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1

Introduction

Nowadays, it is already a truism to state that digital media are effective tools 
used by citizens, civil society organizations (CSOs) and social movements 
to protest, to demand, to push and (sometimes) achieve social and political 
change. No question, they are. This has been observed and registered time 
and again in a luminous series of academic contributions (some notable 
examples include Castells 2012; Cottle 2011; DeLuca. Lawson and Sun 
2012; Howard and Muzammil 2011; Tremayne 2014; Tufekci 2017). Exactly 
how these media have been taken up by civic actors in specific contexts has 
been studied and discussed in fascinating detail (Cammaerts, 2018; Gerbaudo 
2012; Treré 2019). This book goes one step further to ask a broader question: 
Has the use of digital media by civic actors improved (or depleted) the quality 
of democratic life understood as broad and effective citizen participation in 
public affairs and decision-making? At the same time as it places the inquiry 
into a more wholistic framework, the book also makes it concrete by focusing 
on two specific societies. In this way, it avoids both unwarranted generaliza-
tions and unhelpful parochialism. The examination and comparison of the 
developments in the two chosen countries allow us to detect the common 
patterns, those that may suggest not only the broader validity but also the dif-
ferences and the variations in the uses and effects of digital media in the civic 
realm. Establishing what is different and why points us to the role of diverse 
conditions that play the role of intervening factors and shape the effects of 
digital media use on democratic participation.

In a global perspective, communication media as resources for citizens’ 
organization and action are unevenly distributed, both nationally and inter-
nally within countries (Couldry et al. 2018). An examination of the con-
figuration of the media landscape is therefore important for identifying the 
possibilities that people have for taking advantage of that resource. Equally 
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2 Introduction

important are the ways in which citizens perceive of these landscapes, and 
especially whether or not they construe the media as useful tools for civic 
engagement with public and political affairs. Many of these perceptions are 
filtered through the historical conditions in specific geopolitical spaces, and 
even if contemporary technological developments seem to affect different 
countries in the same way, one can expect that perceptions will differ across 
national contexts, producing different civic responses.

The newer members of the European Union (EU) constitute an interesting 
case in point. They share a common historical experience of state socialism, 
authoritarian rule and painful transition to a free-market economy and demo-
cratic governance. Thus, some distinctive features and cultural responses to 
digital media common for such countries would be observed when they are 
compared to the rest of the world. At the same time, due to differences in 
political decisions and prevailing cultural attitudes, different representatives 
of the category of the new European democracies have taken variable paths 
with respect to the ways in which digital technologies are adopted by their 
citizens and applied to diverse fields of social life, especially, democratic 
participation and activism. It is therefore important to pose fundamental 
questions as follows: Do digital media contribute to a constructive retool-
ing of citizenship in these new European democracies? What does it take to 
mobilize the affordances of digital media in civic action under the conditions 
of a fledgling democratic system of governance, short history of sovereignty 
and unsteady trust in public institutions? To what degree are digital media 
perceived and employed as means for strengthening the role of civil society in 
these countries? Does a spontaneous grassroots civic activism seize the affor-
dances of these media to grow its scope and influence? Do digital media enter 
into new practices that bolster the role of existing CSOs in public debates 
and decision-making? Finally, do digital media become an enabling element 
of lively civic cultures that inspire citizens to pay attention, to care, to con-
nect and organize and to see themselves as part of an inclusive democratic 
polis? These are the questions we aim to address in this book. We will seek 
answers drawing on the findings of a recently completed research project on 
‘New Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society in the New EU Democracies,’ 
where the general idea was to analyse the variable implications of the entry of 
digital media into the civic cultures of countries with common experiences of 
communist rule, and yet countries that have had distinct transition trajectories 
in the post-communist period.

Empirically, we have focused our research on two new European democ-
racies: Estonia and Bulgaria. These countries were chosen because they 
present some shared historical legacies and yet distinct transition paths. 
Their geographies place them at the opposite ends of a common neigh-
bourhood. Estonia is a small country in the north-west of Europe with 
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a population of approximately 1.3 million, whereas Bulgaria could be 
described as a medium-sized country in the European south-east with a 
population of approximately 7 million. They have moved in the same direc-
tion and ended up under the same roof politically: they are both relatively 
recent members of the EU – Estonia joined in 2004 and Bulgaria in 2007 – 
seeking to live up to the democratic institutional and cultural standards of 
their Western counterparts.

At the same time, there are substantive economic differences between the 
two countries. Regarding economic performance, Estonia has a gross domes-
tic product per capita (purchasing power parity) substantively higher than 
Bulgaria ($29,500 versus $20,100 in 2016). This indicator places Bulgaria in 
the position of the poorest country in the EU with a third of the population 
(34 per cent) being ‘severely materially deprived’, according to Eurostat fig-
ures from 2016 (U.S. Agency for International Development [USAID] 2017, 
62). Estonia, on the other hand, stands close to EU members such as Greece 
and Portugal. The countries chose different strategies in their state-building 
processes after the fall of their communist regimes in the early 1990s. While 
Estonia made a clear break with the past, replacing all government officials 
and heads of important societal organizations, the former Communist Party 
(later renamed as the Bulgarian Socialist Party) held sway in Bulgarian 
politics and many former members of the communist nomenclatura took 
influential positions in the newly established democratic institutions as well 
as in the process of transition to a capitalist economy. Following a pattern 
established by the ruling former Communist Party in the early years after 
the switch to a pluralist democratic system of governance, the economic 
resources inherited from the state-owned enterprises were distributed through 
biased privatization according to party loyalty, no matter which political force 
formed a government. In cultural life as well as in the media industry, it was 
former authority figures and their ambitious protégés who continued to lead 
and shape the course of change the way they understood it and the way it 
benefited them the most. While the institutional form of Bulgarian media 
underwent transformations – from exclusively state-owned media organi-
zations to commercial and public service media – many key figures in the 
management and creative personnel kept their positions (Spahr 2013). This 
pattern of change is very similar to the pattern that Colin Sparks (1998) found 
in Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. In these countries, 
institutional arrangements transformed the broadcasting media from state-run 
operations to public service corporations. This, in turn, led to membership 
in the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) alongside older public service 
broadcasters such as the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), Sveriges 
Television (SVT) and Radiotelevisione Italiana. The management of these 
new corporations, however, stayed largely the same, with the same people 
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occupying the most powerful positions. So, institutional change did not go 
hand in hand with change of staff.

Significant differences between the two countries are also observed in the 
pace at which new digital media have spread. Since 2002, the Estonian gov-
ernment has had an Information Society Strategy in place linked to its ‘Strat-
egy for the Development of Civic Society in Estonia’. By contrast, despite 
some lip service to the idea of building an ‘information society’, Bulgarian 
authorities have not prioritized either sector. These differences in economic 
welfare and public policy make it possible to trace the influence of structural 
factors on the ways new media have been taken up by civil society actors.

In the following sections, we will briefly account for our theoretical 
approach to studying the role of digital media in civil society. We first offer 
a brief review of key ideas on the potential of digital media to enhance civic 
engagement. We then argue for the benefits of disaggregating and nuancing 
our understanding of these processes and for the value of a comparative per-
spective. Furthermore, we briefly account for our point of departure in several 
concepts that will be central to our analysis: civil society, media landscapes, 
civic culture and the civic imaginary. Finally, we provide a sketch of the 
chapters to follow.

CIVIL SOCIETY AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Since the early days of the Internet, theorists and researchers have invested 
hope in the potential of the Internet and new media to help overcome the 
perceived ‘democratic deficit’ (Coleman and Blumler 2009; Dahlgren 2009; 
Dijk and Hacker 2018) and invigorate citizens’ participation in democratic 
governance. Depending on the model of democracy informing their projec-
tions, various schools of thought have envisioned the democratizing potential 
of digital media differently (Dahlberg 2001; Street 1997). Proponents of 
liberal individualism spearheaded projects that aimed to realize direct democ-
racy via electronic means like online polls or referenda (Adonis and Mulgan 
1994). Communitarian thinkers were excited by the community-building 
affordances of the Internet (Etzioni 2003). The followers of Habermas’s 
notion of the public sphere construed the Internet as an inclusive forum for 
public deliberation (Jankowski and Van Selm 2000; Janssen and Kies 2005). 
Dahlberg and Siapera (2007) gave the Habermasian perspective a radical-
democratic slant by stressing that the Internet also spawned ‘counter publics’ 
outside mainstream public discourse.

Empirical research over the past fifteen to twenty years demonstrates 
that the relationship between digital media and democratic participation 
can assume any one of these forms, and yet there are no easy recipes and 
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guaranteed outcomes (Dahlgren 2009). The use of Internet-based media 
applications for entertainment and consumption far outweighs their use for 
civic or political participation (Dahlberg 2005). At the same time, numerous 
studies continue to probe into the civic and political potential of digital media, 
most recently with a focus on social media platforms, and thus expand the 
compendium of examples in which content and communication generated 
by citizens push governing bodies to shift their foci and open their agendas 
to civic-grassroots concerns (Bakardjieva et al. 2012; Bennett and Seger-
berg 2012; Castells 2009; 2012; Dahlgren 2009; Loader and Mercea 2012). 
Although incremental in its effects, the persistent presence of digital media 
in instances of civic mobilization across the world suggests that an important 
shift in the fabric and dynamics of civil society and civic culture is underway.

Civil society is a concept historically related to civic republicanism, which 
highlights active engagement of individual citizens in the affairs of the polis 
as a key asset in democratic self-governance (Isin and Turner 2002). A well-
functioning democracy is said to require a lively civil society in which citi-
zens actively and continuously participate in public affairs and the political 
process (Putnam 1993). Whereas Hegel regarded civil society as reliant on a 
vibrant business community, socialist and liberal authors typically differenti-
ate the concept from the market. Howard (2003) synthesizes some widely 
accepted views on civil society in a working definition, which we offer as an 
entry point with the intention to problematize and nuance our understanding 
of the concept later (chapter 1):

The community of citizens, who come together and associate within the public 
‘space’ that is distinct from the individual, family, and friendship networks, on 
the one hand, and the state and market, on the other. This space consists of inter-
mediary groups, organizations, and associations that are formally established, 
legally protected, autonomously run, and voluntarily joined by ordinary citizens. 
(Howard 2003, 34–35)

Based on this conceptualization, the orthodoxy in measurement of the 
strength of civil society in a particular unit of population has been to use the 
incidence of membership in voluntary organizations. Adopting this indicator, 
a range of studies conducted over the years following the establishment of 
pluralist democratic systems in the countries in Eastern and Central Europe 
has shown that their civil societies have been relatively weak (but see Howard 
2003; Ekiert and Kubik 2014, for a challenge to this view). Indeed, although 
the number of CSOs have grown exponentially following the change of 
political regimes, the membership of these organizations has remained sparse 
(Mačiukaitė-Žvinienė 2008; Rikmann and Keedus 2013) and have often 
been found to represent narrow civic ‘elites’, obscure, donor-driven, funded 
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by external sponsors and largely disconnected from the general population 
(Andreeva et al. 2005; Tancau 2007; Uhlin 2010). Even in Estonia, where 
the government has made concerted efforts to employ information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) to expand democratic engagement and 
participation, the effective involvement of citizens in formal CSOs has not 
grown substantively (Lauristin and Vihalemm 2009; Runnel, Pruulmann-
Vengerfeldt and Reinsalu 2009). Research has suggested that the civil society 
programme set out by dissidents and early leaders of transformations in com-
munist Central Europe has struggled to find receptive soil especially in the 
Balkan countries and the ex-Soviet republics (Kopecký 2003).

Notwithstanding the historical, economic and cultural circumstances that 
may have contributed to such a lag, some authors argue that the narrow con-
ception of civil society underlying many assessments creates a blind spot lead-
ing analysis to miss important dimensions of civic engagement (Malena and 
Heinrich 2007). The limitations of the civic republicanism perspective (Mouffe 
2005) thwart efforts to adequately grasp the evolution of civil society, especially 
in post-communist Eastern Europe (Kopecký 2003). New social movements – 
characterized by looser organization, fluid membership and episodic mobiliza-
tion (Melucci 1989) – escape the analytical lens. The slant towards civility 
inherent in the conservative understanding of the concept leaves contentious 
politics and militant and disruptive expressions of civic positions outside its 
scope (Uhlin 2010). Kopecký (2003) has maintained that even non-democratic 
movements belonging to ‘uncivil society’ should be viewed as important forms 
of citizens’ engagement in fledgling democracies.

Our working definition of civil society takes these considerations to heart 
and looks beyond the commonly evoked structural, normative and numerical 
characteristics to envision theoretically, and isolate empirically, a broader 
range of forms of civic association and agency. Such a perspective is particu-
larly pertinent in the context of rapidly changing technologies of communi-
cation and mediation practices that allow citizens to come together and act 
collectively in new ways. Looking at the intersection between civil society 
and digital media, we attempt to identify:

• the place of new communication media in the creation of civic connections 
and collective action repertoires in contexts where civil society has tradi-
tionally suffered difficulties (Jamal 2012);

• the new (mediatized) processes and mechanisms allowing broader and more 
inclusive participation of citizens and civic organizations in strategic advo-
cacy and contestation aimed at affecting government or corporate policy;

• the challenges and inequalities stemming from the fragmentation and some-
times polarization of the discourses of civil society actors associated with 
reliance on new media; and
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• the dynamics of representation and power inherent in the cultural forms in 
which civic positions are constructed and negotiated in the digital media 
and cross-media environment.

The strategy for performing this analysis is the ‘paired comparison’ (Tarrow 
2010). In the next section, we will discuss the benefits of this comparative 
approach.

THE BENEFITS OF COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

As James Beniger (1992, 35) has pointed out, all research in the social sci-
ences is at the bottom line comparative, and thus the comparative dimen-
sion of research is more a matter of exactly how comparisons are made (see 
Deutsch 1987). For this specific research, we have found it important to 
compare in order to identify the impact of different cultural-historic circum-
stances on the way in which citizens organize their actions and how they take 
advantage (or not) of digital, interactive and mobile media.

The advantage of comparative research is that it puts in sharp relief the 
differences between data garnered from different sources, and through the 
comparison, the specific qualities of each case stand out more clearly. In 
media studies, comparative methods are frequently used for distinguishing 
media systems (Blumler, McLeod and Rosengren 1992; Hallin and Mancini 
2004) or landscapes (Bolin 2003) or for comparing media use and audience 
behaviour (Livingstone 1998; Livingstone and Bovill 2001) across different 
national cultures. Some of this research has exclusively focused on ICTs (e.g. 
Katz et al. 2003), and some even more specifically on mobile phones (e.g. 
Baron 2010; Bolin 2010a; Castells et al. 2007; Campbell 2007). Against the 
background of large-scale comparative projects involving European coun-
tries, Sonia Livingstone has listed some of the main reasons for doing com-
parative research, where aims include:

improving understanding of one’s own country; improving understanding of 
other countries; testing a theory across diverse settings; examining transnational 
processes across different contexts; examining the local reception of imported 
cultural forms; building abstract universally applicable theory; challenging 
claims to universality; evaluating scope and value of certain phenomena; iden-
tifying marginalized cultural forms; improving international understanding; and 
learning from the policy initiatives of others. (Livingstone 2003, 479)

Comparative research, of course, has its critics. Arguments against comparative 
research are often grounded in the presupposition that social phenomena are not 
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comparable, as people, countries, cities, and the like, are never exactly the same, 
and therefore a comparison would equal comparing apples with oranges: ‘societies 
and cultures are fundamentally non-comparable and certainly cannot be evaluated 
against each other’, as youth researcher Lynne Chisholm (1995, 22) has argued. 
Arguably, however, this depends on what one aims to compare and for what reason. 
Quite rightly, one cannot evaluate social phenomena if one takes departure from a 
positivist ‘dependent/independent variable’ approach. However, most qualitative 
research is posited against such approaches, and if one starts from the assump-
tion that all phenomena actually are fundamentally different, then one does not 
expect everything to be the same, but that everything is inherently different. Such 
an approach will compare things in order to understand in which ways things are 
different, and on what occasions and in which circumstances – and perhaps also 
why – some things share similar, or even the same, features.

Most criticisms also focus on the futile project of comparing nation states. 
However, if one is not interested in nation states per se, but in the ways that, 
for example, people utilize resources for civic action in national (i.e. cultural) 
contexts, and the possible ways that they differ from one another, much of the 
arguments from the critics vanish.

Rather than comparing nations or states, we wish to make a comparison 
across different cultural contexts. Even if the principles for editing, printing 
and distributing newspapers are fairly similar across the world, there are 
vast differences when it comes to how content is organized, in what social 
and cultural context news is presented and the conditions under which it 
is consumed. Such comparisons across national contexts can in fact reveal 
specificities that one is blind to, if one exclusively looks at one’s own media 
landscape. We have taken our point of departure in a paired comparison, a 
concept originally developed by Louis Leon Thurstone (1927) at the Institute 
of Juvenile Research in the University of Chicago for the purpose of studying 
social values. It has later been proposed by political scientist Sidney Tarrow 
(2010), seemingly unaware of its prehistory. Both Thurstone and Tarrow 
use the concept in order to establish generalizable patterns (and in Tarrow’s 
case, also causal explanations). Our ambitions are more modest, with a goal 
to understand possible differences in the use of media for civic purposes, 
and how this can be related to historical, political, technological and the like 
context of the two countries.

THEORETICAL TOOLBOX

The Media Landscape as Environment for Civic Action

The concept of civil society is obviously the keystone of our theoretical 
framework. We discuss it at length throughout the book, and as already noted, 
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we question, revisit and repurpose many aspects of its definition and use. Our 
theoretical toolbox, however, contains other important notions gleaned from 
media and communication studies, sociology, philosophy and other litera-
tures. While in many discussions of the role of digital media in civic engage-
ment, organization and action the accent has been laid exclusively on the 
digital, we pay close attention to the broader field of mediated public, group 
and interpersonal communication with the help of the metaphor of the media 
landscape. This metaphor is used to describe the mediatized space in which 
people live and act. It indicates a phenomenological ‘world’ perspective, just 
as the metaphor of media environment. However, while the concept of media 
environment carries biologist connotations, the concept of landscape indi-
cates something constructed, formed by the hands of social actors. The land-
scape concept first appeared among painters and was thus initially related to 
representational practices (see Adams 1994). Thus, a landscape is something 
that is represented for us (Casey 2004), shaped by someone, for some pur-
pose. The Encyclopædia Britannica Online (2003) also refers to it as an area 
of activity, which adds a three-dimensional aspect to the metaphor. It is thus 
both something constructed for us by, for example, a landscapist, painting the 
colours and the contours of the world for us, and can also be a space shaped 
by the hands of a gardener, in which we can act. When social subjects act in 
a landscape, they also impact on it. The paths in a garden may not always be 
preferred by the inhabitants in the landscape, and people often make shortcuts 
over the lawn, producing new paths that were not originally envisioned by 
the gardener. In that sense, the movement of people will affect the landscape; 
it will change it in accordance with the way it is socially appropriated. The 
metaphor of landscape, in short, allows for thinking about the media in a way 
that transgresses the structure-agency dichotomy and makes it possible to 
see ongoing action as structured by frameworks produced in previous social 
action, by preceding others. It is important to remember, however, that these 
frameworks are not determined but privileged.

The landscape metaphor can be used as an analytical tool to study various 
kinds of landscapes: social, political, civic or media landscapes. If we apply 
the landscape metaphor to media landscapes, we can theorize these as involv-
ing three kinds of formative structures: those of technological frameworks 
and infrastructure, those of organizational relations and those of content and 
representations.

First, when it comes to the structures of the media technologies themselves, 
these make up a technological terrain in which individuals orient in their 
everyday lives. These are the structures of how the media are organized tech-
nologically. Such ‘media infrastructures’ are described by Lisa Parks as ‘the 
material sites and objects involved in local, national and/or global distribution 
of audiovisual signals and data [that] include phenomena such as broadcast 
transmitters, transoceanic cables, satellite earth stations, mobile telephone 
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towers, and internet data centers’ (Parks 2015, 356). They are the material 
structures of the media, distributed in space in the form of technological 
systems, sometimes visible for us in the form of telephone wires in the sky, 
which changed the character of the urban landscape dramatically around the 
end of the 1800s (Garnert 2005, 87ff.) or satellite dishes towards the end of 
the 1900s (Parks 2012).

However, some of these systems are not that visible. For example, we 
might observe the television (TV) aerials or satellite dishes on the roofs of our 
houses, but we have a harder time observing the waves in the air although we 
know that they are there, allowing our TV sets to work (and in the increasing 
wireless communication via personal and mobile laptops, tablets and mobile 
phones, the visible signs of connectivity gradually disappear). And although 
the satellite dishes are intended for receiving signals for our TV sets, they in 
themselves make up what Charlotte Brunsdon (1991) has termed ‘landscapes 
of taste’, which signal cultural and class belonging. Although not always 
visible to us, the technological landscapes have a material dimension that 
makes them differ a bit from the symbolic landscapes: their consequences are 
more determining in that technology and the organization of technology only 
allows for the actions it is designed for.

Second, technology is organized in public or private institutions. Irre-
spective of if we are thinking about the ‘old’ mass media landscapes or 
the ‘new’ landscapes of digital, mobile, personal and interactive media, 
technology is organized within the frameworks of often large-scale com-
mercial corporations or non-profit organizations (including public service 
media organizations). The relations between these media corporations and 
organizations will be part of the wider structures in which citizens act and 
participate in the public sphere. The ways in which the input and output 
of media organizations is orchestrated will have a bearing on the possibili-
ties and obstacles in acting, and hence also on civic culture. There is no 
doubt that digital and interactive media have provided citizens with tools 
of cultural and civic production, but this production is circumscribed by 
the organizational features that others have designed, for other purposes, 
and with other functions in mind.

Third, there are the media landscapes that result from representational 
practices, resulting in large webs of meaning – a symbolic landscape that 
citizens inhabit. Through the production of accounts, images and representa-
tions, a semiotic web is constructed, a map in which we can act as social, 
cultural and civic subjects but which also sets up limits, privileges certain 
kinds of actions before others and guides us in our everyday lives. Each 
account of the world, each such map, produces a surrounding sign structure 
and semiotic world.
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Symbolic or representational landscapes are no less real than material, 
geographical landscapes. They are indeed ideological – at the same time both 
descriptive and prescriptive – and both as constructs and as constructors of 
social reality: the ways in which things are represented will inevitably have 
consequences not only for how society is perceived in the present but also for 
how it will be in the future.

The capacity of the media to naturalize what they represent makes the 
landscapes they produce much harder to identify and therefore also to resist. 
We are not always aware of the impact of the symbolic landscape in the same 
obvious way as we are of more manifest, physical ones. Physical landscapes 
are structured with roads, cities, bridges and canals, which privilege certain 
types of movement and action before others. In a similar way, the symbolic 
landscapes of technology and content also structure action, by making some 
kinds of actions more probable than others. As will be explained in more detail 
in chapter 2, the way in which the media landscape is perceived will impact 
on the ways in which its inhabitants, that is the social subjects who spend their 
everyday lives there, make sense of it and hence act within its borders.

Social Imaginaries of Citizenship and Digital Media

The way in which the media landscape is imagined constitutes a component 
of the broader social imaginary. The concept of the social imaginary elegantly 
brings together media representations, culturally shared meanings, techno-
logical affordances and social practice.

An imaginary, following Charles Taylor is that which ‘enables, through 
making sense of, the practices of a society’ (2002, 91). It is ‘the ways in which 
people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how 
things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are nor-
mally met, and the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these 
expectations’ (Taylor 2002, 106).

For Taylor, a social imaginary is a form of social and moral order, which 
sets guidance, privileges behaviour and in the long run shapes the common 
practices of those who share the imaginary. The social imaginary is something 
broader and deeper than the intellectual schemes people have in their heads 
when they think about social reality in a ‘disengaged mode’. It is related to 
the understanding of one’s own place in society and to the activities one is 
prepared to undertake because he or she considers them legitimate, practi-
cally appropriate and normatively right. The social imaginary is not expressed 
in theoretical terms but in ‘images, stories and legends’. Unlike theory, it is 
not the intellectual precinct of a small number of people, but accessible to all. 
Social imaginaries are richly layered. They comprise the understanding of 
large-scale social arrangements, such as the democratic order, for example, as 
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well as concrete practice as right or wrong. Thus, we find social imaginaries 
at work in the way the people in a society think about citizenship, democracy 
and participation, and in the actions they consider possible and appropriate 
to undertake in their capacity as members of a social or political collective 
body. We refer to this background of assumptions that ‘enables, through mak-
ing sense of’ the civic practices of a society as the civic imaginary. In another 
layer of the social imaginary, we find taken-for-granted assumptions regard-
ing which practices are possible and appropriate, right and wrong to perform 
with the available communication technologies and media. With reference to 
digital media, we see this as the digital imaginary. For the project we pursue 
in this book, the area where the civic and the digital imaginaries intersect is 
particularly interesting. There, we hope to identify and observe dispositions 
and practices pertaining to democratic participation that are afforded and 
facilitated by digital media technologies. But immediately taking a step back, 
we ask: How do these practices affect the shapes of the overall media land-
scape and the dynamics of civil society?

Civic Culture, Space and Practice

Our efforts to map this area of intersecting civic and digital imaginaries and 
the respective practices they propel are aided by the concept of civic culture. 
This notion has deep historical roots in political philosophy (see Dahlgren 
2009) and has been evoked in modern political science by Almond and Verba 
(1963; 1980) who have sought to identify the cultural traits of enduring 
democracies. Almond and Verba’s innovation was to look beyond rational 
self-interest and choices made on that basis and to draw attention to affective 
and ethical structures such as attitudes, feelings and values held by social 
members as factors motivating and driving citizen’s involvement in the politi-
cal process. Drawing from Max Weber, Almond and Verba insisted on the 
significance of constructs such as ‘patriotism, community loyalty, religious 
values, and simple habit and tradition’ for explaining political structure and 
legitimacy (Almond and Verba 1980, 30). These cultural constructs, they 
argued, stemmed from a nation’s or group’s historical and life experience.

A strong parallel can be noticed between the concepts of the social imagi-
nary (especially as it pertains to the political and civic realm) and the version 
of civic culture conceptualized by Almond and Verba (1963). We will take 
this term on board, but with an important modification. Following Raymond 
Williams’ cultural materialism, our understanding of civic culture encom-
passes elements of the broader socio-economic and technological contexts 
in which citizens develop a sense of agency, form collectives and undertake 
action. We borrow a useful formulation of this materialist and constructivist 
view of civic culture from Dahlgren (2009) who claims that ‘civic culture 
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highlights those features of the socio-cultural world that serve as precondi-
tions for people’s actual participation in the political sphere and political soci-
ety. In short, these preconditions involve cultural attributes prevalent among 
citizens that can in various ways facilitate democratic life’ (2009, 105–106).

The attributes Dahlgren talks about are not limited to ideas (knowledge, 
values, identities) but also include material and actional resources such as 
institutions, spaces and practices that allow citizens to connect, deliberate and 
undertake politically relevant initiatives individually and collectively. Media, 
according to Dahlgren, are a central player in the formation and enactment of 
civic cultures. They ‘impact directly and routinely on the character of civic 
cultures via their form, content, specific logics and modes of use’ (2009, 105). 
Our uptake draws on Dahlgren’s model of civic culture, but in applying it to 
actual social experience, we also open it up for revision, and most importantly 
for variation. Thus, we approach our research field with an open mind, ready 
to observe not one unified but numerous civic cultures and subcultures, espe-
cially given our comparatist impetus.

Undoubtedly, civic culture has a decisive bearing on the shape and dynam-
ics of civil society. Civil society, it can be argued, is at once the embodiment 
of civic culture and the crucible for its development and growth. Why do we 
need both terms, one might ask, if there is such a substantive overlap between 
them? While civic culture refers to a web of ideal and material preconditions 
for democratic participation, civil society signifies an array of agentic and, 
importantly, collective entities. It comprises people and their organizations. 
Even if its contours are relatively flexible compared to formal administrative 
institutions, it competes with these institutions in its potential to effect change 
in social and political conditions.

In the chapters that follow, we employ these theoretical concepts to delve into 
and better understand a number of empirical phenomena constituting democratic 
participation such as activism, protest, collective mobilization and action, social 
movements and crucially the connections between these phenomena and media 
use. We pursue this understanding with our feet firmly planted in concrete social 
settings and with our eyes focused on the features of these settings or contexts. 
Our comparative approach allows us to capture the mutual shaping between con-
textual characteristics of socio-economic and political nature, imaginaries, civic 
cultures, civil society, media landscapes and how this complex nexus of overlap-
ping and interacting entities fosters or frustrates democratic life.

A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

Our project has adopted a mixed-methods approach (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie 
and Turner 2007) that has aimed both to map the media landscapes in the 
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respective countries, the patterns of media access and use, and to understand 
the motivations and justifications accounting for the choices and actions that 
bring them into existence. We have used quantitative survey data to explore 
both patterns of use and attitudes towards media and political and civil societ-
ies. We have also used qualitative interview material in order to understand 
the motivations and justifications behind informants’ practices and actions in 
civil society.

Mixed-methods approaches mean mixing approaches developed in para-
digmatically different contexts and are fit to respond to different types of 
epistemological problems. However, with Pierre Bourdieu, we argue that we 
need to objectify the social structures that are ‘independent of the conscious-
ness and will of agents, which are capable of guiding and constraining their 
practices or their representations’ (Bourdieu 1989, 14), in order to then seek 
to understand the practices from within the agents’ own perspective. This 
also means transgressing the objectivist/subjectivist perspective usually seen 
as emblematic for the quantitative/qualitative paradigms. Our constructivist 
approach is also turned towards science itself, acknowledging that the con-
structs produced in empirical mapping are also produced by the researcher 
in an objectifying manner, constructing the object in the form of a structure:

The objective structures that the sociologist constructs, in the objectivist 
moment, by setting aside the subjective representations of the agents, form 
the basis for these representations and constitute the structural constraints that 
bear upon interactions; but, on the other hand, these representations must also 
be taken into consideration particularly if one wants to account for the daily 
struggles, individual and collective, which purport to transform or to preserve 
these structures. This means that the two moments, the objectivist and the sub-
jectivist, stand in a dialectical relationship . . . and that, for instance, even if the 
subjectivist moment seems very close, when taken separately, to interactionist or 
ethnomethodological analyses, it still differs radically from them: points of view 
are grasped as such and related to the positions they occupy in the structure of 
agents under consideration. (Bourdieu 1989, 15)

This means that although we acknowledge that there exist structures inde-
pendent of social actors, we reject naïve empiricism, or objectivism to the 
benefit of a more dynamic analytical model, based in a social-constructivist 
approach. In line with this epistemological position, we have conducted a 
nationally representative survey with random population samples from Bul-
garia and Estonia on media access and use, with a specific focus on questions 
related to civic uses of media, and attitudes to CSOs and societal institutions 
more broadly. We have also conducted interviews with civil society activists, 
mainly people who are engaged in CSOs or related to questions concerning 
CSOs. The sampling procedures and details around both the quantitative and 
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the qualitative empirical data and fieldwork are described in more detail in 
the appendices.

CHAPTER OUTLINE

The analytical approach briefly outlined earlier will be further expanded 
and elaborated in each of the chapters of this book. While every chapter is 
anchored in one or more of the theoretical concepts introduced so far, it fur-
ther develops and employs an original theoretical vocabulary through which 
it interprets a specific subset of the empirical results. Chapter 1 undertakes an 
excursion into the intellectual history of the concept of civil society and high-
lights the specific meaning and symbolic value of this concept that emerged 
from the works of the dissidents who opposed the communist regimes in 
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). The chapter goes on to revisit the chal-
lenges faced by burgeoning civil societies in post-communist countries, the 
general weakness of civic engagement registered by researchers in the late 
1990s and the controversial process of the so-called NGO-ization of civil 
society (Lang 2012) in the following decades. The question concerning digi-
tal media and their role in the evolution of the practices and organizations of 
civil society in the two countries in recent times is raised with a view to the 
numerous examples of effective digital mediation of citizens’ mobilizations 
across the world as well as with regard to the new opportunities these media 
offer to connect and engage the civic grassroots in the public life of the new 
democracies.

In chapter 2, we lay out the conceptual framework for an analysis of the 
relations between communication media and the activities of civil society in 
the two post-authoritarian societies that constitute the main object of our study. 
We outline and define the central terms used to discuss the media landscapes 
of geopolitical spaces. We then apply this terminology to outline the media 
landscapes of Estonia and Bulgaria as they have formed historically. We give 
special attention to Internet penetration and use against the background of 
the economic and political developments in the two countries focusing on 
infrastructures (technology, economy, policy), culture (history, use practices, 
everyday life) and the digital imaginary (perceptions, expectations).

The focus of chapter 3 is the digital imaginary. Drawing on the represen-
tative surveys conducted in Estonia and Bulgaria, it discusses the ways the 
citizens of the two countries construe and employ digital media and com-
pares the choices and practices characteristic of various age groups within 
each population. The main axis around which the discussion revolves is 
that of private use practices aimed at sociability and entertainment versus 
practices involving engagement with public and political issues. The chapter 
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documents the manifestation of these varied digital imaginaries in the two 
countries. It demonstrates that participation in the digital media environment 
does not necessarily correspond to civic participation and enhanced citizen-
ship. Depending on how the meaning of digital communication technologies 
is framed in the social imaginary, their uptake at the hands of users can take 
markedly different paths.

 Chapter 4 sets itself the task to break down the dichotomy between activ-
ists and unengaged citizens. Its objective is to show that many intermediate 
levels of civic engagement exist between these polar points, not least because 
of the new possibilities to engage via digital media. Based on the survey data 
from the two countries, the chapter constructs a typology of engagement tak-
ing as a differentiating criterion the presence and frequency of performative 
acts of citizenship both online and off. It goes on to present the demographic, 
social and media-use profiles of the resultant categories of active citizens in 
Estonia and Bulgaria and in the process sketches the summative portraits of 
the diverse civic cultures and subcultures they represent. The analysis uncov-
ers prominent clusters of characteristics that distinguish these categories of 
people in terms of age, education, media use practices and attitudes concern-
ing public bodies and civic organizations. Complex textures of relationships 
and rifts emerge within and between the citizens of the two nations being 
compared. These findings help tackle the question of what contributes to the 
strength, or alternatively, the weakness, of civil society in a deeper and more 
nuanced way.

Chapter 5 zooms in on the integration of digital media into the actual 
performance of activism. Through thematic analysis of in-depth interviews, 
it offers an account of the new approaches to building up broader citizen 
participation that activists have evolved drawing on the affordances of digital 
media. It reveals how painstakingly appropriating and creatively applying 
the functionalities of an ensemble of polymedia (Madianou and Miller 2012) 
NGOs that have been seen as elite and cut off from the civic grassroots have 
managed to create supportive publics. Thanks to the ongoing engagement 
of these publics and on the dense networks of collaboration with partner 
organizations, once again sustained and kept alive via digital communication 
flows, these NGOs have broadened their social embeddeness and increased 
their clout vis-à-vis public institutions. The interviews with acitivists of self-
organizing civic groups, for their part, demonstrate the significance of digital 
media for the construction of self-identity and collective action frames that 
bring the groups together, allow them to mobilize and, often, to succeed in 
their pursuits.

Chapter 6 turns to the ‘transactions’ (Petrova and Tarrow 2007) of civil 
society actors with powerholders – public institutions such as national and 
local government agencies, among which we include another key institution 
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of the liberal-democratic system, namely, the mainstream media. Here, we 
find striking dissimilarities between the experiences of Estonian and Bulgar-
ian activists that take our reflections back to the comparison of the larger 
structural landscapes of the two societies. Whereas in the work of activists 
across the two countries we observed very similar discoveries, practices and 
results concerning the building of followship, supportive publics and inter-
organizational cooperation via digital media, activists’ experiences of trans-
actions with public institutions and with the mass media pointed in opposite 
directions breeding confidence in one case and disappointment and frustra-
tion in the other. These disparate results starkly demonstrate the limits of 
digital mediation and the fundamental role of government policies, legislative 
frameworks and journalistic ethics in the facilitation of civil society growth 
and flourishing.

Chapter 7 shifts the focus from the usual characters taking centre stage in 
studies of civil society – liberal NGOs and advocacy groups – to the activism 
of organizations that can be defined as ‘uncivil’ (Kopecký and Mudde 2003b) 
or ‘illiberal’ (Zakaria 1997). It explores the trajectory of nationalism and 
populism in post-1990 Bulgaria and Estonia including their manifestations 
in traditional media before moving on to analyse anti-refugee campaigners’ 
use of YouTube from May 2015 to April 2016. The central question driving 
the inquiry is: How do ‘uncivil society’ groups utilize media affordances and 
what is the significance of the ongoing shift from traditional to digital, social 
media for the spread of illiberal ideologies?

The concluding chapter pulls together the different conceptual frames and 
the themes derived from the analyses of the empirical material and reflects 
on what we have learned about the ways in which digital retooling trans-
forms the social imaginaries and the civic cultures of the two new European 
democracies. We assess the extent to which these developments are shaped 
by the specific context of each country. We offer a balanced view on the con-
sequences of digital mediation for the growth of civil society in Estonia and 
Bulgaria. These consequences cannot be characterized by a single vector and 
a predictable end point but rather by the constitution of a new front on which 
the fight for liberalism and participatory democracy has to be fought.
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The concept of civil society has demonstrated at least one of the habits of a 
Jedi knight – to periodically fade away and then come back when the going 
gets tough. A plethora of luminaries of social and political science concur 
that the classical notion of ‘civil society’ came back from the dust of his-
tory to undergo a period of revival and rejuvenation in the context of the 
anti- communist upheavals in CEE in the late 1970s and ultimately in the late 
1980s. Collective action and social theory focused on the concept of civil 
society ran hand in hand, the former embracing it as a ‘shining emblem’ 
(Gellner 1994, 1) and a ‘battle cry’ (Kumar 2000, 176) and the latter revisit-
ing and redefining its meaning. In the years following the gripping drama of 
the overthrow of the communist regimes of the Soviet bloc, the construction 
of a civil society over the allegedly barren social terrain left behind by the 
totalitarian single-party political systems became a stated goal of the new col-
lective actors that took on the task of democratization. Numerous approaches 
to this task proliferated along with an intense theoretical debate over the intri-
cacies of the concept and its usefulness. As a result, the accumulated literature 
is vast – from programmatic documents of the Polish Solidarnost movement, 
through Charter 77 penned by Czech dissident intellectuals, to the volumi-
nous treatises by social theorists such as Cohen and Arato (1994), Gellner 
(1994), Kumar (1993; 2000), Alexander (2006), Keane (1985; 2001), to name 
just a few, and later, a staggering number of works by political scientists and 
research centres seeking to operationalize the concept and match it to a ‘real-
ity’ that lends itself to objective registration, measurement and engineering.

