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Abstract: Since the 1990s, the understanding of how and where politics are made has changed
radically. Scholars such as Ulrich Beck and Maria Bakardjieva have discussed how political agency
is enacted outside of conventional party organizations, and political struggles increasingly focus on
single issues. Over the past two decades, this transformation of politics has become common
knowledge, not only in academic research but also in the general political discourse. Recently, the
proliferation of digital activism and the political use of social media are often understood to enforce
these tendencies. This article analyzes the Pirate Party in relation to these theories, relying on
almost 30 interviews with active Pirate Party members from different parts of the world. The Pirate
Party was initially formed in 2006, focusing on copyright, piracy, and digital privacy. Over the
years, it has developed into a more general democracy movement, with an interest in a wider range
of issues. This article analyzes how the party’s initial focus on information politics and social media
connects to a wider range of political issues and to other social movements, such as Arab Spring
protests and Occupy Wall Street. Finally, it discusses how this challenges the understanding of
information politics as a single issue agenda.
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1. Introduction

Throughout the 1990s, the conceptions of politics in the Western world changed in certain
ways. In the early part of the decade, the impact of the environmental movement, the growth of
identity politics, and the decline of the traditional political parties forced theorists to reconsider how
and where politics are made. Ulrich Beck used the term subpolitics (or sub(system)politics) to
describe how political struggles increasingly took place outside of the institutionalized political
system, focusing on issues previously excluded from the established political agendas: “The old
industrial consensus built into the social system is encountering new and different fundamental
convictions: ecological, feminist, and many others” ([1], p. 52). Beck described how the hegemony of
left-right politics and the parliamentary party system was challenged by new social movements
propagating political issues outside of the confines of party politics. This new kind of politics was
formed in alternative social movements, but it took place most notably in people’s everyday lives
and in the choices and acts they made as individuals, citizens, and consumers [1,2]. This pointed
towards a political landscape where parliamentary structures and established institutions were no
longer the primary site for political agency. A landscape emerged where the old ideologies and their
grand narratives gave way to subpolitical struggles undertaken in everyday life and in
heterogeneous social movements consisting of free individuals engaging temporarily through
different communicative networks [3].

More recently, the rise of digital activism and social media as a tool for political campaigning
has added new dimensions to the changing political landscape. The proliferation of digital
technologies and their impact on ordinary people’s everyday lives can be seen to confirm the
individualization of politics that began in the 1990s. Stefania Milan has conceptualized this as “cloud
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protesting”: a term she uses to describe “a type of social organizing for collective action with
individuals and their needs, preferences, bodies, and individualities at its core” ([4], p. 198). The
term refers to digital communication technologies that let individuals “tailor” their participation
according to their own private motifs and values, and to take part in fluid local and global
constellations without compromising their personal agendas. The cloud is described as being
“composed of blogs, social networking and microblogging platforms, and other tools such as digital
storytelling websites. Such imagined space is to be intended in the guise of a symbolic space between
technology devices and platforms” ([4], p. 200). These kinds of digitized protest movements are
increasingly becoming internationalized, or “transnationally framed” as Milan puts it ([5], p. 138).
The political potential of social media was particularly emphasized after the Arab Spring and the
rapid spread of different protest movements, from Syria, through Syntagma Square, to the
occupation of Wall Street. These were often understood and analyzed as parallel, and sometimes
interconnected, movements partly mobilized through social media campaigns [6,7].

Since the Arab Spring, the idea of the demise of the political party has, however, been
challenged by a wave of new political parties. As early as 2007 Andrew Chadwick noted that instead
of replacing the political parties, digital activism could actually revive them as new social
movements hybridized with political parties. Chadwick and Strommer-Galley have shown that
digital technologies may not only contribute to the formation of new parties but also challenge the
power concentration within established parties by empowering grass roots movement within those
organizations [8,9]. The more recent expansion of new political parties such as the Five Star
Movement in Italy, Podemos in Spain and the international Pirate Party seems to confirm this
conclusion.

