
Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2017, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 59–66

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v5i3.1034

Article

Media Activism as Movement? Collective Identity Formation in the World
Forum of Free Media

Hilde C. Stephansen

Department of History, Sociology and Criminology, University of Westminster, London, W1B 2HW, UK;
E-Mail: h.stephansen@westminster.ac.uk

Submitted: 12 May 2017 | Accepted: 12 July 2017 | Published: 22 September 2017

Abstract
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tity, it analyses efforts by forum organisers to mobilise a very diverse range of actors—from alternative media activists to
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1. Introduction

Much attention has been paid recently to the relation-
ship between social movements and media, with re-
search focusing on the implications of new media tech-
nologies for movement formation and protest trajec-
tories. An important strand of this research has fo-
cused on the implications of new media technologies
for processes of collective identity formation. A key ar-
gument has been that such technologies—social me-
dia in particular—have led to a reconfiguration of col-
lective identity as conventionally understood within so-
cial movement studies (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013; Mi-
lan, 2015a, 2015b). Less attention has been paid to the
possibility of collective identity forming around media

and technology as subjects of political contention. How-
ever, given the ubiquity and importance of media in con-
temporary society, and the rising prominence of media
activism—understood here not just as activists’ use of
media to further other aims, but activism focused specif-
ically on media and technology issues—it is important
to examine processes of collective identity formation
among media activists, and ask whether such activism
might constitute a social movement in its own right. This
is what this article sets out to do through a case study
of the World Forum of Free Media (FMML, for the Por-
tuguese Fórum Mundial de Mídia Livre), a thematic fo-
rum linked to the World Social Forum (WSF) that gath-
ers civil society actors working on media and technol-
ogy issues. What forms of collective identity are emerg-
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ing among activists involved in the FMML, and to what
extent might it be considered an emergent ‘free media’
movement? Specifically, the article explores the tension
between, on the one hand, efforts to develop a plural
and inclusive definition of ‘free media’ that can enable
convergence among a broad range of media activists,
and, on the other, the need for a clear outwards-facing
collective identity to facilitate external mobilisation.

The article begins with a brief outline of literature
on the implications of newmedia technologies for collec-
tive identity formation, beforemoving on to discusswork
that has conceptualised media activism as an emergent
social movement, and outlining the understanding of col-
lective identity adopted in this study. This is followed by
an analysis of collective identity in the FMML, which con-
siders the implications of the plural and inclusive defini-
tion of ‘freemedia’ that organisers and participants have
developed. The findings presented here are based on
qualitative research conducted between 2008 and 2016,
which included participant observation at the FMML and
WSF in 2009, 2011 and 2013; online ethnography of the
2016 FMML; eleven in-depth interviews with FMML par-
ticipants conducted face-to-face and via Skype, in 2013
and 2016 respectively; and an analysis of theWorld Char-
ter of Free Media (World Forum of Free Media, 2015).
The analysis presented here draws on a larger research
project on media activism in the WSF (see Stephansen,
2013a, 2013b, 2016).

2. Movements, Media and Collective Identity

A key concept in social movement studies, collective
identity has been understood as central to the ‘emer-
gence, trajectories, and impacts’ of movements (Polletta
& Jasper, 2001, p. 281). In very basic terms, it may be de-
fined as a shared sense of ‘we-ness’ and collective agency
(Snow, 2001); however, there is no single consensual def-
inition (Flesher Fominaya, 2010). While some define col-
lective identity in terms of individuals’ ‘cognitive, moral
and emotional connection’ to a broader collective (Pol-
letta & Jasper, 2001, p. 285), others have emphasised its
interactive and shared character as a group’s definition
of its place within a wider social context (Melucci, 1995,
1996; Snow, 2001; Taylor & Whittier, 1992). Scholars in-
terested in the relationship between social movements
and media have explored the consequences of new com-
munications technologies for collective identity forma-
tion in contemporary movements. In its early days, the
internet was associated with networked forms of collec-
tive action based on ideals of openness, fluidity and the
co-existence of multiple identities (della Porta, 2005; Ju-
ris, 2008). While many celebrated the ability of this net-
worked politics to bring together a ‘movement of move-
ments’ against neoliberal globalisation, others expressed
concerns about the capacity of networks based on ‘thin’
ideological ties to support a coherent collective identity
(Bennett, 2004). Similar concerns have been mooted in
relation to the rise of web 2.0 technologies. Bennett and