Amidst the definitional clamour, Kumar has insisted that ‘it is not simply 
the meaning but the social conditions of [the concept’s] establishment and 
development that need to be understood historically’ (2000, 176). Indeed, 
the classical idea of civil society was conceived in the eighteenth century 
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at a time when a burgeoning market economy and an urban entrepreneurial 
class was looking for ways to emancipate itself economically and politically 
 vis-à-vis an absolutist state power. At that time, the market represented an 
inherent dimension of what was understood by civil society. In the late nine-
teenth and through most of the twentieth century, on the other hand, Cohen 
and Arato maintain, following Polanyi (1957), this thinking was reversed: 
‘Now, elites representing the logic and goals of the modern state were suc-
cessfully claiming to express the interests of a heterogeneous set of social 
groups and tendencies resisting and challenging the destructive trends of 
capitalist market society’ (Cohen and Arato 1994, 29).

Yet another reversal took place in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries when East Europeans launched their revolts under the banner ‘citi-
zens against the state’ (Keane 1985). Less than a decade later, a growing tide 
of dissatisfaction with political elites at the head of the state colluding with 
corporate interests started rising in Western industrialized countries. Citizens 
there felt deep disappointment with the political system that some analysts 
had labelled ‘post-democracy’ (Crouch 2000), a sentiment that manifested 
itself in two distinct trends – massive apathy and withdrawal from the demo-
cratic process, on the one hand, and extra-institutional (Bennett 2008), or as 
some have called it ‘extra-parliamentary’ (Ekman and Amnå 2012) activism, 
on the other. Ulrich Beck (1997) captured these developments in his concept 
of ‘subpolitics’. Subpolitics, in his view, represents a new mode of operation 
of the political, in which agents coming from outside the officially recognized 
political and corporate system appear on the stage of social design, including 
different professional groups and organizations, citizens’ issue-centred initia-
tives and social movements and, finally, individuals (see Beck 1997, 103). 
This vision introduces not only political actors organized around institutional 
and essential identities but also collective agents of less comprehensive and 
permanent common characteristics and concerns as effective actors on the 
political stage.

Recent years have seen this tendency taking different forms, further exac-
erbated and spread on a global scale across various political and economic 
systems. The ‘movement of the squares’ (Gerbaudo 2012) that swept both 
autocratic Middle Eastern regimes and Western societies where neoliberal 
policies had been pushed to the extreme featured collective actors that 
stemmed from different social locations, all of which clearly distinct from 
the realms of the state and the market. From neighbourhood groups to tightly 
organized religious and militant sects, and everything in-between, non-statist 
and non-market society was showing its political edge. Although many of 
these events defied the idea of civility, and to some extent exactly for this 
reason, we argue, along with others (see Jacobsson and Koroczuk 2017) that 
the moment is ripe again to revisit and reconsider the concept of civil society.
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Why talk about civil society in Eastern Europe now? Hasn’t that con-
cept already fulfilled the historical role that has been so painstakingly 
analysed in the literatures cited so far? The emergence out of an authoritar-
ian rule then, in the late 1980s, and the determination to follow the quest 
for ‘real democracy’ now – a democracy marked by substantive and deep 
participation of citizens as opposed to formal rule-following scripted by a 
bureaucracy – both require an imaginary that designates a space, an identity 
and a system of social relationships pointing beyond the state and formal 
institutional mechanisms. The quest for emancipation from the increasingly 
totalizing power of international corporations that penetrates and captures 
democratic institutions necessitates a territory and a set of norms that pro-
tect individual freedom and initiative while resisting their reduction and 
takeover by the market system. The series of transitional shocks in combi-
nation with more recent economic crises have led many East Europeans to 
relinquish their dreams of ‘real’ democratic systems guaranteed by a free 
market economy and formal procedures. The reactions following this rough 
awakening have run in several distinct directions – a fallback on the sense 
of apathy and alienation still haunting public memory as a remnant of ‘real 
socialism,’ a desire for a firm hand to establish order, social security and 
economic justice or, although rarely and somewhat sporadically, an impulse 
to take things in one own’s individual and collective hands through civic 
association and action in the public sphere. In the meantime, another rau-
cous kid has returned to the block – the ‘people’ as constructed by populist 
discourses – and its disturbing kinship with phenomena previously consid-
ered hallmarks of democracy – participation, passionate involvement, resis-
tance and revolt against the power of elites – challenges and confuses the 
proponents of participatory democracy. The idea of civil society may once 
again offer a key to deciphering the new historical situation along political 
and cultural lines.

CIVIL SOCIETY’S INTELLECTUAL CAREER: A ROUGH 
SEMANTIC TOPOLOGY

It would be disingenuous to formulate a definition of a multilayered concept 
such as civil society at this point, even if a working one. Instead, we choose 
to present a rough outline of the concept’s intellectual career and its relation-
ships with other concepts from the same semantic neighbourhood that have 
enjoyed high currency in social science and media theory. In the following 
section, we will look more closely at the recent trajectory through which the 
concept entered public and scholarly discourse in the context of the decom-
munization of East European societies.
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Most commentators find the origins of the concept in classic Greek and 
Roman philosophy and political thought and practice. The idea of ‘civil soci-
ety’ appears in Aristotle as koinonia politike to be carried over into Latin as 
civitas, civilis communitas, and Cicero’s societas civilis. In all these applica-
tions, it referred to ‘a complex institutional arrangement for a differentiated 
social body’ (Pérez-Díaz 2011, 1) that traversed the public and the private, the 
sacred and the secular realms of social life. This understanding was taken up 
by the Scottish philosophers of the first half of the eighteenth century (Smith, 
Hutcheson, Hume, Millar, Lord Kames, and more particularly Ferguson) to 
denote a ‘civilized’ stage of society where members conduct their affairs in 
an orderly fashion under the rule of law as opposed to the ‘barbaric’ war of 
all against all, or arbitrary despotic rule (see Pérez-Díaz 2011, 2). Thus, at the 
time when European bourgeois societies were trying to politically emancipate 
themselves as independent and self-governing bodies of economic and sym-
bolic producers vis-a-vis despotic regimes such as the absolute monarchy, the 
concept acquired a particular emphasis on the distinction between the civic 
sphere of social life, with forms and principles of its own, on the one hand, 
and the state, on the other (Gellner 1994; Ignatieff 1995; Kumar 1993). This 
broad notion elaborated by the Scottish philosophers encompassed the whole 
system of social arrangements whose elements interacted and mutually held 
each other in check. It brought together the economic aspect of civil society 
in the form of the free market and a political mode of governance based on 
a representative body, the rule of law, public opinion and voluntary asso-
ciations. Inherent in this view was also, as some have suggested (see Keane 
2001), a normative dimension, an understanding of ‘good society’ and ‘good 
citizenship’, which combined individual freedom with participation in public 
affairs. What we nowadays recognize as the republican view of citizen-
ship (Dagger 2002; see also Baker 2002) transpired in the intersection and 
 co-dependence of the institutional principles and practices of a civil society 
conceived in this way.

In later twists, various thinkers seized on different components of this 
broad view and made them the main anchors of distinct reformulations and 
uses of the concepts. Hegel emphasized the role of the state as an inalien-
able partner of civil society and the guarantor of social order and tolerance 
among conflicting economic and cultural interests. Civil society in his 
thought was a realm of ethical life where the individual overcomes primary 
selfish impulses and needs and comes to think about himself or herself as 
part of a greater whole – community and society with whose members he 
or she must work together (Kumar 1993). Marx adopted the Hegelian view 
but concentrated on the critique of the ‘the material conditions of life’ that 
for him defined civil society – commodity production and the market. This 
led him to dismiss the concept as a manifestation of class ideology that had 
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to be unmasked and replaced by the imperative of class struggle. Gramsci, 
for his part, re-established the cultural role of civil society without denying 
its class-related ideological foundations. Civil society for him was the terrain 
of class hegemony, a terrain that had its own significance rather than being a 
direct derivative of the economic relations of production and the class divi-
sions stemming from them. Whether the market should be seen as a segment 
of civil society remains a question that contemporary authors argue on (Alex-
ander 2006; Kumar 2000). However, under changing historical conditions 
and transformations in the structure of the market, we have seen the concept 
cut off from this umbilical cord and more often defined as an antipode of the 
market as well as the state.

Essential to the function of civil society to bridge the public and the private 
realms, according to the broad view espoused by the Enlightenment think-
ers, were the numerous voluntary associations that drew individuals together 
based on all kinds of interests, from economic to spiritual. These associations 
helped foster the sense of commonality and prepared the ground for the civic 
ascendance of individuals above their narrowly private interests. In them, 
the individual develops the sense of social solidarity and the skills of civic 
participation. Through discussions and argument among equals (the Haber-
masian public sphere), they provide the crucible for articulating collective 
positions and the definition of the common good. The associational aspect of 
civil society has been most forcefully championed by de Tocqueville (1956 
[1835–1840]) as an upshot of his study of social life in the United States in 
the 1830s. In his conceptualization, a critical quality of the broad diversity of 
associations operating at all levels and in all spheres of American social life 
was their distance and relative independence from both the market and the 
state institutions. Because of this relative independence, the associations were 
able to influence the terms of the debate that framed the performance of both 
the political institutions and the market. In de Tocqueville, preceded by the 
writings of Saint-Simon, Comte and Durkheim and followed by Tonnies and 
Parsons, Gouldner (1980) sees the most definitive attempt to imagine a ‘third 
way’, or ‘third realm’ between the individual and the political community as 
well as between the market and the state. Interestingly, de Tocqueville took 
care to differentiate among the wide spectrum of associations placing some of 
them squarely in ‘civil society’ and others in ‘political society’. He believed 
that these two types of social formations fed off each other and nurtured 
common characteristics, values and skills. He also argued, for example, that 
‘civil associations pave the way for political ones’. It is there that ‘feelings 
and ideas are renewed, the heart enlarged, and the understanding developed’ 
(cited in Kumar 1993, 381). Barber points out that ‘Tocqueville celebrated 
the local character of American liberty and thought that democracy could be 
sustained only through vigorous civic activity in America’s municipalities 
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and neighborhoods’ (1995, 116). This intertwining of civil and political soci-
ety remains one of the contested and yet fascinating aspects of contemporary 
debates. The fraught relationships between civil and political society, citizen 
activism and politics raise multiple questions not only of the mutual rein-
forcement but also of the contradictions between the two realms.

The debates around the precise role and mode of interaction of the differ-
ent components of civil society among sociologists and their colleagues from 
cognate fields have continued to this day. It is important to note that each 
of the original elements that constituted the Enlightenment conceptualiza-
tion still holds significance and influence over current formulations and gets 
used strategically or pragmatically according to changing historical circum-
stances. Political science as more pragmatic than most has reached a tentative 
agreement over the definition of civil society that is broadly applied for the 
purposes of diagnostics and policymaking. A composite definition offered by 
Howard (2010) draws a firm line between the public and the private spheres 
(family and friendship networks), on the one hand, and, on the other, clear 
distinctions within the public sphere between the different partly overlapping 
‘arenas’ comprising institutionalized state bureaucracy, political society, civil 
society and economic society. Civil society proper refers to

the realm of organizations, groups, and associations that are formally estab-
lished, legally protected, autonomously run, and voluntarily joined by ordinary 
citizens. More explicitly, the conceptual and empirical feature that differenti-
ates civil society from political society and economic society is the important 
distinction between the elite and the mass level. In civil society, individual 
members can effect or prevent change through or by virtue of their organization. 
(Howard 2010, 187)

More broadly, civil society is described in the interdisciplinary literature as a 
‘third way’ and an ‘intermediate realm’, a special kind of space that is owned 
by citizens and supports their free voluntary activities, discourses, relation-
ships and organizations. Civil society is considered by democracy theorists 
as a key prerequisite for a working democracy (Barber 1995). Many insist 
on recognizing not only its spatial but also normative dimensions (Alexander 
2006; Rucht 2011). Civic virtues such as trust, social engagement, respon-
sibility, cooperation, commitment, loyalty, tolerance and solidarity are in 
decline according to Putnam (2000) among others, and that is why democracy 
in America and elsewhere is eroded. As a result of Putnam’s (1993; 2000) 
powerful intervention in this debate, civil society is also believed to neces-
sitate a civic culture (see also Almond and Verba, 1963; 1980). Citizens’ 
social engagement and participation are essential for the maintenance of a 
democratic system. Following Putnam’s lead, many analyses have related key 
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attributes of a healthy democracy such as voting, political trust, membership 
in voluntary associations and grassroots activism to the presence of a strong 
fabric of informal social ties (social capital), tolerance and trust among indi-
viduals. In this way, more interest has been directed to the ethical, cultural 
and social-psychological dimensions of civil society, the strength or weak-
ness of which affects the robustness and vitality of democratic systems. Rucht 
proposes that the emphasis of the search for civil society should be moved 
away from the spatial (or structural) dimension and focused on the ethics of 
action, specifically on the principles of ‘tolerance and, above all, recognition 
of the other’ (2011, 399). This, he insists, makes sense because the space 
occupied by civic associations can also host uncivil and undemocratic move-
ments and organizations – what has led authors to talk about ‘uncivil society’ 
(Kopecký and Mudde, 2003b). If the criterion for civility becomes the recog-
nition of the other, then the democratic quality of a social actor or group can 
be assessed more accurately: ‘As long as it rests on a sectoral definition of 
civil society and ignores the complexity behind the principle of “recognition 
of the other,” any operationalization, for example a civil society index based 
on the number of associations or the assessment of a handful of “experts” per 
country, is highly questionable’ (Rucht 2011, 400).

Thus, the discussion of civil society in the vast literature generated over 
the years can be plotted along several thematic lines: the differently attributed 
and grouped structural ‘components’ of civil society including the individual 
citizen, the market, the state with its institutions, voluntary associations, and 
its different dimensions including the spatial, the normative, the cultural and 
the discursive. The emerging consensus among contemporary authors of see-
ing civil society as a ‘third sector’ or an ‘intermediate space’ between the state 
and the market is only tentatively holding. The concept can be easily pulled 
in the direction of each one of the structural components or each two or more 
of them can be more sharply counterposed depending on rhetorical and prag-
matic exigencies. The emphases can also vary when talking about the struc-
tural dimensions of civil society, some seeing it materialize predominantly in 
a thicket of voluntary organizations and a strong NGO sector, whereas others 
would concentrate on the quality of the civic culture, the wide presence of 
civic virtues with civility understood as a particularly important set of them, 
and on empirical manifestation of engaged and active citizenship.

EASTERN PROMISES: THE WINDING PATH OF THE 
CIVIL SOCIETY CONCEPT IN CEE

In an insightful analysis of the ‘reinvention of civil society’ in Eastern Europe, 
Mastnak (2005) maintains that the concepts of ‘anti-politics’ (Havel 1985), a 
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‘parallel polis’ (Benda 1991) and, later, civil society were conceived by what 
he calls ‘the second generation’ of East European reformers who had learned 
the lessons of the Prague Spring (1968) and the Hungarian events from 1956. 
While the first wave of opposition to the existing communist regimes had 
come from reformers within the respective communist parties who had set 
themselves the goal to humanize Marxism and put a human face on socialism, 
the second generation of oppositionists sought a different path. The focus of 
their efforts became the restoration of the independent life of social groups 
and organizations outside of the systems controlled by the totalitarian regime. 
They aimed to identify resources for asserting ‘the power of the powerless’ 
(Havel 1985) and for the construction of ideas and forms of action that would 
restore faith in the ability of citizens to self-organize. Totalitarianism was 
understood by many East European dissidents as the ‘striving of the state to 
control all spheres and aspects of social life, which resulted in the withering 
away of the distinction between, or separation of, society and the state and in 
the stifling of the independent life of society’ (Mastnak 2005, 343; see also 
Zhelev 1982). In the course of the discussions in dissident circles over the 
1970s and 1980s, civil society came to be seen as the common organizing 
principle of the new oppositional discourse.

The aim of the new opposition, as was often stated by the actors them-
selves, was to reconstruct social bonds and consequently social reality ‘from 
below,’ to make society exist and act independently of the party-state. Those 
activities materialized in ‘parallel structures’, autonomous institutions and 
independent public spheres and culture – in a word, in ‘civil society’ (Mast-
nak 2005, 333).

First and foremost, this idea of civil society embraced by East European 
dissidents accentuated its separation from the state. The dissidents’ views on 
politics in the sense of a struggle to seize state power were varied, but some of 
the most influential among them saw civil society as external to state power. 
It was the self-organizing of social groups whose main intent was to create a 
space for free moral existence, that is, to protect their members’ freedom of 
thought and expression from the control and abuse of the totalitarian state (the 
ethical civil society). In some views, such civil society associations were sup-
posed to exert pressure over the state power in the direction of policy change. 
The dissidents’ vision, as Baker (2002) demonstrates, emphasized democratic 
self-management over democratic state institutions. According to Havel (1985), 
‘ “the classic impotence of traditional democratic organisations” (which he else-
where specifies as parliamentary democracy) can only be overcome through the 
formation of structures that “naturally rise from below” as a consequence of 
authentic “self-organisation” ’ (cited in Baker 2002, 39).

A statement by Hungarian theorists and dissident Georgy Konrád along the 
same lines now sounds prescient: ‘If they have their choice, people are not 

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



 Why Civil Society Again: The Return of an Intellectual Jedi 27

content with voting once every four years. . . . When there is parliamentary 
democracy, but no self-administration, the political class occupies the stage’ 
(cited in Baker 2002, 93).

Very few of the dissidents considered the possibility of civil society actors 
entering state politics and competing for power. This, Mastnak (2005) argues, 
diminished the ability of the individuals and groups that formed the dissident-
cultivated civil society to respond adequately to the changed conditions after 
the collapse of the communist regimes. They had no expertise or experience, 
neither did they have a conceptual framework for designing political strate-
gies and policies. Their fundamental anti-statism left the new East European 
democracies brought into existence thanks to their struggles vulnerable to the 
unleashing of dark uncivil forces and to rampant neoliberalism. The conse-
quences of that came to haunt the political life in these countries long after 
communism was gone.

According to Mastnak’s critical take on post-communist history, the dis-
sidents’ vision of civil society outlined earlier collapsed after 1989. Some 
of the proponents of the idea became involved in the new political institu-
tions, thus bringing about the paradox of ‘civil society in power’, which 
did away with its portended separation from the state apparatus. Others 
withdrew from active public life. New players claiming to reconstruct civil 
society under different auspices appeared on the social stage. The notion 
of civil society was once again obfuscated, disjointed and often turned into 
a strategic tool for extracting funding from Western sponsors keen on fur-
thering the democratization of the region. While Bulgarian dissidents were 
fighting for human rights and dignity, Kabakchieva and Kurzydlowski 
(2012) claim, other, much more pragmatically minded strategists came to 
chart the course of the country’s post-communist transition. The dream of 
the dissidents may have materialized in the establishment of democratic 
political institutions but not in the democratization of society as culture 
and practices.

Although it is hard to argue with such diagnoses, we propose that its 
conceptual and structural transformation in the post-communist period 
notwithstanding, the dissidents’ concept of civil society as an independent 
territory of civic life, discourse and organization left behind a powerful 
legacy. Civil society took the form of a normative ideal that laid its mark 
on the social imaginary. In what follows, we will refer to this construct as 
the civic imaginary, a broadly shared set of beliefs concerning the roles and 
powers of citizens in a democratic society. While the spatial and structural 
aspects of the so imagined civil society remained to be settled, its moral 
dimension was envisioned along the lines drawn by the dissidents – free 
and dignified self-expression, active involvement in public affairs, freedom 
of association, independence from state power and continuous monitoring 
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and critique of that power. Aspects of the dissident conceptualization of 
civil society that Mastnak finds problematic for the building of the new 
democratic state institutions such as sharp distinction between civil society 
and the state and the equivalence between civil society and democracy 
took a slant that can be seen as an inspiration for the pursuit of participa-
tory democracy (see Baker 2002). They recombined into a notion of civil 
society as a watchdog monitoring state power. The belief that, in a real 
democracy, good citizens keep a critical eye on the state and take active 
part in social and political decision-making would remain a hallmark of the 
East European understanding of civil society. In fact, even the term itself in 
many of the East European languages – literally translated as civic society –  
suggests a society of the citizens rather than a political arrangement dif-
ferent from barbarism as in the original Greco-Roman and Enlightenment 
renditions.

In many East European countries this civic imaginary went dormant for a 
period of time when their citizens were drawn into the vortex of the recon-
stitution of the political systems. Newly emergent and reinstated political 
parties became the main actors on the public stage and, as such, the main 
focus of attention and identification for citizens. The early democratic 
elections had a crucial significance for the establishment of these plural-
ist democratic systems and absorbed most of the supply of civic energy 
in the form of membership, loyalty and support. This partisan period 
did not last very long due to the harsh incursion of economic difficulty, 
ideological confusion and disappointment in the incipient political power 
holders. In some countries (Bulgaria is a vivid example, whereas Estonia 
has avoided that fate), parties occupying opposing positions on the politi-
cal spectrum successively took and left the helm of the new democratic 
states, but the welfare of large segments of the populations did not seem to 
improve significantly or at all. Ordinary people had to handle the hardship 
of the transition to a market economy without the habitual social security 
nets that socialism had offered. East European societies quickly became 
stratified between transition winners and transition losers. Positions of 
political power became a manifest launching pad for capital accumulation 
or simply amassing of wealth. Divisions across income and property lines 
drew ordinary citizens and power elites further apart. An economically self- 
sustaining and comfortable middle class was taking a long time to emerge 
(at sharply different rates across the region). Gangster capitalism, corrup-
tion and mutual suspicion (whether about deeds belonging to the commu-
nist era such as having been an informant or about fast and inexplicable 
amassing of wealth in the new distorted ‘market’ conditions) poisoned the 
well of solidarity among citizens.
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THE NGO BOOM: IMPORTED VERSUS GRASSROOTS 
CIVIL SOCIETY

Another route through which the concept of civil society made its way into 
the turbulent scene of East European post-communist societies were the 
activities of Western state and non-state agencies eager to secure the stabiliza-
tion of the liberal political and market transformations taking place in these 
countries. The policy of ‘democratization’ that guided such actors stemmed 
from two main sources: the theories and practices of democratic transition 
codified in the wake of the fall of autocratic regimes elsewhere in the world 
(e.g., O’Donnell, Schmitter and Whitehead 1986), on the one hand, and the 
reorientation of the goals and methods of the agencies that had been involved 
in the Cold War efforts to undermine communist regimes ideologically by 
promoting human rights, pluralism and other liberal values, on the other. 
Some have argued that the ensuing models of the transition to democracy 
were a version of the earlier development paradigm updated for the 1990s, 
only now democratization, and not economic development, assumed a greater 
rhetorical significance (Aksartova 2005). According to Aksartova, by the 
mid-1990s, civil society had become an ideal target for the redirection of 
development aid. By this time, it had also become common to operationalize 
civil society as professional NGOs.

Whereas historically, the pursuit of democratic reform had been the field 
of action of human rights activists, dissidents, grassroots NGOs and net-
works based on political or ideological solidarity, in the new ideological and 
political context, that field has been invaded by a different set of actors –  
‘think tanks, philanthropic foundations, state administrations, international 
organizations such as the United Nations or the World Bank, private consult-
ing firms, professional associations, activist lawyers and, last but not least, 
academic scholars’ (Guilhot 2005, 2). The approach to the promotion of 
democracy adopted by such actors involved vigorous efforts at strengthening 
the ‘third sector’ in post-communist Eastern Europe. NGOs were seen as the 
main channels for the transfer of Western liberal-democratic ideologies and 
practices into the region.

There are different schools of thought concerning the implications of this 
push by external agencies to import civil society, differently understood, 
into East European countries. For some commentators, it made these NGOs 
heavily reliant on external funding and lead to their co-optation by sponsors, 
thus tearing them away from the local social fabric (Fagan 2004; McMahon 
2001; see also Císař 2013a). The interaction between donors and recipients 
determined the shape of the newly minted organizations. Aksartova (2005) 
has argued that this relationship was based on the transfer of money, which 
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required professional accounting, and that made organizational structures at 
the receiving end capable of meeting this requirement a preferred partner. The 
constant need to apply for grants in order to secure their continuous existence 
led these NGOs to comply with the donor’s agendas and imposed on them 
objectives, methods and organizational patterns foreign to the repertoires of 
grassroots popular movements that de-emphasized the pursuit of popular 
support. These organizations became progressively more expertise-based, 
professionalized and bureaucratized. Their focus was set on successful com-
petition on the market for project grants and effective integration into global 
networks of resources and influence. They substituted technical specializa-
tion for civic commitment and attentiveness to local needs (Guilhot 2005). 
In post-communist societies, the activists and staff working in these orga-
nizations were typically representatives of the still quite thin educated and 
Westernized elites, young people speaking foreign languages, often schooled 
in the West (Andreeva et al. 2005; Tancau 2007), and not that rarely, off-
spring of the former nomenklatura (for an in-depth anthropological analysis 
of such entities and their teams in Bulgaria, see Anguelova-Lavergne 2010). 
The influence of donor organizations comprising banks, corporations and 
governmental agencies can be also found in the importation of methods of 
measurement and evaluation of the achievements of civil society such as the 
various indices that ‘replicate in the field of civic virtue the instruments used 
by rating agencies such as Moody’s or Standard & Poor’s in the assessment 
of the financial standing of stocks or bonds’ (Guilhot 2005, 7).

Viewed from another perspective, foreign aid for East European civil society 
represented by formal NGOs was a source of autonomy in the post-communist 
societies where the democratization of political institutions was work in prog-
ress and largely uncertain, and where historical traditions of financial support 
for social causes by private actors had been erased by communism. External 
sponsorship allowed NGOs some distance and independence from the govern-
ment and political power. It enabled them to champion issues pertaining to 
a liberal world view, such as human rights, identity politics, environmental 
protection and others, that were not experienced as immediately relevant 
and on top of the agenda by East European citizens (Císař 2010; Císař and 
Navrátil 2015). The integration of these NGOs in global civil society networks 
facilitated a transfer of ideas and action repertoires through which local activists 
learnt ways of connecting, agitating, organizing and negotiating with institu-
tions drawn from the vast, even if significantly professionalized, experience of 
their international counterparts.

In this book, we have chosen to keep an open mind with respect to this 
spectrum of evaluations of the explosive NGO-ization of civil society in the 
post-communist new European democracies that continues to this day. Guil-
hot’s (2005) fascinating critical analysis of the constitution of the ‘democracy 
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promotion industry’ and the key characters operating within it introduces 
the notion of the ‘double agent’. This notion, he suggests, gives us ‘a way 
to take into account the multiple affiliations of social actors, rather than to 
ascribe to them a unilateral role and to confine them within a limited area of 
social relations or a single institutional context’ (Guilhot 2005, 11–12). Our 
application of this term is simple. We opt to keep an open mind regarding the 
role of the formal, foreign-sponsored NGOs in the constitution of the civil 
societies of the two countries we examine. We are prepared to view them and 
their functionaries as double agents – accepting imported funding and project 
agendas from their foreign sponsors and genuinely sharing into and uphold-
ing the civil society moral ideal at the same time. While there may be a need 
for concessions and compromise while juggling the two roles in some cases, 
and real treachery may occur in others, these two ‘agencies’ may actually be 
mutually compatible and reinforcing.

The NGO-ization process triggered with the help of Western donors has 
been subject to some unintended local distortions. Studies taking stock of 
the state of civil society in some of these countries (Bulgaria is a prominent 
example) have registered and labelled phenomena such as ‘PONGO’ – politi-
cally owned NGOs and ‘GONGO’ – government-organized NGOs that reveal 
attempts on the part of political, administrative and corporate power structures 
to capture and exploit for their own benefit the presumed authority, popular 
tactics and the favourable legal regime for CSOs. A report by the Bulgarian 
Centre for the Study of Democracy (registered as an NGO itself) observes:

As elected officials and civil servants were prevented from holding shares or sit-
ting on the managing boards of businesses, they switched to NGOs as optional 
means of benefiting their political and personal clientele and a safe haven after 
public office. For example, 76 percent of the members of the 2005–2009 parlia-
ment, and the same share of ministers and chairpersons of state and executive 
agencies under the coalition government of the time, as well as over 90 percent 
of municipality mayors in Bulgaria were members of managing boards of NGOs 
at the end of 2008. (Tsenkov et al. 2010)

Later work (Yalamov and Doichinova 2013) highlights more forms of incur-
sion on the territory of civil society by politicians, administrators and busi-
nesses that create their own fake NGOs, instated, funded and instructed to 
defend the positions and interests of their (internal) sponsors on contested 
issues. In such instances of astroturfing, a public administration or business-
friendly ‘civil society’ groups have been invented to counteract protests by 
activists against specific construction projects or legislation.

With ‘native’ sabotage of this kind unfolding in parallel to and often in 
opposition to the operation of foreign-sponsored NGOs that are thin on the 
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ground, it is not surprising that many East European citizens (Bulgaria is once 
again a case in point) view the activists and organizations of civil society 
with suspicion and are not particularly eager to make financial donations or 
support them by other means. In recent years, an aggressive discreditation 
campaign employing the platforms of both mass- and Internet-based media 
has further eroded the average citizen’s trust in the intentions and potential 
effectiveness of these organizations (Vatsov 2017; Yalamov and Doichinova 
2013). These factors have contributed to further widening of the rift between 
the formal civil society organized in NGOs and the normative ideal inspired 
by the work of the dissidents and constituting the moral core of the civic 
imaginary. The former has had hard time living up to the latter. What some 
have called the ‘dis-embeddeness’ (Rožič 2015) of the NGO sector has con-
tinued to plague CSOs in most Eastern European countries (OSIS 2018).

Against the background of such a disconnect observed in some East 
European democracies, the notion of ‘spontaneous grassroots civil society’ 
has been evoked as a means to find alternative sources and sites of citizens’ 
engagement and participation in public and political affairs (Kabakchieva and 
Kurzydlowski 2012). In the country report stemming from a cross-national 
study entitled ‘Has Our Dream Come True? NGOs versus Spontaneous 
Civic Activism? Comparative Research of Central and Eastern European 
Civil Societies’ and funded by the Soros Trust for Civil Society in CEE, the 
researchers have made an important step in broadening the understanding of 
civil society ‘beyond NGO-ization’ (see also Jacobsson and Saxonberg 2013) 
and beyond measuring civic activity through membership in formal organiza-
tions. They insist on what they see as several layers of the concept:

First, civil society includes enduring organized actors and impacts of organized 
interests (CSOs, local community organizations, charity, voluntary, etc. organi-
zations). Second, part of the civil society is not formally organized but consists 
of temporary and loosely organized networks and activities (campaigns, events, 
social actions). Third, civil society is present on the individual level of individ-
ual engagements, expressed in active citizenship, volunteering and participation. 
(Arato and Nizak 2012, 44)

This study is interesting to us because it lays out some of the paths that 
we plan to pursue and elaborate on in this book. While still couched in the 
imported language of the democratization industry and professionalized civil 
society theory and practice, the cited study articulates the ‘dream’, that to 
our mind is tantamount with the normative ideal the seeds of which were 
planted by dissidents. It looks for civil society actors and practices that are 
‘embedded’ in wider public support and that not only serve the purpose of 
providing service as a non-profit sector but also engage in advocacy seeking 
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social change. The authors adopt Salamon, Sokolowski and List’s definition 
of advocacy as consisting of activities that ‘push for changes in government 
policy or in societal conditions’, ‘serve as a link between individuals and the 
broader political process, . . . bring group concerns to broader public atten-
tion and . . . push for policy or broader social change, not only on behalf of 
those belonging to a group but also on behalf of the general public’ (Salamon, 
Sokolowski and List 2004 as cited in Kabakchieva and Kurzydlowski 2012, 
21). They are interested in and are ready to pay attention to the ‘loosely 
organised networks and activities’ and ‘individual engagements’, or in 
other words to the more fluid processes characteristic of social movements 
as opposed to formal NGOs, and second, to the quality of the civic culture 
outside of the quantified indices of the accepted measurements. Our work 
sets itself the goal to cast light on the most recent evolution of these types of 
networks, movements and cultural forms and to look for the innovative tools 
and practices associated with them. Likewise, we place our focus on civic 
culture as it manifests itself in meanings, attitudes, knowledge and practices 
and emergent ‘structures of feeling’ (Williams 1961) with regard to citizen-
ship and participation in the democratic process. The key questions we ask is 
whether and to what extent what we see as the retooling of citizenship, that 
is, the access to new technologies of interpersonal and public communication, 
contributes to the growth of civic culture and the materialization of the civic 
imaginary handed down by the generation of dissidents that dreamt up the 
East European democratic project. Do digital media enter into new practices 
that help the further embedding of CSOs into the wider culture? Does a spon-
taneous grassroots civic activism seize the affordances of these media to deci-
sively expand the scope and power of citizen’s involvement in public life?

THE CIVIC IMAGINARY

The civic imaginary is a central category of our analysis in this book. We 
have already introduced the concept in loose terms, but a more scrupulous 
articulation is in order. Our main source of thinking about the social imagi-
nary is Charles Taylor’s work on the modern social imaginaries (2002; 2004). 
The social imaginary, Taylor maintains, ‘is not a set of ideas; rather it is what 
enables, through making sense of, the practices of a society’ (Taylor 2002, 
91). This connection between ideas and practices is important to us because 
in a practice, material and ideal elements, such as tools and meanings, come 
together to affect changes in the real world. The social imaginary is not just 
a set of theoretical concepts in the heads of influential thinkers, although it 
may have arisen as such. It comprises beliefs shared by large strata of the 
population (Taylor 2002, 92). This indeed, we argue, has been the case of 
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the East European dissidents from the 1970s and 1980s, whose painstakingly 
debated understanding of civil society eventually transformed into a moral 
order inseparably associated with democracy in the minds of citizens.

Elaborating on his concept of the social imaginary Taylor explains that 
what he wants to denote by it is ‘the ways in which people imagine their 
social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between 
them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper 
normative notions and images that underlie these expectations’ (2002, 106). 
In his mind, the social imaginary is something broader and deeper than the 
intellectual schemes people have in their heads when they think about social 
reality in a ‘disengaged mode’. The social imaginary is related to the under-
standing of one’s own place in society and to the activities one is prepared 
to undertake because one considers them legitimate, practically appropriate 
and normatively right. The social imaginary is not expressed in theoretical 
terms but in ‘images, stories and legends’. Unlike theory, it is not the intel-
lectual precinct of a small number of people. It is the social imaginary that 
makes possible common practices and a ‘widely shared sense of legitimacy’ 
(Taylor 2002, 106). Social imaginaries are richly layered. They comprise the 
understanding of concrete practice as right or wrong, the ideal serving as a 
yardstick for this determination, and beyond that ideal, a more general sense 
of a ‘moral or metaphysical order’ (Taylor 2002, 107).

We contend that our more focused term, the civic imaginary, carries all 
these properties with respect to citizenship and democracy. The civic imagi-
nary may have originated in the theoretical labours of a small number of 
intellectuals, but over the years and through the current of public discourses 
and political struggles, it has populated with shared images, stories and leg-
ends the imagination of large social groups in Eastern Europe. It has provided 
these people with ways in which they imagine their existence as citizens, 
how they relate to others in the field of public and political life, what is pos-
sible and legitimate to happen in that field and what individual and collective 
actions and practices pertaining to it are normatively right or wrong. The 
notion of civil society, or as previously suggested ‘civic society’, as construed 
by the dissidents is one of the symbolic shortcuts to that shared ideal. Thus, 
the civic imaginary is a major constituent of civic culture. Civic culture, for 
its part, spans beyond the cognitive and the normative and includes also the 
spatial and material resources for citizens’ participation in social life (see 
Dahlgren 2009).

Taylor’s (2002) analysis emphasizes the need for a correspondence 
between the ideas and moral principles animating the social imaginary and 
the practices and institutional forms, in which these principles can be realized 
in social life. A lack of such correspondence, he believes, has led to social 
turmoil, political crises and even tragedy at many turns of modern European 
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history.1 Taking some general guidelines from Taylor’s argument, we are 
interested in the practices and institutions that correspond to the principles 
underlying the imaginary allotting active participation by citizens in civil 
society a key role in legitimizing and monitoring state power. The failure 
of imported NGOs to become such generally recognized institutional form 
points to the persisting gap between the ideal and the actual experience on 
the ground. Have any other practices emerged that hold a promise to bring 
this critical participatory ideal closer to earth? In this book we investigate 
digital media as a potential resource for the stabilization and recognition of 
precisely this kind of practices in the repertoires of various civic actors. The 
scope of our attention encompasses both the formal NGOs seeded by Western 
donors and the home-grown grassroots phenomena that include spontaneous 
mobilizations and social movements, movements that often end up creating 
organizations of their own. We are interested in the visible manifestations 
of civil society spirit and collective force in the streets and legislative halls, 
but equally so in the micro forms of ‘subactivism’ (Bakardjieva 2009) that 
are becoming available in the everyday life of individuals who care about a 
public issue. We tune our research apparatus so that it can capture the capil-
lary networks of interpersonal relations that have the potential to grow into 
publicly and politically relevant collective actors. In the growth of such 
ephemeral, but pervasive forms and practices of engagement and association 
we see the dynamic of a civic imaginary that is still in flux, looking to estab-
lish viable connections between ideal principles and lived experiences and 
action recipes. Reaching beyond the deep-seated idealism of Taylor’s notion 
of the social imaginary, we render our inquiry a materialist angle by asking 
what digital communication tools have to do with this dynamic. Far from a 
desire to see them as intrinsic driving forces of a (potential) activation of the 
civic grassroots, we wish to realistically appraise their place and role in the 
widening of the appeal and reach of civic engagement in this area of Europe 
where democratization remains an ongoing project.

THE MEDIA IN CIVIL SOCIETY

The question concerning the place of the media in civil society, or rather the 
relationship between the two, immediately evokes the argument developed 
by Habermas (1989) in his treatise on the public sphere. In fact, the overlap 
between the notions of civil society and that of the public populating the 
Habermasian ‘public sphere’ is so substantive that the distinctions are only a 
matter of emphasis and nuance as well as intellectual trajectory. The histori-
cal developments that the two concepts attempt to capture are closely inter-
twined. The ideal of the public sphere as originally elaborated by Habermas 
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is centred on the rules and procedures of rational debate, whereas civil society 
includes relations, organizational forms and collective action that involve 
discourses of many different types (Alexander 2006).

These distinctions notwithstanding, like civil society, the public sphere 
is defined as an intermediate space between the market and the state which 
arose alongside early capitalist enterprise, a space where members of the 
bourgeoisie practiced the art of reasonable debate and consensus-building on 
issues of common interest. In that space, the private individual and entrepre-
neur learned how to partake in a discursive community and how to transcend 
his narrowly self-interested views, that is, to become a citizen. The early print 
media emerged in the process of self-emancipation of the bourgeois public 
vis-à-vis the absolutist state and served as platforms for advancing arguments 
intended to form shared (public) opinion. This public opinion evolved into a 
force capable of influencing political decision-making.