Digital technology and new social media are sometimes seen as promoting single-issue politics
by making it easier to mobilize large numbers of protesters, nationally and internationally, over
particular issues. One such example, on which this article will focus more closely, is the protest
against the expansion of copyright and digital surveillance laws, which has given rise to a range of
different activist groups and, for the most part, temporary campaigns that together constitute
something that can be called a pirate movement [3,6,7,10-12]. This article will focus on the most
explicitly politicized part of that movement, the Pirate Party: a political actor that began in Sweden
in 2006 as a single-issue party focusing on filesharing and digital rights but quickly developed into
something much wider.

This article draws on a larger study involving a series of semi-structured interviews with Pirate
Party members in Sweden, the UK, Germany, the USA, and Australia, conducted between 2011 and
2013. The interviews in the USA were conducted between December 2011 and May 2012, with
follow-up interviews in May 2013. The European interviews were conducted between 2012 and
2013, and the Australian interviews were conducted in 2013. Among the 31 people interviewed for
the entire project, five were women. Most informants were between 20 and 40 years old. All
participants play important roles in their local Pirate Party community, but these roles differ
significantly due to the heterogeneity of the pirate parties. Although two of the interviewees were
members of the European parliament at the time of the interviews, the vast majority were amateurs
dedicating their spare time to party work. All the interviews were carried out in person, in most
cases individually, with the exception of three interviews with groups of two to three participants.
They were recorded, and all participants agreed to be quoted by name. The interviews were
semi-structured in that they broadly followed an interview guide based around four thematic
clusters: the participant’s individual motivations, the organization of the party, the ideology of the
party, and the national and international context of the party. The interviews also allowed for
individual variations within those themes. The material was analyzed following a qualitative,
inductive methodology.

The interviews give a number of different perspectives on the Pirate Party movement that I
have explored in previous articles, focusing on the Pirate Party’s relation to information technology
[6], cultural enlightenment [12], democracy [7,11], the crisis of capitalism [13] and on the conflicts
between parliamentary and extra-parliamentary principles for political organization [3]. Many of
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these issues and dilemmas connect to the Pirate Party’s development towards a wider democracy
movement. The purpose of this concluding article is to discuss that shift from being a single-issue to
a multiple-issue party and analyze how the Pirate Party’s initial preoccupation with filesharing
technologies and open-source philosophy has promoted a wider political agenda. It focuses
particularly on the pirate parties in the USA, Sweden and Germany but will eventually also consider
recent developments in Iceland. Although the Icelandic Pirate Party was not part of the empirical
study, it adds an important contrast to the other cases as it expanded swiftly in 2015 and 2016, while
most other pirate parties were shrinking. This persistence, along with the party’s capability to act on
different political and (inter)national arenas and address a wide range of dilemmas, highlights the
Pirate Party’s continuous relevance as an object of study and possibly also as a political actor.
Eventually the article will take the Pirate Party as an example to challenge the assumption that
digital activism and social media-based movements tend to have a single-issue focus.

2. Expanding the Pirate Agenda: From Information Politics to Democracy

The first Pirate Party was formed in Sweden in 2006 as a reaction against harsher copyright
laws and increased anti-terrorist surveillance. The party swiftly spread across Europe, North
America, and Australia. Before the end of 2006, several other national pirate parties were formed,
and an international coalition, Pirate Parties International, was initiated. In the EU elections of 2009,
the Swedish Pirate Party won two seats in the European parliament, and in 2011, the German Pirate
Party made major inroads in regional elections across the country [6,10,11]. However, in the
subsequent years the expansion slowed. The Swedish Pirate Party lost its two seats in the European
parliament in 2014 and received an all-time low number of votes in the national elections the same
year. The German Pirate Party suffered surprisingly poor results in the federal election of 2013, and
even though it won one seat in the European parliament in 2014, it had expected many more [14,15].
By the end of 2014, the Pirate Party movement seemed to be waning, but in late 2015 and early 2016,
polls indicated that the Pirate Party had become the largest party in Iceland. Despite being founded
as late as 2012, the Icelandic Pirate Party made a significant impact in the national election of 2013,
where it received five percent of the votes, giving it three seats in the parliament. That the party won
a staggering 35% of the support in several consecutive polls in 2015 and 2016 suggests that it might
still be too early to discard the Pirate Party [16,17].