Segerberg’s (2013) concept of ‘connective action’ high-
lights a shift, driven by the rise of social media, towards
more individualised and personalised forms of activism
that raise questions about the feasibility and necessity of
collective identity as traditionally defined. Similarly, Mi-
lan’s notion of ‘cloud protesting’ highlights how a politics
of visibility, in which subjective experience is central, has
‘partially replaced the politics of identity typical of social
movements’ (2015a, p. 887). Others, meanwhile, have
explored empirical instances of social media use to show
how collective identity is produced interactively through
activists’ communication practices (e.g. Kavada, 2015; Tr-
eré, 2015).

Less attention has been paid to the possibility of col-
lective identities forming around media and communi-
cation as issues in their own right. However, the grow-
ing ubiquity of media technologies, combined with in-
creasing awareness among activists of their significance
and of ‘media-related injustice’ (Milan, 2013), make it
important to pay attention the imaginaries that form
around such technologies (cf. Fotopoulou, 2017; Juris,
2008). Specifically, it is important to explore the poten-
tial for collective identity formation—and the emergence
of a social movement—around media-related issues. A
growing literature on mobilisations around media and
technology issues has used the language ofmovement to
describe such activism (e.g. Calabrese, 2004; Hackett &
Carroll, 2006; Milan, 2013; Padovani & Calabrese, 2014;
Stein, Kidd, & Rodríguez, 2009). Two studies (Hackett &
Carroll, 2006; Milan, 2013) are notable for their in-depth
examination of media activism from a social movement
studies perspective, and include discussions of collective
identity. Hackett and Carroll examine activism aimed at
democratising existing media systems in the US, Canada
and UK, and find that such activism is better understood
as a nexus—‘a point of articulation betweenmovements’
(2006, p. 199)—than itself a movement. They empha-
sise the social embeddedness of media activism within
multiple other struggles, and suggest that this undercuts
the basis for collective identity, as media activists tend
to identify first and foremost with other movements.
Milan, meanwhile, examines ‘emancipatory communica-
tion practices’—‘ways of social organizing seeking to cre-
ate alternatives to existing media and communication in-
frastructure’ (2013, p. 9)—and arrives at a similar con-
clusion: media activism does not (yet) exhibit the charac-
teristics of a fully-fledged social movement. She suggests
that part of the reason for this is the absence of a shared
collective identity among the diverse actors working on
media and communications issues.

In brief, the formation of a shared collective
identity—and by extension a social movement—around
media and technology issues is hampered by media ac-
tivism’s embeddedness in other social struggles and the
diversity of the actors involved. The diffuseness of the
media field and the ubiquity ofmedia technologiesmean
that media activists operate on multiple fronts. One
schism exists between activists focused on reforming ex-

Media and Communication, 2017, Volume 5, Issue 3, Pages 59–66 60



isting media systems and activists concerned with the
creation of alternatives. But there are also important dif-
ferences within each of these sectors. Milan finds con-
siderable differences between two groups of emancipa-
tory communication activists—community radio produc-
ers and radical tech activists—in terms of collective iden-
tity and ideological orientation. Hackett and Carroll iden-
tify several competing framings of the media’s demo-
cratic deficit amongmedia reform activists: a liberal ‘free
press, freedom of speech’ frame; a ‘media democrati-
sation’ frame that offers a more radical democratic vi-
sion of public communication; a ‘right to communicate’
frame grounded in human rights and development dis-
course; a ‘mental and cultural environment’ frame that
emphasises the damaging effects of media commercial-
ism; and a more radical ‘media justice’ frame, which po-
sitions media activism as part of broader social justice
struggles against capitalism, racism and patriarchy (2006,
pp. 78–79). All of this means that actors in the media
democracy field tend to operate in isolation from each
other, with only periodic and short-term collaborations
(Hackett & Carroll, 2006; Milan, 2013).