With the structural transformation that the early bourgeois public sphere 
underwent in the following centuries, its independent character was com-
promised. The encroachment of forces stemming from both market and 
state institutions changed its organization and dynamics. The mass media, 
as an organizational form produced by this transformation, were no longer 
 creatures belonging to the independent territory of free and authentic rational-
critical public debate. Rather, they served as vehicles for the manipulation 
and control of public opinion by market and political players. Yet commu-
nication media remain indispensable for the generation of a shared ‘space 
of appearance’ (Arendt 1958) in which individuals can establish a common 
symbolic world, disclose their identities and establish relations of reciprocity, 
that is to form a public. Silverstone’s (2007) metaphor of ‘the mediapolis’ is 
meant to transcend the procedural and normative demands presupposed by 
the Habermasian public sphere and to portray a more diverse, contradictory 
and yet realistic phenomenon – a space of appearance created through the 
intersecting operation of various communication media that is riven by con-
flict and struggle and where morality is something to be striven for, but never 
guaranteed. For Taylor (2002), the public sphere is a ‘metatopical space’, one 
that transcends any particular locale. This space is created through a variety 
of media: ‘I say a common space because although the media are multiple, as 
are the exchanges that take place in them, they are deemed to be in principle 
intercommunicating’ (Taylor 2002, 112–13). This space is ‘outside power’, 
and yet it carries the force of a ‘benchmark of legitimacy’. With it comes 
the idea that ‘political power must be supervised and checked by something 
external’ (Taylor 2002, 112–13).

With the recognition of the loss of its independent position, the public 
sphere constituted by contemporary media institutions came to occupy a 
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dubious place in models of civil society. Howard, for example, sees the 
media as cutting across the different ‘arenas’ in which he subdivides society – 
political, economic and civil – as they ‘play an influential agenda-setting role 
within political and economic society, while also serving as the fundamental 
means of communication to, and among, ordinary citizens’ (2010, 187). Bar-
ber (1995) attributes to the media the ability to place their public responsibili-
ties as part of civil society ahead of their commercial ambition and function, 
but only under certain circumstances.

Rare among the theorizations of sociologists and political scientists, Alex-
ander (2006) offers an in-depth discussion of the significance of discourses 
and the media for the constitution of civil society per se. He argues that civil 
society exists as a set of collective representations of an imagined community 
that must be articulated in specific and mundane ways (Alexander 2006, 70). 
The media are the institutions fulfilling this task. Alexander is not bothered 
by the fact that the media are commercial institutions. This, he claims, makes 
them independent of private individual wealth and the financial resources of 
‘particularistic noncivil spheres’ such as churches, trade unions and political 
parties. He believes that because of that independence, the media are able to 
speak to and effectively form a broader public, essential to the life of both 
civil society and democracy.

It is puzzling why theorists of civil society rarely discuss the media and 
when they do, it is only in a cursory manner. After all, some of the key 
components and defining characteristics of civil society introduced ear-
lier inexorably hinge on the functions and affordances of communication 
media. Civil society as a space of appearance where individual and col-
lective identities manifest themselves and vie for public recognition, and 
in equal measure, the discursive public sphere as a ‘metatopical’ space 
(Taylor 2002), depend on the symbolic exchanges, the visibility and audi-
bility created through communication technologies and the work of media 
institutions. The formation and sustenance of associations – the integral 
building blocks of civil society – is unthinkable without media technolo-
gies and institutions that ensure their existence as ‘imagined communities’ 
(Anderson 1983) extended through space and persistent through time. 
The interpersonal and group interactions among fellow citizens that are 
considered key for cultivating civic virtue – the mutual respect, solidarity 
and public spirit – formative of the moral aspect of civil society are also 
facilitated by different kinds of communication media, from the circular 
letter through the telephone tree and, most recently, the mailing list and 
the online forum.

Due to the undeniable fact of the communicative constitution of social 
collectives (Cooren 2015), the mediatization of civil society needs to be 
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carefully studied. It is unwise to construe a social realm (civil society) 
implicitly grounded in a theory of communicative action (Habermas 1984), 
something that most contemporary definitions do, while at the same time 
neglecting to account for the material, institutional and praxeological enti-
ties (communication technologies, institutions and practices/cultural forms) 
that the human agents operating in this realm draw on. As much as direct 
face-to-face interaction between and among citizens and collective action in 
shared locales remain crucial aspects of the existence of civil society, it is not 
necessary to pretend that they are all there is to it. The mediatization of civil 
society, we argue, needs special attention.

The notion of mediatization is a relatively current addition to the vocabu-
lary of communication scholars. Briefly summarized by Krotz, it is meant 
to serve as ‘a systematic concept for understanding and theorising the trans-
formation of everyday life, culture and society in the context of the ongo-
ing transformation of media’ (2017, 103). Mediatization is seen as a social 
metaprocess akin to processes such as globalization, individualization and 
modernization.

The question behind this is how media are developing and how this is rel-
evant for the everyday life of people, their social relations and their identities 
and how this is relevant for the meso level of organizations and institutions 
and the macro level of culture and society (Krotz 2017).

Although the developments most often cited in the mediatization literature 
have to do with digital media and their recent incursion in social life, it can be 
argued that mediatization has progressed steadily throughout human history 
and has intensified significantly with the rise of modernity. It is one of the key 
factors responsible for the disembedding of modern institutions from local 
contexts (Giddens 1990). Its critical role in modern society has been previ-
ously examined by Thompson (1995) without applying the same terminology, 
but nevertheless in an exemplary systematic manner.

We believe that the understanding of the consequences of mediatization 
in specific social fields is imperative for the adequate analysis of the struc-
ture and dynamics of these fields. Thus, we turn the mediatization lens to 
civil society because it is critically dependent on communication processes 
at all levels – micro, meso and macro. Furthermore, the changes precipi-
tated by the introduction of new media and novel cross-media configura-
tions in its working are staring us in the face in numerous lived experiences. 
Historically, the mass media have been institutions controlled by elite 
actors. The public discourses they have circulated have made their way into 
civil society top down. The representations and tropes they have generated 
have one-sidedly influenced the perceptions, attitudes and debates unfold-
ing in local contexts. With the proliferation of digital media, this situation 
has changed. The significance of the new communicative opportunities that 
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participatory digital media have created for citizens cannot be overstated. 
What do these implications look like in a specific political and cultural 
context? How do they affect the continuing quest for the civil society ideal 
in the new European democracies? These are some of the more specifically 
targeted questions that our acute awareness of the meta process of mediati-
zation prompts us to pursue in this book.
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When analysing the differences in civic cultures between different European 
countries, it is important to understand the underlying infrastructural condi-
tions against which civic culture can be developed. Citizens who develop a 
civic understanding as a basis for social and political action do so in relation 
to the infrastructures at hand. One such infrastructure is the media landscape. 
A media landscape can be seen as a communicative framework for how citi-
zens develop an understanding of society, but it also provides the tools for 
civic action, activism, protest or just a mundane participation in society. In 
this chapter we will first briefly describe what we mean by the media land-
scape, in order to then sketch the contours of this landscape in Bulgaria and 
Estonia. After this, we will account for some significant societal features that 
make up the frameworks for civic action and CSOs, in order to describe the 
subjective dimension of the media landscapes of Bulgaria and Estonia as they 
appear in our data. Based on this analysis, we can discuss how civic culture 
relates to this entity, and in what ways a social imaginary can be said to be a 
part of that culture.

MEDIA LANDSCAPES AS MATERIAL AND 
SYMBOLIC STRUCTURES

A media landscape is at the same time a material, an organizational and a 
symbolic structure. It consists of the manifest signal stations, TV towers, 
radio transmitters and receivers, Wi-Fi cables and wireless networks, the 
organizational forms that operate and maintain these and the symbolic con-
tent in the form of texts and representations. Media landscapes are, of course, 
a construction by the researcher, for a certain purpose and with an empirical 

Chapter 2

Media Landscapes, Digital 
Infrastructure and Social Imaginary
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or theoretical objective. A media landscape is a theoretical and empirical con-
struct against which a certain type of analysis is to be made. In this case, we 
focus on the media landscapes of Bulgaria and Estonia and the civic action 
that indeed does play out in those two national landscapes. Since landscapes 
are a construct made for analytical reasons, they can be of different sizes 
and reach. We often talk, as in this book, of national media landscapes, yet 
nothing prevents us from painting a regional landscape, say, of the Södertörn 
region in South Stockholm (Bolin 2005).

The metaphor of ‘landscape’ obviously is a spatial metaphor. It derives 
from the Dutch word landschop, which in translation means ‘shovelled 
land’ – land that has been shovelled up against the sea to hinder the water 
from drenching the land (Stilgoe 2015, 2). It is thus land that has been formed 
and modified by humans for distinct purposes. This is also how the media 
landscape is constructed – by humans and for specific reasons. The telegraph 
system was built for a purpose, just as the telephone system, the radio infra-
structure and the like. But the content of the media is also part of the media 
landscape. Most people live in highly media-saturated contexts where images 
and signs address us as societal beings from everywhere, in private as well 
as public spaces.

The fact that the material and symbolic infrastructures in which people 
act as citizens or consumers are made by fellow humans is also why the 
metaphor of landscape is more fitting for describing the everyday contexts of 
contemporary society compared to competing concepts such as media ecol-
ogy or media environment, which through their biologist connotations imply 
that the media as infrastructures have grown organically around us. It is also 
a more dynamic tool for analysing the relations between material conditions 
and how they form and are formed by practices among citizens than, for 
example, concepts such as ‘media systems’ (Hallin and Mancini 2004). The 
concept of media system maps out media structures and has very little to say 
about practices or even the perceptions of these structures among those who 
live within these systems. Wider concepts, such as ‘media cultures’, as anal-
ysed by Mihelj and Huxtable (2018), cast a wider net and are more dynamic, 
but they do not really forefront the duality of structure and action as does the 
concept of media landscape. Mihelj and Huxtable’s comparative study is, 
however, of high relevance to our analysis, since it focuses on countries in 
Eastern Europe, including Estonia (although, regrettably, not Bulgaria), and 
will be a point of reference in this chapter.

The metaphor of landscape does not necessarily have to be used in relation 
to the media but to all kinds of structures that can be mapped in space. In that 
sense, we can also talk about political, social, civic landscapes and the like. 
We can also combine the media landscape with any of these other landscapes 
to get a fuller account of the important features that individual citizens have 
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to orient in relation to. For our purposes, the civic landscape is a natural refer-
ence point, and in the following pages we will specifically focus on the media 
and the civic landscapes. Both these landscapes, however, have a material 
dimension that social action relates to.

THE MATERIAL, ORGANIZATIONAL AND SYMBOLIC 
DIMENSIONS OF THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE

The material dimension of the media landscape, sometimes called the ‘media 
infrastructures’, are described by Lisa Parks as ‘the material sites and objects 
involved in local, national and/or global distribution of audiovisual signals 
and data [that] include phenomena such as broadcast transmitters, trans-
oceanic cables, satellite earth stations, mobile phone towers or Internet data 
centers’ (Parks 2015, 346). In the pre-digital era, most of these infrastructures 
were visible in the natural or city landscape: telephone wires in the air, chords 
between the telephone and the socket and the like. A special exception was 
the wireless radio and TV. In the early days, the radio was also often called 
‘the wireless’, since its communicative functionality was not build on wires, 
compared to other media such as the telephone. Today, with most things run 
digitally, many media and especially the personal digital media such as the 
tablet and the mobile are wireless, and hence the infrastructure is less visible. 
It is, however, no less material, since also waves in the air have a materiality, 
as any physicist could confirm.

The infrastructure is not only material but also – at least in relation to its 
users – objective in the sense that it is there whether the citizen takes advan-
tage of it or not. In that sense, they are potential communicative tools until 
the moment at which someone uses them. Most media affect people inhabit-
ing the media landscapes even if they never use them. As McLuhan (1964) 
always insisted, the fact that the technology of TV exists means it has pro-
found consequences for a society, including those who, for some reason, have 
chosen away the medium. In addition to McLuhan’s insistence on the impor-
tance of technology, one could say the same for content. The fact that some 
types of content exist means something to all who inhabit a specific media 
landscape. Just to give an example, even those who never watch pornography 
will be affected by the fact that the content exists, and is debated, in society.

The organizational dimension of the media landscape concerns the ways 
in which the media are organized internally as well as externally. Individual 
media organizations can, for example, be profit-driven in the form of com-
mercial media companies or organized as public service companies, an orga-
nizational form that was dominant for broadcasting companies in Western 
Europe until the mid-1980s, with some notable exceptions. Media companies 
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can also be state-owned, which was the dominant form in the Soviet Union. 
While this is also a non-profit form to organize media, it starkly differs from 
the public service model, which means that it also has different implications. 
Media organizations can be part of a larger, non-media organization and 
serving that larger firm. Whether a company is organized as a commercial 
enterprise, as a state-owned institution, or in the form of public service, will, 
of course, impact the ways in which it addresses its audiences or users, for 
example, as citizens or as consumers. This means that the combination of all 
media into the totality that is the media landscape will also have an impact on 
how media users can relate to this landscape. A landscape marked by strong 
public service companies will naturally be different from one dominated by 
commercially driven media companies.

The symbolic landscape is the result of representational practice. Just 
like nineteenth-century landscape painting was an important feature in the 
national romantic vision, the symbolic landscape that the media paint for us 
is deeply rooted in ideology. Landscape, says art historian J. W. T. Mitchell, 
‘is an instrument of cultural power’ that ‘naturalizes a cultural and social 
construction, representing an artificial world as if it were simply given and 
inevitable, and it also makes that representation operational by interpellating 
its beholder in some more or less determinate relation to its givenness as sight 
and site’ (Mitchell 2002, 1).

The material, the organizational and the symbolic media landscapes privi-
lege action. Borrowing a conceptual framework of field theory from Pierre 
Bourdieu (1984, 170–71), we could say that media landscapes are structuring 
structures that guide behaviour, privilege certain types of actions before oth-
ers and set up role models for behaviour. Characteristic for Bourdieu’s field 
theory is that action is not determined by the structuring structures – excep-
tions can and do occur, but the structures are structuring in the sense that they 
make some actions more likely than others. This is, of course, most obvious 
when it comes to the material structures. If you are in a park, there will be the 
paths to walk along, combined with symbolic messages such as ‘Don’t walk 
on the grass’ or arrows that point in the privileged direction. It is, of course, 
possible to act against these privileged instructions and actually walk on the 
grass, or exit through the entrance and so forth. But most people will not do 
this; it is socially embarrassing to have the park guards tell you to get off the 
grass or the cashier tell you to please use the assigned entrance.

These structuring structures are not naturally given; they are produced by 
preceding social agents. They can also be changed. The fact that the park 
authorities have privileged a certain route through the park does not mean 
that the ways to move around in the park cannot be changed. If people 
choose to take a shortcut over the grass, they will leave a trail that after a 
while might make the park authorities redesign the routes and walks, pave 
the path and include it into the structure of pathways. The dynamics of the 
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media landscapes structuring abilities is thus dependent on the ways in which 
social agents perceive the landscapes and how they act in relation to them. 
This means that the subjective dimension of the media landscapes is of equal 
importance as the objectified dimension. If we then think of specific media 
landscapes in this way, we can visualize them along a timeline where we can 
indicate important events and introduction of new media technologies and 
contents in the landscape.

The next section outlines a rough map of the Bulgarian and Estonian media 
landscapes as they stretch out in space and time. We first sketch the contours 
of the landscape as a structure in which citizens act and then outline some 
of the ways in which citizens in the two countries perceive of this landscape 
and how they relate to it in terms of trust and uses of media. The map is 
constructed from a combination of secondary sources and our own survey 
data. The survey was conducted in the last quarter of 2015, randomized and 
representative of the entire populations of Bulgaria and Estonia. The aim was 
to measure citizens’ engagement with, and participation in, public and politi-
cal issues; their use of different types of media in general and for purposes of 
civic involvement in particular and their attitudes towards public institutions 
and CSOs. The surveys included questions constituting five major themes: 
traditional media (print, radio, TV) use; access to and use of digital technol-
ogy; civic engagement and participation in public affairs and/or political 
issues and media use for those purposes; attitudes towards CSOs and public 
institutions; degree of organized membership in civic and cultural organiza-
tions (CSO) and knowledge of such organizations. This chapter draws on the 
responses to the questions concerning traditional media use and the attitudes 
towards CSOs and public institutions. Details on response rates and general 
evaluation of the methodology can be found in appendix A.

THE BULGARIAN MEDIA LANDSCAPE

If we paint the picture of the Bulgarian media landscape, a reasonable point 
of departure could be Bulgaria in the 1970s. Bulgaria was, since the 1950s, 
led by a communist regime under Todor Zhivkov until its downfall in Novem-
ber 1989, shortly before the Soviet Union fell apart, and the restructuring of 
the countries under Soviet rule, or under their influence, began. Free though 
not altogether fair elections were held in 1990, and a new constitution was 
installed in 1991, followed by fresh elections in which the former commu-
nists were ousted.

In the 1970s, the traditional mass media technologies were already pres-
ent, and had been so for several decades, for example literature, the press, the 
cinema, radio and TV. The organizational forms of these media varied a bit, 
although the press and the broadcast media were, as in other countries within 
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the Soviet bloc, state-controlled. Radio and TV in Bulgaria were, just as in 
Estonia, Poland, Hungary and other socialist countries, organized within the 
framework of the International Radio and Television Organization, an organi-
zation founded in 1949 ‘to facilitate the discussion of issues relating to broad-
casting within socialist countries’, ‘issues’ that also included programme 
exchange between the member countries (Mihelj and Huxtable 2018, 61–62).

In their characterization of ‘state socialist television’, Mihelj and Huxtable 
differentiate between three types of systems: the market state socialist system, 
the reformist state socialist system and the hard-line state socialist system. 
Both Bulgaria and Estonia belonged to the latter of these three in Mihelj and 
Huxtable’s analysis. The third system is characterized by an ‘almost complete 
party-state control’, where self-regulation and commercial elements were 
‘limited or non-existent’, the ideological orientation was heavily influenced 
by the ‘Soviet core’, and there was ‘little to no exposure to Western TV sig-
nals’ (Mihelj and Huxtable 2018, 86).

Nonetheless, there are arguably differences between Bulgaria and Estonia 
in this respect, which can be attributed to their different geopolitical loca-
tions. Estonia was bordering to Finland and Sweden across the Baltic Sea and 
was always considered the ‘Soviet West’, where ‘the Iron Curtain appear[ed] 
more transparent for those looking outwards’ (Keller 2005, 218). This meant 
that although there were large efforts put into jamming the signals from the 
West, broadcasting signals could indeed be received in parts of Estonia, 
something that is vividly portrayed in the feature film Disco and Atomic 
War (Disko ja tuumasõda, 2009), which portrays the struggle of the Soviet 
authorities to prevent the citizens of Tallinn and other places where one could 
tune in to Finnish YLE broadcasts, and thus access Western popular culture. 
It is estimated that a third of the Estonian population could receive Western 
broadcasts this way. The opportunities for receiving broadcast signals from 
the West were more limited in Bulgaria (see figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1. The Bulgarian media landscape 1970–2020.1
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As long as Bulgaria was still solidly affiliated with the Soviet Union, the 
mass media and the communications sector were state-controlled, meaning 
that it was characterized by a ‘uniform, monotonous, totalitarian, quasi-public 
discourse’ (Bakardjieva 1995, 5). The Soviet Union, its republics and allied 
countries did, of course, exist during the birth of the mass media radio and 
TV, which were media technologies that entered into Bulgarian society in 
1930 and 1959, respectively (Vassileva 2005). With the new political order 
established in the country in the 1990s, the media became reorganized and 
new media contents were launched, for example, content and media forms 
previously forbidden, such as pornography and other forms of popular mass 
culture, which flourished in the early years after the fall of the communist 
regime (Deltcheva 1996, 307). When it comes to the printed press, there 
was, after an ‘initial period of proliferation of numerous party and inde-
pendent publications’, and ‘liberalized press market’, a growing ‘process of 
concentration’ (Bakardjieva 1995, 1), where the press was diverse in terms 
of ownership, but mainly ‘divided among big publishing companies and big 
political parties’ (Bakardjieva 1995, 5). Subsequently, just as in many other 
countries, there was a sharp decline in the newspaper sector, where a third 
of all newspapers ceased publication between 2000 and 2011 (Antonova and 
Georgiev 2013, 6–7), and a further decrease thereafter – in 2016, there were 
262 active newspapers in Bulgaria, compared to over 900 in 2007 (Pedrazzi, 
Mat and Vivona 2018).

In 2010, the ownership structure of the broadcast and print media landscape 
changed. In the broadcasting sector, bTV News, which was owned by Rupert 
Murdoch’s News Corporation, had been a dominant player after ten years, 
but it was sold to the Central European Enterprises. For the print media, the 
situation was changed when the German corporation Westdeutsche Allge-
meine Zeitung sold its Bulgarian assets to BG Printmedia (later renamed the 
Bulgaria Media Group). In the radio sector, the National Unit Radio and TV 
Stations was sold to Mencelord Ltd. (Spassov 2011, 175ff.). From a quite 
plural ownership structure, where many European media houses entered after 
the market opened up for foreign investment, the spread of ownership of the 
media diminished sharply.

Formal media regulation is today weak in Bulgaria, with a severe lack of 
transparency, especially when it comes to ownership (Center for the Study 
of Democracy 2015). Bulgaria shares with its neighbouring Western Balkan 
countries a media landscape marked by political corruption and a strong pres-
ence of oligarchs (Yalamov 2019), which means that there is a high degree 
of overlap between political and corporate power (Antonov 2013; Pedrazzi, 
Mat and Vivona 2018). Bulgaria is also the country in the EU with the poor-
est record on press freedom following a sharp decline in recent years – from 
place 35 in 2006, Bulgaria has dropped to place 111 among the world’s 
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countries in the World Press Freedom Index, which labels the country the 
‘Black sheep of the European Union’ (Reporters without Borders 2020).

On the whole, Bulgaria’s media landscape has been marked by an increased 
takeover by oligarchs and has today been characterized as consisting of four 
types of media companies: ‘Public broadcasters (BNT, BNR and BTA); 
outlets owned – directly or indirectly – by “oligarchs”; international media 
groups, mostly on their way out (bTV and Nova TV); and media struggling 
to remain independent’ (Pedrazzi, Mat and Vivona 2018, 1).

This presence of oligarchs in Bulgaria – people who have made huge 
fortunes during the restructuring process after 1989 and who are either them-
selves active in national politics or work in cooperation with politicians (see 
Antonov 2013) – has no correspondence in Estonia, which means that the 
organizational forms of the media landscapes differ considerably. An oli-
garch structure of media ownership is, however, not exclusive to post-Soviet 
countries but can also be found in other parts of the world where democracy 
is weak, or where tradition has brought upon it that the media are owned by 
the political elite, for example in Mexico (Couldry et al. 2018, 530–31). In 
Bulgaria, the oligarch domination of the media took off in 2009 (Antonov 
2013, 21), after the economic regression and the demise of the advertising 
market which made the media more dependent on benefactors (Pedrazzi, Mat 
and Vivona 2018, 1). The oligarch domination has continued and resulted in 
a ‘lack of transparency regarding ownership; monopoly position on the dis-
tribution market; poorly developed self-regulation mechanisms’, according to 
a report by the Center for the Study of Democracy (2015).

When it comes to Internet penetration, Bulgaria has by far the lowest in 
Europe with a penetration rate in 2019 of 66.7 per cent of the population of 
close to 7 million citizens having access to Internet (not counting smaller 
units such as the Vatican, San Marino and Isle of Man) (‘Internet World 
Statistics’ 2019). Bulgaria has not always scored last among the European 
countries – we only have to go back to 2018 to find Albania having a lower 
Internet penetration – but for the past years, penetration has remained on the 
same level, while it has increased in other European countries with previously 
low levels of access. This means that at the time of our data collection in the 
autumn of 2015, penetration was only slightly lower, at 66 per cent.

THE ESTONIAN MEDIA LANDSCAPE

Similar to Bulgaria, the broadcast mass media in Estonia were state- controlled 
in the 1970s, belonging to the ‘hard-line state socialist system’ (Mihelj and 
Huxtable 2018). As already accounted for, the closeness to Finland had as a 
consequence that up to a third of the Estonian population could take part of 
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broadcasts from the West, especially after 1971, when Yleisradio built a new 
TV transmitter in Finland, which meant that about a third of Estonians could 
access Western popular culture. This situation became even more pronounced 
in 1979, when a new TV tower was built in Tallinn, and people could choose 
between Estonian TV, Central TV (Russian) 1 and 2, Leningrad TV (Russian) 
and the Finnish channels YLE 1 and YLE 2 (Bolin 2016, 97). Although the 
‘state socialist television system’ was always transnational to a quite large 
degree, as Mihelj and Huxtable (2018) point out, it seems to have been more 
‘Westernized’ in Estonia, compared to Bulgaria, which also reveal in memo-
ries from those having grown up during the past decade of the Soviet Union 
in Estonia (Bolin 2016, 75ff.).

After having gained independence in 1991, the media became either com-
mercial or public service. Similar to the situation in Bulgaria, many foreign 
media corporations entered into the Estonian media market, launching radio 
channels, newspapers and magazines. On the radio market, Swedish media 
house Modern Times Group (MTG) moved in and launched Star FM – a 
sister company to the Swedish Rix FM. The Swedish media house Bonnier 
launched the business newspaper Äripäev in October 1989, modelled on the 
already existing Swedish business paper Dagens Industri.

In Estonia, a growing dissatisfaction with Soviet rule grew during the 
1980s, and around 1987/1988 the so-called Singing Revolution slowly grew 
with mass singing at the Tallinn Song Festivals Grounds, gathering tens of 
thousands of singers and audiences up to 200,000, singing patriotic hymns, 
arguably the first phase of the transition towards independence (Lauristin and 
Vihalemm 1997). Parallel to the Singing Revolution, and before the formal 
independence in 1991, the Estonian media landscape started reshaping (see 
figure 2.2). The privatization of newspapers started in 1989, and out of the 
ashes of the Estonian SSR State TV and Radio Committee rose Estonian 
Television (ETV) and Estonian Radio in October 1990, with the ambition to 
become public service broadcasters modelled after the Scandinavian public 

Figure 2.2. The Estonian media landscape 1970–2020.
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service broadcasters (Šein 2002, 22). Commercial TV started in 1992, partly 
through the engagement of foreign media houses such as MTG (Sweden) 
and Schibstedt (Norway), and soon grew to become nine commercial broad-
casters, clearly too many for the size of the population (1.3 million) and the 
undeveloped and weak advertising market. Estonian media scholar Hagi Šein 
(2002) has divided the early years of Estonian broadcasting into four phases: 
the period of implementation of the public remits of ETV (1991–1994); the 
establishment of ETV as a public broadcaster (1995–1997); the period of 
financial crisis (1998–2000), and the attempts to stabilize ETV from 2000 
and a few years ahead. This latter phase has been followed by a quite stable 
situation for the broadcaster.

The change from state TV to public service TV also meant that ETV became 
member of the EBU. Estonia was also the first Eastern European country to 
win the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC) in 2001, which meant that Estonia 
became the first post-Soviet country to host the competition in May 2002 
(Bolin 2006b). Given the size of the country, this was the first time that the 
ESC was produced by an international team. The Estonian broadcaster ETV 
was aided by Finnish YLE and Swedish SVT in setting up the show, thereby 
also setting the trend for future arrangements where the ESC has continuously 
been produced by international teams – most often the same key people who 
tour around Europe each year to set up the media event (Bolin 2010b).

In contrast with Bulgaria, Estonia’s media landscape is characterized 
by the absence of oligarchs, which means that there have never been any 
such owners of media corporations, neither in the print media sector nor 
in broadcasting (Štětka 2013, 17). There have, however, been quite a few 
larger Scandinavian corporations active on the Estonian market, as men-
tioned earlier.

When it comes to Internet penetration, Estonia has among the highest 
penetrations in Europe, with 97.9 per cent of the population having access to 
the Internet, just shortly after Iceland and Norway (‘Internet World Statistics’ 
2019). This places Bulgaria and Estonia each at the opposite ends of the 
spectrum when it comes to Internet penetration in Europe, where the average 
is 87.7 per cent. In the International Communication Union (ITU) Measuring 
the Information Society Report 2017, it is concluded that the ‘efforts made 
by the Estonia Government have transformed Estonia into one of the most 
connected countries in Europe and the world’ (ITU 2018, 60).

The high Internet penetration and the advanced digital infrastructure in 
Estonia is largely due to the early establishment of a digital policy, where 
the Estonian government made sustained efforts to push the country into 
the digital age. One part of this was the Tiger Leap’s project, which was 
a large national project initiated by the Ministry of Education in 1997 
to enhance computer literacy among Estonian schoolchildren (Runnel, 
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Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Reinsalu 2009). This project, together with 
other efforts to make Estonia a fully digitized society, such as Internet 
banking, Internet parking fees and the e-citizen programme for investors 
and entrepreneurs, has resulted in Estonia being far more digitized com-
pared to other states formerly within the Soviet sphere of interest. The 
technological development has also been coupled with a strong marketiza-
tion policy, where new technological developments have been directed at 
facilitating business and international investments. The country has, for 
example, introduced the ‘e-residency’, which is described as ‘the first step 
in establishing your paperless EU-company in Estonia’ (https://e-resident.
gov.ee/start-a-company/). The ‘e-residency’ gained much attention when it 
was introduced and branded as a possibility to become a ‘virtual citizen’ of 
Estonia. However, it was never really meant to be for everyone, but mainly 
for business purposes (Tammpuu and Masso 2018).

FRAMEWORKS FOR CSOS

Besides the media landscape that maps the contextual factors for a commu-
nicative civic engagement, another important set of factors is encompassed 
by the legal framework for the creation and operation of CSOs in each coun-
try. Studies using the USAID index for assessing the CSO sustainability in 
Eastern and Central Europe and Eurasia have been conducted in Bulgaria 
and Estonia in 2016 and 2018, respectively (USAID 2017; 2019). The index 
comprises seven parameters:

• Legal environment, defined as the ‘legal and regulatory environment gov-
erning the CSO sector and its implementation’;

• Organizational capacity, that is the ‘internal capacity of the CSO sector to 
pursue its goals’;

• Financial viability, which stands for the ‘CSO sector’s access to various 
sources of financial support’;

• Advocacy, which is the degree of the ‘CSO sector’s ability to influence 
public opinion and public policy’;

• Service provision, which is defined as the ‘sector’s ability to provide goods 
and services’;

• Infrastructure, which means the ‘support services available to the CSO sec-
tor’; and

• Public image, which means ‘society’s perception of the CSO sector’.

These seven parameters are combined in a total sustainability score for each 
country studied. The results of this assessment of the CSO sector in Bulgaria 
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and Estonia in 2016, which correspond to the time of our fieldwork (survey, 
interviews), are presented in figure 2.3.

In the index, Estonia scores a 2.1 and Bulgaria 3.3 (with an average for 
all countries included in the study of 4.8) – a condition that has remained 
stable compared to the previous year for Bulgaria, while it has declined for 
Estonia (USAID 2017, 12). As can be seen if both CSO maps are juxtaposed 
to one another, Estonia scores ‘better’ on all measuring points, but for some, 
the difference is more pronounced than for others. This is especially so 
when it comes to ‘organizational capacity’ and ‘financial viability’. Con-
sidering that Bulgaria is ‘the poorest country in the European Union’, the 
latter does not appear surprising (USAID 2017, 62). The figures have not 
changed dramatically in the latest report, covering 2018, although Bulgaria 
has decreased by 0.1 points to 3.4 on the CSO sustainability scale (USAID 
2019).

Among all countries in CEE and Eurasia measured on the CSO Sustain-
ability Index, Estonia is the country with the most favourable position – a 
condition that has been stable since around 2001. Bulgaria, on the other hand, 
has gone from a vary unfavourable condition for CSOs in the 1990s to a 
relatively stable situation since then, oscillating between 3.4 and 3.1 (USAID 
2019).

Taken together, the media landscape and the levels of CSO sustain-
ability make up the structural conditions in relation to which citizens can 
organize and act. The ways in which these frameworks are perceived, 
however, also matter, since whether citizens perceive them as support-
ive structures or as obstacles will have bearing on how they will act in 
their everyday civic practices. In the next section we will therefore take 
a deeper look into how the civic sphere and the media landscape are per-
ceived in the two countries.

Figure 2.3. The Bulgarian and Estonian CSO sustainability scores for 2016. Source: 
USAID (2017, 62, 89). 
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THE SUBJECTIVE DIMENSION OF THE MEDIA 
LANDSCAPE

The fact that the media landscape has a material and objective dimension 
needs to be coupled with the subjective dimension that appears when this 
infrastructure is put to use and when citizens orient in the media landscape. 
The fact that media technologies and contents exist does, of course, not 
determine how they are interpreted, and different citizens will perceive of 
the landscape in different ways. They will also act according to those per-
ceptions, use media in different ways, for very different purposes and for a 
variety of reasons. The media landscape thus has to be analysed, first, as a 
structure of possibilities and, second, as a structure formed in the way it is 
perceived – imagined – and acted against. There will be various perceptions 
of this landscape among citizens, and it is important to approach its analysis 
from these different perspectives.

A basic imaginary of the social and mediated landscape has to do with 
trust. The way in which people perceive of institutions in society will have 
an impact on whether they trust them or not, irrespective of whichever 
‘objective’ measure one has for them. These imaginaries do not arrive from 
nowhere but are based on people’s everyday experiences with institutions and 
also on how institutions are represented – for example in journalistic or popu-
lar fictional accounts. If our experience of the postal system, for example, is 
that the mail does not reach its addressee, we will not trust that postal system 
as a societal institution, irrespective of whether this is factually true or not. 
Or if we repeatedly are told that public officials put money into their own 
pockets, we will be suspicious towards the public officials we meet, no matter 
how honest they are.

Most often trust and distrust have their long historical roots, and it is 
beyond the scope of this analysis to explain these roots when it comes to our 
comparisons of the two cultures. Nonetheless, Bulgaria and Estonia differ 
dramatically when it comes to trust in other people as well as trust in societal 
institutions, including degrees of trust in the media. When it comes to trust in 
other people, only 19.44 per cent in Bulgaria say that they trust other people, 
while 38.51 per cent of Estonians have this trust. This can be compared to a 
high-trust country such as Sweden, where 68 per cent have trust in other per-
sons, and also to the United Kingdom, where 30 per cent have trust in other 
people.2 The Bulgarian percentage is low even for the post-communist region, 
where, for example, trust in other people is of 27 per cent in Ukraine, which is 
also a country marked by very high levels of corruption and very low trust in 
societal and political institutions. This is likely related to the fact that various 
indices and expert studies consistently rank Bulgaria among the most corrupt 
EU member states (Bąkowski and Voronova 2017).
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When it comes to societal institutions such as the government, the legal 
system and the police, Estonians have far higher degrees of trust compared 
with Bulgarians, as seen in figure 2.4. The same is true for both trade unions 
and CSOs and also for bigger companies. Traditional mass media such as 
radio and TV enjoy higher trust, and while the difference is small when it 
comes to TV, it is wider as far as radio is concerned. The only media that 
Bulgarians trust more than Estonians are the Internet, in general, and social 
networking sites, in particular.

Trust in societal institutions also seems to correspond to levels of life 
satisfaction, where Bulgarians are among the least satisfied in Europe, to the 
contrary of Estonians, who belong to the upper end of the scale, with 83 per 
cent of the population claiming to be very satisfied or quite satisfied (com-
pared to 47 per cent for Bulgarians).

In our data, trust is measured in relation to political institutions and tradi-
tional and alternative media sources.

As can be seen from figure 2.5, Estonian citizens have higher trust on all 
parameters except when it comes to alternative news sources. It should be 
noted, however, that at the time of the fieldwork, the concept of ‘alternative’ 
news (and similar concepts such as ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative facts’) had 
not been introduced to the general media audiences worldwide yet. The full 
question as it was posed in the questionnaire read, ‘I trust the news I get 
from alternative media online, such as blogs, citizen journalism’. Since then, 
the concept of alternative media has become discursively reconfigured, not 

Figure 2.4. Trust in institutions and media – Bulgaria and Estonia. Source: Eurobarom-
eter, March 2018.
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least through the reappearing of concepts such as the ‘lügenpresse’ and other 
derogatory labels for the institutions of democracy made from far-right debat-
ers and agents.3

It is evident from figures 2.4 and 2.5 that the Bulgarian and Estonian soci-
eties differ when it comes to trust in national political institutions such as the 
government or the Parliament. Bulgarians share a much higher distrust in 
their political institutions than do Estonians, corresponding to the differences 
in personal trust between the two countries. These results are well in line with 
other research on trust in Europe (see Inglehart et al. 2014).

When we check the relation between the objective or material media land-
scape and the perceptions of it, there are some interesting observations that 
can be made. This is for example the case when we check for access to digital 
media such as smartphones and laptops, and the perception one has of how 
well connected one is. In figure 2.6, we can see the percentages of access to 
digital media in the two countries.

As can be seen from figure 2.6, access to computer, mobile phone, smart-
phone and laptop is substantially higher in Estonia than in Bulgaria. How-
ever, and to illustrate the importance of the subjectively perceived media 
landscape, these access figures should then be related to the degree to which 
people in Bulgaria and Estonia perceive their connection status, as illustrated 
in figure 2.7.

Figure 2.5. Trust in institutions and media – Bulgaria and Estonia. Percentage of respon-
dents who partly or fully agree to the statements about trust in media. Source: Survey 
Q4 2015.
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Figure 2.6. Access to digital media in Bulgaria and Estonia (%). Source: Survey Q4 
2015.

Figure 2.7. Perceived connectivity in Bulgaria and Estonia (%). Source: Survey Q4 
2015.