Initially, the party’s agenda focused on legalizing filesharing and protecting privacy online. The
first wave of mobilization largely took place on online forums that attracted people interested in
filesharing and digital rights [3,6,7,10-12]. Contrary to the common conception that the Pirate Party
was merely a party of discontent, Erlingsson and Persson have shown that the early supporters were
predominantly attracted by the party’s consistent focus on digital rights issues [18]. The early Pirate
Party also strongly emphasized that it would stick solely to those core issues. The emerging Pirate
Party provides a good example of how the new (post)political landscape in general, and the rise of
social media in particular, promotes single issues as the basis for political mobilization. The
development of the party after its initial phase nevertheless challenges this assumption.

In the years following its success in the EU elections of 2009, the party’s initial focus on
copyright, privacy, and information politics gave way to a broader agenda. In a study of the official
programs of the pirate parties in the Czech Republic, Finland, France, Germany, and Sweden,
Johanna Jéésaari and Jockhum Hildén conclude that “the political agenda of European pirate parties
is much wider today than before, incorporating a broad cultural-modernization program that goes
beyond the confines of narrow technical policies” ([19], p. 884). Although they argue that the pirate
parties retained a focus on digital rights and privacy, they also claim that a wide range of different
issues entered their agenda between 2011 and the EU elections in 2014 [19]. This is confirmed in a
study by Bert Cammaerts, who argues that the German Pirate Party in particular has focused
increasingly on the “crisis of representative democracy” ([20], p. 23).

The interviews imply that such a tendency to move beyond information politics and address
the bigger problem of democracy has become a common denominator in most pirate parties (for
further discussions see [3,6,7,11-13]). The opening lines of the UK Pirate Party manifesto encapsulate
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the sentiment of many of the interviewees when it defines the protection of democracy (rather than
information politics) as the basis for the party’s existence:

Democracy is in crisis in the United Kingdom. Whether it is online or on the doorstep,
people are telling us that they feel alienated, ignored, that they have given up voting as
it changes nothing ([21], p. 2).

The idea that democracy is at a crisis point is essentially present in all the national pirate parties
[6,7]. This post-political assumption flows consistently from the party’s focus on copyright
legislation, which many of the interviewees see as largely corrupt given that the lawmaking process
is heavily influenced by corporate interests and their lobbyists. Chris Walsh from the Massachusetts
Pirate Party concludes that “there will be no fixing copyright until you fix the underlying problem
with the influence of money on politics” (Interview, Walsh, 8 December 2011). Lawrence
Lessig—well known for his critique of expansive copyright regimes—reaches the same conclusion in
his 2011 book Republic Lost, focusing on the state of American democracy. In Republic Lost, Lessig
describes how he was forced to shift his attention from copyright to wider democracy issues since all
constructive reforms were blocked by the major parties’ dependence on corporate funders. He goes
on to argue that this is not an isolated phenomenon, but rather a symptom of a structural corruption
entrenched in the entire political apparatus [6,22].

Although the focus on democracy may come naturally from the initial interest in information
politics, the attempts to widen the agenda are also the result of strategic processes that have taken
different shapes in different countries. The former head of the youth branch of the Swedish Pirate
Party, Gustav Nipe, compares the reforms in the German Pirate Party to the conflict between
fundamentalists and pragmatists in the German Green Party in the 1970s. According to Nipe, the
German Pirate Party went through a similar conflict in 2010 and 2011 when the fundamentalists,
here called the “Kernis”, wanted the party to focus exclusively on its core values, while the
pragmatists, the “Vollis”, argued for a wider agenda. Just as within the Green Party, the Vollis side
won (Interview, Nipe, November 1, 2012) [23,24]. In the German Pirate Party, the Vollis and Kernis
opposition has been described as a partially geographic opposition between the northern districts,
where the urge to widen the agenda was strong, and the southern districts, where many members
preferred to stick to the core issues. In an interview in the German magazine TAZ, Sebastian Nerz
from the Pirate Party in Baden-Wiirttemberg related this to cultural and ideological differences,
wherein the southern pirates tended to be somewhat more conservative [24].