The formation of a social movement focused on me-
dia and technology issues seems to depend, then, on the
diverse range of actors who operate in this field being
brought together on a more permanent basis—and on
the ability of these actors to develop a shared collective
identity capable of bridging different frames and ideolog-
ical orientations. The FMML is an interesting test case in
this respect, because one of its aims has been precisely
to provide a forum in which a diverse range of media
activists can come together around a shared definition
of ‘free media’. In what follows, I explore collective iden-
tity formation in the FMML and some of the difficulties
this involves. In doing so, I draw on an understanding of
collective identity as both a process and a product, the
former focusing on the ‘shared meanings, experiences
and reciprocal emotional ties as experienced by move-
ment actors themselves through their interaction with
each other’ and the latter referring to ‘a perception of
shared attributes, goals and interests’ that is accessible to
movement insiders and outsiders alike (Flesher Fominaya,
2010, p. 397). My focus on the process aspect is guided
by Melucci’s definition of collective identity as ‘an inter-
active and shared definition produced by a number of in-
dividuals (or groups at a more complex level) concerning
the orientations of their action and the field of opportuni-
ties and constraints in which such action is to take place’
(1996, p. 70). This enables an understanding of collec-
tive identity as an ongoing internal process of knowledge
production, involving a diversity of actors, about a move-
ment’s aims and the broader context in which it oper-
ates. My analysis of the product dimension draws on the
framing perspective in social movement theory (e.g. Ben-
ford & Snow, 2000; Johnston & Noakes, 2005) to explore
how ‘freemedia’ are framed by the FMML. As ‘snapshots’
that evoke shared principles and goals, define opponents,
and outline strategies, frames are key to a movement’s

collective identity in the product sense. I draw here on
this dual process/product definition to explore tensions
arising from the plural and open-ended nature of inter-
nal processes of collective identity formation within the
FMML and the difficulties this poses for the creation of a
clearly defined outwards-facing collective identity.

3. The FMML

The FMML was first held in conjunction with the WSF
2009 in Belém, Brazil, having emerged out of a longer
history of media activism within the WSF. Since its in-
ception in 2001, the WSF has provided a space for me-
dia activists from around the world to come together, ex-
change knowledge and experiences, and produce alter-
native media coverage of the forum. At each WSF, ac-
tivists have set up dedicated spaces for alternativemedia.
Although their main purpose was initially to facilitate the
production of alternative media content, these spaces
also encouraged political debate, and activists soon be-
gan working to put media and communication issues on
the agenda of the WSF. Media and communication first
appeared as a thematic axis at the WSF 2003 (Milan,
2013, p. 36) and since then media activists have organ-
ised seminars and workshops at every WSF to discuss
issues ranging from censorship and repression to com-
munity media, internet governance and public service
broadcasting. The FMMLhas emergedout of this process.
Following the first FMML in 2009, activists organised a se-
ries of seminars at the WSF 2011 in Dakar, which culmi-
nated in an Assembly on the Right to Communication. A
second FMML was held in Rio de Janeiro in 2012, in con-
junction with the Rio +20 People’s Summit, followed by
the third and fourth FMML in 2013 and 2015, both held
in Tunis alongside the WSF. The fifth FMML was held in
August 2016 in Montreal, again as part of the WSF.

As it has travelled to different locations, the FMML
has brought together a range of organisations and groups
from different parts of the world, and enabled partici-
pants to begin building transnational networks based on
a sense of solidarity and shared struggle. For media ac-
tivists who have been involved in the WSF process since
its early days, the development of the FMML has been
accompanied by a shift in their sense of identity from
alternative media producers to participants in a move-
ment focused on media and communication. As Bia Bar-
bosa, who represents the Brazilian advocacy group In-
tervozes on the FMML’s international organising commit-
tee, explained:

Since the beginning of theWorld Social Forum…we ‘ve
been trying to show communication rights and free-
dom of expression as a subject…, not only as a way to
cover the WSF but as a thing itself….At the beginning
of theWSF in 2001 we couldn’t talk about a communi-
cationmovement.Wewere alternativemedia, people
that produced. Now we can talk about a movement.
(interview with author, 2013)
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This narrative and language of ‘movement’ is also
present in the documents of the FMML. The World Char-
ter of Free Media states: ‘Our network of activists…has
evolved into an organized movement for freedom of ex-
pression and the fight for another form of communica-
tion’ (World Forum of Free Media, 2015).