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



 Media Landscapes, Digital Infrastructure and Social Imaginary 57

Despite the fact that Bulgarian citizens have less access to especially per-
sonal and mobile digital media (laptops, mobile phones and smartphones), 
they have, to a much higher degree compared to Estonian citizens, the per-
ception that they have good Internet connection always and everywhere. In 
the so-called Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) rankings of the 
European countries, where a number of indicators show the degrees to which 
each European country perform when it comes to digitalization, Estonia 
ranks number nine, well above the average for EU countries, while Bulgaria 
performs at number twenty-six (of twenty-eight countries). The report from 
2017 concludes:

Estonia is the champion in Europe in the online provision of public services and 
scores above EU average in digital skills and the Use of Internet by citizens. 
As for broadband, it is strong on mobile but has low fixed broadband coverage 
despite progress over the past year. (European Commission 2017)

For Bulgaria, the 2018 DESI report concludes as follows:

Bulgaria’s main challenges relate to the very low level of digital skills among 
its citizens – also among young people – and the low integration of digital tech-
nologies by businesses. In particular, the low level of digital skills combined 
with shortages of ICT specialists and underinvestment in digital infrastructures 
may be among the reasons why the digitisation process in Bulgaria is slow both 
in the public and private sector. (European Commission 2018)

One way to interpret the fact that Bulgarian citizens score higher on perceived 
connectivity might be that expectations are lower than in Estonia. Estonia has, 
not least in its self-promotion in nation-branding campaigns, described itself 
as a forerunner when it comes to digitalization, launching embassies in virtual 
spaces (Bengtsson 2012), introducing e-citizenship and the first paperless 
Parliament (see Bolin 2006a), and very early proud of itself to have ‘count-
less Internet connections’ (Bengtsson 2002, 89). Such promotional discourses 
also produce expectations, and perceptions will be measured against these 
expectations. It is probably not overstating it to say that expectations might be 
considerably higher in Estonia than in Bulgaria. Ranking lists such as the DESI 
Index are in that sense also self-fulfilling, since they constantly remind citizens, 
irrespective of national belonging, of their place in the European hierarchy.

POINTS OF CONTRAST

This chapter has accounted for an analytical model based in the theory of 
media landscapes. Through secondary sources and survey data, this model 
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has been used to draw the contours of the Bulgarian and Estonian media land-
scapes, pointing to some significant differences between the two countries, 
also in their historical pasts during the times of state socialism. We have also 
pointed to the differences in how the transition from 1989 and onwards has 
been handled, where Estonia replaced the staff in all major positions in gov-
ernment and central institutions, whereas Bulgaria was marked by continuity 
in the staffing of central societal institutions in the early 1990s. Bulgaria 
today is more corrupt and has a higher degree of overlap between political 
and corporate power, mainly due to the presence of oligarchs in the media 
industry – something that is missing in Estonia. There is also considerably 
less press freedom in Bulgaria.

In this chapter we have also analysed how citizens in the two countries 
view the media and institutional frameworks that set the conditions for their 
civic action. We have described the differences in the estimated sustainability 
of CSOs in the two countries, in access and trust in media and the cultural 
differences when it comes to trust in people and societal institutions.

The next chapters will discuss in more detail the ways in which Estonians 
and Bulgarians take up the affordances of digital media in their daily lives, 
focusing on the degree to which these media are drawn into individual acts of 
civic engagement and the activities of CSOs.
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This chapter will explore what the differences between the countries revealed 
so far mean for everyday media practices, civic media practices and, more 
particularly, for the place of digital media in the social imaginary (Taylor 
1992) of the two cultures. The two historically developed, sociocultural 
media landscapes outlined in the previous chapter have shown some basic 
differences regarding how the Internet and digital media have been intro-
duced and framed in the two countries, and also how trust in societal institu-
tions differs in relation to the media, as well as to public authorities. Here 
we will look deeper into the differences in how the two populations perceive 
digital media, particularly in relation to different kinds of civic engagement 
and participation in both public and private activities.

Digital media and networks are often seen as key to political participa-
tion (Lunt et al. 2013). The way they have developed during the past ten 
to fifteen years – particularly their mobility, their multimodality, and their 
open-endedness – have been construed as affordances for civic engagement. 
The theoretical approach applied here, however, tells us that digital media, 
like all (media) technologies are socially constructed (MacKenzie and Wajc-
man 1999), and the ways they are perceived, understood and practiced vary 
between cultural contexts beyond differences in access and use. The aim of 
this chapter is therefore to explore the meaning of digital media technologies 
for civic participation and engagement in the two countries – what we may 
think of as a digital imaginary.

In order to capture cultural differences and variations in democratic and 
participatory culture in the two countries under scrutiny, it would be productive 
to build on Dahlgren’s (2009) conceptualization of civic culture, including key 
elements such as knowledge, identities, trust, practices, skills and the com-
municative spaces available for participation. This perspective is grounded in 

Chapter 3

Digital Media and the Variable Modes 
of Participation
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a critique of the (narrow) libertarian approach to democracy (Dahlgren 2006). 
Dahlgren argues that, when analysing civic culture, we need to look beyond 
the dynamics of libertarian democracy and institutionalized structures as well 
as beyond the highly visible outbursts of political activism (regardless of if it is 
organized by more formalized CSOs, loosely put together in the moment, or by 
merely unorganized individuals). Instead, the focus should be shifted to civic 
engagement in everyday life, to what Dahlgren calls ‘suitable acculturation’, 
meaning the everyday practices of ‘real flesh-and-blood people with relevant 
values, virtues and competencies’ (2006, 272). In order to more deeply under-
stand the role of the Internet and digital media in democratic practice and civic 
engagement, we will therefore first explore how, where and for what purposes 
these media are used in the two national cultures.

Before we go into that, a note on the critique of the idea of civic culture. In 
their influential work on ‘public connection’, Couldry, Livingstone and Markham 
(2006) criticized the notion of civic culture for being too unifying, and instead 
argue for ‘a more heterogeneous range of connected and disconnected practices 
that, again tactically, we might collect under the label of “the dispersed citizen” ’ 
(Couldry and Langer 2005, 239). Admittedly, civic culture is a blunt tool when 
it comes to understanding the variety of civic and democratic practices people 
are engaged in everyday life. However, for the purpose at hand – to connect 
contemporary practices with a broader historical perspective of the two varied 
media landscapes – such a perspective becomes meaningful in terms of its breath 
and capacity to capture differences between national cultures when it comes to 
the digital imaginary. We also believe that conducting cultural comparisons like 
the one presented here is a way to overcome such critique, while still fostering 
the idea of not one but several parallel civic cultures in, for example, a national 
entity. This approach takes as its vantage point the social construction of media 
technologies in civic, as well as other, social practices and therefore sees the 
perception and use of (digital) technologies as differing between cultural con-
texts, within as well as between countries, or other cultural entities. Already in 
the 1990s, Sparks argued that ‘it is foolish to imagine that it is possible to study 
the mass media in isolation from the society in which they operate’ (Sparks and 
Reading 1997, ix). Runnel, Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Reinsalu (2009) have 
demonstrated that online communities vary significantly between countries, and 
therefore it is essential to look closer at civic engagement and digital media use 
in its particular cultural context, not least outside of the Western world.

In order to understand the digital imaginary of the different social, cultural 
and national contexts, we will first look at what Charles Taylor calls the ‘ontic’ 
– material, factual – dimensions (Taylor 1992) of the media that may enable 
collective action: access to various kinds of media technologies and how they 
fit into the broader everyday cultures in the two countries. Second, we com-
pare the digital practices themselves: how citizens in Estonia and Bulgaria use 
digital media, for what purposes, and in what ways. This will give insights into 
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the various forms in which citizens perceive and find the media meaningful, as 
well as the role of digital media in the way they believe they fit together with 
others. These different means to explore the digital imaginary will also help us 
to better understand different levels of participation: from what is sometimes 
thought of as a ‘first-level’ digital divide, focusing on the material dimensions 
of civic participation, to the ‘second level’ that looks closer at differences in use, 
skills, autonomy, social support, purposes and attitudes towards ICTs within and 
between different groups of users (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 
193) to the ‘third level’ that deals with the broader meaning of digital media in 
peoples’ different imaginaries. Throughout the chapter we will compare differ-
ences between age groups in the two countries, as ‘those users that are actively 
contributing to the so-called participatory web are often to be found among the 
younger generations’ (O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller 2013, 167).

The analysis that follows is based on two nationally representative surveys 
with random population samples that we conducted in Bulgaria and Estonia 
in the fall of 2015. The survey included a broad range of questions concern-
ing the access and use of various types of media with a specific focus on the 
employment of digital media for civic and political engagement. The survey 
also asked questions about attitudes to civil organizations (CSOs) and public 
institutions (see appendices A and B).

BROADER MEDIA CULTURES: TV, RADIO AND PRESS

All media are integrated in a broad web of different technologies that together 
constitute the media landscape within which the everyday media repertoires 
of individual users evolve. In order to understand the digital imaginaries of 
the populations in the two countries, we follow Schrøder, who has argued that 

‘a genuine audience perspective on the contemporary media culture must adopt 
a cross-media lens, because people in everyday life, as individuals and groups, 
form their identities and found their practices through being the inevitable 
sense-making hubs of the spokes of the mediatized culture. Audiences are inher-
ently cross-media’ (2011, 5).

In order to understand the role of digital media in everyday life and in civic partici-
pation in the two countries. we will, therefore, start by looking at the broader media 
spectrum, such as the (also digitized) mass media: press, radio and TV.

We can see from the table 3.1 that two different patterns emerge. The way 
traditional mass media are used in the two countries reveals two different 
media cultures, where Estonian population in general is more reliant on daily 
press and radio (although there are some differences concerning the latter), 
while the Bulgarians form a more coherent TV culture. Not surprisingly, 
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there are also large age discrepancies in both countries that are, on the one 
hand, similarly structured, but on the other hand, reveal large differences in 
use patterns. Younger citizens in both countries are the age groups that spend 
less time on reading daily newspapers. Despite the similarities in how the 
daily reading of newspapers is spread out between age groups, there are also 
substantial differences in daily newspaper reading between the countries. The 

Table 3.1. Frequency of mass media use (%).

PRESS

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 28.3 59.5 56.9 36.9 14.8 3.6
25–34 15.6 42.6 62.2 51.8 22.2 5.6
35–49 18.5 37.5 54.5 62.5 27.0 10.0
50–64 13.6 27.2 52.2 51.7 34.2 21.1
65–74 9.7 31.4 35.1 48.7 55.2 19.9
75–93 12.5 44.8 34.4 44.6 53.1 10.6
All ages 15.8 36.7 51.4 49.8 32.8 13.5

TV

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 17.3 2.3 42.0 20.3 40.7 77.4
25–34 6.6 0.6 30.5 16.2 62.9 83.2
35–49 1.5 2.7 19.3 8.8 79.2 88.5
50–64 4.1 1.0 7.8 14.5 88.1 87.1
65–74 1.5 0.6 4.5 4.5 94.0 94.9
75–93 0 0 6.2 4.5 93.8 95.5
All ages 4.3 1.7 16.8 10.5 78.9 87.8

RADIO

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 21.0 20.2 51.8 41.7 27.2 38.1
25–34 11.4 0.6 46.1 58.6 42.5 35.4
35–49 9.7 26.1 36.2 38.5 54.1 34.5
50–64 13.9 27.6 25.1 39.4 61.0 33.0
65–74 13.4 30.8 86.6 38.2 71.6 31.0
75–93 15.6 43.3 11.0 23.4 73.4 33.3
All ages 13.0 27.7 31.4 38.4 55.6 33.9

Note: This table reflects the answers to the question: How often do you use any of the following media 
(press)? Answer alternatives: Never, Less than once/week, One or two times/week, More than two times/
week or Every day. Recoded into: Never, Sometimes (Less than once/week, One or two times/week, More 
than two times/week) and Every day.

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 1,000. Total number of respondents in Bulgaria =1,024.
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Estonian population in general read newspapers to a larger extent than Bul-
garians. The youngest age groups in both countries (eighteen to twenty-four 
years old) are the ones that read newspapers the least, but while newspaper 
reading increases from 14.8 per cent daily readers among the youngest Esto-
nians to 53.1 per cent among the oldest ones (sixty-five to seventy-four years 
old), the same figures in Bulgaria vary from 3.6 per cent (eighteen to twenty-
four years old) to 10.6 per cent (eighteen to twenty-four years old).

Radio listening shows a somewhat different pattern. The number of non-
listeners is generally larger in Bulgaria than in Estonia, and in Bulgaria the 
youngest age group constitutes the largest share of everyday listeners. In 
Estonia, the pattern is reversed: it is the oldest age group that makes the larg-
est number of everyday listeners. At the same time, a larger part of Bulgarians 
in general never listen to the radio. However, the kind of content broadcast 
by radio is much more diverse compared with that of the daily press (from 
music, entertainment and documentaries to daily news), and unfortunately 
we cannot, from this survey, tell what kind of radio content the different age 
groups in the two countries listen to.

In this comparison of media use, Bulgaria stands out as a more  TV-dominated 
culture compared with Estonia, a characteristic of Bulgarian media consump-
tion also acknowledged by previous research (Bakardjieva 1992; Spassov 
2008). Overall, the analysis does not show any huge differences between 
the countries as a large proportion of both populations watch TV frequently. 
But when we add age as a component in this picture, variations appear. Even 
though the youngest age cohorts in both countries, in line with international 
statistics, watch less TV than older media users, young Bulgarians are much 
more frequent TV viewers than young Estonians. More than 75 per cent of 
the youngest Bulgarians watch TV every day, while only 40 per cent of the 
youngest group of Estonians are daily TV viewers. In Estonia, the number of 
everyday viewers raises rapidly with age, while the proportion of frequent 
users in Bulgaria is high and stable across ages. The number of non-users in 
Bulgaria is very low across ages, and even though this number is low also 
in Estonia, a substantial part of those up to thirty-four years old claim they 
never watch TV at all. There is hence a noticeable difference between young 
citizens in the two countries in this respect.

THE FIRST-LEVEL DIGITAL DIVIDE: MEDIA 
TECHNOLOGIES AND GENERATIONAL SHIFTS

Digital media technologies, as part of broader media landscapes, have long 
been associated with hopes regarding the democratic participation of citizens 
in politics (Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali 2013, 125), particularly in the 
so-called young democracies. As already discussed, this concerns first the 
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‘ontic’ dimension of media technologies: how widespread and secure media 
infrastructures are in a geographical (and political) area, and how media tech-
nologies are distributed among a population and structured demographically 
across ages, genders and classes. In discussions about citizen participation 
and democracy, this is the most explored dimension, sometimes referred to as 
the ‘first-level digital divide’, a level that reveals inequalities in material and 
infrastructural access to digital technologies (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and 
Aroldi 2013, 192). We will, therefore, continue by looking at access to digital 
technologies among different age groups in the two populations.

As already shown in chapter 2, a larger share of Estonians have access to 
digital technologies than Bulgarians, but table 3.2 also shows that access to 
digital media technologies in both countries is highly structured by age. In 
general, Bulgarians have access to almost all the different kinds of digital 
technologies in almost all age groups, approximately 10 per cent (or more) 
less than Estonians. There are several examples of this. Nearly 90 per cent of 
Estonians up to thirty-four years old have access to a smartphone, while the 

Table 3.2. First-level digital divide: Access to digital media technologies (positive 
answers, %).

Home computer Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 50.6 49.4
25–34 52.1 43.8
35–49 59.1 50.6
50–64 49.2 38.2
65–74 26.9 18.4
75–93 10.9 4.6
All ages 46.9 38.0

Mobile phone Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 60.5 41.3
25–34 62.9 48.8
35–49 69.1 64.7
50–64 82.0 74.1
65–74 88.1 69.9
75–93 67.2 50.0
All ages 73.6 63.1

Smartphone Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 87.7 79.9
25–34 89.2 72.0
35–49 69.5 52.5
50–64 27.1 22.8
65–74 11.2 8.1
75–93 4.7 4.6
All ages 49.8 39.1

(Continued)
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Laptop Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 85.2 61.7
25–34 82.6 74.7
35–49 75.3 56.6
50–64 48.5 33.2
65–74 32.8 12.8
75–93 4.7 3.2
All ages 59.2 43.3

Tablet Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 33.3 39.5
25–34 47.9 37.7
35–49 45.2 30.3
50–64 12.5 12.1
65–74 6.0 5.3
75–93 3.1 1.5
All ages 27.1 21.5

Note: This table reflects the percentage by age groups and the average of positive answers to the question: 
Do you have the following devices or daily access to them? (Answer alternatives: Yes/No).

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 1,000. In Bulgaria, the total number of respondents varied as fol-
lows: 1,005 (Home computer and Mobile phone), 1,001 (Smartphone), 989 (Laptop) and 993 (Tablet).

numbers in the same-age groups in Bulgaria are around 70 per cent. Around 
85 per cent of the youngest Estonians have access to laptops, compared with 
60 per cent of Bulgarians (although the numbers rise among Bulgarians 
twenty-five to thirty-four years old in this particular case). Some examples 
contradict these general patterns. For instance, the number of people in the 
youngest cohort in the two countries who have access to home computers is 
roughly similar (while the older age groups exhibit differences that are in line 
with other access patterns, around 10 per cent).

A general conclusion that we can draw from the above is that there is what 
we could call a generational shift between the two countries where older age 
groups in most cases have access to digital technologies to a substantially 
larger extent in Estonia than in Bulgaria (e.g. 32.8 per cent of sixty-four to 
seventy-four years olds in Estonia have access to laptops, while only 12.8 per 
cent of the same-age group in Bulgaria have such access). Bolin and Westlund 
(2009) have shown that the kind of media technologies people are introduced 
to during their younger (formative) years are also the media technologies that 
tend to follow them over the life course. That is why we can assume that the 
early and highly state-supported introduction of digital technologies in the 
Estonian society from the 1990s and onwards has led to a higher penetration 
of digital technologies also among older age groups in Estonia compared 
to Bulgaria. It also implies that we can expect this difference in access pat-
terns based on age when it comes to access to digital technologies in the two 

Table 3.2. (Continued)
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countries to fade away in the future, as younger and more tech-acquainted 
Bulgarians grow older. Such a historic (and generational) perspective also 
leads us to pay attention to differences in the kind of digital technologies 
used in the two countries. Again, as digital technologies were introduced 
later in Bulgaria than in Estonia and also distributed differently, the Bulgar-
ian population seems to have gone directly to ‘smart’ technologies, such as 
tablets, instead of going for laptops to the same extent. Nearly 40 per cent of 
young Bulgarians (eighteen to twenty-four years old) have access to tablets 
compared to 33.3 per cent of Estonians in the same-age group, something 
that is, however, not the case among the twenty-five to forty-nine years old.

THE SECOND-LEVEL DIGITAL DIVIDE: SITES AND 
SPACES OF DIGITAL MEDIA

Moving away from access to digital technologies, the ‘second level digital 
divide’ deals with the use of digital media, as well as skills, literacy and 
participation (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 192). Scholars 
have suggested other multifaceted concept of access (Carpentier 2003) 
distinguishing for instance between ‘technological access’, ‘social access’ 
(Kling 2000), ‘physical access’ and the different skills required for interact-
ing with ICTs (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 191). Dijk and 
Hacker (2003) have identified four kinds of barriers that restrict access: 
‘mental access’, ‘material access’, ‘skills access’ and ‘usage access’ (cited 
in Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 191). In this study, we also 
consider what has been called the ‘global divide’ (directing attention to 
the differences between countries), ‘social divides’ (among groups in the 
population of a single nation) and ‘democratic divides’ (among people 
using ICTs to participate in public life or disassociating themselves from 
it) (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 191). Even though both Bul-
garia and Estonia are post-communist countries, the process of democrati-
zation in the two countries, as discussed in the Introduction and chapter 2, 
has followed distinct paths; digital technologies and the Internet have also 
been introduced in each country in its own way. Due to these specific social 
and cultural trajectories of digital technology adoption, differences in the 
users’ approach to these technologies are likely to be found. We will start 
by looking at the general populations (see table 3.3).

The expected disparities between the national populations (as well as 
between age groups within the two nations) are confirmed in the material, 
particularly regarding the overall share of Internet users in the two countries: 
in Bulgaria, the number of non-users counted up to 40 per cent, while non-
users in Estonia were only one-fifth of the population. In Estonia, almost all 
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non-users were older than fifty years (among Estonians younger than thirty-
five years old, the share of non-users of the Internet is negligible), while a 
substantial share of young Bulgarians also never used the Internet. Only the 
very oldest age group in Estonia (seventy-five to ninety-three years old) held 
a majority of non-users.

The figures discussed so far paint a broad and general pattern that points to 
differences between the countries in terms of a general integration of digital 
media in everyday life. They can be understood in the contexts of the dif-
ferences in the policies concerning the introduction of digital technologies 
adopted by Estonia and Bulgaria and the timing of that introduction. These 
distinct courses of technological innovation have led to the different genera-
tional patterns when it comes to access and use of digital technologies that 
we observed (see Bolin and Westlund 2009). In Estonia, where the Internet 
was introduced to the broader population at an earlier stage, it is today a more 
naturalized part of everyday life across generations.

We can talk about a second-level digital divide in both countries, even 
though it is shaped differently and includes different social groups (Trültzsch, 
Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013). Agre (2004) has stressed that essential 
dimensions of civic culture such as networks and trust must be grounded in 
concrete competencies of interaction (also Dahlgren 2006). In order to under-
stand these competencies, Dahlgren (2006) argues, we must look deeper into 
the sites, spaces and discursive practices of digital media use, as well as the 
contextual aspects of interaction. Sites and spaces of digital media use may 
relate to the very online sites and digital spaces inhabited by users, but to 
understand the role of the Internet in the digital imaginary of the citizens of 
the two countries from a broader cultural perspective, we must also look at 

Table 3.3. Frequency of Internet use (%).

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 0 15.5 6.2 8.4 93.8 76.2
25–34 1.2 11.1 6.6 7.4 92.2 81.5
35–49 5.0 23.0 13.5 15.7 81.5 61.3
50–64 22.4 46.6 18.4 18.4 59.3 35.0
65–74 55.2 75.6 13.5 11.5 31.3 12.8
75–93 84.4 95.5 6.2 1.5 9.4 3.0
All ages 20.9 40.0 12.7 13.0 66.4 47.0

Notes: This table reflects the answer to the survey question: How often do you use the following media: 
Internet? Answer alternatives: Never/Less than once a week/one to two times per week/Every day. 
Recoded into Never, Sometimes (Less than once a week, One or two times/week, More than two times/
week) or Every day.

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 1,000. Total number of respondents in Bulgaria =1,024.
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Table 3.4. Internet access by location (%).

At home Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 86.4 76.1
25–34 88.6 79.9
35–49 92.3 86.6
50–64 93.9 86.0
65–74 90.5 94.7
75–93 88.9 100
All ages 91.2 84.2

Work/School Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 70.4 45.1
25–34 64.5 41.7
35–49 61.5 41.8
50–64 42.4 40.1
65–74 23.8 21.1
75–93 22.2 0
All ages 54.1 40.2

Cafés Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 29.6 12.7
25–34 23.5 3.5
35–49 21.9 1.5
50–64 5.6 2.5
65–74 1.6 2.6
75–93 0 0
All ages 16.4 3.6

Public libraries Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 24.7 4.2
25–34 18.1 0.7
35–49 18.6 2.0
50–64 4.3 1.3
65–74 6.3 0
75–93 0 0
All ages 13.8 1.6

(Continued)

the spatial organization of digital technologies in everyday life (see Spassov 
2016).

We have learnt from the media landscape perspective that the ontic dimen-
sions of the media not always interrelate with how things are perceived by 
those who inhabit the landscape. In the previous chapter, we saw how the 
weaker Internet connections and broadband networks in Bulgaria were expe-
rienced as more far-reaching by the population than in Estonia where people 
in fact have better Internet infrastructure but experience it as functioning less 
effectively (see chapter 2, this volume). Media infrastructures also include 
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the spatial environments where digital media use takes place – that is, the 
everyday places where people access digital technologies. As digital devices 
are more widespread among the population in Estonia compared to Bulgaria 
and as the Estonian population spend more time using the Internet, it is not 
surprising that Estonians also have Internet access to a larger extent in most of 
the places they were asked about in the survey (in fact in all places, except ‘at 
home’). The most noticeable difference between the two populations is that 
the Estonians, especially the younger age groups (from eighteen to forty-nine 
years), use the Internet in more public and institutionalized places than the 
Bulgarians – at work/school, cafés, public libraries and ‘other public places’. 
In order to understand the spatial organization of the Internet among the users 
in the two countries, we shall also look closer at the sites and platforms actu-
ally used by them in both countries.

In the analysis of most frequented online spaces, three larger Internet 
environments come forward: Facebook, Twitter and blogs (see table 3.5). 
Facebook use is widespread in both populations as around one-third of all 
users visit the environment daily, and in both Bulgaria and Estonia those 
up to fifty years old are the most eager Facebook users. A larger portion of 
young Bulgarians than Estonians in the same-age group do not use Facebook. 
However, young Bulgarians are everyday users in a higher degree than their 
Estonian counterparts. Twitter use is generally low in both countries, in line 
with international statistics (O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller 2013), even 

Other public places Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 22.2 9.9
25–34 20.0 6.9
35–49 23.5 3.5
50–64 8.7 3.9
65–74 3.2 7.9
75–93 1.6 0
All ages 16.6 5.4

Everywhere Age groups (years) Estonia Bulgaria
18–24 80.0 73.2
25–34 75.9 57.6
35–49 59.1 48.3
50–64 22.1 31.2
65–74 10.0 13.2
75–93 22.2 0
All ages 49.7 46.6

Notes: This table reflects the answers to the question: Where do you access the Internet?

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 797. Total number of respondents in Bulgaria = 614 (Internet users 
only).

Table 3.4. (Continued)
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though, again, the youngest Estonians stand out as heavier Twitter users com-
pared to other groups (almost one-fourth of them use Twitter once a week or 
more, which is far more than all other age groups in both countries).

Blogs have been described as the earliest example of widely popular social 
media. They offer ‘a means of participation to people previously excluded 

Table 3.5. Frequency of social media use (%).

FACEBOOK

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 8.6 17.9 19.7 16.7 71.6 65.5
25–34 11.4 18.5 25.8 17.9 62.9 63.6
35–49 31.3 39.5 32.4 19.9 36.3 40.6
50–64 68.5 60.8 14.6 20.2 16.9 19.1
65–74 88.1 87.2 4.4 7.7 7.5 5.1
75–93 95.3 97.0 1.6 1.5 3.1 1.5
All ages 48.8 51.5 19.3 16.3 31.9 32.2

BLOGS

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 38.3 48.2 50.6 28.9 11.1 22.9
25–34 49.7 49.7 39.6 26.0 10.8 24.2
35–49 63.3 66.2 29.3 21.5 7.3 12.3
50–64 81.0 75.3 14.2 18.8 4.7 5.8
65–74 94.8 94.9 3.7 5.1 1.6 0
75–93 96.9 97.0 1.6 3.0 1.6 0
All ages 70.6 71.1 23.1 18.3 6.3 10.5

TWITTER

Age groups 
(years)

Never Sometimes Every day

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

18–24 69.1 78.6 12.3 14.3 18.5 7.1
25–34 80.8 83.8 11.4 5.6 7.8 10.6
35–49 90.7 86.9 6.6 7.3 2.7 5.8
50–64 94.9 92.1 3.4 4.8 1.7 3.1
65–74 97.0 98.1 1.5 1.9 1.5 0
75–93 96.7 100 1.6 0 1.6 0
All ages 89.8 89.8 59.0 5.6 43.0 4.6

Notes: This table reflects the answers to the question: How often do you use any of the following media 
(Facebook, blogs, Twitter)? Answer alternatives: Never, Less than once/week, One or two times/week, 
More than two times/week or Every day. Recoded into: Never, Sometimes (Less than once/week, One or 
two times/week, More than two times/week) or Every day.

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 1,000. Total number of respondents in Bulgaria =1,023.
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from, among other things, cultural production and political discussion’ (Lunt 
et al. 2013, 149). Blogs are also a kind of communication that has always 
had a particular position in the media repertoires of the Bulgarian population 
(Bakardjieva 2012; Spassov 2009). Even though blogs are not one of the most 
important communication channels in any of the two nations (70 per cent in 
both countries say they never use blogs), young Bulgarians use it frequently 
(23–24 per cent of Bulgarians between eighteen and thirty-four years old use 
it every day). In Estonia, the use of blogs is a much less practiced habit: twice 
as many of the younger groups of Bulgarians use blogs every day compared 
to the younger Estonians.

Also, when comparing the most frequented online spaces, we can see dif-
ferences between the two populations, with blogs standing out as a kind of 
medium that is used more in Bulgaria than Estonia. What we must keep in 
mind, however, is that there are several possible ways to use all of the afore-
mentioned platforms and online spaces for civic and non-civic purposes. In 
the following section, we will look closer at the specific purposes for which 
people in the two countries use digital media.

PARTICIPATION IN AND THROUGH THE MEDIA: 
DIGITAL MEDIA AND EVERYDAY PRACTICES

So far we have seen that even though the Internet is a well-integrated part 
of everyday lives of especially younger citizens in both countries, in Estonia 
it is accessed in more public and institutional settings, such as libraries and 
other public places, compared with Bulgaria where it is related to private 
places such as ‘at home’ and the more abstract ‘everywhere’. We will now 
dig deeper into the different ways people actually use digital media in the 
two countries, to understand the role of these media in everyday culture. This 
means that we for now leave the populations at large behind to only focus on 
the Internet users in the two countries (approximately 60 per cent of Bulgar-
ians and 80 per cent of Estonians).

The distinctions observed at the second-level digital divide stem from 
differences in the ways of participation in the media sphere. Web 2.0 
facilitates active interaction and collaboration, but this does not mean 
that everybody actually engages in it. When we talk about the social or 
participatory web, we need to ask which users or audiences are included 
(O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller 2013) and what kinds of activities they 
actually perform. Being online and interacting with others is not automati-
cally linked to enhanced civic engagement. Such discussions have ended 
up in a distinction between ‘participation in’ and ‘participation through’ the 
media (Carpentier 2011, 70). Participation through the media deals with 
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the opportunities for mediated participation in public debates and for self-
representation in a variety of public spaces. The media sphere here serves as 
a location where citizens can voice their opinions and experiences and inter-
act with others (also Couldry 2010). This creates the possibility for entering 
into the realm of political participation. Participation in the media, on the 
other hand, deals with the production of media output – content-related 
participation – and in media organizational decision-making – structural 
participation. The latter is mainly related to media professionals and it is 
not relevant in citizen discussions (see Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali 
2013, 130–31). In relation to this distinction between different kinds of par-
ticipation, we will look deeper into the various kinds of purposes for using 
the Internet between the two populations (see table 3.6). We will start by 
comparing users at large in both countries, to further move on to looking at 
differences between certain age groups.

Regarding the two perhaps most general Internet practices, the survey 
asked about – ‘search for information’ and ‘use the Internet for entertain-
ment’ (see appendix B) – the figures are very much the same, and also 
rather high, in both countries. Besides this, the figures in the table reveal 
that the Bulgarian Internet users in general are more active online than the 

Table 3.6. Internet-based activities (%).

Uses?

Yes No

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Search for information on specific topics 95.7 94.7 4.3 5.3
Use of Internet for work/study 74.5 80.7 25.2 19.3
Read political content 76.4 72.1 23.6 27.9
Entertainment 86.8 90.9 13.2 9.1
Read user-generated content 65.5 80.8 34.5 19.2
Banking and finances 87.1 30.9 12.9 69.1
Post on discussion sites 30.4 39.8 69.6 60.2
Write in one’s own blog 11.0 26.5 89.0 73.5
Write in one’s own social media profile 41.4 62.6 58.6 37.4
Tweeting 6.4 15.8 93.6 84.2
Emailing people 89.2 74.5 10.8 25.5
Commenting on others’ posts and tweets  

in Social Networking Services (SNSs)
30.6 69.5 69.4 30.5

Instant messaging (chatting) 37.5 83.6 62.5 16.4
Video chatting 38.6 71.6 61.4 28.4
Phone calls (cf Skype) 57.1 77.3 42.9 22.7

Notes: The table reflects the answers to the question: How often do you use the Internet for any of the fol-
lowing activities? Answer alternatives: Never, Less than once a week, One or two times a week, More than 
two times/week or Every day. Recoded into Yes/No.

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 797. The total number of respondents in Bulgaria varied between 
603 and 589 for the different activities (Internet users only).
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Estonian ones, at least when looking at the majority of the large variety of 
online practices our survey measured (such as read user-generated content, 
post in discussion sites, write in one’s own blog, write in one’s own social 
media profile, tweet, comment on others’ posts and tweets in SNSs, chat, 
video chat and make video calls). The only two Internet practices that were 
more common among the Estonian population than the Bulgarian one were 
banking and sending emails, while more general activities such as search-
ing for information, work/study purposes, entertainment and reading politi-
cal content produced rather similar figures in the two countries. From this 
we can conclude that when it comes, being active online for non-political 
purposes, Bulgarian Internet users outscore the Estonians in most cases. 
Another, perhaps also unexpected, distinction between the two populations 
that was revealed when looking at the overall statistics in more detail was 
the large differences not among the often discussed younger citizens and 
active Internet users, but among the middle-aged Internet users in the two 
countries. In order to highlight these differences, we have presented the 
statistics regarding participation in the media among Internet users between 
thirty-five and seventy-four years old. Here the results clearly show that 
middle-aged and older Bulgarians are participating far more in the media 
than their Estonian counterparts when it comes to many of the Internet 
activities presented in the table, such as reading user-generated content, 
posting on discussion sites, write in ones’ own blog and social media pro-
file, tweeting and commenting on others’ posts and tweets in social media, 
chatting, video chatting and making phone calls (such as Skype). Again, 
the only activities where the Estonian population between thirty-five and 
seventy-four years old are substantially more active than their Bulgarian 
counterparts are banking and finance and sending emails. And regarding 
the more general activities such as searching for information, using the 
Internet for work/study, reading political content and using this resource 
for entertainment, the differences between the older populations are minor 
(see table 3.7).

O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller point out that, in relation to political par-
ticipation, audience researchers need to ask, first, who is actually using social 
media and, second, examine the important distinction between prosumers and 
media activists (2013, 164). Differences between digital use patterns have 
also been separated into capital-enhancing, where capital is understood in a 
Bourdieusian sense (Bourdieu 1986), and recreational activities (DiMaggio 
et al. 2004), where work or school activities are regarded as more beneficial 
for users of digital media compared with playing online games, watching 
movies or listening to music (Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 2013, 191). 
Seen from this perspective, and considering the results presented in the tables 
so far, the Estonian population, both at large and among older users, use the 
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Internet for more ‘capital-enhancing’ and work-related activities, while the 
Bulgarian population, which is in general very active online, use it more for 
socializing and recreational purposes. It is, however, possible to argue with 
Dahlgren (2006; 2009) that less explicitly political Internet activities may 
hold civic potential and, hence, should not be immediately dismissed as with-
out democratic significance (see also Putnam 1995).

Research about political participation in digital media has generally 
focused on the opportunities provided to non-media professionals to (co-)
produce media content, and Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali (2013) 
argue that such opportunities are often put forward as arguments for digital 
media’s democratic-participatory potentials. However, the fact that digital 
media today facilitate interaction and participation does not mean that 
everybody can actually takes this opportunity. We, therefore, need to look 
deeper into what kind of activities people are in fact engaged in when using 
the Internet as well as who is included and who is not in the political dis-
cussions and activities in society (O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller 2013, 
167). The figures presented in this chapter show that Bulgarians are gener-
ally much more active online than Estonians. We also see that this activity 
is more spread across age groups and the age gap in Bulgaria is smaller than 
it is in Estonia.

Table 3.7. Internet-based activities among thirty-five to seventy-four years old (%).

Uses

Estonia Bulgaria

Yes No Yes No

Search for information on specific topics 94.6 5.4 93.6 6.4
Use of Internet for work/study 68.8 31.2 76.1 23.9
Read political content 73.4 26.6 73.3 26.7
Entertainment 82.8 17.2 88.5 11.5
Read user-generated content 55.1 44.9 76.2 23.8
Banking and finances 84.3 15.7 54.5 45.5
Post on discussion sites 22.0 78.0 38.2 61.8
Write in one’s own blog 7.8 92.2 22.5 77.5
Write in one’s own social media profile 29.2 70.8 56.4 43.6
Tweeting 2.6 97.4 13.6 86.4
Emailing people 86.3 13.7 71.6 28.4
Commenting on others’ posts and tweets in SNSs 20.0 80.0 63.8 36.2
Instant messaging (chatting) 20.0 80.0 78.9 21.1
Video chatting 29.6 70.4 70.1 29.9
Phone calls (cf. Skype) 50.6 49.4 74.4 25.3

Notes: The table reflects the answer to the question: How often do you use the Internet for any of the follow-
ing activities? Answer alternatives: Never, Less than once a week, One or two times a week, More than two 
times/week or Every day. Recoded into No/Yes (marked more than 8 per cent difference).

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 541. The total number of respondents in Bulgaria varied between 
392 and 381 for the different activities (Internet users only).
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THE INTERNET AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT: PUBLIC 
AFFAIRS AND POLITICAL ISSUES

From what we have seen until now, a large amount of digital media practices 
have become well integrated in the everyday lives in both countries, although 
to somewhat different extent. In discussions about digital media and democ-
racy, it has been generally argued that opportunities for civic participation have 
been growing as media technologies have shifted from electronic (mass) media 
to digital media (Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali 2013, 125), highlighting 
‘the participatory potential of social media’ (O’Neill, Gallego Pérez and Zeller 
2013, 164). Taking the perspective on civic cultures proposed by Dahlgren 
(2009) that highlights elements such as knowledge, identities, trust, practices, 
skills and the communicative spaces available for participation (see also Car-
pentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali 2013, 126), we understand that participatory 
activities and potentials are likely to take different shapes in cultural contexts 
that offer different configurations of these elements. This section will look into 
how digital media have been used for more specifically civic purposes in the 
mundane routines of everyday life, capturing how citizens have used digital 
media to learn more about public affairs and/or political issues or to participate 
in discussions or activities concerning such issues (see appendix B). Table 3.8 
reveals that, when asked specifically about digital media use for public and 
political purposes, the usage patterns in the two countries are to some extent 
reversed compared to the patterns of use for general purposes.

Table 3.8 specifically discloses differences in five of the variables, and this 
time the Estonian population comes forward as the more active one in searching 
for information, posting in SNSs, joining Facebook groups and sending emails 
and text messages. Regarding the other practices we asked about, the figures 
are more even between the populations. When looking at more specific ways 
of using digital media for different civic and political purposes (such as com-
menting on news articles, contributing to online forums, writing in one’s own 
blog or commenting on someone else’s post on social networking sites, joining 
Facebook groups, sharing or commenting on someone else’s post on Facebook, 
emailing people, tweeting or retweeting posts related to public or political issues 
or sending SMSs for such purposes), two different usage patterns come forward. 
The Estonian population is generally much more frequently involved in such 
digital media practices for civic and political purposes than the average Bulgar-
ian. Again, we see a general trend where the Estonian population use the Internet 
and also platforms such as Twitter, email and text messages for civic activities 
and political purposes, while Bulgarians use digital communication for such 
purposes to a lesser extent. When they do look for civic and politically relevant 
content, they more often turn to blogs. The differences between the two countries 
are even more evident when we look specifically at younger citizens (eighteen to 
forty-nine years old) in the two countries (see table 3.9).
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Table 3.8. Uses of digital media related to public affairs/political issues (%).