The decision to widen the agenda appeared to pay off well, as the German Pirate Party, with its
new platform, made a significant impact on many regional elections in 2011. As Nerz implied when
he associated the Kernis with conservatism, the widening of the agenda tended to move the party
somewhat towards the left/progressive side, as it included issues such as basic income, free public
transport, and the legalization of light drugs. Unlike many Pirate Party members in other parts of
Europe who refuse to take a position on the left-right axis, Cornelia Otto from the Berlin Pirate Party
explicitly acknowledged that the Pirate Party was a left-wing party. She went on to describe how the
German Pirate Party had even developed a comprehensive agenda on economic policies to counter
the financial crisis that Europe suffered from at the time (Interview, Otto, 3 June 2013).

The Swedish Pirate Party went through a somewhat similar phase in 2011 and 2012 when the
party initiated a process to widen its political agenda, partly inspired by the successes in Germany.
In August 2011, a blog was launched where members could post and discuss suggestions on what
positions the party should take on a wide range of political issues. In March 2012, a committee of
active party members edited the propositions into a comprehensive party program, which was
approved by the members with almost total support [25]. Something resembling a transition from
Kernis to Vollis had occurred, but unlike in the German case it had taken place without any
immediate turmoil. Before the process was initiated, Sammy Nordstrom from the party’s national
board expressed a concern that such a widening of the agenda could disrupt the party (Interview,
Nordstrom, 21 September 2011). When the Swedish Pirate Party was formed, it also made a clear
pledge not to address any areas other than the original core issues of respect for privacy online,
freedom of information, and the critique of the expansion of intellectual property rights [6,10,11].
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Although the party backing down on this promise of a focused agenda could have caused
concern, the interviewees I spoke to during and shortly after the period of agenda revision described
the process as almost entirely uncontroversial. Both Nipe and Lindgren believed this was a
consequence of the failure in the 2010 national election, which made it clear to the members that the
agenda had to be changed to have a wider impact (Interview, Nipe, 1 November 2012; Interview,
Bjernemalm, 2 October 2012).

Nevertheless, in the following years, conflicts surfaced in the Swedish Pirate Party. In
December 2014, the party suffered a crisis of leadership when party leader Anna Troberg, deputy
leader Marit Deldén, and party secretary Henrik Brandén left due to internal conflicts over the
party’s position on gender and LGBT rights [26]. This exposed a more fundamental conflict within
the party, where the potential opposition between the Kernis and Vollis was acted out over the issue
of gender and sexuality. In the blog post announcing her resignation, Troberg urged the party to
continue to widen the agenda in spite of the silent opposition this had met within the party’s board:

During my time as party leader, the Pirate Party has gone from a narrow focus party
that puts technology at its core to a party that raises its gaze, thinks in broader
perspectives and puts the human being at its core. It is a development that has been
made possible by many brave pirates who have seen the potentials in the party’s core
principles and dared to apply them in a wider range of areas and made them relevant
for all different kinds of people. [...] Let’s give the party a chance to survive in the long
run as something more than a mere social club for white, heterosexual men with an
interest in technology [26] (my translation).

Although few members would object to embracing democracy, transparency, and participation
as fundamental values in the pirate agenda, conflicts arose when these were applied to more specific
and sometimes to more contested issues. The wider agenda covered a range of different areas, but it
was hardly a coincidence that the opposition focused on the role of gender and sexuality, where
some party members objected to making feminism and sexual politics a profile issue for the party
and felt that the party leaders were giving up the party profile in favor of mainstream political
correctness [26].

3. Netpresence and the Meaning of Social Media

Parallel to establishing a wider agenda, the Pirate Party also developed into an international
movement, largely formed through already-existing social media networks, where members
actively exchanged ideas and advice with party colleagues in other countries. However, many Pirate
Party members also saw themselves as part of a wider international solidarity movement [3]. The
expanding digital sphere not only promoted struggles for social change across the world, but also
created new interfaces between those struggles. Pirate Party activists consequently established
connections with a multitude of local and global social movements. While the relationship between
European and American pirate parties and North African protesters might seem far-fetched to
outsiders, many of the Pirate Party activists see themselves as part of an international heterogeneity
of protest movements.