There is a certain performative quality to this
statement—declaring the existence of a movement ar-
guably also helps bring it into being. But such a claim
needs to be problematised rather than taken at face
value. While not the only defining feature of a social
movement, the concept of collective identity provides a
useful lens for exploring the extent to which it is possi-
ble to talk of a ‘free media’ movement. For Melucci and
others in the social constructivist tradition, the process
of collective identity formation is precisely what makes a
social movement. For scholars in the resource mobilisa-
tion tradition, a clear outwards-facing collective identity
is essential to a movement’s ability to mobilise. In what
follows, I explore these internal and external aspects of
collective identity, and the tension between them, in the
context of the FMML.

4. Collective Identity Formation in the FMML

Alongside face-to-face gatherings, which have enabled
FMML participants to begin to recognise each other as
part of a collective, the creation of documents express-
ing shared positions has been an important driver in the
development of collective identity. Each FMML has cul-
minated in an assembly that has issued a joint declara-
tion, and the World Charter of Free Media was adopted
in 2015, following a two-year process of consultation and
debate through online forums and face-to-facemeetings.
Negotiating and agreeing the Charter was conceived ex-
plicitly by organisers as a process of collective identity
formation. As Bia Barbosa suggested at the beginning of
the process:

I think this charter is going to help us because…it’s the
same as theWorld Social Forum charter. Do you agree
with that? Ok, so you can be with us. So I think this is
going to help us to define and identify ourselves. (in-
terview with author, 2013)

Modelling the FMML on the idea of the WSF as an
‘open space’ (Whitaker, 2008), accessible to anyone who
agrees with its basic principles of opposition to neolib-
eralism and all forms of discrimination, organisers have
sought to attract a broad range of organisations and
groups working on media and technology issues. The
Charter’s definition of ‘free media’ incorporates a strik-
ingly diverse range of actors:

We are communicators, activists, journalists, hackers,
community media associations and free media, social
movements and popular organizations. We are blog-
gers, audiovisual producers, free and open technol-

ogy developers, associations, networks, unions, jour-
nalism schools, research centres on information and
communication, and NGOs supporting access to in-
formation and communication. (World Forum of Free
Media, 2015)

In certain respects, this definition of ‘free media’ is one
that has emerged through the kind of interactive process
of collective identity formation described by Melucci.
It has depended on a process of mutual recognition
among forum participants involving knowledge produc-
tion about the shared characteristics, principles and aims
of ‘free media’. However, the development of this def-
inition has also involved a deliberate effort by organis-
ers to attract as wide a range of actors as possible. This
drive for inclusivity has been informed by a recognition
of the complexity of the contemporarymedia landscapes
and themultiple forms of domination that arise from the
growing power of states and corporations over commu-
nications media. As Erika Campelo, who until December
2016 represented the French NGO Ritimo on the FMML’s
international organising committee, explained: ‘There
are many fronts of struggle, many challenges. They can
only be resolved if within the FMML we have organisa-
tions that work on different fronts’ (interview with au-
thor, 2016, translated from Portuguese).

‘Free media’, then, has been adopted as an umbrella
term to incorporate the broad range of actors that are
in some way ‘acting on media’ (Kubitschko, 2017) today.
However, the use of this term has not been unproblem-
atic and there has been much discussion among organis-
ers about its appropriateness. As Campelo reflected:

Why ‘free media’? I think that there is already a ques-
tion of definition in one language, regardless of which
one. All the movements, we have our own particular-
ities, we are not all exactly in agreement with a single
definition….I think there are twoobstacles: there’s the
obstacle of diversity of organisations that are involved
in the process of free media, and the difficulty of lan-
guage. (interview with author, 2013, translated from
Portuguese)

Alongside the diversity of actors involved in the forum,
linguistic differences complicate matters further. While
‘free media’ (médias libres) has resonance in French
due to its connotations to the radios libres (free radio)
movement of the 1970s, it does not resonate equally
in all Francophone contexts. ‘Free media’ has little pur-
chase among Anglophone activists, who are more famil-
iar with terms like ‘alternative’ or ‘independent’ media,
and while mídia livre/medios libres are more common
in Portuguese and Spanish, they compete with similar
terms. Such linguistic differences add another layer of
complexity to a field of activism in which issues of termi-
nology are already contentious (Couldry, 2009), and illus-
trate some of the specific challenges involved in building
collective identity at a supranational scale.
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‘Free media’ is, in brief, an ambiguous term. In some
respects, this ambiguity is useful. An empty signifier,
‘free media’ can absorb multiple meanings and thus has
potential to generate identification among diverse ac-
tors. As one FMML participant, Mallory Knodel of the
Association for Progressive Communication, argued, the
ambiguity of the term ‘free media’ has been produc-
tive in the sense that it has facilitated conversations
among diverse actors and enabled participants to recog-
nise commonalities:

The definition gets stretched in interesting ways but
I don’t see a big pushback against that, people say-
ing this isn’t really free media, I think everybody kind
of sees the connections and the definition just grows
a bit to incorporate that analysis. (interview with au-
thor, 2016)

An inclusive and rather vague definition of ‘free me-
dia’, in other words, can facilitate conversation and
knowledge production among forum participants, help-
ing to generate chains of equivalence (Laclau & Mouffe,
2001) among diverse actors. According to several organ-
isers and participants, the FMML has enabled conver-
gences between previously separate domains of media
democracy activism, for example between policy advo-
cacy groups and alternative media activists. However,
while the vagueness of ‘freemedia’ has proved useful for
enabling FMML participants to find commonalities be-
tween their struggles—in other words, for facilitating an
internal process of collective identity formation—it has
been less helpful in terms of developing a clear collec-
tive identity (in the product sense) that is accessible to
outsiders. As Stéphane Couture, one of the local organ-
isers of the 2016 FMML and at the time a researcher at
McGill University, explained:

The people we meet they see commonalities, they
want to work together and continue discussing, but
the people we don’t meet they have difficulty under-
standing what is the goal of this….It’s difficult to find
a discourse that will be able to join different commu-
nities that are not in our circles. (interview with au-
thor, 2016)

For example, as Couture explained, many hackers and
radical tech activists who were invited to Montreal de-
clined the invitation, believing the forum to be a confer-
ence about alternative media. At the same time, the fo-
rum has, according to organisers, struggled to attract al-
ternative media producers, and most of the members of
the FMML’s international organising committee are ad-
vocacy and policy-oriented organisations.

This difficulty of ‘finding a discourse’ resonates
with Hackett and Carroll’s (2006) argument that media
democracy activism faces specific challenges in terms of
framing. In the context of the hegemony of free market
liberalism, where a commercial media system has been

naturalised, media and communication issues arguably
have low ‘issue salience’—even as media become ever
more ubiquitous (Hackett & Carroll, 2006). It is thus dif-
ficult to frame media-related injustice for a wider pub-
lic. And, as discussed above, for activists working at a
global scale, this lack of an effective frame throughwhich
to communicate with external publics is compounded by
cultural, political, historical and linguistic differences.

A closer analysis of the World Charter of Free Me-
dia reveals some of the difficulties involved in devel-
oping a clear frame, and by extension a clear and co-
herent outwards-facing identity, covering the multiple
issues and actors designated by the term ‘free media’.
The Charter can be read as a composite of the differ-
ent understandings of ‘free media’ that exist among fo-
rum participants—the product of a process aimed at
developing a relatively clear statement of shared prin-
ciples while remaining inclusive. The result is a docu-
ment that brings together several framings of ‘free me-
dia’, which can be traced to different historical and polit-
ical trajectories. The most prominent of these is a right
to communicate frame (cf. Hackett & Carroll, 2006): the
Charter references article 19 of the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights on freedom of expression, and
principle 1 reads ‘We affirm that freedom of expres-
sion for everyone, the right to information and com-
munication, and free access to knowledge are funda-
mental human rights’. Also prominent is a democracy
frame, which emphasises the fundamental importance
of free media for the proper functioning of democracy:
principle 2 affirms that ‘democratic information and
communication is a fundamental condition in exercising
democracy’. Included within this frame is also the no-
tion that media should support pluralism and serve the
general, public interest, as opposed to the narrow in-
terests of commercial or state actors. As Hackett and
Carroll (2006) also found, these are frames that circu-
late widely in the field of democratic media activism.
The right to communicate frame has figured prominently
in previous international mobilisations around media
and communications issues, such as the Communication
Rights in the Information Society campaign in the early
2000s and the New World Information and Communica-
tion Order debates in the 1970s and 1980s. Given the
composition of the FMML organising committee, which
strongly features policy-, development- and interna-
tional solidarity NGOs, the prominence of these frames is
not surprising.