Uses

Estonia Bulgaria

Yes No Yes No

Search for information 68.9 31.1 59.5 40.5
Comment on news articles 21.7 78.3 26.5 73.5
Contribute to online forum 19.7 80.3 24.0 76.0
Write in one’s own blog 10.0 90.0 12.4 87.6
Comment on blog 16.4 83.6 18.2 81.8
Post in SNS 44.0 56.0 35.5 64.5
Join Facebook group 44.8 55.2 27.2 72.8
Share post in SNS 46.2 53.8 45.3 54.7
Comment on someone else’s post 42.0 58.0 42.1 57.9
Emailing 69.3 30.7 8.4 91.6
Post on Twitter 6.8 93.2 4.9 95.1
Retweet 5.1 94.9 4.4 95.6
Send SMS 54.5 45.5 7.2 92.8

Notes: The table reflects the answers to the question: Have you used digital media to learn more about public 
affairs and/or political issues or to participate in discussions or activities concerning such issues in any of 
the following ways? Answer alternatives: Never, At least once in the past year, At least once in the past 
three months, At least once in the past month or More than once a month. Recoded into: No and Yes.

Total number of respondents in Estonia = 797. The total number of respondents in Bulgaria varied between 
602 and 515 for the different activities.

Table 3.9. Uses of digital media related to public affairs/political issues among eigh-
teen to forty-nine years old (%).

Uses

Estonia Bulgaria

Yes No Yes No

Search for information 74.1 25.9 61.1 38.9
Comment on news article 26.6 73.4 28.0 72.0
Contribute to online forum 25.7 74.3 25.6 74.4
Write in blog 13.0 87.0 13.5 86.5
Comment on blog 22.5 77.5 18.8 81.2
Post in SNS 58.9 41.1 38.8 61.2
Join Facebook group 59.1 40.9 27.9 70.3
Share post in SNS 61.7 38.3 47.5 52.5
Comment in SNS 56.5 43.5 44.6 55.4
Emailing 75.7 24.3 10.1 89.9
Post on Twitter 9.5 90.5 7.5 92.5
Retweet 7.9 92.1 7.7 92.3
Send SMS 58.3 41.7 10.6 89.4

Notes: The table reflects the answers to the question: Have you used digital media to learn more about public 
affairs and/or political issues or to participate in discussions or activities concerning such issues in any of 
the following ways? Answer alternatives: Never, At least once in the past year, At least once in the past 
three months, At least once in the past month or More than once a month. Recoded into: No and Yes.

The total number of respondents in Estonia (age between eighteen and forty-nine years) = 494. The total 
number of respondents in Bulgaria (age between eighteen and forty-nine years) varied between 407 and 
361 for the different activities.
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However, the data presented in table 3.9 to some extent contradict the pes-
simistic standpoints concerning the Internet use for civic participation. In the 
Estonian population, a large part of the younger citizens use digital media 
not only to spread and share information about public and political issues but 
also to directly interact with others on political matters by texting, emailing 
or commenting on others’ posts on social media platforms and joining discus-
sion groups on Facebook, hence defying the common critique of social media 
as ‘clickocrazy’ platforms which ‘does not amount to “real” participation but 
superficial pseudo-engagement that comes and goes with the mood of the 
day’ (Lunt et al. 2013, 151). What we see in this particular case is a cultural 
difference between the two examined national populations, where the Esto-
nian population uses digital media for political activities and public issues to 
a larger degree than the Bulgarian one.

CIVIC CULTURE AND THE DIGITAL IMAGINARY: 
A THIRD DIGITAL DIVIDE

Bulgaria and Estonia are both democratic countries in the EU and are as such 
assumed to ‘encourage more – and more independent – civic participation’ 
compared with authoritarian regimes (Carpentier, Dahlgren and Pasquali 
2013, 125). In this empirical overview of mass and digital media use and 
diverse sorts of digital practices among citizens in the two countries, we 
have seen that being an active digital media user can mean very different 
things. Civic engagement must be understood in relation to the broader media 
cultures where it takes place, and we see in this respect two rather different 
media cultures come forward in the two countries. These differences are par-
ticularly obvious in three distinct ways.

First, we must consider the use of different types of media in the two 
countries. Digital media are widely spread in both countries, although at the 
time of this investigation 40 per cent of the Bulgarian population could still 
be categorized as non-Internet users (something that remains true in 2020, 
see chapter 2), including one-sixth of the youngest age group. In Estonia, the 
non-users in the general population are 20 per cent and among the youngest 
citizens, everyone uses the Internet and digital media daily. We can also take 
a broader approach to the use of digital media in the two countries. As digital 
media were introduced earlier in the Estonian society than in the Bulgarian, 
and possibly due to the higher incomes of Estonians, the Estonian digital 
media users also have access to more diverse kinds of digital devices. A larger 
part of Estonians have access to all kinds of digital devices we asked about 
than Bulgarians. The difference between the populations is small when it 
comes to technologies such as smartphones, tablets, and also home computers 
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(particularly among the youngest citizens), but larger regarding laptops. In 
Bulgaria, the age gap between younger and older citizens is also larger than 
in Estonia.

Another significant difference in the digital media cultures is with regard to 
where the citizens access the Internet. A vast majority of all users in the two 
countries access the Internet at home. Young (up to forty-nine years) users 
also claim accessing ‘everywhere’, which relates to the widespread use of 
‘smart’ and mobile technologies such as smartphones and tablets. But when 
looking at other, more institutionalized, spaces such as public libraries, cafés 
and ‘other public places’, there is a big difference between the countries, 
which is particularly obvious among the younger citizens. Around 20 per cent 
of Estonians aged up to forty-nine years access the Internet in public librar-
ies and public places (as well as in cafés), while Bulgarians access mainly at 
home, at work/school as well as ‘everywhere’. This spatial organization of 
Internet use in everyday life points to a difference in how the Internet is inte-
grated in the public realm. It possibly also indicates that offering free Internet 
access at public places and commercial sites is common in Estonia and not 
so widespread in Bulgaria.

In line with these differences, it is also the variation in purposes for using 
the Internet that distinguishes the two populations. Social media and digital 
forums for socializing are hugely popular in both countries, with Facebook, 
Twitter and blogs (these latter particularly in Bulgaria) as privileged plat-
forms. When looking at a great variety of specific digital practices acted out 
in digital media, both populations come forward as active, but the Bulgarian 
citizens are substantially more active in many of these cases (with the excep-
tion of banking and emailing, activities where the Estonian population stands 
out as much more active). At the same time, when we look closer at digital 
media practices oriented towards public and political purposes, the activity 
level is reversed. Here, the Estonians are more frequent users, especially 
when it comes to citizens between eighteen and forty-nine years old. The 
comparison between the two populations hence shows substantive variations 
in the purposes to which Internet and digital media use is oriented. Both 
populations are frequent users and active online, but in quite different ways, 
emphasizing the difference between participation through the media and 
participation in the media. Bulgarians are more active in the private sphere, 
taking much advantage of the primarily social dimensions of digital media 
compared with Estonians who use the Internet for more public and political 
purposes (especially in the younger age groups).

Taking together all the different dimensions of digital media use presented 
in this chapter, we realize that slightly different media cultures come forward. 
In the Bulgarian media culture, the Internet emerges as a mainly private 
sphere. It is used to pursue the interests of the private individual. In Estonia, 
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on the other hand, it appears more publically oriented, both in terms of where 
usage takes place and in terms of its purposes. To a larger extent, Estonians 
approach digital media as citizens.

On the one hand, these different media cultures can be related to the ‘first-’ 
and ‘second’-level digital divide, which refers to the differences in access 
to, and availability of, digital media technologies and, second, the skills and 
abilities to use them. Even though there are differences in accessing digital 
devices in the two countries, there does not seem to be a huge variation in 
skills and abilities to use digital media between the two nations. The Bulgar-
ian population is vastly active online and use digital media in a great variety 
of ways. However, it is obvious that skills and abilities to use digital media 
do not automatically lead to civic participation through them: Bulgarians do 
not use the skills and abilities they have for public and political purposes to 
the same extent as Estonians. Having said this, we may conclude that Esto-
nian citizens seem to regard digital media as an arena for civic and political 
engagement to a larger extent than Bulgarians do.

The differences in digital media use patterns, and patterns of civic engage-
ment between the two countries may also direct our attention to what has 
been called a third-level digital divide – that between those who see the media 
mainly as an arena for private communication and socializing and those who 
consider it a path to the wider area of ‘public connection’, what Gandy (2002) 
early on called ‘the real digital divide’ (emphasizing the disarticulation 
between consumption and citizen discourses) (see also Couldry and Langer 
2005; Feenberg and Bakardjieva 2004). Trültzsch, Kõuts-Klemm and Aroldi 
have, in line with such thoughts, also concluded that ‘in the second digital 
divide level, ICTs are not necessarily and automatically a resource for social 
inclusion’ (2013, 204).

Politics and manifestations of the political can be seen across many dif-
ferent forms of social media. It often, however, takes the form of access to 
arenas and interaction between people rather than ‘the more intense forms 
of power-sharing we have called participation’ (Carpentier, Dahlgren and 
Pasquali 2013, 136). We can discuss what level of everyday engagement is 
likely and desirable in a functioning democratic state, as civic action may 
also be considered a departure from mundane, everyday routines rather than 
a part of it (Dahlgren 2006). Several scholars have pointed to the possible 
‘continuum of participation’, sometimes conceptualized as ‘minimalist and 
maximalist’ participation (Carpentier 2011). This can be interpreted in three 
different ways. First, that the Bulgarian use of digital media to mostly social-
ize means the Bulgarian people are less engaged in political and public issues. 
Or, second, their heavy social use of digital media serves as a prerequisite 
of civic engagement, a kind of civic preparation (Carpentier, Dahlgren and 
Pasquali 2013, 136). Last, we can interpret it as a new way of performing 
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civic engagement. Jenkins (2006) have argued that ‘serious fun’ is a new way 
young people play out political agency, and Hartley (2010) and van Zoonen, 
Vis and Mihelj (2010) point out that new kinds of ‘silly’ or ‘unlocated’ citi-
zenship are played out in various digital platforms today (cited in Lunt et al. 
2013, 145). Another possibility may also be that Bulgarian political culture 
has its venues outside of digital media.

These differences in usage patterns and digital imaginary may well be 
explained by the way the media landscapes have developed in the two coun-
tries: the history and context of analogue media, when and how digital media 
were introduced as infrastructures as well as culturally, how digital media 
were framed by the state or commercial actors and so on. These conclusions 
also take us back to the digital imaginary, the shared understanding of the 
moral order in society that makes common practices realizable or possible 
(Taylor 1992). Taylor points out that social imaginary holds a dialectical char-
acter, which means that the everyday practices of ordinary citizens also carry 
the understanding of the moral order at a collective level. A social imaginary 
explains how people believe they fit together with others in social practice, 
particularly regarding the repertory of collective action at the disposal of a 
given sector of society (Taylor 1992). The digital imaginary is what enables 
digital practice but also relates to how people believe they fit together with 
others in the digital realm. Here, we can bring together all the varied dimen-
sions of digital cultures in the two nations discussed earlier in a coherent 
picture. Digital media hold communities and societies together, but they have 
evolved differently in the two national cultures. In Estonia, digital media play 
a larger role in the public and political spheres than they do in Bulgaria where 
digital media hold people together outside of the public sphere. As discussed 
throughout this chapter, our results suggest that digital media have come to 
take different meanings not only in the everyday practices of the two popula-
tions but also in their moral orders.
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This chapter undertakes an in-depth examination of the size, makeup and 
popular engagement with civil society in Estonia and Bulgaria. It delves into 
the demographics and media-related practices of the people who under dif-
ferent definitions of the term may qualify as engaged citizens. It further goes 
on to capture the contours of the different civic imaginaries and civic cultures 
that constitute the landscape of the two civil societies under investigation. 
The goal is to deepen the understanding of the dynamics of civil society and 
how citizens become involved in them beyond reliance on formal indicators 
such as numbers and membership of CSOs. Such a change in perspective and 
level of depth is needed because civil society as an ethos, action and culture 
extends far beyond civil society as a sector. Formal membership is a prob-
lematic measure that misses the characteristic ‘less centralization and more 
informality’ (Ekiert and Kubik 2014, 52) exhibited by civil society in the new 
East European democracies.

Our approach, as elaborated in chapter 1, opens the understanding of civil 
society to encompass the spontaneous and often transient mobilizations of 
citizen groups in response to particular issues, events or policies. Thus, part 
of our task here is to develop a new gage in order to capture the ebb and flow 
of civic engagement1 in more nuanced and realistic ways than a binary clas-
sification of citizens as activists and unengaged. We accept that contrary to 
the ways in which measures of the strength of civil society are construed in 
international surveys (see Ekiert and Kubik 2014), civil society as a norma-
tive ideal can be present in critical attitudes towards public institutions, and 
even towards the CSO sector itself. The civic imaginary can be the driver of 
spontaneous mobilizations that may or may not link to formal NGOs and their 
established action repertoires. Contentious politics and protest activities by 
spontaneous collectives can be detached from formal CSOs sometimes due to 

Chapter 4

Digital Media and the Variable Modes 
of Civic Engagement
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social and ideological distance and sometimes in a peculiar division of roles 
that are part of a common strategy.

BRINGING ACTIVISM DOWN TO EARTH

The very concept of activism and the public role and self-identity of the 
‘activist’ cannot be taken for granted and have to be placed on the dissec-
tion board for closer scrutiny and critical reassessment. We want to avoid 
constructing the activist as a unicorn – a magical creature far removed from 
the humdrum of the ordinary crowd. What does it mean to be an activist? 
Who are the activists, what do they do and how do they differ from the citi-
zens who have not earned that lofty label? The notion of activism requires 
rethinking even more urgently in the era of the digital mediatization of civil 
society. Some have hastened to counterpose ‘clicktivism’ (Gladwell 2010; 
Morozov 2009; White 2010) to true activism readily dismissing most, or even 
all of the actions undertaken by people online in relation to a conviction or a 
cause as worthless and ineffective substitutes of ‘the real thing’. Others have 
defended the value of online engagement (Christensen 2011; Halupka 2014; 
Mazák and Štětka 2015; Zuckerman 2014). One of our goals in this chapter 
is to further revisit and qualify this debate. We are also interested in looking 
carefully at the middle ground between the activist and the unengaged. What 
is going on there? Are there ways of being a citizen, forms of action that lift 
themselves up above the swamp of civic disengagement and passivity while 
not yet deserving the designation of activism? How should such forms be 
thought and treated? Thus, we put on the agenda of this chapter to propose 
and test ways of discriminating between various degrees and types of civic 
engagement and participation in public life.

A word of caution: activism is not a normatively unequivocal notion, 
especially as it travels across cultural and historical contexts. The republican 
ideal of citizenship that advocates engagement and participation in the mat-
ters of the polis and elevates it into a virtue (Dagger 2002) is not uniformly 
shared across populations with bitter experience of self-serving and oppres-
sive practices passed as activism. East Europeans remember the ‘activism’ of 
the party faithful, those who shouted loud and acted engaged in order to earn 
positions and favours, and even those who, out of fear or avarice, rushed to 
report on their fellow citizens in order to demonstrate how deeply they cared 
for the well-being of the totalitarian state. Activism as critical citizenship, as 
selfless care for and contribution to the public good needs to be disentangled 
and dusted off from such historical residue in order to take its proper place 
in the civic imaginary of such cultures. In some East European democracies, 
this is still a work in progress.
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Against this background, we set out to learn how far active civic participa-
tion reaches into Bulgarian and Estonian democracies. We are interested in 
identifying and documenting not only the size and makeup of activist com-
munities but also the depth and spread of the support they get from the popu-
lation at large. How steady are these links? Do digital media help the growth 
of new routes for connecting the active vanguard with the civic grassroots? 
Do these media offer any new ways of making engagement, and by extension 
activism, better understood, supported and valued by the national publics?

Thus, the central task of this chapter is to examine the involvement of 
individual citizens in civil society not as binary yes/no state of affairs but as a 
range. Activism and indifference or passivity seen from this point of view can 
be found on the two extreme ends of an engagement continuum constituted 
of numerous intermediate states. In order to cast light on these intermediate 
states and gain a more fine-grained view on the life of civil society in the 
two countries of interest, we construct a typology of civic engagement based 
on the data obtained through two identical representative surveys conducted 
in Bulgaria and Estonia in the fall of 2015 (see appendix B). Starting from 
a performative notion of citizenship (Isin 2017), we make performative acts 
our object of investigation and a criterion for participation in civil society.2 
Acts of citizenship can be extraordinary, heroic or spectacular deeds, but they 
can also be mundane, barely visible and embedded in everyday practices (Isin 
2017; Neveu 2014; 2015). ‘People enact citizenship by exercising, claiming, 
and performing rights and duties’, writes Isin (2017, 506) and goes on to 
cite Zivi’s more concrete illustration of what such claims could involve: ‘we 
make rights claims to criticize practices we find objectionable, to shed light 
on injustice, to limit the power of government, and to demand state account-
ability and intervention’ (Zivi 2012, 3). The acts through which we make 
these claims for their part include ‘declarations, proclamations, protests, dem-
onstrations, occupations, resistance, strikes, withdrawals’ (Isin 2017, 507). At 
the same time, Neveu among others has argued that acts of citizenship can 
be found beyond this readily recognizable repertoire of collective action and 
contentious politics. They can be ‘performed in very discreet ways, through 
daily experiences, and under less visible guise than is usually considered, 
through experiences often qualified as ‘ordinary’’ (2014, 89). Analysts, 
Neveu insists, should take care not to ‘contribute further to rendering invis-
ible certain types of acts such as ‘banal’ and discreet vigilance, worry, and 
care for sites, people and relationships’ (2014, 93), and we would add the con-
crete manifestation such acts take in the form of signing petitions, connecting, 
discussing and sharing. Such forms constitute the repertoire of ‘subactivism’ 
(Bakardjieva 2009) and ‘mundane citizenship’ (Bakardjieva 2012), citizen-
ship that does not live up to the label of activism but nevertheless represents 
a state of engagement within the realm of civil society.
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The concepts of ‘subactivism’ and ‘mundane citizenship’ proposed by 
Bakardjieva (2009; 2012) focus attention on the enactment of citizenship by 
means and in the context of digital media and follow similar lines of reason-
ing as Neveu. Subactivism, in Bakardjieva’s definition is

a kind of politics that unfolds at the level of subjective experience and is 
submerged in the flow of everyday life. It is constituted by small-scale, often 
individual, decisions and actions that have either a political or ethical frame of 
reference (or both) and are difficult to capture using the traditional tools with 
which political participation is measured. Subactivism is a refraction of the 
public political arena in the private and personal world. (2009, 92)

Subactivism emerges with the self-identification of the individual as an actor 
taking sides and choosing positions and courses of action vis-à-vis debates 
and clashes of values and interests in the public world. It could occur in the 
silent acts of searching for, reading and interpreting political news. It could 
play out in the conversations around the dinner table or it can erupt in the 
numerous boundary situations spanning the private and the semi-public 
realms such as neighbourhood initiatives and school boards (see Bakardjieva 
2009) but also through making connections and forming collectives online.

Bakardjieva (2009; 2012) has investigated the role digital mediation (the 
Internet) plays in the constitution of new forms and practices through which 
subactivism manifests itself through mundane acts of citizenship. These new 
forms, she has argued, have shown the potential to strengthen ‘the public 
connection’ (Couldry, Livingstone and Markham 2007), or the awareness citi-
zens have of social issues and developments in the public world beyond their 
doorstep, and to increase their sense of enrolment in that world as agents. 
Bakardjieva’s research has demonstrated that digital media have allowed 
people to seamlessly connect the personal with the political by enabling them 
to respond, speak and act with regard to social and political issues they are 
concerned about, even if most of the time in simple and inconspicuous ways.

Beyond the ‘subjective and submerged’ expressions of subactivism, digital 
media and, more recently, social media have become an environment for the 
proliferation of mundane civic collectives born in the group discussions of 
people sharing common interests, problems and experiences. By affording 
ease, speed and scope, digital media have made previously remote and anony-
mous political and administrative bodies and political figures appear easier to 
reach, question and challenge. It makes civic engagement, not as a specialized 
activity in a superior (public) sphere but as a concrete set of acts in the course 
of everyday life, more practically feasible (Bakardjieva 2009).

This explicit attention to the everyday as a scene for the performance of 
acts of citizenship, combined with an interest in digital mediation, leads us 
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to construe the low intensity band of the spectrum of civic engagement as 
‘mundane citizenship’ distinct from the common understanding of ‘activism’ 
and comprising acts intertwined with the routine practices and concerns of 
daily life. Despite the low visibility and apparent inconsequentiality of such 
acts, we believe that they are critical for maintaining the vitality of civil soci-
ety and for facilitating the responsiveness of the larger public to the claim-
making that originates from ‘branded’ spaces and sites (Neveu 2014) where 
manifest activism unfolds.

Capturing the ‘feeble signals’ of such ‘low-noise’ practices (Neveu 2014) 
and subjecting them to examination pose challenges and introduce some 
inevitable uncertainties. The tools proposed and tested by researchers so far 
have been longer or shorter ethnographic observations and in-depth inter-
views (Bakardjieva 2009; 2012; Boudreau, Boucher and Liguori 2009; Carrel 
and Neveu 2014). These tools have enabled useful probes into the nature and 
conditions of mundane acts of citizenship. We take on board the findings of 
this kind of research and use them to devise a set of indicators that would 
allow us to register the performance of acts of this kind at a broader scale. 
With a number of possible doubts and objections in mind and acknowledging 
that a critical aspect, namely, the meanings people bestow upon their actions 
is missing in such an approach, we built into our nationally representa-
tive surveys a battery of questions asking respondents whether or not they 
had performed certain acts of citizenship. The possible answers we offered 
included both acts belonging to the familiar repertoire of collective action 
and contentious politics and acts pertaining to the realm of the personal and 
the mundane.

Based on the frequency of performance of these acts of civic engage-
ment, we constructed a typology of engaged citizenship including three 
categories: people who never engage with issues of social and public sig-
nificance by actively doing something either online or offline (the Unen-
gaged); people who perform acts of engagement of some kind occasionally 
(the Occasionals) and, finally, people who perform some acts of engage-
ment regularly (the Regulars). The indicators and measures that we used to 
separate out these categories are described in the ‘Methodology’ section. 
This typology was introduced for the purposes of capturing the texture of 
the civic cultures (Dahlgren 2009) in the two countries with greater subtlety 
and nuance. It reflects our proposition that it would be reductive to see civil 
society as an island inhabited by activists and members of activist orga-
nizations and surrounded by a passive populous minding its own private 
business. Engaged citizenship takes a variety of forms whose presence and 
prevalence in a social body represents a defining characteristic of its civic 
culture. Our task then would be to closely examine and compare the demo-
graphic composition, the media-related practices and civic imaginaries of 
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these distinct subgroups of actors (or as we will define them later, civic 
subcultures) within civil society.

It will be noticed that our profiling categories differ from previously pro-
posed distinctions between active and activist citizens (Isin 2009) as well 
as from widely used terminology describing the various relations of people 
vis-à-vis social movements such as adherents, constituents, participants and 
contributors (see Rodgers 2018, 63–64). Our typology is based on the perfor-
mance of concrete actions – the proverbial ‘doing something’ in the name of 
issues of social or public significance – and emphasizes the regularity rather 
than the nature of engagement. It rests predominantly on acts unfolding at 
the level of civil society as opposed to institutional politics. Imperfect as they 
may be, the so-constructed profiles help us learn more about the demographic 
characteristics, media use practices and attitudes regarding democratic insti-
tutions of the people who occupy different positions on this engagement 
spectrum. They help us discover what distinguishes the citizens who tend 
to engage more regularly from the unengaged and how the engaged take up 
digital media as a means for expression and action.

The concept of ‘activist’ was deliberately not employed in our analysis 
of the survey data. To be an activist, especially one with a prominent role in 
civil society organizations and groups, involves an intricate form of reflexive 
self-identification and a degree of collective and public recognition. We did 
not believe that this concept lent itself to a reliable formal operationalization 
and that a national representative survey sample would necessarily include 
activists of this type due to their relatively small number. We suspect that 
some of the people whom our analysis placed in the category of the regular 
participants could have been activists in this sense. This includes especially 
those whose activities were regularly associated with CSOs and the few who 
reported having personally initiated civic discussion and action. That said, 
we save the investigation of the profiles, motivations, experiences, practices 
and varieties of Bulgarian and Estonian activists proper that we base on data 
collected through qualitative interviews for chapter 5.

METHODOLOGY

We conducted surveys representative of the entire populations of Bulgaria 
and Estonia with the aim to measure citizens’ engagement with, and participa-
tion in, public and political issues; their use of different types of media in gen-
eral and for the purposes of civic involvement in particular and their attitudes 
towards public institutions and CSOs (see appendices A and B). The survey 
instrument included questions constituting five major themes: traditional 
media use (print, radio, TV); access to and use of digital technology; civic 
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engagement and participation in public affairs and/or political issues and 
media use for those purposes; attitudes towards CSOs and public institutions; 
degree of organized membership in civic and cultural organizations (CSOs) 
and engagement with such organizations (see appendix B).

The set of indicators through which we ascertained the presence and degree 
of respondents’ civic engagement targeted acts manifest and deliberate enough 
to be recalled and reported by respondents as actually performed within the 
past twelve months and, second, to have been intentionally ‘done . . . in rela-
tion to public affairs and/or political issues’ (see appendix B). The possible 
answers offered to respondents included actions performed in both physical 
and digital spaces and sites: signed a petition online; signed a petition offline; 
started an online group in a social media network; joined an online group; 
took part in offline citizen mobilization; organized offline mobilization (ques-
tion 17 in the survey questionnaire; see appendix B). An explicit explanation 
given to respondents defined ‘mobilization’ as including ‘protests, meetings, 
demonstrations, marches, flash mobs, etc.’ We asked survey participants to 
indicate whether they had performed such acts once or more than once in the 
past twelve months. This became our criterion for setting apart the analytical 
categories intended to differentiate between two types of civic engagement: 
regular and occasional.

In a separate question, we focused attention on the connection between 
such actions and the leading role of a formal CSO. We aimed to capture 
the degree to which respondents who had been involved in manifest acts of 
citizenship consciously connected their actions to the agenda of formally 
established and recognizable CSOs. The goal was to distinguish between 
spontaneous and formally organized instances of civic mobilization. Thus, we 
attempted to encompass the various ways of being active, and hence contrib-
uting to the overall energy of civil society, by including indicators designed 
to capture both the CSO-led collective actions online and offline as well as 
those spontaneous and often sporadically occurring acts that people engage in 
without necessarily following the lead of an identifiable formal organization. 
This reflects our premise that in the current fluid environment of digitally 
facilitated interpersonal and group communication and association, spontane-
ous acts of civic engagement have become an integral part of the life of civil 
society. To cast light on these processes we asked the respondents whether 
and how frequently they had taken part in activities or events organized by 
CSOs (such as discussions, petitions, information campaigns and fundrais-
ing) either online or offline.

Note that in the way we formulated these questions we primed respondents 
to report actions that are typical of the repertoire of civil society – activities 
representing extra-parliamentary (Ekman and Amnå 2012) non-institutional 
civic participation. In different places in our questionnaire, we asked about 
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involvement in formal politics such as voting in elections; attendance at 
public hearings, town hall or city council meetings; speaking with or sending 
letters to public officials and attendance at political rallies, party clubs and 
committees. This was a deliberate effort to separate acts of participation in 
formal party and institutional politics from the activities of CSOs and groups 
constituted outside of the formal institutional framework.

We realize that in accounting for their acts of engagement in response to 
our questions people may have not always made that distinction. We cannot 
exclude any overlap between people’s reporting their performance of what 
Bennett, Wells and Rank (2009) have called ‘dutiful citizenship’, or citi-
zenship that follows the channels and methods of participation established 
by political powers and administrations (see also Isin 2009) as opposed to 
actions representing part and parcel of the life of independent civil society. 
Yet we believe that by using culturally appropriate wording in each country 
and offering options derived from empirical research experience, we came 
reasonably close to registering the distinct types of acts we had targeted with 
each of these questions. That said, in the flow of social and political life, these 
types of engagement often blend and come to represent a valid manifestation 
of active citizenship.

Another aspect of civic engagement that our survey was not equipped to 
capture was the ‘civility’ of the acts of engagement respondents reported. As 
discussed in chapter 1, the concept of civil society typically implies a norma-
tive understanding of civility aligned with liberal-democratic values such as 
human rights and freedoms, including equality, pluralism, respect for differ-
ence and rational-critical deliberation. We cannot guarantee that in answering 
our questions about performed acts of engagement affirmatively our respon-
dents have always referred to acts aligned with this normative system. It is 
theoretically possible that some of the instances of signing petitions, joining 
groups, demonstrations and protests that respondents recollected in their 
answers may have been mobilized around illiberal or in the terms invoked in 
chapter 1 (see also chapter 7), uncivil causes such as anti-refugee, national-
ists, anti-feminist or homophobic claims and demands. We made a conscious 
choice to accept such a possibility because of our belief that a thorough 
understanding of civic activity should not oscillate exclusively between the 
poles of activism motivated by liberal-democratic values and passivity/indif-
ference. People can perform acts of citizenship that claim rights and the right 
to make claims (see Isin 2017) led by a broad range of ideologies, affinities 
and convictions. Refusing to see civic activity outside of a liberal-democratic 
mindset would harm our ability to comprehend the complexity of civil society 
and the contradictions running through it.

With all these caveats and limitations in mind, we operationalized our 
typology of engaged citizens through the frequency of performance of the 
acts of engagement listed as options in the three questions discussed earlier 
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(see questions 17, 24 and 25 in appendix B, for the specific wording of these 
questions and the possible answers). Depending on whether respondents had 
indicated (1) never having performed these acts, (2) having performed at 
least one of them once in the past twelve months or (3) having performed 
at least one of the acts more than once in the past twelve months, they were 
profiled, respectively, as Unengaged, Occasional Participants or Regular 
Participants in civil society. For the purposes of our further examination of 
these categories of citizens, we will refer to them by the abbreviated labels: 
the Unengaged, the Occasionals and the Regulars.

With these three ideal types in hand, we set ourselves the task to delineate 
the demographic portrait of each group and to highlight those areas where the 
differences between them were the most expressed. Further on, we compared 
the three categories of citizens looking at different dimensions of the civic 
subcultures that they represented, namely their preferred acts of civic engage-
ment; the ways in which they used different kinds of media for information 
and connection; their employment of digital media specifically as vehicles 
and tools for engaging with public and political issues; at various aspects of 
their distinct civic imaginaries such as their attitudes to public and political 
institutions; their views on CSOs and the assessment they gave to their own 
efficacy as citizens able (or not) to have a say in public and political affairs. 
These comparisons were carried out at two levels: first, between the three 
categories in each country and, second, between the same categories in the 
two countries. By examining closely these various dimensions of individu-
als’ civic engagement and its mediation, we sought to understand the makeup 
of civil society and civic culture in Bulgaria and Estonia in a comparative 
perspective.

The analysis we present in the following sections relies on descriptive sta-
tistics. We outline the similarities and differences in the demographic compo-
sition, the aggregate media-use practices and the civic imaginaries exhibited 
by the three categories of citizens described earlier within and between the 
two countries. Despite the fact that not all of the differences between the cat-
egories show statistical significance (often due to the low number of cases in 
each variable), we see them as an informative first sketch of the topography 
of the civic cultures of Bulgaria and Estonia.

DEMOGRAPHIC SNAPSHOT OF THE 
ENGAGED CITIZENS

The Regular Participants

Respondents qualified as regular participants when they had indicated  having 
performed at least one of the acts of civic engagements such as ‘signed a 
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petition online; signed a petition offline; started an online group in a social 
media network; joined an online group; took part in offline citizen mobiliza-
tion; organized offline mobilization’ (appendix B, question 17) or ‘taken part 
in the events and activities organized by CSOs either offline of online’ (ques-
tions 24 and 25) more than once. This category comprised 16.1 per cent of all 
Bulgarian and 16.9 per cent of all Estonian respondents. These close percent-
ages are somewhat surprising, given that only 3.3 per cent of the surveyed 
Bulgarians identified themselves as members of civil society (voluntary) 
organizations, while in Estonia their share was 13 per cent of all respondents 
and thus, it could be expected that more people would be active in some of 
these CSOs in Estonia.

The average age of the Regulars was forty-one years in Estonia and forty-
three years in Bulgaria, which was considerably younger when compared 
to the average ages for the entire sample for each country (forty-eight years 
in both cases) and vis-à-vis the average ages of the Unengaged (fifty-two 
years in Estonia and fifty-one in Bulgaria). The ratio between women and 
men among the Regulars in both countries was approximately the same 
as in the categories of the Unengaged and the Occasionals, showing no 
gender difference in the degree of civic engagement – another notable 
finding indicating that women and men in the two countries are equally 
motivated and able to participate. The average income of the Regulars in 
both countries was slightly higher compared to the other categories – those 
of the Unengaged and the Occasional participants. The survey registered no 
notable divergence in the occupational status between the three groups with 
the exception of a higher representation of students among the Regulars 
compared to the Unengaged (6.1 versus 3.2 per cent in Bulgaria, and 11.8 
versus 2.5 per cent in Estonia, hinting also at a higher level of civic activ-
ity among Estonian students). The percentage of retired people among the 
regularly engaged was approximately two times lower than their share of 
the Unengaged in both countries.

Arguably, regular participation in civic activities takes place more typically 
among urban dwellers. The share of the residents of the capital and large cit-
ies among the regular participants was 61.2 per cent compared to 47.1 per 
cent of the Unengaged in Bulgaria, and 55 versus 54.2 per cent in Estonia. 
In a country with uneven distribution of Internet access between larger and 
smaller settlements such as Bulgaria, the ability of the rural and small-town 
residents to register presence in civic campaigns via online means is dimin-
ished. Residence in the capital and big cities also ensures easier access to the 
centrally symbolic physical spaces where offline collective actions such as 
marches and demonstrations tend to occur. In Estonia, on the other hand, with 
even Internet access across types of dwellings, the effect is an evening out of 
participation across the landscape.
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Where the demographics of the three categories differed markedly was in 
the level of acquired education. In both countries, the level of representation 
of highly educated people in the most civically active category was higher 
than in the other categories (see table 4.1). However, in Bulgaria this differ-
ence was more expressed with twice as many individuals having a university 
degree (17 per cent) in the category of the Regulars versus the category of 
the Unengaged (8.5 per cent) and 21.8 per cent of the Regulars holding post-
graduate degrees (master’s or doctoral) compared to 8.1 per cent in the Unen-
gaged group. In Estonia, these percentages were 34.3 (university) and 8.3 
(postgraduate) among the Regulars and, respectively, 22.3 and 3.6 per cent 
among the Unengaged. Regular participation in the activities of civil society 
in both countries, thus, appeared to be more often than not an affair involv-
ing citizens with higher education. In Bulgaria, a disproportionately large 
subset of regular participants had studied beyond the university degree. These 
distributions hint at the possible existence of cultural disparities between the 
groups that could pose difficulties to dialogue and cooperation. This rift in 
some cases gives credence to the hostile framing of activists as ‘liberal elites’ 
(see chapter 6).

For the purposes of this analysis, civic participation, as explained earlier, 
is a composite category that consists of various forms of engagement (see 
survey questions 17, 24 and 25). It is useful to break it up and scrutinize 
which of these forms were practised by respondents more often. Table 4.2 
illustrates what this breakdown looks like in each country. It shows that 
the most frequently performed act of engagement by the Regulars in both 
Bulgaria and Estonia was joining an online group. Joining online groups, 
thus, emerges as one of the leading forms of civic engagement with social 
and public affairs.

Table 4.1. Differences in educational levels among the Unengaged, the Occasional 
participants and the Regular participants (%).

Highest level of 
education

Unengaged
Occasional 
participants

Regular  
participants

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Primary 9.9 32.1 6.7 15.2 6.5 6.1
Secondary/vocational  

training
64.3 51.4 52.3 51.2 50.9 55.2

University degree 22.3 8.5 32.1 18.9 34.3 17.0
Postgraduate degree 

(master’s or PhD)
3.6 8.1 8.8 14.6 8.3 21.8

Note: The table summarizes the answers to the question, ‘What is your highest level of education at the 
moment (if still in education, state the one you are engaged in now)’?
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Signing petitions online and offline followed in popularity in terms of con-
crete acts performed by the Regulars. While Estonian Regulars led in signing 
online petitions, Bulgarians in this category were more likely to sign a peti-
tion offline than their Estonian counterparts. This could be an indication of 
a more widely normalized online forms of expression in Estonia. The higher 
rate of offline petition-signing in Bulgaria could be interpreted as a product of 
lower Internet penetration and hence a preference for offline forms of claim-
making. It, however, could be due to developments specific to the Bulgarian 
context such as acute social and/or political controversies leading to livelier 
offline mobilizations in Bulgaria during the year preceding the survey.

Offline activities such as protests, meetings, demonstrations, marches, 
flash mobs and others also scored higher among the forms of engagement 
enacted by Bulgarian regular participants than by Estonians: 13.3 per cent of 
the former indicated involvement in such mobilizations more than once, and 
9.1 per cent had been involved at least once in the past twelve months. In 
Estonia, these incidents were much lower – 5.9 and 5.3 per cent, respectively. 
This is another pointer to a possible stronger reliance on offline forms of col-
lective action in Bulgaria, a country lagging Estonia in Internet penetration 
and established habits of digital media use among the population (see chap-
ter 3). Here again, such a proposition needs to be made with caution due to the 
possibility of higher protest activity in Bulgaria in 2014 spurred by turbulence 
in the national economy and politics.

Among the acts of engagement performed by the regular participants in 
both countries, a significant portion was associated with online and offline 
events and activities initiated by CSOs: 31.2 per cent of Bulgarian members 
of this category had joined activities spearheaded by CSOs online and 45.3 
per cent had participated in CSO-led offline activities at least once in the past 
year. In Estonia, 40.2 per cent of regular participants had followed the lead 
of CSOs online and 43.2 per cent offline at least once in the same period (see 
table 4.2).

There are two main inferences that can be made based on these numbers. 
First, they indicate that CSOs hold a sizeable sway among the circles of 
people who perform acts of civic engagement with higher regularity in both 
countries. Yet a big part of the acts of engagement even in the group of the 
Regulars takes place outside the auspices of CSOs or is not consciously 
associated with these organizations and their agendas by participants. Con-
sidered as part of the total survey samples, respondents who said they had 
been involved in any kind of events and activities (online or offline) initiated 
by CSOs whether once or more than once in the past twelve months repre-
sented only 14.9 per cent of the Bulgarian and 17.7 per cent of the Estonian 
samples. Second, online mobilizations seemed to be less characteristic of 
the action repertoire of CSOs in Bulgaria and more widespread in Estonia, 
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which can be attributed to more active use of online forms of mobilization 
by Estonian CSOs.

