://www.megafone.net/SANJOSE

23. canal*MOTOBOY (2007), http://www.megafone.net/SAOPAULO

24.  In  canal*MOTOBOY,  the  relevance  of  a  tag  is  proportional  to  the  number  of 

participants who have used it.

25. http://www.afroreggae.org.br/sec_orilaxe.php
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