In his pamphlet The Netpolitical Manifest, the Swedish activist and sociologist Christopher
Kullenberg discusses the emergence of a new mode of existence that he calls “Netpresence”
[“ndtvaro”: my translation]. Netpresence is characterized by the ways of relating to and
communicating with other people, locally and globally, that the Internet enables. This also gives rise
to “Netpolitics” —the struggles regarding how to relate to and regulate the Internet:

The internet today is threatened by several political processes that aim to limit and
block it. [...] Egyptian bloggers are arrested for criticizing regimes, countries like China
and France force internet users to install governmental spy software in their computers,
and in Sweden all traffic to and from abroad is copied and monitored by Forsvarets
Radioanstalt. While these state interventions mark contemporary regulation of the
internet, many big companies, such as Apple, Google, and Microsoft, aim to limit
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communication on the internet and tie it to their commercial services [...] They thus
stand in the way of the neutral movement of traffic that has been the prerequisite for the
development of the computer networks. [...] When the netpresence is forced to defend
itself, a netpolitics whose strength we have hitherto only seen at its first bleak stages,
arises ([27], p. 22, my translation).

Netpolitics is a defense of the autonomy of a digital infrastructure, which can, if it remains free
from control and restrictions imposed by commercial and authoritarian interests, form the basis for a
globally interconnected heterogeneity of cloud protesting [4,5]. It is significant that this is articulated
as an international struggle not only against Euro-American copyright expansionism, but also
against human rights violations in countries such as China and Egypt. That Kullenberg particularly
targets those regimes’ violation of free digital communication highlights how human rights are seen
as intertwined with increasingly globalized and digitized communicative technologies.

The relation to other social struggles is a reoccurring theme in the interviews with Pirate Party
members. Zacquary Adams Green from the New York Pirate Party sees the open-source philosophy
as the common denominator that connects the Pirate Party with the Arab Spring and a new
generation of social movements:

I would venture to say that Richard Stallman, who founded the free software
movement, is probably as responsible for the Arab Spring as any of the other major
players because their organizational structure came almost directly from what the
Open Source movement has been doing since the 1980s (Interview, Adams Green &
Brunner, 2 April 2012).

If Adams Green sees a parallel genealogy between the Open Source movement and the Arab
Spring, then Travis McCrea, active in the American and Canadian pirate parties and in Pirate Parties
International, goes even further, and claims that the pirate movement was essentially the origin of
the Arab Spring:

I see the Occupy movement as a thing that came from the Pirate Party. I think that we
created the Occupy movement. And maybe that’s bold of me to say but, again, Tunisia
was where everything started. And the Occupy movement came from the protests in
Egypt [...] which came from the protest that started in Libya [meaning Tunisia] and
Libya’s [meaning Tunisia’s] protest was started by a Pirate Party member, all the while
being encouraged by Pirate Parties International [...] and when the Egyptians did their
thing we were instrumental... (Interview, McCrea, 2 March 2012).

McCrea speaks particularly about the Pirate Party member and digital activist Slim Amamou,
who came to play an important role in the Tunisian revolution (which McCrea later mistakenly
refers to as Libya). He also refers more generally to how members of an international digital rights
movement supported the protesters by providing access to digital media channels. The Swedish
activist group Telecomix, for instance, helped the rebels in Syria and Egypt to evade the authorities’
attempts to shut down Internet communication [28]. This can be regarded as a direct intervention by
a European pirate movement, since Telecomix was formed by Kullenberg and a few others in
relation to The Pirate Bureau and The Pirate Bay [29]. Anonymous, in turn, collaborated with Slim
Amamou by launching a well-organized campaign against Tunisian government websites [30].

Andrew Norton discards McCrea’s statement as somewhat “grandiose”, but he agrees that
there is a connection between the pirate movement and the Arab Spring:

...the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement, and the pirate movement all stem from the
same thing... they all come from the same source, which is an increasing oppression and
lack of transparency; I think the old boys’ networks are being more and more blatant.
(Interview, Norton, 12 March 2012).

Even though Norton is skeptical towards the Occupy movement, he still sees the Pirate Party,
the Occupy movement, and the protesters in North Africa as different but parallel responses to
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obsolete power structures across the world, “from the political side, the activist side, and the armed
rebellion” (Interview, Norton, 12 March 2012).