The Occasional Participants

Who are those who perform acts of civic engagement only occasionally? To 
answer this question we look closely at the group of respondents who said 
they had performed any one of the actions we used as indicators of engage-
ment just once in the past year. They constitute a category that stands between 
the more actively engaged regular participants and the unengaged; a category 
whose involvement in civic mobilizations, while more erratic, can add sig-
nificant weight to any movement or campaign and decisively affect their suc-
cess or failure. Before we go on to compare the media use habits and civic 
attitudes of this category of citizens to those of the others in our typology, let 
us look at the general outline of its demographic profile and preferred forms 
of engagement in Bulgaria and Estonia.

This ideal type encompasses 16 per cent of the Bulgarian and 19.3 per cent of 
the Estonian samples. This makes the relative size of this group almost equal to 
that of the regular participants in each country. Presumably, people in this cat-
egory get activated in response to specific issues that affect them strongly. We 
do not know what these issues are, but the important fact is that citizens beyond 
the circles of the regular participants tend to join civic initiatives of various 
kinds on a palpable scale even though more rarely. Note also that people in this 
category may have performed several of the designated acts of engagement one 
time each as multiple answers were allowed. It can be logically projected that 
the public resonance and potential effects of campaigns and collective action 
that manage to attract such participants would be stronger than campaigns 
that remain within the relatively small domain of the regularly engaged. Put 
together, the two categories make up about one-third of the population of each 
country and thus reach a measurable mass that could potentially play a role in 
public debates and controversies. Once again, the segments of the occasional 
participants were close in size in Bulgaria and Estonia, despite the different 
standings of the two countries on civil society indices.

The average age of the Occasionals is forty-five years old in Bulgaria and 
forty-two in Estonia, which makes them slightly older than the Regulars in 
both countries and still quite younger than the Unengaged (average ages 
fifty-one and fifty-two years, respectively). No deviation from the gender 
distribution of members in the other two categories is registered, which 
speaks of the absence of correlation between gender and this type of engage-
ment too. The income measures for the Occasionals in both countries showed 
somewhat higher level of financial well-being in this category than among 
the Unengaged. Like in the category of the regular participants, there were no 
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notable differences in the occupational status of this group compared to the 
Unengaged with the exception of somewhat higher representation of students 
compared to the Unengaged category (6.2 versus 3.2 per cent in Bulgaria, 
and 8.3 versus 2.5 per cent in Estonia). Students were equally likely to be 
among the Occasionals and the Regulars in Bulgaria, whereas in Estonia 
their presence in the group of the Regulars was visibly higher (11.8 per cent). 
Retired people also had lower representation in the group of the Occasionals, 
compared to the Unengaged.

The educational levels of the Occasionals (see table 4.1) were higher than 
the Unengaged in both countries. In Bulgaria, respondents in this category 
were more than twice as likely to hold a university or postgraduate degree as 
the Unengaged but did not boast equally high rate of postgraduate degrees as 
the Regulars. In Estonia, the Occasionals had completed university and post-
graduate educational studies in higher proportion than the Unengaged (32.1 
versus 22.3 per cent with university diplomas; 8.8 versus 3.6 per cent with 
postgraduate degrees; see table 4.1). There was no difference in education 
levels between the occasional and the regular participants in Estonia. This 
confirms the tendency of higher educated people to be more engaged in civic 
activities than those with lower education that was highlighted in the case of 
the regular participants.

The prevalent means of engagement of the Occasionals (unlike the Regu-
lars, where joining online groups prevailed) was signing petitions offline 
(40.9 per cent of Bulgarian and 43.5 per cent of Estonian occasional partici-
pants had done that at least once in the past twelve months). Joining online 
groups came second, practiced in similar degree in both countries: Bulgaria 
(35.4 per cent) and Estonia (33.2 per cent). Signing online petitions, on the 
other hand, was much more popular among Estonian Occasionals (36.3 per 
cent) than among the Bulgarian (17.7 per cent). Bulgarians, however, led 
manifestly in terms of taking part in offline mobilizations such as protests and 
marches at 23.2 per cent compared to 6.7 per cent of Estonians in this cat-
egory. A cross-sectional survey does not give us sufficient grounds to gauge 
whether Bulgarians are more inclined to take part in collective action in phys-
ical spaces than Estonians in principle, but the reappearance of this pattern in 
the category of occasional participants confirms that the political waters had 
been more turbulent in Bulgaria in the twelve months preceding the survey 
(2014–2015) or that Bulgarians had found offline forms of engagement more 
feasible and effective. It is also plausible that in more profoundly digitized 
Estonia, online forms of mobilization replace offline ones. Interestingly, the 
rate of involvement in offline mobilizations among occasional participants in 
Bulgaria was almost the same as among regular participants (22.4 per cent 
did it at least once). In Estonia, it was lower than among the Regulars (11.2 
per cent at least once).
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The civic activities of occasional participants were less frequently asso-
ciated with the causes and leadership of CSOs than those of regular par-
ticipants. This is logical because more explicitly collective identification 
and deeper commitment associated with organizational adherence typically 
generates more regular participation in CSO-led activities. In this group, the 
tendency of Estonian CSOs to command more significant online following 
manifests itself again. Bulgarian CSOs, for their part, had managed to steer a 
sizeable portion of the offline engagement activities of one-off participants.

ONLINE VERSUS OFFLINE ENGAGEMENT

In light of the debates surrounding the value of online engagement that some 
authors have denounced as ‘clicktivism’, it is informative to identify the 
degree to which the people included in the categories of the civically engaged 
(regular and occasional participants) resort to online forms of engagement 
only, and to what extent online and offline engagements are intertwined (see 
table 4.3). This amounts to a differentiation of three new engagement subcat-
egories: those who respond to social and public issues by clicking (online) 
only, those who participate only offline and those who combine online and 
offline tools and means of engagement. This type of sorting will also give 
us a sense of the distribution and interconnection between online and offline 
engagement among the active citizens.

Thus, when respondents falling in the categories of the Regulars and 
Occasionals are grouped according to a distinction between online-only, 
offline-only and combined (both online and offline) forms of engagement, 
the new distribution shows that approximately one-third of those who get 
engaged, whether regularly or occasionally, in both Bulgaria and Estonia do 

Table 4.3. Percentage of citizens engaging online-only, offline-only or both.

Mode of  
engagement

Occasional  
participants

Regular  
participants

Occasional and  
Regular combined

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Online-only 40.9 36.6 37.9 27.9 39.5 32.2
Offline-only 36.3 49.4 18.3 20.6 27.9 35.0
Both 22.8 14.0 43.8 51.5 32.6 32.8

Note: The table summarizes affirmative responses indicating engagement (at least once) by various forms 
online (signed a petition online, started an online group in a social media network, joined an online 
group, taken part in online activities or events organized by CSOs) and offline (signed a petition offline, 
taken part in offline citizen mobilization, e.g. protest, organized offline mobilization, e.g. protest, taken 
part in offline activities or events organized by CSO organizations). Only respondents in the categories 
Occasional participants and Regular participants are included.
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it exclusively via online means. This percentage is slightly higher among the 
occasional participants in each country compared to the regular participants 
(32.9 per cent). The remaining members of the categories of the regularly and 
occasionally engaged citizens get involved either offline-only (31.3 per cent) 
or both online and offline (32.7 per cent).

When the distributions in each country are examined separately, Esto-
nia shows higher percentage of online-only participants (39.5 versus 32.2 
per cent in Bulgaria) and a lower degree of offline-only engagement (27.9 
versus 35.0 per cent for Bulgaria). Rather than interpreting this as a rise of 
clicktivism in the thoroughly digitized Estonian society, we suggest that it is 
an indication of a wider public perception of online forms of civic engage-
ment as worthwhile and effective,3 as well as a prevalence of engagement 
practices combining online and offline elements as opposed to exclusively 
offline participation. About one-third of the people in the active categories 
of both countries were in fact involved in both online and offline forms of 
participation, which demonstrates a solid tendency of these forms to comple-
ment one another. This tendency is particularly evident in the group of the 
Regulars. High percentage of them (43.8 and 51.5 per cent in Estonia and 
Bulgaria, respectively) engaged by both online and offline means. This is 
a clear sign that online and offline forms represent inseparable sides of the 
action repertoire of the most engaged citizens. Interestingly, in the context of 
lower penetration of digital media in Bulgaria, 49.4 per cent of the occasional 
participants had engaged offline only, something that speaks of the continuing 
importance of offline engagement formats for citizens who are mobilized by 
individual one-off issues and may not have digital access and skills.

The close examination of the demographic profiles of the three subcatego-
ries of engaged citizens (online-only, offline-only and both online and offline) 
helped us gauge what kind of people availed themselves of these three differ-
ent participation modes (see tables 4.4 and 4.5).

In Estonia, the portion of engaged women who had opted for online-only 
forms was the highest (42.7 per cent) followed by 29.9 per cent who had 
combined online and offline engagement and those who had acted offline-
only (27.4 per cent). Estonian men’s participation had been more evenly 

Table 4.4. Percentage of men and women engaging online-only, offline-only or both.

Mode of 
engagement

Male Female

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Online-only 36.9 31.1 42.7 33.1
Offline-only 28.3 32.4 27.4 37.0
Both 34.8 36.5 29.9 29.8

Note: Only respondents in the categories Occasional participants and Regular participants are included.
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distributed among formats. In Bulgaria, women had been slightly more active 
offline-only (37 per cent), compared to the other two modes (33.1 per cent 
online-only and 29.8 per cent combined). Like in Estonia, Bulgarian men’s 
engagement had taken all three forms in almost equal proportion. These dis-
tributions tell us that in a less digitized society, online modes of participation 
may still be more readily available to men than women, but, where digitiza-
tion has become normal part of daily practice in all spheres of life, women 
have embraced online ways of engagement. This suggests that the handy 
availability of digital media may be a factor facilitating women’s participa-
tion. As can be expected, online-only engagement is more characteristic of 
the younger citizens of both countries (average age 35.6 in Estonia and 39.1 
in Bulgaria), whereas offline-only action is more typically performed by the 
older generations (average age 53.9 in Estonia and 50.9 in Bulgaria). Those 
who combine online and offline formats take an intermediate position in 
terms of age (average 39.2 in Estonia and 43.3 in Bulgaria). In both countries, 
those who had higher personal income tended to participate online-only and 
both online and offline, whereas a higher percentage of the people with lower 
income levels participated offline-only.

This nuanced picture of the social distribution of online forms of engage-
ment suggests that a careful assessment of their significance for different cat-
egories of citizens and for civil society in general in different social contexts 
is in order rather than a sweeping dismissal or the opposite – exaggeration – 
of their value.

Our results demonstrate that online and offline activities have blended into 
an integrated repertoire for those who engage regularly. For 30 per cent of 
active citizens (Regulars and Occasionals), online acts represent the only form 
of engagement with the issues and concerns of the public world. Whether it 
had been signing an online petition, joining an online group, organizing such 
a group or taking part in online action led by CSOs, these acts had taken 
respondents beyond indifference and disengagement. There is no reason to 
assume that these people would have done anything at all if the means of 
online expression and connection had not been available to them. Dismissing 
these acts as inconsequential or self-delusive clicktivism would risk missing 

Table 4.5. Average age of citizens engaging online-only, offline-only or both (%).

Mode of 
engagement

Mean age Standard deviation

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Online-only 35.6 39.1 13.2 13.4
Offline-only 53.9 50.9 14.9 16.8
Both 39.2 43.3 14.9 16.0

Note: Only respondents in the categories Occasional participants and Regular participants are included.
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the opportunity to recognize the activation potential they contain. Online-
only engagement, which is more popular among the young, could play a role 
in directing youth’s attention to social issues and prime them for more diverse 
forms of participation later in life. Online participation may also blend more 
seamlessly with people’s routine practices in highly digitized social contexts 
and make engagement possible for those who cannot afford to take time off 
their daily responsibilities. In such contexts, it becomes problematic to draw 
a sharp distinction between online and offline activities as both kinds not only 
feel equally real for individuals but also could carry equal weight in terms 
of public consequences, depending on the dynamic of the political situation.

With these rough portraits of the different ideal types of engaged citizens in 
hand, we proceed to uncover the ways and degrees in which they use different 
kinds of media – from newspapers to Twitter. In a following move, we test the 
attitudes that citizens belonging to the different engagement categories hold 
vis-à-vis the media, public institutions, CSOs and their own capacity to effect 
social change. The results of this examination will help us sketch the media 
use practices characteristic for the different categories and, in this way, get a 
sense of whether the various degrees of civic engagement are associated with 
specific configurations of sources of information and modes of interpersonal 
and public communication. We will also be able to capture the contours of 
the civic imaginaries informing and motivating the acts of engagement that 
distinguish the three categories of citizens from one another.

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND MEDIA USE

The use of traditional media is quite distinct between the general popula-
tions of Estonia and Bulgaria (see chapter 3). It varies also across the three 
categories of citizens examined here, with Bulgaria exhibiting much greater 
divides than Estonia (see table 4.6). The daily press is read in an astonish-
ingly low degree in Bulgaria uniformly across the engagement categories: 
approximately 29 per cent of the regular and the occasional participants say 
they never read newspapers. Among the Unengaged, this percentage is 40.4. 
Only about 15 per cent of the Regulars and the Occasionals and 13 per cent 
of the Unengaged read newspapers every day. In Estonia, press readership 
is much higher among all three categories – only between 16.3, 17.6 and 
11.8 per cent in the categories of the Unengaged, the Occasionals and the 
Regulars, respectively, say they never read it (see also chapter 2). Everyday 
press readership in Estonia ranges between 24.9 and 25.5 per cent and is very 
similar in the three groups. In Bulgaria, radio fares better than the press, and 
yet 19.4, 14.0 and 33.1 per cent, respectively, in the Regulars, Occasionals 
and Unengaged categories never listen to it. In Estonia, radio is listened to on 
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daily basis by more than 50 per cent of the representatives of each category; 
only small shares of the Regulars (9.5 per cent) and the Unengaged (13.8 per 
cent) never give it an ear. TV, in contrast, is widely watched by the members 
of all groups in both countries, somewhat less zealously in Estonia. In that 
country, daily TV viewing is reported by 84.5, 73.1 and 64.5 per cent of the 
Unengaged, the Occasionals and Regulars, respectively, with 8.3 per cent of 
the Regulars saying they never watch it. In Bulgaria, TV enjoys loyal view-
ership across the three categories with very low percentages of each group 
who never watch (1.2 to 2.4 per cent) and with 85.5 to 92.7 per cent watching 
every day across the three categories of citizens.4

Thus, while Estonians across all three engagement categories maintain a 
more diverse diet of mainstream media consumption, Bulgarians rely pre-
dominantly on TV and give only scarce attention to the press. In both coun-
tries, the Regulars demonstrate higher intensity of mainstream media usage 
than the other categories, particularly when compared to the Unengaged. In 
Bulgaria, these differences are more expressed than in Estonia, pointing once 
again to a wider cultural gap between citizens who engage with civic causes, 
and those who do not.

Digital media – the Internet in general – constitute part of the daily media 
experience of 57.2 per cent of the Unengaged Estonians, 79.3 per cent of the 
Occasionals and 86.4 of the Regulars. In Bulgaria, the differences between 
the shares of everyday users of the Internet are much bigger: 35.3 per cent 
of the Unengaged, 65.2 per cent of the Occasionals and 78.2 per cent of 
the Regulars. It is, of course, expected that in a country with lower digital 
penetration such as Bulgaria everyday use would be lower too. However, as 
these numbers suggest, the category in which this lag is most expressed is that 
of the Unengaged. A significant part of those in the more actively engaged 
groups in Bulgaria have made the Internet part of their daily life. While 50.9 

Table 4.6. Frequency of media use (%).

Media

Unengaged Occasional participants Regular participants

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

Never
Every  
day Never

Every  
day Never

Every  
day Never

Every  
day Never

Every  
day Never

Every  
day

Daily press 16.3 34.5 40.4 12.6 17.6 24.9 29.3 15.9 11.8 35.5 29.1 15.2
Radio 13.8 58.6 33.1 29.3 13.5 50.3 14.0 42.1 9.5 50.3 19.4 44.8
TV 3.1 84.5 1.2 87.2 4.7 73.1 1.2 92.7 8.3 64.5 2.4 85.5
Internet in  

general
27.3 57.2 50.9 35.3 9.8 79.3 23.8 65.2 9.5 86.4 10.3 78.2

Blogs 78.2 5.0 81.0 6.9 59.6 8.3 56.2 11.7 54.4 8.9 44.5 24.4
Facebook 61.6 21.6 62.0 23.2 32.1 44.6 34.1 40.9 19.5 56.2 24.8 61.2

Note: Respondents answered the question, ‘How often do you use any of the following media’? Possible 
answers included: Never; Less than once/week; One or two times/week; More than two times/week or 
Every day. The table summarizes the results for the answers Never and Every day.

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



 Digital Media and the Variable Modes of Civic Engagement 101

per cent of Unengaged Bulgarians never use the Internet, that percentage 
among the Regulars is only 10.3.

Facebook has taken a prominent place in the lives of Estonians. Although 
61.6 per cent of the Unengaged, 32.1 per cent of the Occasionals and 19.5 per 
cent of the Regulars still do not use it, 44.6 and 56.2 per cent of the two more 
engaged groups visit it every day. Notably, in Bulgaria, the interest in blogs is 
relatively high among the regular participants: 24.2 per cent of them say they 
read blogs every day, while the percentage of those who never read blogs in 
that group (44.2 per cent) is lower than in any other group in both countries, 
even lower than the Regulars in the more digitally saturated Estonia (54.4 per 
cent). Taking into consideration the lower usage of the mainstream press in 
Bulgaria, blogs seem to have taken the role of alternative information sources 
for many civically engaged Bulgarians. Facebook is quite popular in Bulgaria 
too. The numbers of everyday Facebook users across the three engagement 
categories are very similar to those in Estonia, showing greater enthusiasm 
for this particular medium among the less digitally equipped Bulgarian popu-
lation. At the same time, the different categories of citizens in both countries 
demonstrate stark discrepancies in their digital media and specifically Face-
book use. Facebook has established itself as a solid part of the social space 
inhabited by the more engaged citizens, whereas large portions of the Unen-
gaged remain outsiders to it.

The data presented so far reflect the patterns of general media usage in 
Estonia and Bulgaria for all kinds of purposes and types of information 
and communication. With respect to the information concerning public and 
political issues, the source preferences of citizens in the different engage-
ment categories in the two countries veer in strikingly distinct directions 
(see table 4.7). Large percentages of both Bulgarians and Estonians in all 

Table 4.7. Sources of news and information on public and political issues (%).

News sources

Unengaged
Occasional 
participants

Regular 
participants

Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria Estonia Bulgaria

TV news/current affairs shows 85.6 95.5 80.3 93.3 71.6 87.3
Radio newscasts 51.9 27.8 49.7 24.4 45.6 25.5
Newspapers 50.8 24.6 38.3 33.5 43.2 24.2
News portals on the Internet 38.9 18.8 58.5 42.7 62.7 56.4
Political blogs 0.3 1.0 1.6 1.8 1.2 3.6
Online forums/communities 4.5 5.6 7.3 9.1 13.0 15.8
Social networking sites  

(e.g. Facebook)
7.2 17.1 26.9 34.1 23.7 36.4

Twitter 0.2 0.1 1.0 1.2 3.0 2.4

Note: The table summarizes the answers to the question, ‘From which of these sources do you typically 
get news and information on important public and political issues’? Up to three choices were possible.
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engagement categories turn to TV news and current affairs shows for that 
kind of news. For Unengaged Estonians, however, radio and newspapers are 
the clear second and third in order of preference, whereas the more engaged 
categories of Estonian citizens pass over radio and the press and reach for 
Internet news sites as their second choice. Unengaged Bulgarians, for their 
part, see radio and newspapers as a distant second choice after TV newscasts. 
Bulgarians in the more engaged categories decisively favour social network-
ing sites over radio and newspapers. In Estonia, in contrast, social networking 
sites come last as an outlet for this kind of news.

When it comes to trust in the information distributed by the mainstream 
media, including the press, radio and TV, Estonians in all three categories 
express similar degrees of it (70.9 to 72.5 per cent), with those more actively 
engaged being slightly less trustful (see table 4.8). In Bulgaria, the trust in 
the mainstream media is generally lower than in Estonia, and notably, more 
varied among the three categories of citizens – higher among the Regulars 
(63.4 per cent), and lower with the Unengaged (57.8 per cent) and the Occa-
sionals (52.8 per cent).

Estonians consume the news offered by the Internet sites of news orga-
nizations with almost equal and relatively high confidence across the three 
engagement categories. In Bulgaria, trust in these sites varies across the 
categories, with the Regulars scoring significantly higher (Unengaged 46.5, 
Occasionals 50.0 and Regulars 75.0 per cent). Alternative media such as 
blogs and citizen journalism are trusted most highly by Bulgarian Regulars 
(69 per cent). The Unengaged and the Occasionals in both Bulgaria and Esto-
nia are more reserved with respect to these media. Estonian Regulars show 
more trust in them than the less engaged categories but not as high as the 
Bulgarian Regulars.

These numbers build up the impression that Bulgarian regular participants 
are significantly more open to the information offered by non-traditional 
media sources than Estonian engaged citizens and their own less engaged 
compatriots. Unexpectedly, we register a more traditional media consump-
tion patterns in digitally connected Estonia, and more confidence in digital 
and alternative information outlets among the regularly engaged Bulgarian 
citizens. The majority of Unengaged in Bulgaria do not seem to have media 
news sources that they trust other than TV. It could be reasoned that the 
endemic issues characteristic of the mainstream media in Bulgaria such as 
oligarchic ownership and control and low level of journalistic freedom (see 
chapter 2) have reflected on the audience’s confidence in these outlets and on 
the practices related to their use.

These observations also paint the portrait of the engaged Bulgarian citizens 
as sharply distinct from that of the unengaged people in that country in terms 
of media practices and sources of information. These ideal types of citizens 

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



Ta
bl

e 
4.

8.
 

Tr
us

t 
in

 m
ed

ia
 a

s 
ne

w
s 

so
ur

ce
s 

(%
).

St
at

em
en

ts

U
ne

ng
ag

ed
O

cc
as

io
na

l p
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

R
eg

ul
ar

 p
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

Es
to

ni
a

B
ul

ga
ria

Es
to

ni
a

B
ul

ga
ria

Es
to

ni
a

B
ul

ga
ria

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

D
is

ag
re

e
A

gr
ee

I t
ru

st
 th

e 
ne

w
s 

I g
et

 
fr

om
 n

ew
sp

ap
er

s,
 

ra
di

o 
an

d 
TV

 s
ta

tio
ns

27
.5

72
.5

42
.2

57
.8

28
.1

71
.9

47
.2

52
.8

29
.1

70
.9

36
.6

63
.4

I t
ru

st
 th

e 
ne

w
s 

I g
et

 
fr

om
 th

e 
In

te
rn

et
 s

ite
s 

of
 n

ew
s 

or
ga

ni
za

tio
ns

34
.0

66
.0

53
.5

46
.5

31
.9

68
.1

50
.0

50
.0

32
.4

67
.6

25
.0

75
.0

I t
ru

st
 th

e 
ne

w
s 

I g
et

 
fr

om
 a

lte
rn

at
iv

e 
m

ed
ia

 o
nl

in
e,

 s
uc

h 
as

 b
lo

gs
, c

iti
ze

n 
jo

ur
na

lis
m

61
.0

39
.0

60
.6

39
.4

55
.2

44
.8

51
.3

48
.7

43
.7

56
.3

30
.5

69
.5

N
ot

e:
 R

es
po

nd
en

ts
 w

er
e 

in
vi

te
d 

to
 i

nd
ic

at
e 

th
ei

r 
ag

re
em

en
t 

w
ith

 t
he

 s
ta

te
m

en
ts

 i
n 

th
e 

le
ft 

co
lu

m
n.

 T
he

 p
os

si
bl

e 
an

sw
er

s 
in

cl
ud

ed
: 

D
is

ag
re

e;
 P

ar
tly

 d
is

ag
re

e;
 P

ar
tly

 a
gr

ee
; 

Fu
lly

 a
gr

ee
 a

nd
 D

on
’t 

kn
ow

. T
hi

s 
sc

al
e 

w
as

 la
te

r 
re

co
de

d 
in

to
 D

is
ag

re
e 

(P
ar

tly
 o

r 
Fu

lly
) a

nd
 A

gr
ee

 (P
ar

tly
 o

f F
ul

ly
).

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



104 Chapter 4

seem to inhabit different informational and discursive environments, some-
thing that could create cultural disparities and hence problems for mutual 
understanding. It would not be too far-fetched to propose that the engaged 
Bulgarian citizens, the Regulars in our typology, constitute a distinct civic 
subculture as far as the ways they connect to the public world are concerned. 
We will further test this proposition as we examine the attitudes of the three 
types of citizens to various political institutions and civic organizations and 
values, in other words, their civic imaginaries. In Estonia, the media use 
habits of citizens belonging to the three different categories are closer to each 
other, although certain distinctions with regard to the confidence in online 
media show there as well.

Further elaboration on how Bulgarians and Estonians actively employ 
digital media to get informed and speak out specifically on issues of political 
and public significance was sought through our focused question: Have you 
used digital media to learn more about public affairs and/or political issues 
or to participate in discussions or activities concerning such issues in any of 
the following ways? (See appendix B, question 14.) The possible answers 
encompassed a range of activities from information search through reaction 
and commentary to content generation and sharing involving various digital 
media platforms and functionalities (see table 4.9).

The original question was designed so that it would capture the frequencies 
with which each one of these actions was performed along a scale ranging 
from 1 to 5, where 1 was never and 5 was more than once a month. This 
allowed us to compare the frequency rates across the listed activities as well 
as across categories of citizens in the two countries. Table 4.9 presents the 
means and standard deviations of digital media uses explicitly directed at 
public affairs and political life.

What were, then, the characteristic ways in which the three categories of 
citizens put digital media to work in furnishing their engagement with public 
and political issues? As shown in table 4.9, those in the category of the Unen-
gaged in Estonia primarily used digital media to search for information and to 
comment or share with others by private means through emails and sending 
short messages by phone (between 2 and 3). They turned to social network-
ing sites to share or post on public and political issues, but at a very low 
frequency rate (between 1 and 2). Occasional participants in Estonia searched 
for information and emailed at a higher rate than the Unengaged (between 2 
and 3). They employed social networking sites more frequently for express-
ing, sharing, reacting and, importantly, for joining groups on Facebook at a 
higher rate (between 2 and 3). These same actions, and in the same order of 
magnitude, were performed by the most engaged category, the Regulars, at 
a markedly higher frequency rate – 4.26 for emails, and between 3 and 4 for 
searching for information, sending SMSs and all the activities supported by 
social networking sites. Clearly, the two more engaged categories of citizens 
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had decisively embraced the possibilities offered by digital media for not only 
targeted information hunt but also articulating views, building connections 
and joining collective formations. These activities were firmly embedded in 
the routines of the Estonian Regulars, 40 per cent of whom performed them 
more than once a month.

In Bulgaria, the usage of digital media for all the listed activities was very 
low among the Unengaged, with the frequency of searching for information 
rising slightly above the rest (2.1 per cent). The Occasionals were notice-
ably less eager to express, share and connect via social networking sites 
than those in Estonia. Joining Facebook groups also occurred less frequently 
than in Estonia: 1.67 versus 2.35 per cent, showing a lower inclination to 
form network publics and collectives via that platform. Mailing and sending 
SMSs was not as widely and regularly practiced by this group as their Esto-
nian counterparts. The frequency rates of these activities were only slightly 
higher in the category of the Regulars, showing less reliance on digital media 
for civic expression and connecting among the active Bulgarian groups 
compared to the Estonian ones. This confirms the observation that while 
Bulgarians use digital media quite intensively, they do not apply them to the 
purposes of civic engagement as much as Estonians (see chapter 2).

The only digital media-facilitated activity performed by Bulgarian Regu-
lars at a frequency rate higher than 3 was searching for information on public 
affairs and political issues. Despite their more subdued interest in the func-
tionalities of digital media for civic expression and connection compared to 
Estonian Regulars, the more engaged citizens in Bulgaria were a full mark 
above their unengaged compatriots in the frequency with which they per-
formed every one of the activities discussed so far. Another interesting twist 
is that in Bulgaria, contrary to Estonia, actions of wider social reach such as 
those supported by social networking sites were more popular than privately 
targeted mailing and sending SMSs, with public and political contents.

It is worth noting that the usage of blogs and micro-blogs such as Twitter 
for content generation and commenting on the part of respondents registered 
negligibly low frequencies in both countries. It is possible that our survey 
was conducted at a time (2015) when blogging had professionalized and 
individual blogs had lost their appeal for lay people, while Twitter was still a 
relatively new medium that had not reached wide adoption.

THE CIVIC IMAGINARY: ATTITUDES TOWARDS 
DEMOCRATIC INSTITUTIONS AND CSOs

As pointed out earlier, participation in civil society has been conceptualized 
as a kind of civic engagement that takes place outside the formal political 
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institutions. Yet it would be a mistake to try to understand such participation 
with no reference to the political sphere whose main actors include political 
parties, the Parliament and the government. The political sphere and the legal 
norms coined by it determine the scope and size of civil society and its poten-
tial to maintain a free and healthy existence. Second, citizens’ perception of 
the responsiveness of the political sphere to their needs and demands between 
elections represents a prerequisite for their motivation to connect, deliberate 
and act collectively on public issues. Therefore, understanding the variable 
forms of engagement in the two societies we are investigating here needs to 
take into account those cultural attitudes that underpin the impulse or decision 
of citizens to undertake the acts of engagement that we took as the defining 
criteria for the construction of our typology. Do the different categories of 
citizens we conceptualized see themselves as standing in similar or different 
relation to the democratic institutions of their countries? How strong is their 
faith in the structures of civil society itself and in their own capacity to move 
the dial on public and political issues that matter to them? Do they see the 
Internet, and by extension digital media, as offering them new opportunities 
to act and have a voice on such matters?

We tested these attitudes through a series of questions concerning the 
degree of confidence in Parliament, the identification of a political party that 
could represent the respondents’ interests, the assessment of the social role 
of CSOs and their capacity to defend the interests of ordinary people and 
to influence politics. Finally, we checked the degree to which respondents 
believe in their own capacity to influence local and national politics (see 
table 4.10).

One of the first results that catches attention is the marked difference in 
the degree of trust in Parliament expressed by Bulgarian and Estonian respon-
dents: 20 to 22 versus 41 to 46 per cent, respectively. In this respect, Estonia 
ranks above the European average for 2015, which is 31 per cent (European 
Commission 2019) and in this way comes closer to established democracies, 
whereas Bulgaria resembles political cultures with relatively new and precari-
ous democratic traditions5 (see also chapter 2).

Somewhat unexpectedly, the degree of trust in Parliament is consistent 
across the different categories of citizens in both countries (see table 4.10). 
The reliance on political parties to represent respondents’ interests is higher 
in Estonia (51 to 56 per cent), although Bulgarians (42 to 46 per cent) are not 
too far behind in this regard. The more civically active Estonians and Bulgar-
ians tend to count on political parties to represent their interests more than 
the Unengaged. This is counterintuitive because one could presume citizens 
who feel adequately represented by political parties would be less motivated 
to engage in activities outside the institutional system of politics and govern-
ment. In contrast, the numbers we observe may in fact suggest that political 
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and civic positions and activities are closely intertwined in both countries. 
This overlap between political and civic engagement is further confirmed, 
particularly for the case of Bulgaria by the cross-tabulation of the types of 
activism with political involvement operationalized through acts such as 
attending a public hearing, town hall meeting, or city council meeting; speak-
ing to a public official in person; calling or sending a letter to an elected 
public official; attending a political rally and being involved in the activities 
of political action groups, political clubs, or party committees. Involvement 
in politics through any of these acts is registered among a higher percentage 
of the more active citizens than among the Unengaged in both countries. In 
Bulgaria, 45.5 per cent of the Regulars and 37.8 per cent of the Occasionals 
have been active politically according to these criteria. In Estonia, these per-
centages are lower by approximately 14 points in each category. This shows 
the closer overlap between civic and political engagement in Bulgaria or the 
presence of a more politicized civil society.

Another area where the two populations diverge significantly is the percep-
tion of civic efficacy. In Bulgaria, only 11.2 per cent of the Unengaged, 12.8 
per cent of the Occasionals and 23.3 per cent of the Regulars agree fully or 
partially that people like them can sometimes influence the national govern-
ment. In Estonia, this view is held by, respectively, 16.1, 29.8 and 56 per cent 
of the citizens in the different engagement categories. Arguably, those who 
become engaged in civic activities targeting national issues in Estonia tend 
to see more positive results than Bulgarian active citizens, which induces a 
stronger sense of agency among Estonians. The strikingly low percentage of 
members of the most active engagement category in Bulgaria who believe 
they are sometimes in a position to influence government decisions raises 
the question of how sustainable the motivation of these people to perform 
civic acts can be. Respondents in both countries are more confident in their 
capacity to influence local government, with over 60 per cent of Estonian 
Occasionals and Regulars (61.4 and 67.3 per cent) and, respectively, 20.2 
and 39.8 per cent of their Bulgarian counterparts subscribe to that view fully 
or partially. This could be interpreted as an indication that citizens’ positive 
experiences of making a difference more frequently transpire at the local 
level in both countries.

Apart from the individual perception of civic efficacy, another important 
dimension of the civic imaginary is the way people see the role and agentic 
capacity of CSOs. In chapter 1, we discussed the hasty NGO-ization of post-
communist civil societies and the problems of relative external dependence 
and internal alienation of these organizations caused by it. The popular under-
standing of the democratic significance and mandate of CSOs, therefore, is 
a sensitive symbolic area where the viability of the national civil society is 
decided. Have CSOs in the two countries been able to establish themselves 

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



110 Chapter 4

symbolically and practically as collective actors capable of intervening in 
the democratic process? Have they become widely recognized as effective 
mediators between the citizens and the political realm? How do the different 
categories of citizens examined here perceive the social role of CSOs, which 
can be also an indication of how inclined they are to join or support them in 
the pursuit of their causes? We sought answers to these questions by testing 
the degree to which Bulgarians and Estonians agreed (fully or partially) with 
a set of statements concerning both abstract attitudes to CSOs as well as more 
concrete beliefs in their trustworthiness and efficacy as collective participants 
in the democratic process (see table 4.11).

The majority of citizens (over 90 per cent) in all categories in both coun-
tries agreed with the general proposition that the activities of CSOs ‘are use-
ful and important to our society’ with a small deviation from that consensus 
on the part of the Bulgarian Unengaged (77 per cent of whom agreed). This 
agreement weakened somewhat, more so in Bulgaria, with respect to the 
statement that CSOs strengthen democracy. More cracks appeared in it when 
responding to the statement ‘CSOs defend the interests of ordinary people’ 
with wider gaps opening up between the different categories of citizens, espe-
cially in Bulgaria (61.7, 75.3 and 81.5 per cent of the Unengaged, the Occa-
sionals and the Regulars, respectively, agree partially or fully). Further drop 
in confidence occurred when survey respondents were presented with the 
assertion that ‘CSOs allow ordinary people to influence political decisions’. 
By now, it will not be a surprise that Bulgarians expressed considerable scep-
ticism (only 41.4, 46.9 and 52.0 per cent among the Unengaged, Occasionals 
and Regulars, respectively, agree partially or fully) while Estonians’ views 
were significantly more optimistic in this regard (53.7, 63.3 and 77.7 per cent, 
respectively). Nevertheless, here too, sizeable gaps between the different 
engagement categories begin to show. Overall, these figures paint a picture of 
solid public confidence and support for the democratic role of CSOs in Esto-
nia with some degree of hesitation as to their actual political impact. Much 
less readiness to see CSOs as effective vehicles for citizens’ participation in 
the democratic process is registered among Bulgarian citizens. Interestingly, 
in Bulgaria, trust in the democratic efficacy of CSOs – whether they are 
capable of influencing political decisions – was low even among the category 
of the Regulars. Bulgarians also held widely divergent opinions as to whether 
CSOs really stand for the interests of the ordinary people with 20 points dif-
ference between the Unengaged and the Regulars on that question.

Our investigation of the public perceptions concerning CSOs included 
measures intended to take stock also of the negative attitudes and doubts sur-
rounding their democratic role. The external push and professionalization of 
NGOs in post-communist countries, as well as the clash between the goals 
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pursued by some of them and powerful corporate and political interests, have 
spurred deliberate efforts to undermine their image and influence among 
the national publics (see chapter 6). At the same time, various forms of fake 
CSOs founded with the intention to benefit economically from the special 
non-profit status, or to pursue political influence under civic disguise (see 
Tsenkov et al. 2010 and chapter 6), have proliferated. It has become hard 
for the individual citizen to sift through the bustle and to confidently decide 
which organizations to trust. Among the authentic CSOs formed by publicly 
minded citizen groups, there is great fragmentation based on clashing values 
and ideologies. The degree of this fragmentation was also a feature of the civil 
societies of the two countries that we endeavoured to assess. In table 4.12, 
we present the statements we asked people to respond to for these purposes.

Significant percentages of the respondents in both countries and across cat-
egories did not respond to these questions, possibly due to lack of knowledge 
of the civic sector or to the ambiguity of the statement itself. The distribu-
tion of the valid answers conveys a rather unsettled atmosphere with public 
doubt and suspicion surrounding CSOs in Bulgaria. More than half of the 
Unengaged in this country and more than a third of the regularly engaged 
citizens tended to agree (either partially or fully) that CSOs serve the interests 
of those in power (see table 4.12). The perception that CSOs are driven by 
foreign interests was also widely shared with large fissures existing between 
the three categories of Bulgarian citizens (42.3, 38.3 and 27 per cent across 
the categories of the Unengaged, the Occasionals and the Regulars, respec-
tively). Finally, the statement that ‘only a few’ CSOs authentically serve the 
public found overwhelming support among all categories (75.4, 80.3 and 80.6 
per cent). As much as these results are not easy to interpret, they undoubtedly 
point to a civic sector riven by contradictions and distrust, an environment in 
which it would be difficult for the individual citizen to find his or her bearings 
as to which actor within that sector to support and which to shun.