Also present in the Charter, however, is what might
be referred to as a cultural diversity frame. The Charter
emphasises the importance of respecting the ‘cultures,
memories, histories and identities of the peoples of the
world’, stating that free media acknowledge the ‘diver-
sity of imaginations, identities and cultural expressions’
and highlight ‘other ways of living, other representations
of the world’. This emphasis on respect for diversity is
closely linked to a transformative communication frame,
which emphasises the pedagogical role that free media
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play in supporting intercultural dialogue, co-operation
and mutual understanding: ‘We practice new forms of
human communication that are intercultural, horizon-
tal, non-violent, open, decentralized, transparent, inclu-
sive and shared’. The presence of these frames is tes-
tament to the FMML’s close links to the WSF, within
which ideals of horizontality, intercultural dialogue and
respect for epistemic plurality have featured strongly. Fi-
nally, it is also possible to detect a social justice frame: a
paragraph in the Charter affirms that ‘our struggles are
an essential part of the fight for human rights and the
struggle against colonialism, occupation, patriarchy, sex-
ism, racism, neoliberalism and all forms of oppression
and fundamentalism’.

The presence of these different frames within the
Charter is a consequence of efforts to develop a compre-
hensive statement that is inclusive of the numerous per-
spectives on free media that circulate within the FMML.
While it may be true, as Bia Barbosa affirmed, that ‘we
were able to write a definition that everybody feels com-
fortable with’ (interview with author, 2016), the Char-
ter also reflects broader political differences within the
FMML. Although multiple frames are present within the
Charter, they do not occupy an equal position: the focus
on communication rights is more prominent than the so-
cial justice frame. While the embeddedness of media ac-
tivism within broader social justice struggles is acknowl-
edged in the passage quoted above, thismore radical lan-
guage of struggle against oppression does not feature
prominently in the rest of the Charter. Notable for its
absence is any reference to capitalism or anti-capitalist
struggles. While the Charter does discuss questions of
political economy, it does so primarily in terms of cultural
and linguistic commodification and homogenisation by
the mainstream media, and counterposes the ‘commer-
cial values’ of the mainstream media system to ‘general
interests and social values’. Beyond highlighting media
activism’s embeddedness in other struggles, the Charter
does not really develop an analysis of the media’s role in
sustaining structures of oppression.

The dominance of a rights frame and relative
marginalisation of a more radical social justice frame
may have implications in terms of mobilisation. An
outwards-facing collective identity focused on commu-
nication rights and democracy may be useful for mo-
bilising institutional actors such as NGOs working on
policy- and governance issues, and for some organisers
this is a key aim. At the same time, the forum’s difficul-
ties in attracting alternative media producers and radical
tech activists may be linked to the relative absence of a
more radical social justice discourse. A key challenge is
therefore to develop an outwards-facing collective iden-
tity that resonates with these constituencies. This, how-
ever, might run the risk of distancing more institution-
alised actors such as development- and policy-oriented
NGOs. As Stéphane Couture put it, ‘we have a lot of dis-
cussion about communication rights and freedom of ex-
pression and it would be good to be more political in

our discourse, but at the same time we might lose peo-
ple’ (interview with author, 2016). The dilemma that the
FMML faces in terms of whether to develop a clearer
and more political outwards-facing identity, which might
helpmobilise grassroots support among radicalmedia ac-
tivists, or to retain a more inclusive and moderate iden-
tity that arguably has wider appeal, is one that it shares
with other activist networks. As in the case of the WSF,
as well as more recent mobilisations like Occupy, open-
ness and inclusivity facilitates connections and knowl-
edge production among diverse actors, but the absence
of a clear outwards-facing collective identity raises ques-
tions about the effectiveness of such activist formations.

5. Discussion

This article has been informed by the underlying ques-
tion of whether the FMML can be considered an emer-
gent social movement focused on media and technol-
ogy issues. While it is possible to identify convergence
around a plural definition of ‘free media’ and agreement
about some core principles, it is unclear, given the diver-
sity of actors involved and the very different contexts in
which they operate, whether it is possible to construct a
movement with a strong collective identity and unified
strategy. Another question is whether this would be de-
sirable. It is difficult to envisage a global-scalemovement
in any area of activism, let alone ‘free media’, that would
not inevitably exclude certain actors and perspectives
due to the impossibility of constructing a single collec-
tive identity that would resonate equally in different geo-
graphical, cultural and political contexts. Media activists
in different parts of the world operate in very different
conditions and face very different challenges, and it is
important to acknowledge and respect these differences.
The openness of the ‘freemedia’ identity arguably allows
media activists in different contexts to adapt it to their lo-
cal realities while maintaining a sense of connectedness
to global struggles.