Birgitta Jonsdottir from the Icelandic Pirate Party also sees the party’s impact as part of a wider
global realization that the old political institutions have become corrupted and inadequate to
represent contemporary political struggles: “It’s all a part of the transformative times we’re living in
[...] people are realizing their democracies are not what they are supposed to be [...] Young people
in particular find it unacceptable that they can only wield influence once every four years” [17].

Even if few of the interviewees go so far as to declare the Pirate Party the source of the Arab
Spring, many of them see it as part of a multitude of democratic movements. This sense of
international solidarity rests not only on the organizational and ideological levels, but also on a
personal level where new information technology enables individual relationships across the world.
As Jay Emerson points out: “The more we realize that we are not different, the more peaceful we can
be in the future, when our generation is coming up” (Interview, Emerson, 21 April 2012). Emerson
describes how he, during the revolution in Tunisia, closely followed the fate of Slim Amamou and
contacted the embassy when he was incarcerated by the regime. Emerson concludes: “A friend,
despite their location, is still a friend” (Interview, Emerson, 21 April 2012). Many of the interviewees
have similar international contacts, which corresponds with the common notion that social
movements today tend to be based more on personal relations than on collective ideologies and
identities. The importance of personal relations is particularly dominant in transnational movements
and the Twitter-based networks that formed within the Arab diaspora in relation to the Arab Spring
[31]. As such, these are typical examples of the “transnational framing” that Stefania Milan sees at
work among many groups of “radical techies”: “This transnational framing inspires a sort of
transnational imaginary —that is to say a common ‘mental picture’ of activism that works as a
homogenizing force, fostering mutual recognition” ([5], p. 138).

That “transnational imaginary” of pirates and other “radical techies” is threatened by
censorship imposed not only by what are essentially authoritarian governments, but also by
copyright regimes. Apart from prohibiting the sharing of culture in general, copyright is also,
according to Adams Green, a threat to the free dissemination of politically progressive ideas:

These ideas spread in unpredictable manners and show up in unpredictable ways,
which is why we are advocating a lack of intellectual property because it’s a barrier to
ideas spreading and changing and mutating and morphing, and when you allow them
to do that, wonderful things happen (Interview, Adams Green & Brunner, 2 April
2012).

The free development of information technology is thus a prerequisite for social and political
progress, which explains why the question of digital freedom is so central to the pirate ideology. In
an affectionate outburst, Jay Emerson describes a free Internet as a matter of immense importance:
“To let government regulate it [the Internet] —more censorship basically —is allowing them to take
away the future of humanity.” This emphatic statement tells of the central position that information
technology takes in the pirates” vision of a democratic society. Many of the interviewees express an
almost utopian idea that society is at a crossroads where new technology can give rise to a more
democratic and enlightened world characterized by global solidarity and the free sharing of
knowledge and culture, but that the attempts to privatize and censor the Internet threaten to undo
this brighter “future of humanity”.

The trust in information technologies tends to rely on an underlying assumption that the
unrestricted exchange of ideas creates harmony and consensus. Bert Cammaerts discusses this in
relation to the decision-making model Liquid Democracy: a digital voting platform mainly used by
the German Pirate Party where each member gets a vote on every decision but also has the right to
pass that vote on to any other member it considers more competent on that particular issue. This is
supposed to enhance direct democracy within the party but some argue that it may instead
concentrate power into the hands of the most active and initiated members [20]. Cammaerts
describes the belief that a perfect voting system creates consensus as a “Habermasian denial of the
inherently conflictual nature of the political”, expressed in the pirate parties’ tendency to assume
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that an astute decision-making process can overcome differences of interest and reach a common
position through collective reasoning ([20], p. 33).