Estonia features a landscape of higher public trust in the democratic mis-
sion of CSOs with relatively lower levels of concern that CSOs serve those 
in power (partially agree or agree, 27.2, 22.8 and 20.3 per cent, among 
Unengaged, Occasional and Regulars, respectively) or that they serve foreign 
interests (partially of fully agree 15.2, 15.3 and 15.3 per cent). These posi-
tions are also more cohesive among the various categories of citizens show-
ing that Estonian society has more uniformly come to see CSOs as an integral 
element of the national democratic system as opposed to a foreign body or a 
strategic instrument of the powerful. Yet in Estonia too, the view that only a 
few CSOs truly work for the interests of the public (67.1, 60.3 and 50.7 per 
cent of Unengaged, Occasionals and Regulars, in that order, agree) demon-
strates a solid foothold hinting at the presence of divisions and antagonisms 
within its civic sector.
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DISTINCT CIVIC CULTURES AND SUBCULTURES

This chapter set out to present civic participation as a continuum comprising 
various frequencies of acts of engagement with public issues as opposed to a 
specific personal disposition or social role. It aimed to paint the portraits of 
three ideal types of citizens who could be located at different points of this 
continuum within Bulgarian and Estonian civil society. By painstakingly put-
ting together the socio-demographic profiles, modes of engagement, media 
use patterns and civic imaginaries characteristic of the three ideal-typical 
groups we conceptualized – the Unengaged, the Occasionals and the Regu-
lars – we sought to understand what distinguishes them from one another 
and what may be the clusters of practices and beliefs that underlie the three 
distinct levels of civic engagement these categories were devised to represent. 
This investigation cannot discover causal relationships because the eternal 
chicken and egg question continues to hover over it: Does civic engagement 
lead people to certain beliefs and media-use choices, or do their beliefs and 
specific employment of the media spur their civic engagement?

Short of providing this kind of revelation, we hit upon three very dis-
tinct clusters of socio-demographic traits, media-use practices and attitudes 
towards public and political entities and towards civil society actors them-
selves associated with the three ideal-typical levels of engagement. We also 
uncovered significant differences in the civic cultures of the two societies 
with otherwise similar history of post-communist transformation. Most 
importantly, as we hypothesized, we found a continuous civic realm, not a 
binary space populated by activists and passive or completely disengaged cit-
izens. On almost all counts, those who stood between the never participating 
people and the regularly engaging citizens exhibited features, preferences and 
practices that fell in-between the other two groups showing that the variables 
we selected to focus on – certain demographic features, media use and civic 
and political attitudes (the civic imaginary) – are indeed closely associated 
with civic engagement and form patterns along the same continuum.

Importantly, we found sufficient grounds to differentiate between several 
distinct civic cultures (see Dahlgren 2009 and chapter 3, this volume): first, 
those of the two countries we studied and, second, a number of civic sub-
cultures within each country. The characteristics of these subcultures looked 
strikingly disparate in Bulgaria and not so dissimilar in Estonia, hinting at a 
fragmented and even polarized civil society in the former and a more coherent 
civic fabric in the latter. The engaged citizens in both countries were younger, 
more educated and more media savvy. The divergent media use habits and 
varying trust in specific kinds of media suggest that the different categories of 
citizens share few sources of information about public and political issues and 
when they do, they do not trust them uniformly. The more active citizens tend 
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to declare more trust in a variety of sources, which indicates a higher confi-
dence in their knowledge of social and political developments. Characteristic 
of the unengaged citizens, in contrast, is lower trust in information channels 
across the board which could be a symptom of a general disorientation that 
paralyzes action.

Digital media, in particular, are employed more frequently and for wider 
range of purposes by the more engaged, becoming an integral part of their 
civic expression and communication with the public world. Digital sources 
of information on public and political issues are trusted more by the engaged 
citizens in both countries, whereas the unengaged show less of an inclination 
to choose them over traditional mass media channels such as radio and the 
press. Forms of civic engagement involving digital media are high on the 
frequency scale, although much higher in Estonia than in Bulgaria.

These findings leave no doubt that access and competence in employing 
digital media open more avenues for civic engagement. Not all people choose 
to take up these avenues, of course, but the immediate possibilities of joining 
social media groups and signing online petitions, selectively searching for 
information on the Internet and speaking and sharing privately via email are 
readily embraced by many. Once these acts get to be counted as forms of civic 
engagement, the civil societies of both countries start looking much more 
lively than when only membership in CSOs is taken as a measure.

Notably, more than 30 per cent of the acts of engagement our survey 
registered in each country, either online or offline, were associated with 
the leadership of a CSO, suggesting that while formal membership in these 
organizations may be low (especially in Bulgaria), their role in guiding the 
activities of the engaged citizens is to be reckoned with. Yet those citizens in 
the two countries who followed the lead of CSOs in any form constituted a 
small portion of the total population, once again highlighting the sharp con-
trast between the actively engaged and the rest.

The regular participants and the unengaged are also significant distances 
apart in both Bulgaria and Estonia when it comes to their confidence in their 
own ability to have a say in the political process and in the democratic role 
of CSOs. These groups are in stark contrast with each other in the way they 
perceive the potential of CSOs to assist the ordinary person in having a say 
in political decision-making. Thus, the civic imaginary emerges as the area 
where the people belonging to the two more engaged categories stand most 
distinctly apart from the unengaged population.

The comparison between Bulgaria and Estonia presents the profiles of two 
distinct national civic cultures. In addition to the more regular use of digital 
media for information gathering and sharing on social and political matters in 
more digitally advanced Estonia, online forms of civic engagement are more 
widespread. Yet Estonians continue to stick to traditional mass media such as 
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radio and the press as trusted and regularly consulted sources no matter which 
engagement category they belong to, whereas Bulgarians rely exclusively on 
television, especially those in the category of the Unengaged. The regularly 
engaged in Bulgaria are more willing to turn to alternative media and social 
networking sites for information and especially for political news, suggesting 
lack of confidence in the output of the national mass media. However, they 
are not followed into these alternative sources by the rest of the population, 
which leads to a fragmented information environment. Estonians’ views 
concerning Parliament, political parties and the democratic role of CSOs are 
more positive and homogenous among the different categories of citizens, 
whereas in Bulgaria the views held by members of these categories tend to 
be more sceptical and far apart.

By taking the frequency of both offline and online acts of engagement, as 
a differentiation criterion, this chapter sketched an uneven landscape con-
stituted of clusters of practices and beliefs and populated by Estonian and 
Bulgarian citizens whom we proposed to see as members of distinct civic 
subcultures. This approach opened up the understanding of activism to allow 
for multiple forms and manifestations of it as well as for different degrees of 
intensity. Thus, we chose to speak of activisms in the plural and to recognize 
the critical, if minuscule, contribution to the life of civil society of the modest 
and mundane gestures of attention, expression and connection with regard to 
social and public issues performed by citizens individually or collectively. 
Yet this effort was never intended to deny the importance of the commonly 
known figure of the activist, the person whose identity and public reputation 
is defined by his or her thorough commitment to one or more social and/or 
political causes. This figure is usually the visible symbol and main character 
of any civil society and a key player animating its culture. In the next chapter, 
we turn to this figure and endeavour to understand the chances and challenges 
it faces amidst and in relation to the civic-cultural landscapes of the two new 
European democracies of Bulgaria and Estonia. Following the red thread of 
our inquiry, we ask what place digital media take in the lives and deeds of 
such activists and their organizations and whether they boost their public 
stature, operational capacity and social influence.
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This raises the question whether we can study politics without its subjects, 
citizens, and their relational others, strangers, outsiders, and aliens.

—(Isin 2017, 520)

Can we study civil society without its subjects? Possibly, but the results will 
likely appear as percentages, indices and scores, tables and charts that tell us 
precious little about the actual experiences of those whose thoughts, deeds 
and relations flesh out our central concept. In the following two chapters, 
we approach activists, the human agents performing on the social stage that 
scholars have tentatively agreed to label ‘civil society’. Our goal is to fol-
low digital media as they pass through the hands and daily practices of these 
agents. We want to observe up-close and personal what activists make of the 
digital communication technologies that become part of their workbox and 
how their daily activities, the structure of their relationships and organizations 
evolve in conjunction with these novel tools. That will then allow us to move 
to the next level and draw inferences about the ways digital media affect the 
quality of civic culture and the fabric of civil society. First of all, we have to 
define the profile of this central character, that is, to make it clear who we will 
consider an activist and what is special about them. Following that, we will 
delve into the different dimension of activism as performance and will seek 
to understand the changing dynamics of its mediation.

As we demonstrated in the previous chapter, the main characteristics that 
set apart the engaged citizens in the two countries from those who do not 
engage in civic activities are not those usually found responsible for tech-
nological divides such as income and gender, but rather education, media 
use habits and, most importantly, attitudes constituting what we called the 
civic imaginary. The citizens who engage with public and political issues in 

Chapter 5

Digital Media and the Meanings 
of Activism
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discussion or action are more likely to trust liberal-democratic institutions, 
including the media, and have confidence in their own political efficacy. 
We showed that these active citizens stand out specifically by the ways they 
use digital media. They navigate the digital communication environment as 
a source of information on public and social issues more regularly than the 
unengaged. They connect with other users around such issues both passively, 
through reading user-generated content, and actively, through joining online 
and offline collectives and actions.

In this chapter, we hone in on a narrower circle of people who represent a 
subset of the category that in chapter 4 we called the ‘regular participants’. 
As we explained, we chose to exert caution when labelling the categories in 
our typology. We stopped short of labelling respondents who had reported 
relatively more regular acts of civic engagement as activists. We saved this 
designation for a special type of citizens. Our definition of who is an activ-
ist included several conditions. People belonging to this category had to (1) 
reflexively align themselves with particular collective identities, formal or 
informal CSOs and groups; (2) not only regularly participate in but also initi-
ate and organize collective action on the part of these groups; and, finally (3) 
be recognized for their activism by their peers, as well as in the public eye.1

Activists and their use of digital media have been in the focus of much 
social movement literature lately (Cammaerts 2018; Mattoni 2012; Neu-
mayer and Svensson 2014; Treré 2019, to name a few). In these studies, the 
term ‘activists’ typically refers to anybody involved in collective action. This 
is justified when the cases under consideration comprise manifest protests 
and campaigns marked by intensive involvement of participants. But when 
we are looking at a structural construct, a sphere of social life more stable 
and continuous than a fluid, spontaneous mobilization such as civil society, it 
is not so clear who deserves this title. Even many of those marching in a pro-
test, collecting signatures on petitions or challenging government policies on 
Facebook would not necessarily identify themselves as activists. They may 
be involved, excited and even central in collective action now and around a 
particular issue, but most of the time they remain occasional or at best regu-
lar participants, as we described these degrees of engagement in chapter 4. 
Important as these forms of participation are, and we made an effort to defend 
their value, there is still a place and a need to recognize the singular role of 
those who form the persistent core of otherwise ephemeral collective actors 
and for whom acts of citizenship are not isolated short-term bursts of engage-
ment but an enduring commitment and a way of life.

Our first criterion concerning reflexive identification as activist is derived 
from Mouffe’s view of radical-democratic citizenship as a ‘form of politi-
cal identity that consists of an identification with the political principles of 
modern pluralist democracy’ (1993, 83). For the purpose of a more general 
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understanding of activism as a form and degree of engaged citizenship, what 
we take from Mouffe’s theory is the idea of ‘reflexive identification’. The 
individual, for Mouffe, is ‘a site constituted by an ensemble of ‘subject posi-
tions,’ inscribed in a multiplicity of social relations, the member of many 
communities and participant in a plurality of collective forms of identifica-
tion’ (1993, 97). Subject positions emerge out of diverse social discourses 
and recognized social relationships. Identity is the upshot of the process of 
identification by the individual with a set of subject positions, a process that is 
ongoing and never completed. Against this background, activist identity can 
be thought of as reflexive identification by the individual with subject posi-
tions offered in civic and political discourses and with collective formations 
brought together by values and causes characteristic of civil society.

Notably, because the very process of identification with the subject posi-
tion of a civic activist depends on the individual’s access to diverse social 
discourses and discursive communities as both audience member and par-
ticipant, communication media play a key role in it. Thus, digital media, by 
exploding the scope of discourses to which the individual becomes exposed, 
create new sites and possibilities for reflexive self-identification with activist 
communities (Bakardjieva 2009). By reaching deeply into users’ everyday 
lives, digital media multiply the interaction and participation forms available 
at their fingertips. Discursive positioning and self-identification with a civic 
collective, however, is only one side of the coin.

Our definition of who is an activist also adopts Isin’s performative per-
spective that highlights the performance of acts of citizenship and places the 
‘focus not only on the exercise of rights and duties as they exist but also on 
claiming rights and duties yet to come as a result of social struggles’ (2017, 
506). Such claims go beyond the established conventions of ‘dutiful citizen-
ship’ (Bennett, Wells and Rank 2009) and push into new areas where citizens’ 
right to have rights is not yet formally established. This approach, Isin argues, 
‘enables researchers to study how people stage creative and transformative 
resistances and articulate claims against domination (e.g. oppression, repres-
sion, discrimination, inequality) and the injustices it precipitates’ (2017, 506). 
While Isin applies this concept most prominently to examples such as the 
claiming of citizenship rights by undocumented immigrants (Abrams 2014; 
see also Butler 2015), we argue that performative citizenship is also a lens 
through which we could gainfully look at all instances where citizens claim 
the right to have a voice and to intervene into public affairs conventionally 
preserved as a domain for politicians and administrators. Especially in new 
democracies where participatory practices are non-existent and need to be 
fought for, claiming the right to monitor, challenge or object the decisions 
and policies coming from institutional powerholders by individuals and 
groups standing on the terrain of civil society is a pronounced example of 
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performative citizenship (see chapter 1). In our understanding, activists are 
those engaged citizens who lead that charge. They are not necessarily leaders 
in any formal sense but take onto themselves to perform the acts that push 
against and beyond conventional understanding of whose business it is to 
voice opinions and make demands in matters of public governance and poli-
cymaking. This kind of civic performance encompasses acts distinguished by 
special knowledge, skills and degree of commitment and courage that surpass 
the forms of engagement we have discussed so far.

Our objective in this chapter, then, is to locate the individuals who meet 
this more specific definition of activism in their daily settings and examine 
the way digital media are drawn into their activist work. As the central 
characters whose performance brings civil society into existence, activists 
are immersed into different kinds of formal and informal collectives. The 
specific makeup, agendas and action repertoires of these collectives shape 
the projects and relevance structures of the individuals involved. Activists 
construe the meaning and utility of digital media against that background. 
But digital media are not just passive instruments that get applied to immu-
table sets of objectives and inserted into already existing practices. Objec-
tives and practices undergo changes in the context of the new technological 
affordances that actors discover in digital media. How do these dynamics 
play out in CSOs that have struggled to obtain visibility and influence? 
Do they help them overcome the weakness, elitism and alienation from 
the civic grassroots that have allegedly plagued activism in CEE? Who are 
these activist subjects who do not despair in the face of difficult odds and 
what promise and potential do they see in digital media? Because these 
questions can only be answered by drawing on these actors lived experi-
ence and meaning-making processes, we chose to approach the task through 
qualitative methods.

The qualitative component of our methodology consists of in-depth indi-
vidual and, on some occasions, small-group interviews with activists involved 
in formal CSOs or informal groups that have spearheaded civic mobilizations 
around particular issues in Estonia and Bulgaria in the period between 2015 
and 2017.2 The interview questions targeted several areas, including the 
structure and focus of the respondent’s group or organization; its sources of 
financing, if any; most recent causes and projects; the group’s approach to 
using digital media for both internal communication and for gaining support 
from the broader national public; the group’s relationships with mass media 
and public institutions and the respondents’ own digital media choices and 
use practices (see appendix C).

Our selection of interviewees followed the performative approach as well. 
In the first instance, we identified CSOs that had maintained a prominent 
profile in the public sphere of each country by launching campaigns and 
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mobilizations during the period of our fieldwork. We did our best to align 
these choices in Bulgaria and Estonia by area of activity. Thus, our selection 
focused on advocacy NGOs in the environmental and the human rights sec-
tors in each country. We approached the selected organizations through their 
public contact points and asked to interview some of their leaders or the activ-
ists in charge of their communication strategies. In addition, we traced the 
trajectories of recent civic mobilizations with no formal office addresses and 
phone numbers through their websites and social media pages and contacted 
participants active in these digital venues. As a second stage of interviewee 
selection, we asked the respondents identified at the first stage to recommend 
others who had been regular participants in their organizations’ activities or 
had played important roles in ad hoc mobilizations (see appendix D, for a list 
of interviewees and the organizations they represented in the two countries).

In addition to the in-depth interviews conducted with one or more repre-
sentatives of the selected civic collectives, we examined the content of their 
websites and Facebook pages focusing on their stated goals and the type of 
topics and interactions appearing on them. We tracked and reviewed cover-
age of the organizations and their activities in the mass media related to the 
themes emerging in the interviews. We used these additional sources of data 
for the purpose of contextualizing and verifying important aspects of the 
interviewees’ accounts.

PARTICIPATION VERSUS TRANSACTION: TWO 
DIMENSIONS OF ACTIVISM

The formal and informal organizations, groups and networks that operate on 
the terrain of civil society are infinitely varied in composition, membership 
size, forms of association, relationship with the institutions of the market and 
the state as well as in their values and collective goals. It is no surprise that 
the activism of those individuals whose sustained involvement constitutes the 
collective identities and performances of these multifarious civic collectives 
would differ substantively depending on context, situation and project at 
hand. Consequently, the affordances that such actors discover in digital media 
comprise a wide range. Yet, there are few attempts in the literature to take this 
complexity into account.

In an analysis of the dynamics of civil society in post-communist states 
intended to revisit claims about its weakness (see chapter 1), Petrova and Tar-
row (2007) find more going on behind the low levels of membership in CSOs 
registered in Central and East European countries. Their analysis, based on 
a review of administrative surveys and case studies, reveals the presence of 
lively alliance building among citizen organizations, on the one hand, and 
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numerous occasions of effective cooperation between such organizations and 
the authorities, on the other. This leads the authors to conceptualize two dif-
ferent types of activism – participatory and transactional:

By participatory activism, we mean the potential and actual magnitude of 
individual and group participation in civic life, interest group activities, voting, 
and elections. . . . By transactional activism, we mean the ties – enduring and 
temporary – among organized nonstate actors and between them and political 
parties, power holders, and other institutions. (Petrova and Tarrow 2007, 79)

While participatory activism in CEE may remain limited in scale, transac-
tional activism, they argue, is picking up speed. Non-state actors in the region 
may not be able to rally mass support, but they are developing expertise and 
important negotiation and lobbying skills vis-à-vis national and European 
bureaucracies. At the same time, Petrova and Tarrow warn that if Central and 
East European activists do not manage to build the capacity to mobilize large 
numbers of individual citizens for participation in their causes, then ‘NGOs, 
interest groups, and social movements that claim a popular mandate will lack 
the legitimacy to convince officials to take them seriously’ (2007, 88). They 
will remain ‘officers without armies whose goals may drift away from the 
needs of those they claim to represent’ (2007, 88).

This position dovetails with the NGO-ization thesis in an interesting way. 
Analysts have expressed the concern that the proliferation of NGO registered 
throughout CEE since the early 1990s (labelled NGO-ization) has created 
precisely this type of elite, professionalized activist organizations without 
grounding in the civic grassroots, or generals without armies, whose exis-
tence is entirely dependent on the mandate and funding provided by their 
external sponsors, but whose legitimacy and effectiveness within their coun-
tries is dubious. Summarized aptly by Jacobsson and Saxonberg (2013) the 
NGO-ization argument maintains that

civil society in post-communist Europe and Eurasia became dominated by 
small, formalized, bureaucratized, professionalized, cadre-staffed organizations 
that have learnt to play ‘the funding game’. . . . the West-sponsored civil society 
organizations have become less interested in, or less able to develop, channels of 
accountability and participation with regard to members or volunteers. Instead, 
they have often been more interested in building a rapport with donors than in 
mobilizing the population or developing ‘grassroots’ initiatives. (2013, 6)

Petrova and Tarrow’s positive outlook on the ‘relational’ dimension of activ-
ism – ‘whether and how voluntary associations and advocacy groups interact 
with one another, with political parties, and with power holders’ (2007, 79) – 
casts professionalized NGOs and their actual and potential role in Central 
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and East European societies in a new, more optimistic light. The interesting 
question becomes not so much if these NGOs with the respectable expertise 
and lobbying skills they have acquired can be seen as a sign of a flourishing 
civil society by themselves, but rather whether they can advance their capac-
ity to mobilize citizens and propel participation.

Císař (2013b) takes more mileage out of the distinction between the par-
ticipatory and transactional aspects of activism highlighted by Petrova and 
Tarrow (2007). He argues that it defines two different capacities of activists 
and their organizations. Participatory activism describes their capacity to 
mobilize ordinary citizens in collective action, and transactional activism, 
respectively, refers to their capacity ‘to network, cooperate, and communicate 
with other activists and organizations and public institutions’ (Císař 2013b, 
141–42). He goes on to construct a more nuanced typology comprising five 
different modes of activism based on the degree to which these two capaci-
ties are manifested in the performance of civic actors. Thus, the mode Cisař 
labels as ‘participatory activism’ is characterized by high participatory and 
high transactional capacity and exemplified by the ‘old’ CSOs such as the 
trade unions along with other established associations anchored in categori-
cal identities and common social interests. These organizations traditionally 
draw their strength from the high numbers of their registered members. Col-
lective action in the streets is only the last resort for such actors, but their 
size and established networks of connections guarantee them access to the 
doors and ears of administrative and political institutions. Císař’s category 
of transactional activism (low participation/high transaction) overlaps with 
the modus operandi of the professionalized NGOs that concentrate expertise 
and negotiation and lobbying skills but fail to attract wide following. Radical 
activism (low participation/low transaction) is exemplified by the activities 
of fringe groups that in some cases espouse ‘uncivil’ ideologies and methods 
(see chapters 1 and 7). Civic self-organization which is also defined by low 
participation and low transaction, on the other hand, is a mode of activism 
where relatively small grassroots assemblages of citizens mobilize around a 
special interest, a particular/single issue or a local cause. Finally, episodic 
mass mobilizations (high participation/low transaction) occur rarely and 
gather numerous participants in collective action that could be forceful but 
relatively short-lived and lacking organization (see Císař 2013b).

This typology offers a useful grid on which various empirically observed 
modes of activism can be plotted while keeping in mind that schematics 
like these cannot fully account for the complexity of the actual process 
that unfolds on the ground. It is important to remember Petrova and Tar-
row’s (2007) proviso that, without mobilizing significant numbers of citi-
zens, transactional activism loses legitimacy. At the same time, without the 
expertise and skills that accumulate in the course of transactional activism, 
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participatory activism may easily lose direction and dissipate into chaos. The 
apparent ‘best of both worlds’ exemplified by traditional voluntary organiza-
tions with large membership and savvy transactional apparatus cannot be an 
ideal to strive for in complex and unsettled new democracies emerging out 
of a communist legacy where such organizations used to do the bidding of 
the totalitarian state. Therefore, our forthcoming journey through the actual 
experiences of individuals and groups representing different modes of activ-
ism will attempt to trace the ways in which the capacities to mobilize citizens’ 
participation and to ‘transact’ with authorities interrelate and how civic actors 
cycle through and combine these capacities in their efforts to achieve maxi-
mum traction and effect. The analysis will focus on the way digital media are 
employed by these activists for consolidating, manifesting and boosting their 
participatory and transactional capacities. What part do digital media play in 
the expansion of the participatory dimension of activism and what are their 
limitations in that regard? Are digital media involved in strengthening the 
transactional dimension of activism and how? How do they redefine the very 
notions of participation and transaction in the context of activism?

TAPPING INTO THE DAILY LIFE OF ACTIVISM

Although talk about civil society usually erupts in the public sphere at times 
of mass protests and spectacular events, the daily life of civic activists does 
not happen in the streets, but in cluttered offices, around tucked-away tables 
in cafés and clubs as well as at their desks and kitchen tables at home. Such 
are the settings in which we meet our research subjects. After a while, we real-
ize that there is something important to be read in the mundane details that 
characterize these settings. In some places we are met by a receptionist who 
answers the doorbell and sits us by a boardroom table where we wait for the 
designated communication officer to appear for the scheduled interview. On 
other occasions, we sip coffee with our interviewee in a mutually convenient 
public location where they come to meet with us after the end of their work-
ing day as teachers, engineers or independent artists or entrepreneurs. Most 
of the time, these different locations correspond to distinct forms of activism 
embedded in different organizational structures. For some of our interviewees, 
activism is a job performed in the context of an established NGO possessing 
adequate resources to maintain a small number of paid staff. The funding of 
these organizations comes from a combination of sources, including first and 
foremost, competitively earned project grants provided by foreign donors, 
national civil society funds, small donations from citizens and, in a few cases, 
from funding supplied by an international umbrella organization. As much 
as these organizations operate, as we are told, on a shoestring, they manage 
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to maintain a small cadre of employees – project managers, communication 
coordinators and office assistants – who run their daily affairs whatever those 
happen to be. The people we meet in these offices embody the transactional 
mode of activism as characterized by Petrova and Tarrow (2007) and Císař: 
it is ‘based predominantly on small advocacy organizations in sectors such as 
the environment and women’s and human rights, is foreign-assistance driven. 
Transactional activist organizations have derived their resources mainly from 
external agencies, i.e. via patronage’ (Císař 2013a, 996).

The best way to describe this type of activist is as a professional with a 
cause. The communication coordinator of the Estonian Fund for the Nature, 
Mariliis Haljasorg,3 could have spoken for most of them when she says:

I’m definitely passionate about communication, but I also work here because of 
my values. . . . It doesn’t matter that there’s less money than in private enter-
prise or in the public sector. I work in a place I believe in and my colleagues 
believe in it, too. I’m not alone. . . . And definitely the profile of the organiza-
tion. I think we wield a certain influence; we’re not just messing around. Our 
activities matter.

These are highly educated women and men of various professional back-
grounds, most often in their late twenties or thirties, dedicated to ideas and 
activities they believe advance the public good. The organizations in which 
they work are focused on building expertise in their specific areas – for exam-
ple, nature protection or human rights legislation – and on being involved 
in the making of policies by various levels of public administration. Other 
important lines of work are providing practical services – from protection 
programs for endangered species to legal aid for prisoners and humanitar-
ian support for migrants – and on the cultural level, advocating for changes 
in public attitudes and practices. These professionalized non-governmental, 
non-profit entities with no formal membership direct their efforts at winning 
the recognition of the state institutions and the attention of the mass media for 
their practical projects and policy ideas. They jockey to position themselves 
as consultants and contributors to the policymaking process at the same time 
as establishing a reputation as independent critics of that process. In many 
documented instances in both Bulgaria and Estonia, these ‘transactional’ 
goals have found successful realization. Yet it may be too hasty to celebrate 
this success for its own sake and give up on the participatory dimension of 
these organizations’ activism. Over the bumpy course of the post-communist 
transition, their cooperative relations with the government in both countries 
have gone through ups and downs. It has been demonstrated that the capac-
ity of such NGOs to realize effective ‘transactions’ with state bodies heavily 
depends on political opportunities and the good will, or otherwise, of those 
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holding political power. Without participation and engagement of wider 
circles of society, their advocacy is often doomed to fall on deaf ear. Mariliis 
Haljasorg of the Estonian Fund for Nature puts it simply:

We needed to win the public’s attention because the people behind their desks 
weren’t listening to us. We’re not the type of organization to pounce immedi-
ately. At first, we try to come to an agreement sitting at our desks. If we realize 
that’s not possible, we’ll come up with a campaign. If we face such problems, 
we use that to put pressure on the ministry.

Clearly, transactional activists cannot do without mobilizing citizen partici-
pation when desk-to-desk negotiations fail to produce any results. In what 
follows, we will examine carefully the manifestations and mutations of activ-
ism directed at mobilizing participation in the work of this kind of advocacy 
NGOs and how digital media give new directions to their efforts to engage 
the wider public.

The second mode of activism we encounter as we follow in the tracks of 
recent events and citizen mobilizations reported in the media of the two coun-
tries is more narrowly targeted, more fluid and yet more emotionally intense. 
The people involved are diverse in their interests and backgrounds, but they 
too exhibit many of the demographic and cultural features of the category of 
‘regular participants’ introduced in chapter 4. Their civic concerns and goals 
are concrete and personally important. These activists take part in smaller 
groups united by shared ideas and feelings, most typically by love, care and 
concern for something – a place or a thing – they have personal attachment 
to. They work for their cause ‘for free, voluntarily, and do everything by the 
call of their own heart and will’ (Maria Lale, Save Irakli group, Bulgaria). 
Groups like that represent an example of the ‘civic self-organization’ mode 
of activism in Císař’s typology (2013b) where the levels of both participation 
and transaction are presumed to be relatively low. However, as our upcoming 
analysis will show, there is a twist in this story: the small number of people 
who do participate put in strong levels of commitment and collaborative 
efforts, which often leads to good transactional accomplishments. Notably, 
these groups too strive hard to mobilize broad public attention and support 
for their cause, which gives their appeals a better chance to be heard and 
reckoned with by the authorities.

Thus, already at first glance, the participatory and transactional dimen-
sions of activism demonstrate much more nuance and internal complexity 
than originally thought. Participation by citizens can be measured not only by 
numbers but also by degree of emotional intensity and personal commitment. 
The relations with authorities can be cooperative (as in consultation and ser-
vice provision) or contentious (as in lawsuits, demonstrations and blockades). 
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Moreover, as we will argue, the vertical and lateral axes of transactional 
activism (see Petrova and Tarrow 2007) need to be disentangled and concep-
tualized differentially. The goal of the examination of our interview material, 
therefore, will be to sort out these intricacies as they play themselves out in 
the experience of activists in the two countries and to understand the com-
municative tools and practices they mobilize and depend on.

NGOs, DIGITAL MEDIA AND THE HOLY GRAIL OF 
PARTICIPATION

Many advocacy NGOs in Estonia and Bulgaria are eagerly trying to defy 
and transform their image as elite professionalized structures distant from 
the civic grassroots which, some feared, would be their predicament (Hen-
derson 2002). Years of experience have taught the activist working in these 
organizations that the dedication to the principles of liberal democracy 
and affection for civil society enthusiastically proclaimed by early post-
communist governments, and by later Europeanized power holders, cannot 
guarantee them a meaningful place at the policymaking table and hence 
the ability to advance their causes (Toma Belev, Association of Bulgarian 
Parks). Engaging in transactional activism alone, that is, negotiating with 
governing bodies and attempting to influence policy, remains a tentative 
affair. On multiple occasions when controversial decisions have affected 
the interests of powerful business and political players, the only thing that 
has made power holders blink has been a massive protest mobilization of 
citizens.4 It is not a surprise that a closer look of a number of these dem-
onstrations reveals the instrumental contribution of some of the otherwise 
formal and professionalized NGOs as inspirators and coordinators of the 
collective action. The ‘double-agent’ nature (see chapter 1) of such organi-
zations and their activists manifests itself in examples like these. They stand 
in a liminal position as partners to the authorities and diligent contractors 
for foreign-sponsored conservation and legislation projects, or ‘good cops’ 
as at least one interviewee put it in each country, and at the same time, they 
do not hesitate to take on the role of ‘bad cops’ – critics and participants in 
contentious action.

Strengthening their capacity to mobilize support by large numbers of citi-
zens (participatory activism as per the definitions cited earlier) has always 
been on the agenda of advocacy NGOs in the two countries, but the means of 
pursuing it have been in flux. Their efforts have evolved in three main direc-
tions: first, gaining visibility and solidifying their identity and reputation in 
the public eye; second, popularizing their core values and principles; and, 
third, building reliable networks of volunteers and adherents who could be 
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called upon in times of need. Different kinds of communication media have 
been an integral part of realizing these aspirations.

Producing online presence denotes the work of becoming recognizable 
and continuously visible in the public sphere. There is a particular toolbox 
of media and a calculated periodicity involved in this production. The digi-
tal self-presentation that started out with the construction of organizational 
websites by NGOs in the earlier years of Internet adoption has been largely 
overtaken by Facebook profiles and their active maintenance.

People really look for information on Facebook and rely on it . . . I don’t know 
what attracts them there, but the bottom line is that they gather their information 
from such networks. Accordingly, we have a page we maintain, that is visited 
and that has sufficient number of followers; it turns out to be an important 
channel for communicating our messages. . . . It is easier. You don’t need to 
pay money to renew [your site] every 2–3 years, when your software gets old, 
to pay 2–3 thousand leva so that your page looks up-to-date or to be readable 
on mobile devices and so on. Facebook offers all these possibilities. (Yordanka 
Dineva, coordinator, For the Nature coalition, Bulgaria)

At the Estonian Refugee Council, activists have also decided to reshuffle 
the division of labour between their website and their social media ‘chan-
nels’: ‘social media is the gateway to the website. The website is the main 
platform where we can post information and, if necessary, just link that 
information to the social media. In this sense the function is different’ (Eero 
Janson, director, Estonian Refugee Council).

Facebook emerges as a key storefront and channel for the organizations 
we study, but the full scope of their presence-building work includes a 
digital ‘polymedia’, an ‘integrated structure of affordances’ (Madianou 
and Miller 2012, 172). For Madianou and Miller, ‘polymedia is an emerg-
ing environment of communicative opportunities that functions as an 
‘integrated structure’ within which each individual medium is defined 
in relational terms in the context of all other media’ (2012, 170). More  
importantly, they argue, in this environment, the choices of specific tech-
nologies that individuals make at any moment are guided not so much 
by technical and economic, but by social, moral and emotional concerns. 
Polymedia choices thus become part of relationship management and an 
integral element of those relationships themselves. While Madianou and 
Miller demonstrated how polymedia works in interpersonal communica-
tion, a similar process of careful navigation of the integrated affordances of 
various digital media in light of social, emotional and moral considerations 
can be detected in the practices of NGO activists. An additional dimension 
of this navigation is the reflexive consideration given to different audi-
ences and their reactions. NGO activists do not simply construct a window 
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or poster for self-presentation. They employ polymedia with a view to the 
relationships and interactions with potential supporters.

Many interviewees refer to this integrated structure of polymedia affor-
dances as ‘channels’ with different properties and effects, but also with dif-
ferent audiences:

We use SoundCloud, where we post our show ‘Conversations with the Flying 
Squirrel’. It’s similar to the Estonian Fund for Nature’s newsletter. We use that. 
YouTube, Issuu . . . Issuu’s a platform for publications, printed stuff. I know 
people follow us there as well. We share information through that. We have 
videos on YouTube, but they get around most effectively via social media. We’re 
not on Twitter or Instagram. (Mariliis Haljasorg, Estonian Fund for Nature)

We decided to set up a blogroll so that every blog post goes straight to Twitter. 
We post on Facebook ourselves with an introductory line. Instagram is set up so 
that posts go straight to Twitter and Facebook. It really simplifies these tools, 
otherwise we wouldn’t be able to do it anymore. Twitter runs automatically now. 
(Nele Laos, project coordinator, Feministeerium, Estonia)

Polymedia presence is seen as a must. It is essential for the organizations’ 
‘self-mediation’, that is, for the construction of its collective identity and for 
‘disseminating, communicating, recording, and archiving a variety of move-
ment discourses and deeds’ (Cammaerts 2015, 89). A degree of anxiety and 
a sense of inadequacy can be detected in the occasional self-critical remarks 
by some interviewees who report their low usage or lack of presence on plat-
forms such as Twitter and Instagram as a weakness to be addressed.

We have a few posts on Instagram as well, but that’s really insignificant. We 
should actually be moving towards. . . . I don’t know, towards Snapchat or other 
forms of visual solutions because . . . it’s really important to have direct commu-
nication with our supporters, and with the young people who mostly use these 
channels in particular as well. . . . So, we have to be using more direct channels. 
Plus, we thought of starting up our own podcast. We’ve seriously been thinking 
about that. . . . We don’t have one at the moment. The only regular channel that’s 
going strong at the moment is our weekly newsletter. That’s our main channel. 
We share it on social media as well, but people mostly get it via e-mail. (Kari 
Käsper, executive director, Human Rights Centre, Estonia)

The polymedia affordances through which these organizations are now 
struggling to make themselves visible, properly understood and appealing 
are not easy to navigate. The initial enthusiasm and sense of intuitiveness 
and ease in their dealings with this environment progressively declines as we 
move through our interviews chronologically from the fall of 2015 when the 
first of them were conducted to the fall of 2017 when data collection ended. 
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The issues of resource shortage and the feeling of playing catch-up loom large 
in the narratives of communication coordinators with growing experience in 
Facebook-based communication.

Previously it was easier as we had posts that reached 100,000 people and I even 
joked ‘Why do we need the mass media if our circulation is bigger than theirs?’ 
It is not so any longer. (Petya Sheremetova, communication officer, For the 
Nature, Bulgaria, follow-up interview, 2017).

It requires a lot of resources if you want to do it properly. And if you want it to be 
well thought through and done in a way that actually has an impact. At the moment, 
we’re just trying to keep them alive. If we wanted to use them to gain supporters, 
it would have to be someone’s task, one of their main tasks really, to update our 
social media channels. . . . So, managing a social media channel properly is actu-
ally a really difficult job. It’s an ordeal. You always need someone to be posting, 
otherwise the channel just slowly fades away. So, it’s difficult, yes, and it takes a 
lot of time. (Kari Käsper, executive director, Human Rights Centre, Estonia)

That said, NGO communicators painstakingly plug away at their efforts 
to not simply build an attractive self-presentation façade, but to master 
the art of connecting and engaging with followers by deploying the affor-
dances of polymedia in subtle and personable ways. Gaining people’s 
attention and support for the causes of civic advocacy is a pursuit unlike 
many others. It is not like stoking up the desire to buy and consume; it 
asks for investment and offers no material reward. It is neither a coaxing 
into pleasurable entertainment nor an invitation to a narcissistic feel-good 
about one’s life. On the contrary, it upsets complacency and seeds dis-
comfort and anger. It attempts to excite and motivate citizens in the name 
of the public good, a broad and fuzzy moral value with notoriously prob-
lematic cost-benefit ratio (Olson 1965). It aims at balancing information 
and emotion, rational criticism and indignation, anger and hope, a sense 
of individual freedom of choice and an identification with a collective 
(Gamson 1992; Jasper 1998).