The question of whether ‘freemedia’ should become
a unified movement based on a clearly delineated col-
lective identity is further complicated by the embedded-
ness of media activism within broader social struggles
(cf. Hackett & Carroll, 2006). A challenge that is quite pe-
culiar to the field of media activism is that it does not
have an identity-based constituency or base in the same
way as other social movements do. Media activists are
rarely onlymedia activists—they often come froma back-
ground in othermovements and havemultiple identifica-
tions (Hackett & Carroll, 2006). Unsurprisingly, there is
therefore no clear consensus among FMML participants
on the question of ‘are we part of social movements or
are we ourselves a social movement?’ (Mallory Knodel,
interview with author, 2016). The two orientations are
not necessarilymutually exclusive, andmany activists op-
erate on both fronts without experiencing this as a con-
tradiction. However, there can be instances where princi-
ples associated with ‘free media’ come into conflict with
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other commitments. For example, asMallory Knodel sug-
gested, a commitment to non-corporate communication
tools may come into conflict with a commitment to ‘giv-
ing voice’ to marginalised groups who lack the technical
skills to use such tools (interview with author, 2016). At
the FMML in Montreal, there was a controversy about
whether the FMML, as a collective, should sign up to
the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) campaign
against the Israeli occupation of Palestine. A key ques-
tion here—which was not resolved in Montreal—was
whether the FMML’s stated opposition to colonialism
and occupation extended to support for the Palestinian
struggle. These brief examples underline how an analysis
of media and technology-related issues cannot be sep-
arated from an analysis of broader structures of dom-
ination. Questions such as that of whether to support
BDS cannot be resolved through an analysis ofmedia and
technology issues in isolation—it requires an analysis of
the intersections of media activism with other social jus-
tice struggles. An understanding of media activism as a
movement in its own right arguably risks losing sight of
these intersections.

6. Conclusion

This article has explored collective identity formation
within the FMML, considering the extent to which it can
be conceptualised as an emergent ‘free media’ move-
ment. Operating with an understanding of collective
identity as both process and product (Flesher Fominaya,
2010), it has found that the plural and inclusive defini-
tion of ‘free media’ developed by the FMML has been
useful for facilitating internal processes of collective iden-
tity formation but less effective when it comes to exter-
nal mobilisation. This is both due to the varying mean-
ings associated with ‘free media’ in different linguistic
and cultural contexts, and the co-existence of multiple
contending frames within the FMML. It is therefore un-
clear whether the FMML can develop into a global-scale
‘free media’ movement. However, given the diversity of
actors involved, the complexity of the issues they ad-
dress, and the embeddedness of media activism within
broader struggles, such a movement would not neces-
sarily be desirable. The FMML is still at an early stage
and at this conjuncture its most important function is ar-
guably to facilitate ongoing processes of collective iden-
tity formation among participants. This, importantly, in-
volves not simply processes by which individuals come
to identify with a broader collective, but complex pro-
cesses of knowledge production concerning shared aims,
principles and the broader social, economic and political
contexts in which ‘free media’ operate. This article has
identified a possible tensionwithin the FMML between a
right to communicate frame and amore radical social jus-
tice frame, and argued that while the former resonates
with policy- and advocacy NGOs, the relativemarginalisa-
tion of the lattermight be an obstacle tomobilising grass-
roots support among radical tech activists, alternative

media producers and social movement communicators.
Although it may not be desirable for the FMML to aban-
don one of these frames in favour of the other, a more
explicitly political analysis of the links between ‘free me-
dia’ and other social justice struggles would be helpful in
terms of establishing a clearer sense of shared principles.
Given the centrality of media technologies to the func-
tioning of contemporary capitalism (Dean, 2009) and the
media’s role in maintaining other structures of oppres-
sion, such an analysis is both urgent and important.
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