The actual role of social media in the immediate street protests in North Africa can also been
questioned. Thomas Poell and Kaouthar Darmoni, for instance, argue that although Twitter was of
crucial importance for the Tunisian protesters’ communication with the international press and
Tunisian diasporas across the world, it only played a marginal role in the organization and
coordination of the protests on the ground. This does not diminish the importance of social media,
but as Poell and Darmoni ([31], p. 15) point out, there is a risk of reductionism if we let single
technologies become “fetishized and personified” and make them represent a far more complex
social context. In this case, one may also ask if supporters in Europe and America might give
Western technologies disproportional credit for the developments in North Africa and the Middle
East simply because it is through those technologies that these developments become most easily
accessible to outsiders. It is also ironic that proponents of a political movement that opposes the
appropriation of culture and knowledge can lay claim to an entire revolution. Associating the Arab
Spring with open-source philosophy runs the risk of reducing a diversity of social and political
struggles that have been taking place in North Africa and the Middle East for decades to mere
expressions of a philosophy developed by white men in Europe and North America in the 1980s and
1990s. Even though digital technology indeed provides new means for global communication and
solidarity, which the connections between European and American pirates and North African
protesters highlight, this cannot simply erase centuries of colonialism and the unequal distribution
of resources.

Just as the widened agenda turned out to be potentially problematic for many members,
connecting to other social movements can also be controversial for some pirate parties. Few within
the pirate parties in Europe or the USA would question their solidarity with people protesting
against oppressive regimes in Tunisia and other distant places, but the relation to activist groups
closer to home can be more sensitive. As I have shown elsewhere, the connection with movements
such as Anonymous and Occupy Wall Street has created much disruption within the American
Pirate Party, where this is seen as a radicalization that threatens the Pirate Party’s credibility as a
legitimate actor in a representative democracy [3]. The results of this study are partly contradictory:
on the one hand, both the holistic agenda and the wider global alliances might deter some members
who think that the party should stick to its core values. On the other hand, the extended agenda and
sphere of alliances seem to come naturally from a globally shared Pirate Party mentality that has
grown out of the party’s original focus on information technology. Although the idealization of
social media as a harmonizing force can be questioned, its fundamental political significance is
uncontestable. The final part of this article will discuss how this significance forms a precondition
for the Pirate Party’s development into a wider democracy movement.

4. The Wider Implications of Information Politics: Lessons from Iceland

That the future of humanity relies on the freedom of the Internet reflects an understanding of
the Internet as a fruly social media: that is, as a media that can connect and empower people across the
world regardless of geographical, political or cultural barriers, and without the intermediation and
regulation of corporations or governments. This is essentially an extension of the peer-to-peer
philosophy, but applied to political communication and not just entertainment, which gives it much
wider political implications and inherently shifts the focus from information politics to fundamental
democracy issues. Most new parties rely heavily on social media as a tool for political campaigning.
What characterizes the Pirate Party, however, is that social media is not only a political tool, but the
movement’'s main political cause. Social media in this case is not synonymous with certain digital
forums, such as Facebook or Twitter, or even with new and more technologically elaborate ways to
conduct mass communication in general. Social media means a realization of the Internet’s inherent
potential to serve as a global, decentered and unrestricted peer-to-peer network for political
communication. This is an inherently holistic and organic view on social media that is seen not as a
delineable media phenomenon that can be utilized for certain purposes but as a fundamental and
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ever-present dimension of contemporary society. This holistic perspective is part of a philosophy
and value system that the Pirate Party shares with a wide range of open-source and digital rights
movements that can be described with Milan’s term “radical techies” [5].

Both the widening of the Pirate Party agenda and its relation to movements such as Occupy
Wall Street and the Arab Spring protesters stem from a politicization of the infrastructure for
communication. In The Internet Galaxy, Manuel Castells discusses the emergence of a “culture of
internet”, which is in fact divided into several different cultures that Castells identifies as a
“techno-meritocratic culture”, a “hacker culture”, a culture of “virtual communitarians”, and an
“entrepreneurial culture” [32]. These cultures embrace different values and goals, but they all share
a particular respect for the freedom of the Internet and the open access to culture and information
that it provides.

The strong netpresence of many of the Pirate Party’s followers also promotes a certain political
sensibility and subjectivity as the pirates see themselves as actors in a global political network that
needs to be maintained and defended. This resembles what the anthropologist Christopher Kelty
calls a “recursive public”. Kelty uses the term to describe the hacker community as an
extraordinarily self-reflexive public sphere that is fundamentally concerned with protecting,
developing, and discussing its own norms and protocols for communication. This can be seen, for
instance, in the central position that open source and creative commons take in free and open-source
communities, not only as technological and legal methods but also as a set of norms that regulate the
circulation of information ([33], p. 298).

Kelty’s definition of the recursive public also corresponds with how Stefania Milan describes
the role of the network for the radical techies:

For radical techies the network is at the same time a metaphor for, and the concrete
structure of, their organization. Techies represent a paradigmatic model of network.
They create networks in cyberspace that allow other people and groups to create and
maintain their own social networks ([5], p. 152).

The free network becomes not only a model for their own organizational structure, but also a
communicative ideology stipulating that everyone across the world should enjoy that freedom of
communication. The radical techies’” willingness to create networks that can help other social
movements becomes particularly evident in the relationship between Western hacktivists and
protesters in North Africa and the Middle East. The way that Pirate Party activists see themselves as
engaged in the same struggle as the protestors in Tunisia or Egypt bears witness to how the concept
of digital rights can form the basis for a wider struggle for global solidarity and human rights, as
new technology enables a more far-reaching globalization of different protest movements.

The impact of the Icelandic Pirate Party is an example of the far-reaching implications that the
party’s commitment to social media and information politics can have. The rapid growth of the
Icelandic Pirate Party in late 2015 and 2016 has been explained as a reaction against the corruption of
both politics and corporate life in Iceland. This crisis of trust dates back to the 2008 bank crisis, when
the Icelandic banks bankrupted the country through the misuse of short-term credits and high-risk
investments [34]. The political establishment’s reluctance to interfere and the lack of critical voices in
the established media (indirectly largely owned by the banks) created what Birgitta Jonsdottir, one
of the Pirate Party’s members of the Icelandic parliament, has described regarding the crisis of 2008
as not only a financial collapse but a collapse of the political institutions that the Icelandic people
had put their trust in. Jonsdottir’s party colleague Asta Helgadottir argues that the Pirate Party
comes across as a new and less corrupt alternative for the voters, given that it was not formed until
2012 and thus was never compromised by the bank crisis [35].

The pirate movement in Iceland has, however, had a much more active role in the crisis than
Helgadottir acknowledges. Although the Icelandic Pirate Party was formed in 2012, it traces its
origins back to a movement of radical techies that helped uncover the dealings behind the bank
crisis. At an early stage Wikileaks formed a strong base in Iceland, and in August 2009 Wikileaks
released leaked documents revealing that Kaupthing had issued large and insecure loans to
companies owned by some of the bank’s largest shareholders. When a court order prohibited
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Icelandic news media from reporting on Kaupthing’ s corrupt affairs, state TV referred the viewers
to Wikileaks, making Wikileaks the main source of information for the Icelandic people [34]. At that
stage, Birgitta Jonsdottir acted as Wikileaks’ spokesperson in Iceland, which made her one of the few
who publicly spoke out against the corruption [36,37]. Consequently, Jonsdottir also lobbied
intensely for the so-called Icelandic Modern Media Initiative (IMMI): a new set of media laws
enhancing freedom of information and offering better protection for journalists and whistleblowers
that was passed by the Icelandic parliament in 2010 [38]. This reform in information politics thus
becomes a part of the democratic reconstitution of the Icelandic democracy after the crisis of 2008.

This is another example of how the pirate movement’s ethos of free information makes it active
in political struggles that go well beyond a narrow focus on information politics. What sets the
Icelandic Pirate Party apart from many other European counterparts is that its work with democracy
issues did not stop with ideological declarations and global networking, but actually had a direct
impact on national politics. This showed, in a very concrete way, that information politics is not a
single issue but can have direct and fundamental implications on how a society is run. Furthermore,
the Icelandic Pirate Party’s close relation to Wikileaks also indicates that a strong connection to an
international activist context may also strengthen the political agency and credibility on a national
level.

This study undermines the polarization between single-issue movements and democracy
movements. The Pirate Party example shows that although a movement might appear to have a
strong single-issue focus, even in the minds of its own members, few political issues can be singled
out and isolated from wider political struggles. The party’s shift from single-issue politics to a wider
agenda is thus merely apparent. The holistic agenda was there from the start—inherent in the P2P
philosophy —it just had to be fleshed out as the movement matured. Instead of seeing the early
Pirate Party as a single-issue party, it might be fruitful to speak of information politics as a focal
point to address larger political issues regarding fundamental political rights and responsibilities in
contemporary society.
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