Our daily posts get a few dozen ‘likes’, and the reach is a few thousand people. 
That’s what we’re dealing with. We don’t assume any more than that. You can’t 
assume everyone will care about every issue. Some people do care. It depends. 
Sometimes I feel like people grow tired of things. We play the role of a guard 
dog, and people tire of the criticism. Not that we criticize them, but [we criti-
cize] the government, certain decisions, developments in society. But I under-
stand why they tire of it. What can one person do? The more personal a post, 
the more it speaks to you, the more successful it will be. When you recognize 
your role in it or grasp how it affects you. (Mariliis Haljasorg, communication 
expert, Estonian Fund for Nature)
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How could all these things be achieved by deploying social media ‘chan-
nels’? ‘We’ve learnt a lot on that front. A lot’, says Nele Laos, a feminist 
activist and project coordinator for Feministeerium, Estonia:

Chauvinist of the Year is the most popular section. Health, children and mother-
hood and parenting are the most popular topics. They’re just things that concern 
everyone, speak to everyone. We write on those topics and it’s needed, but other 
topics, more complex and less popular topics, also get attention thanks to them. We 
create serious and fun content, and also mockery. We want to be versatile. . . . Visu-
als are essential: you can’t post anything without a visual. We’re no different than 
other social media users. We keep an eye on our page feed. Whoever gets there 
first gets the most reach and likes. That’s why you have to be on social media all 
the time and share posts at the right time. Then you’re the newest and you get the 
most out of it. (Nele Laos, project coordinator, Feministeerium; author’s emphasis)

NGO communication coordinators and managers in both countries share 
similar lessons: the posts that work have a specific emotional message that 
speaks to people; a specific call to action as well, to get people moving and 
point them in the right direction; positive messages are more popular than 
negative ones; they have to state a unique position that is not offered else-
where. Activists carefully watch the numbers indicating the viewing, sharing 
and liking of each post. These numbers become a measure of the scale of their 
participatory success.

Intuitively or reflexively, as the case may be, these activists struggle to con-
coct the right formula in terms of topic and occasion, genre, modality, timing, 
style and tone as they craft their social media posts. Effective posts do not only 
broadcast information to an audience but also elicit different forms of reaction 
and hence cultivate connections with supporters. Linda-Mari Väli, one of the 
initiators of Estonian Forest Aid movement, describes a gradual progression 
between coining messages to be broadcast and engaging with people person-
ally through the affordances offered by Facebook. Her account takes us into the 
second key activity of nurturing engagement in which NGO activists find social 
media indispensable: weaving connections. The ‘finding and connecting’ theme 
runs through most of our conversations with NGO activists:

I spend about 2–4 hours every day on social media and talking to people. . . . 
One thing lots of people can do is sit on Facebook and chat and post away and 
take notes of important things. It doesn’t take specific skills, just work. How-
ever, that work is very important and worthwhile. Private messages as well. At 
first in the comments section, then I add people as friends, or someone adds 
me. We also talk a lot in private messages. From time to time we create groups. 
There are a lot of people in them and we discuss different things. (Linda-Mari 
Väli, communication coordinator, Estonian Forest Aid)
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The Facebook page of the Bulgarian World Wildlife Fund (WWF) office 
serves as a hub connecting like-minded people and organizations and focus-
ing their efforts on a common action agenda. Petya Sheremetova, communi-
cation coordinator of the Bulgarian For the Nature coalition, comments on the 
unique routes opened up by Facebook:

Really, this advantage – to reach people that you don’t know, but who are of the 
same mind as you and share your ideas – this cannot be found anywhere else. 
I don’t agree with the criticisms claiming that Facebook, and the internet in gen-
eral, stop people from socializing. When you undertake such communication in 
a [Facebook] group, you sooner or later get to have such close relationships that 
you inevitably meet. (Petya Sheremetova For the Nature coalition, Bulgaria)

Broadening citizen’s participation also involves flagging concrete issues and 
gentle prompts that make people pay attention to what goes on in their imme-
diate surroundings (‘Basically it’s keeping your eyes open’, says Linda-Mari 
Väli). Contrary to the emphasis the mass media put on big global events, 
which makes people in the audience feel as if they are just ‘drifting along and 
watching from afar’, NGO communicators try to focus attention on ‘what’s 
going on in your own neighbourhood’. A lot of signals concerning improper or 
illegal actions on the part of the Estonian forest industry have been issued by 
people who have seen something suspicious going on in their immediate local-
ities, people who have called the Environmental Inspectorate or some other 
office triggering an investigation. Having a team of activists that ‘organizes, 
acknowledges, encourages and helps investigate things’, like the Estonian 
Forest Aid group, concentrates and channels citizens’ attention and contribu-
tions and inspires them to be more active. The Facebook page of a group like 
that, respectively, becomes a hub around which both online and offline action 
arises. It pools individual local observations into a collectively produced docu-
mentation archive and blends personal concerns into collective action:

It’s common for Estonians to know that problems exist and to want to do some-
thing, but they’re too shy. . . . You need someone to get the ball rolling. People 
get behind those sorts of people, and it grows from there. . . . I keep an eye on the 
Facebook group. If I see people talking about certain logging sites and they’re 
really active, I’ll add them as a friend and then we start discussing the issue and 
see if they’d like to meet or do more, and that’s how it goes. (Linda-Mari Väli, 
communication coordinator, Estonian Forest Aid)

Despite being an older tool, mailing lists continue to play a special role in 
expanding the participatory dimension of activism. As Linda-Mari Väli explains 
further, having many people signed up to the mailing list constitutes evidence 
that the organization’s principles enjoy wide support. It makes it possible to 
translate traces of participation into transactional clout: ‘we can show we have 

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



 Digital Media and the Meanings of Activism 133

people, real people, large numbers of people who support our principles, and 
that we can contact everyone, because they’re on our mailing list’. This means 
the authorities should see the group as representing ‘a real social movement’ 
and should include it in drafting forestry policy and decision-making.

The Bulgarian WWF communication team also relies on their mailing lists 
and makes efforts to grow them. They are among the first instruments to be 
deployed in every campaign:

Generally speaking, the more e-mails we can garner, the more people our newslet-
ter reaches. And the more imaginatively they are made, the bigger effect they have. 
This is what works in Bulgaria – Facebook, direct mailing, and some attractive 
web applications. (Vladimir Ivanov, communications manager, WWF, Bulgaria)

Raising the mobilizational capacity of these NGOs thus takes routes quite 
different from signing up card-holding members as was the case of the old-
style voluntary associations. A relatively short list of volunteers and a broader 
network of followers come to take the place of registered members. Donors 
form a third category of ‘indirect participants’ (Passy and Monsch 2020) that 
are much coveted but hard to get in this region of the world.

It’s basically like an engagement pyramid: we have people who can only be 
reached through the [mass] media and they might confuse us with the Institute 
of Human Rights or some other organization [with a similar name]. . . . Then 
there are people who already know exactly who we are. And there are people 
who subscribe to our newsletter, follow our social media channels and visit our 
website as well. Then, there are people who have contributed to our cause as 
volunteers, permanent donors or just by donating once. The pyramid consists of 
all those people. To get more permanent donors we have to make the bottom of 
the pyramid bigger as well, because not everyone has the opportunity or desire 
to donate. (Kari Käsper, executive director, Estonian Human Rights Centre)

In contrast to some analysts for whom the gold standard of participation is 
people joining embodied collective action in the streets and who view online 
‘clicktivism’ with suspicion (see Morozov 2009, as a spokesperson for this 
position), NGO activists in Bulgaria and Estonia, as we saw, cherish and work 
hard to grow the number of subscribers to their mailing lists and the count 
of Facebook likes and shares by their social media followers. NGO orga-
nizers see active citizenship in modest terms. They do not associate it with 
large selfless deeds or constant preoccupation with causes. They are oriented 
towards the small gestures of engagement through which people express 
support of their causes and that could be elicited through their own everyday 
mediation repertoire, such as spreading information, flagging social problems 
and bad decisions by the powerful, raising issues for discussion, and yes, 
on those few occasion when necessary, calling people to the city square to 
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demonstrate support. But outside these exceptional moments, being an active 
citizen for NGO activists means

[having] interest in what’s going on in society. A desire to react to certain pro-
cesses, whether in a bigger or a smaller circle, and actually doing something. . . . 
Making more conscious choices. I think whatever [active] people do, they make 
conscious choices, not just for their personal comfort. (Mariliis Haljasorg, Esto-
nian Fund for Nature; author's emphasis)

Is a person who’s only active on social media and not anywhere else less of an 
active citizen than the person walking around outside with a placard? I wouldn’t 
say so. A person who works a regular day-to-day job might easily only express 
their opinions on Twitter and nowhere else. But they’re still an active citizen, 
in my opinion. So, I’m very egalitarian in that regard. (Kari Käsper, executive 
director, Human Rights Centre, Estonia)

There are different categories of active citizen. Perhaps in Spain or Germany an 
active citizen is a person who picks up a flag and a placard and goes out onto 
the streets and screams themselves hoarse at a demonstration. That’s not the way 
things are done in Estonia. Our active citizens are different, more reserved; they 
read things, follow the media, have their own opinions that they discuss with 
friends and family. That makes an active citizen, too. Internal processes, without 
demonstrating it. (M.A., project coordinator, Estonian Green Movement)

For Petya Sheremetova of the Bulgarian coalition For the Nature, participa-
tion starts at the point at which ‘our followers’ like and share information or 
events published by an NGO. It could be just a short link that they forward to 
their friends personally on Skype or email or post on their Facebook profiles. 
Many people ask her to prepare the coalition’s announcements in the form of 
a picture that can be passed to others. The collective action grows from there 
whether it is a protest or an emergency response such as putting out forest 
fires. Thus, attention and response are the main commodities that advocacy 
NGO communicators strive to cultivate with their daily work on social media. 
Citizens’ attention and response are key building blocks of both transaction 
and participation and pave the way to fulfilling the watchdog role these 
NGOs aspire to play, a role that relies on both expertise and public resonance.

SCAFFOLDING LATERAL TRANSACTIONS: FINDING 
ALLIES, BUILDING NETWORKS

Apart from enlisting individual supporters, digital media help NGOs establish 
and consolidate connections with other civic organizations and groups.

They’ll give more power to us because then Forest Aid will be bigger and stron-
ger and in turn it will give them more power. It’s a mutually beneficial good-will 
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agreement. I want to create such an association to unite the smallest groups. It’s 
hard work, and it’s difficult to find them, but it’s possible through Facebook. 
I’ve already found two organizations, and I’m sure I’ll find more. It’s good to 
create such a network. (Linda-Mari Väli, Estonian Forest Aid)

Forging connections between organizations and fleshing them out through 
intertwined digital media networks has been going on for years in the Bulgar-
ian environmentalist community. Toma Belev, a Bulgarian forestry expert and 
a veteran environmental activist recounts:

At the end of the 1990s and in the beginning of this century, there was a lot of 
competition in the third sector, between non-governmental organizations, for 
resources, for people, for trust, for influence. . . . But that went on until the 
problems they dealt with were relatively few . . . [more recently], the problems 
intensified, i.e., the attempts at destroying wild nature, the protected territories, 
the forests, the waters became so many, that in the process, these organizations 
realized . . . that there was no point to compete. After all, we all have the protec-
tion of nature as our common ideal goal.

Thus, Bulgarian environmentalist organizations with various specific objec-
tives reached the conclusion that their best chance to achieve substantive 
results would be to work together. They entered a process of cooperation in 
decision-making and practical project implementation that involved unit-
ing their intellectual capital and their expert potential. This process has led 
to the creation of the formal coalition For the Nature5 (2009) that unites 
environmentalists and allows them to bolster each other’s work. The com-
municative activities of the coalition For the Nature have consolidated this 
cooperation into digital networks that represent a tangible infrastructure 
integrating the causes and messages of its diverse members. The earliest 
instruments for that have been the coalition’s mailing lists. They remain 
critically important for connecting different member organizations as well 
as many individual supporters quickly and reliably. They are the first lever 
to pull when urgent action is needed, but they are also the way to share 
information and issues for discussion. These partner organizations retrans-
mit each other’s information items and calls for action via their intercon-
nected Facebook pages as well.

In Estonia, eco activist Z. I. of Young Green, describes the role mailing 
lists play in activating such lateral transactional networks in the organization 
of a recent protest:

It was an event that involved quite a number of organizations and people from 
all over Estonia. They didn’t necessarily have to be organizations: they could be 
groups as well. We had a mailing list where we discussed facts with scientists so 
that we’d have a fact-based campaign, as opposed to, you know, an incompetent 
one. There are other big mailing lists in Estonia with lots of members.
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The Estonian Human Rights Centre works closely and shares resources with 
other NGOs too. They are part of the Equal Treatment Network, the Round-
table of NGOs for Refugees and the Human Rights Roundtable among others.

We always try to support others. Our model is constructed in a specific way 
and it’s clear to us that we can’t manage everything by ourselves, so we gladly 
support all other human rights-oriented organizations. . . . The LGBT Associa-
tion doesn’t have the capability to handle court cases, but we can go to court 
with LGBT cases or cases to do with the Registered Partnership Act. . . . At 
the same time, we provide moral support for certain things as well. Femin-
isteerium is a good example of that: they have a cooperation project we took 
part in initially. We can see that their call to action has worked really well, 
that it’s important, and so we try to amplify what it is and what they’re doing 
with it in our channels. (Kari Käsper, executive director, Estonian Human 
Rights Centre)

A newsletter distributed through their membership mailing list is the main 
channel used by the Network of Estonian Non-Profit Organizations (NENO) 
for providing shared current information and knowledge resources to their 
member organizations:

We keep in touch via the mailing list we have. . . . Our most important com-
munication channel is the larger mailing list to which we send updates to our 
members every week. We have a total of 2600 addresses right now to which we 
send all sorts of civil society knowledge and articles, news, member updates, 
our own things, relevant info from the media and the magazine and so on. . . . 
And it also summarizes what we’ve posted on our website that week, in case 
the person reading it doesn’t look at our site. (M.Ö.S., communication officer, 
NENO)

These lists and interlinked Facebook pages then capture in a tangible web 
the cooperative relations between like-minded NGOs and help them amplify 
each other’s concerns, positions and calls for action in the public sphere. 
Although, as NENO’s M.Ö.S. observes, over time some organizations burn 
out and become inactive, new ones join the communication network and so 
the supportive culture of the activist community and the cooperative possi-
bilities remain in place.

BRINGING IN THE GRASSROOTS: CIVIC 
SELF-ORGANIZATION

Many of the new members that join the mailing lists and communication net-
works of NENO and other such umbrella coalitions in Estonia and Bulgaria are 
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not professional NGOs themselves. They are grassroots voluntary groups that 
represent the second mode of activism we introduced earlier in this chapter – 
civic self-organization (Císař, 2013b). Their origin stories differ. Sometimes 
they emerge out of communities of practice united by a common passion, 
location or ideal; communities that meet and interact offline in their capacity 
as parents, neighbours, skiers, feminist writers, fishermen or kayakers. Other 
groups are native creatures of social media. They coalesce around a Facebook 
group that someone has created to address a problem or advocate for a cause.

These smaller and bigger groups are popping up across the landscape in both 
countries, often aimed at saving something dear to them from destruction – a 
neighbourhood playground, an urban park, a forest, a mountain or a beach. 
There are other causes as well: helping refugees, publishing feminist journalis-
tic and literary work, creating an independent platform for reporting problems 
to the municipal administration, monitoring water resources. The list can go on. 
In cases like that, we come face to face with a different activist species. The 
people at the centre of such groups typically have a day job and engage in activ-
ism in their free time, with very modest, most often self-supplied resources. We 
observe an interesting dynamic occurring between such groups and the larger 
and more formally structured NGOs. In Estonia, the groups we become familiar 
with are quickly evolving into more established organizations and join bigger 
NGO networks as their members are learning the moves and practices of pro-
fessional activism. Self-organized groups in Bulgaria remain small and largely 
informal, but they collaborate closely with the larger established NGOs in the 
same general area and draw on their expertise. They are these NGOs’ immedi-
ate allies and serve as bridges to broader circles of citizens. As members of the 
same mailing lists and networks, the two types of activist collectives propagate 
each other’s initiatives.

What moves participants in self-organized groups is closely personal, emo-
tional and communal. Love, care, pain, indignation, commitment and soli-
darity are among the key drivers of the activities of groups of this kind. The 
impassioned statement of one interviewee fighting to preserve an endangered 
Black Sea beach aptly captures these sentiments:

Yes, this is the other motivation that pushes you forward, the love for this 
place, as you can see in my actions too. You care for it and you want to keep 
it untouched not only from an ecological point of view, but also [to protect it] 
from those deeply corrupt, fat schemes and machinations that hang over it like 
dark clouds, from all those investment intentions. Most of all the scheming with 
the local administrations; that’s where the problem of our whole society lies. . . . 
In this case people see the need for removing, cutting out a festering process 
of sorts, one that strangulates our whole society. (Maria Lale, founder of Save 
Kara Dere, Bulgaria)
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For the defenders of an urban park in a Bulgarian regional centre marked for 
destruction, the object of love and care is the green space of their childhood 
memories and the hundred-year-old trees in it; for the Estonian Forest Aid 
group, it is the country’s forests and the rare plant and animal species they 
host; for the Bulgarian Balkanka fishermen association, it is the rivers and 
the fish in them. In Estonia, where the forest is a symbol deeply intertwined 
with the sense of national identity and represents the immediate setting for the 
daily lives of many, the reaction to sights of damage and destruction caused 
by logging can be visceral:

The forest issue is popular because it involves anyone who’s ever been in any 
way affected by such cruel clear-cutting. Seeing it up close is a personal experi-
ence. They really are hurt and moved. They want to do something. . . . This year 
the ground didn’t freeze, so in addition to the cutting the ground is damaged 
as well, and everyone can see it. You don’t have to be a specialist to see deep 
tracks. There’s just no more ground. What used to be a field full of blueberries 
is now just mud. That’s a specific thing. People see it and get upset. The civic 
activist you never knew you had inside you comes out. (Linda-Mari Väli, Esto-
nian Forest Aid, Estonia)

Being immediately or personally affected is an important driver, but an air 
of moral outrage also animates practically all of these instances of civic self-
organization. People are ‘fed up’, activists explain; this social problem is 
‘deeply painful’, ‘citizens long for a just state where the law is respected’.

We joke: ‘Coral’ rhymes with ‘moral’. . . . In reality, this is a matter of how 
one relates to corruption, to justice, to how the Black Seaside has been defaced. 
People can’t take it anymore . . . these actions, this total recklessness. (Miroslava 
Petrova, Save Coral [Beach], Bulgaria)

People don’t realize that it’s impossible to breathe money, eat money and 
build houses out of money. . . . I just read what someone in the forest industry 
said and I don’t understand it. They said that of course we could cut down fewer 
trees, but we all want a good standard of living. I really don’t want a good stan-
dard of living at the expense of my children’s future. I don’t even understand 
how it’s possible to think in these terms. (Linda-Mari Väli, Estonian Forest Aid, 
Estonia)

Facebook has been the main platform where most of these groups have 
staked their own territory and consolidated around it. The finding and con-
necting that we observed in the work of the NGO communicators here 
becomes formative for the group. It moves in splash circles. Someone creates 
a Facebook page and/or group to signal a problem or propose an initiative 
and then invites all their contacts to join. These alerts and invitations spread 
across participants’ social networks helping like-minded individuals who 
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have not met before ‘find’ one another, realize that they hold certain values 
in common and form interpersonal bonds. Participation in these groups is not 
simply a cause, it is a social affair:

I think we liked each other very much in the Facebook group. The two of us met 
there [refers to the other activist participating in the interview]. Because in the group 
you communicate a lot, you can easily find people that you resonate with; you 
haven’t seen them, but you see how they write, and you find in them a good match. 
(Lyuba Petkova, administrator and activist, My Stara Zagora group, Bulgaria)

The third group is a women’s tavern, also closed and with even fewer mem-
bers. It used to be a group for Woolf admins, a place where they could blow off 
steam. Not anymore. It’s grown into a group that does everything I mentioned 
in the sense of a community. We have long, really personal discussions about 
mental health, very personal issues. . . . On Friday evenings we start some ran-
dom fun thread. We post selfies, ask what kind of frying pan everyone’s got, 
who the lecturer at the University of Tartu was, who harassed such-and-such a 
person. Oh, I know them, too. And then everyone shares harassment stories. I’m 
so grateful the group exists. I’ve never felt as much solidarity anywhere else. 
(Nele Laos, project coordinator for Feministeerium, Estonia)

These groups monitor the developments around their object or cause of inter-
est. Members share news articles and observations and discuss issues that 
arouse concerns, questions, suspicion or anger. Their Facebook pages often 
accompanied by a website articulate the group’s identity and purpose and 
allow it to practice and concert its collective voice. It serves as a hub around 
which a loose network of contacts between core activists, followers and sup-
porters grows. This network is in place when a controversy flares up and a 
prompt reaction to an administrative decision or measure is needed. In such 
instances, the Facebook group, typically through the creation of an ‘event’ 
page, becomes an instrument for activating the community, for expressing 
and negotiating its position and for coordinating collective action.

For Maria Lale, founder of Save Kara Dere, the people in her Facebook 
group are the ‘critical mass’:

And if at a certain point there is a contention and we need to go out on a protest 
to show our position, these people from this internet space are always ready and 
react when their presence is needed. . . . The group is liked by more than 5,500 
people; some leave, others join. . . . When things escalate these 5,500 people 
will activate 5,500 more . . . that’s the beauty of this medium. . . . I dare say 
that it represents a lever for exerting influence over certain [administrative or 
political] decisions.

The process Maria Lale describes in this quote fits neatly into conceptual 
frameworks such as that of ‘connective action’ (Bennett and Segerberg 2012) 
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or ‘communication power’ (Castells 2009) that imply certain automatism of 
virtual group organizing furnished by social media platforms, but in other 
places her own account, as well as the accounts of fellow activists, qualify 
this impression significantly. We learn that the existence of the group requires 
dedicated daily work. In some cases, it is performed by the moderators who 
spend several hours a day on the task; in others, more members contribute 
on daily basis.

Behind all the manifest publicly accessible Facebook group pages, we find 
a ‘core group’, a ‘secret’ or ‘closed’ forum that acts as a mini think-tank and 
a dedicated team progressively increasing its competence and the depth and 
reach of its activities directed at the problem at hand. These teams do the ‘dig-
ging’, the ‘combing through’, the ‘scouting’, in sum, the thorough investiga-
tion of the issues the group has set out to deal with, the uncovering of legal 
and administrative gaps and failures and the devising of proposed solutions. 
Participants in these endeavours include some professionals in relevant areas – 
invited or joining on their own initiative – but the heavy-lifters are the commit-
ted activists. They are lay people ready to invest countless hours of hard work 
poring over legal and regulatory documents, learning terminology, sorting out 
procedural arrangements, hierarchies of responsibility and decision-making so 
that they can challenge the authorities competently and effectively.

This becomes a way of life consequently. . . . Previously, I spent a lot of time 
on it because this is a real job on a desk covered with papers, work for which 
you receive no compensation. (Maria Lale, founder, Save Kara Dere, Bulgaria)

The members of another self-organized Bulgarian group, the Balkanka 
fishermen coalition, engage in a different kind of work that takes them 
beyond the desk covered with papers. They monitor the operation of mini 
hydroelectric power plants. These plants are highly profitable for their own-
ers but often violate environmental regulations. Sometimes they leave the 
riverbed from which they capture water dry ‘as gunpowder’ or clogged with 
silt with all the fish in it dead or fighting to survive. The group members 
travel across the country to observe and document the state of these facili-
ties and the effects they have on the water catchment areas. They report 
their findings on a specially designed website. All that is done in their own 
free time and with their own resources – automobiles, gas, cameras, com-
puters, and the like. Without being legal experts, they sort through govern-
ment regulations and administrative procedures and challenge the permits 
for the construction of such power plants or report the committed breaches:

Sometimes, in one trip we check 7–8 water catchments, about 500 kilometers in 
a day. [Then], to upload the photos, to write down the information about each 
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one of them, to write a report, it takes close to eight hours. . . . The writing of 
complaints, position statements, objections, when you need to investigate a 
case. . . . You have to consult the permit registry, the Water Act, . . . the Ordi-
nance on the Terms and Conditions of Compatibility Assessment of Projects to 
be Undertaken in Protected Natural Areas. (Ivan Pandakov, Balkanka Fisherman 
Association)

Linda-Mari Väli’s group, Estonian Forest Aid, has taken on similar functions, 
but with regard to forest clear-cutting:

We’re working on a map application to which we’ll add all the information. We 
already have a lot, but we’re constantly getting new information. We’ll map the 
clear-cutting sites so that people can find them using the map and see where and 
why clear-cutting has taken place, what the problem areas have been. Whether 
the ground’s been damaged as well, or if there’s been any disregard for environ-
mental conditions. To start a mapping activity, in a word. The platform’s very 
important.

In their struggle to protect an urban park from redesignation as residential 
territory, the Preserve Bedechka group in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, has been 
embroiled in a lengthy argument with the municipal officials that boils down 
to the letter of legal acts such as the detailed site development plan and the 
country’s Spatial Development Act, among other official documents ordain-
ing state and municipal affairs, especially in the area of construction and 
urban planning. Closed groups on Facebook, Google.doc and other digital 
platforms have become laboratories and boardrooms for the activists, where 
they scrupulously analyse complex matters and coin strategies. The presence 
of people with various professional backgrounds and life experiences proves 
to be a major asset:

In the core of our group we also have an Erin Brockovich. . . . She doesn’t have 
a law degree, she is a computer programmer, but when she opens up something, 
she disentangles it fully. She was the one who discovered how to read the leg-
islation and how to deal with the tangled legal cases. . . . She double-checks 
everything and explains to the municipal lawyers: what has been done wrongly 
and how it can be fixed. Initially, they called her ignorant, crazy . . . , but later 
it turns out she was right and when the mayor speaks publicly on the issue, he 
uses her words. (Lyuba Petkova, Preserve Bedechka, Bulgaria)

Also in Bulgaria, a fairly specialized civic initiative under the title ‘Justice 
for All’ draws constitutional lawyers and communicators in elaborating and 
translating into lay language a vision on how the Bulgarian judicial system 
needs to be changed in order to close the loopholes through which politi-
cal pressure creeps into it. Judiciary independence, the founders believe, is 
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critical for making high-level politicians legally accountable and thus uproot-
ing corruption.

We had very strong jurists in the group itself, several civically engaged people. 
We organized a series of meetings with respected constitutionalists and that is 
how our demands were formulated – seven demands called ‘desire for change of 
the judicial system’. Then we worked long and hard to translate all these things 
to ordinary people’s language. . . . We created seven [video] clips, each three-
four minutes long, explaining each demand. They are posted on the initiative’s 
web page. We attracted for the cause actors, musicians . . . [All with the purpose] 
to explain how this gap between moral and legal justice can be filled. (Miroslava 
Petrova, activist, Justice for All, Bulgaria)

Apart from deliberating within the individual groups, digital media allow 
activists to collaborate across groups when issues of common interests or 
shared demands are to be raised. Offline events such as protests are planned 
and promoted jointly after careful negotiations over slogans, scripts, press 
releases and routes in closed forums.

With their individual or joint offline initiatives as well as their constant vis-
ibility and activity online, these otherwise relatively small ‘core groups’ have 
managed to cultivate loyal supporters, to draw the attention of the mass media 
of both countries, to gain prominence for their causes and to position them-
selves as stakeholders and partners to the institutions. Their representatives 
are regularly involved in official committees dealing with important legal 
acts and regulations: The Forest Act and the Registered Partnership Act in 
Estonia, the Act on the Black Sea Coast Spatial Development and The Fish-
eries and Aquaculture Law in Bulgaria are examples of legal acts of national 
significance that have been impacted by the ideas, initiatives and innovative 
proposals originating from self-organized activist groups. In addition, numer-
ous acts of local administrations and specialized agencies, building and log-
ging permits and others have fallen under scrutiny and faced the challenges 
raised by such self-organized citizen groups. Urban parks, forests, ancient 
trees, pristine beaches and riverbeds have stayed alive and intact thanks to 
their vigilance and indefatigable, even if unspectacular, collective action.

POLYMEDIA AFFORDANCES FOR CITIZENSHIP

The activists in the NGOs and the self-organized groups we introduced in this 
chapter are no techno-utopians or enthusiasts enthralled by digital technol-
ogy per se. Yet they feel excited and heartened by what they find it can do 
for them. Digital polymedia as an integrated structure of public and private 
Facebook groups, websites and other platforms and work spaces like Google.
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docs have been pragmatically appropriated in a range of different activist ‘use 
genres’ (Bakardjieva 2005): as civic meetup sites where like-minded people 
can be searched and found; as community gathering places for ‘transparent 
and active communication’ that holds a collective identity together despite the 
coming and going of individual members; as a ‘weapon’ for facing off with 
higher powers; as an ‘instrument’ for making ‘extraordinary noise’ – ‘with 
lots of publications, many people engaged with the topic, reacting with likes 
or shares of a particular post in other groups, on their personal walls’ and thus 
‘popularizing’ smaller and bigger social issues;6 as public archives and exhi-
bition stands where crowd-sourced long-term monitoring data are accumu-
lated and mined when necessary; as virtual libraries where legal documents 
are collected, shared and analysed collaboratively; as brainstorming spaces 
and negotiation roundtables where joint strategies are coined. Digital media 
of various formats, in short, have become the flexible multipurpose tools 
through which the daily life of civil society is being creatively reconfigured 
by activists in the two countries under examination.

Despite the difference in Internet penetration, in both Estonia and Bul-
garia, digital media have entered the configuration of relations and interac-
tions between NGO activists and citizens and in a lot of ways have become 
responsible for its shaping. In both countries, we find advocacy NGOs of the 
transactional type putting a significant accent on their digital mediation work. 
In fact, an area of practice that could be defined as digital advocacy clearly 
emanates from their designated communication coordinators’ daily grap-
pling with the affordances, promises, pressures and impediments posed by 
digital communication technologies. It is impossible to determine what has 
come first – the objectives at which these activities are directed or the tools 
that have made them possible. As stipulated by ‘activity theory’ (Engeström, 
Miettinen and Punamäki 1999), technologies, objectives and actions have 
mutually constituted one another.

In chapter 4, we defined civic engagement through a number of acts 
performed either online or offline and oriented towards public and political 
issues and concerns. Our surveys found that approximately one-third of the 
respondents in Estonia and Bulgaria had undertaken such an act more or less 
regularly. It will be noticed that the NGO activists we heard from in this 
chapter saw active citizenship as a set of attitudes and deeds very similar 
to our operationalization of the notion. It appears that amidst the dynamic 
of polymedia interactions between activists and citizens at large, the notion 
of participation has undergone changes. In line with the lingo of the social 
media world, members are replaced by followers. Electronic newsletter sub-
scriptions, mailing list sign-ups and Facebook ‘likes’ and shares supplant 
enrolment. Vague and effortless as they may be, they are also publicly visible 
and traceable thus lending themselves to counting and amassing, becoming 
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a form of influence capital that can be drawn on in transactions with institu-
tions. The activities of cultivating online support, therefore, constitute part 
of a new repertoire of participatory activism that advocacy organizations and 
groups invent as they strive to position themselves as forceful transactional 
partners to administrative institutions. In the next chapter, we look at how 
these efforts unfold in the two countries and what kind of fruit they bear.
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The robust networks of connections and cooperation among advocacy NGOs 
and self-organized civic groups presented in the previous chapter are a mani-
festation of a relationship qualitatively different from the one between activist 
collectives and public institutions. It is a direct, continuous flow of informa-
tion, expertise, resources and deliberation between largely equitable partners 
with a shared sense of civic identity and purpose. These connections have 
evolved in the course of collaborative projects and mutual aid among civil 
society activists in both countries and have been effectively operationalized 
through integrated networks of digital media.

The transactions with public institutions, on the other hand, involve an 
unequal power relationship that could be much more precarious, contentious 
and unpredictable in its outcomes. Some of the accounts we have recorded 
paint a picture of difficult wrangles, in which public and administrative bod-
ies from the national to the local level (the government, ministries, agencies, 
municipalities, etc.) strategically choose to include or exclude NGO repre-
sentatives in decision-making, depending on the particular issue, situation 
and constellation of forces and interests. With regard to certain topics and 
problems, the institutions are inclined to seek solutions collaboratively with 
NGOs that can provide additional service, expertise, perspective and sensi-
tivity, not to mention the positive optics of democratic inclusion. On other 
issues, typically those that involve commercial and party interests, institu-
tions at various levels often turn a deaf ear to the complaints and recom-
mendations stemming from CSOs. Thus, we find advocacy NGOs suspended 
between their double roles as partners to the state institutions, on the one 
hand, and as watchdogs and whistle-blowers with respect to policies and 
decisions made by these same power holders. Their action repertoire, for its 
part, is also two-sided, shaped by the need to both transact with political and 

Chapter 6

Facing the Institutions: The Challenges 
of Transactional Activism
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administrative bodies and to exert pressure on those same bodies through the 
engagement of citizens. Martina Popova of WWF Bulgaria puts it this way:

Here in WWF, we have, like in the police, good and bad cops. We have col-
leagues who work with people from the ministries and with the forestry agency 
every day. . . . And have entirely collegial and friendly relationships with them. 
We also have colleagues who perform investigations of their work and appear 
in the media and accuse them and reveal [problems]. We play on both planes 
depending on the topic. (Martina Popova,1 communications officer, WWF 
Bulgaria)

Collaboration with institutions and constructive criticism are not the only 
kinds of relations we observe along this vertical dimension of transactional 
activism. Transactions with power holders occur along the whole range 
between sitting on consultative committees and chanting in front of their 
offices. As noted in the previous chapter, on occasions, when their positions 
have been ignored, activist groups and organizations have undertaken spec-
tacular and even disruptive street action in order to protest administrative 
decisions and projects affecting critical public resources. Only in this way 
they have been able to put pressure on public bodies and stop unfavourable 
legislation or administrative decisions in their tracks.

The struggle of Bulgarian CSOs against the intended approval by the Bul-
garian Environmental Ministry of a new management plan for Pirin National 
Park without conducting an environmental assessment (WWF 2016) offers 
a dramatic illustration of the limits of ‘transactional activism’ with respect to 
decisions driven by a strong alliance of political and corporate interests. The 
Bulgarian WWF office spearheaded a major information and mobilization cam-
paign against the rushed approval of the draft management plan that its experts 
had deemed to be environmentally damaging. Over the course of several years, 
the organization’s communication specialists published information explaining 
the vulnerability of the mountain’s unique natural habitat on their digital media 
‘channels’. They produced and circulated emotional video appeals. They initi-
ated an international petition and encouraged social media-based expression by 
citizens through graphical memes and personal posts. All that went on in paral-
lel to a lobbying effort targeting public authorities. Already in the fall of 2016, 
the WWF communicators we interviewed did not sound optimistic:

This is a huge challenge for us because on that issue we have worn ourselves 
down talking and showing what works and what doesn’t. In Bulgaria, the stake-
holders are very clear: who wants to take what [from the park], by what means 
and what position they hold. Whoever we have managed to win over, we have 
won them; whoever we haven’t, we haven’t. But from there on, the result is not 
at all satisfactory as Pirin continues to be ruined. Our enemy is learning; they 
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use the legal tools very well. . . . So how should we campaign, how should we 
explain, how should we involve people? It is very difficult. (Vladimir Ivanov, 
communication manager, WWF, Bulgaria)

For Martina Popova, the communication officer charged with running the 
Pirin campaign, the action plan is set out thus. First, the WWF office will 
distribute a press release to the mass media in which the organization will 
explain the problem and will introduce the international campaign for the 
protection of the park. It will announce the collection of signatures under 
an online petition and the site on which it can be found; it will offer expert 
advice to anyone who needs it and will declare support for all citizen groups 
that initiate action on this issue. It may arrange an educational exhibition 
or run a drawing contest for children. Because WWF needs to maintain its 
transactional activism image as a constructive partner to the institutions, it 
will refrain from organizing street action. It will rather work with volunteers, 
other ‘active people’ and smaller citizen groups in its network and will leave 
it to these actors to be creative in calling for action in the streets. The word 
‘protest’ is never mentioned in our interview, but the scenario described by 
the WWF officers is gradually building up towards it. It is logical to insert 
it at the end of the path to be taken after all informational, consultative and 
transactional means have been exhausted.

The protest does happen about fifteen months after our interview, on 4 
January 2018. A Facebook event hosted by the umbrella coalition For the 
Nature uniting many Bulgarian environmentalist organizations and groups 
(see chapter 5) issues the call: ‘Save Pirin! Save Bulgaria!’ (For the Nature 
2018). The immediate trigger are the changes made in the park’s management 
plan by a decision of the Bulgarian government that effectively opens for new 
construction 48 per cent of the territory of the park. This decision is taken, as 
the announcement points out, despite more than 1,000 written submissions by 
experts and over 100,000 letters from citizens from all over the world calling 
for the protection of Pirin mountain, most of those generated in the course of 
the WWF-led campaign.

The coalition’s appeal spreads across Bulgarian personal and group Face-
book pages and Twitter hashtags. Thousands of followers respond by taking 
part in numerous marches staged in fifteen Bulgarian cities over several 
months in 2018 (WWF in CEE 2018). Questions and appeals for help sent to 
European environmental ministers and other EU leaders via Facebook, Twit-
ter and Messenger accompany the chanting crowds in city squares. These 
collective actions bring into full view the value of joining forces between 
NGOs typically performing ‘transactions’ with authorities, smaller citizen 
self-organized groups and individual supporters/followers from the organi-
zation’s mailing lists and Facebook pages who emerge out of their private 
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spaces of subactivism (Bakardjieva 2009 and chapter 4) and add bodies and 
voices to the call for protecting the national park.

Contrary to a ‘happy end’ resolution that would have seen the authorities 
submit to the will of the protesting citizens, however, nothing really changes in 
the government’s policy towards the park as a direct result of the mobilization. 
What does make a difference eventually are the series of lawsuits launched by 
several environmentalist NGOs, including the WWF and the coalition For the 
Nature. Although the process drags on for several more years, it eventually 
culminates in decisions (WWF 2019) by Bulgaria’s Supreme Administrative 
Court that overturn the controversial changes to the management plan for Pirin 
National Park (2019) and later on, reject the Bulgarian Environmental Minis-
try’s policy not to conduct a Strategic Environmental Assessment of that plan 
before putting it into action (For the Nature 2020). Where the mutually respect-
ful transactions between activist organizations and administrative institutions 
have failed and participatory collective action has produced no consequences, 
the judicial process proves to be civil society’s last chance to be heard by those 
in power. This conclusion, uninspiring as it may be, also highlights a positive 
twist in the NGO-ization development of Bulgarian civil society. The advocacy 
NGOs touted as expert, professionalized and therefore elitist prove to be a 
tough opponent to irresponsible government. They manage to put up adequate 
and ultimately successful resistance to a potentially ruinous administrative 
decision to a large extent precisely, thanks to their professionalism and legal 
and environmental expertise.

Estonian NGOs have run into their share of intransigence on the part of 
public institutions too. In an emotional recollection, Linda-Mari Väli from 
the Estonian Forest Aid group describes a demonstration against the current 
and planned changes to the state forestry policy and a run-in with the then 
Minister of the Environment Marko Pomerants that happened in 2016 (ERR 
News 2016):

For four years I’ve kept my cool while writing about these topics. Other activists 
have been discussing them for 10 or 15 years also keeping their cool. Nothing 
has changed. The Ministry of the Environment just steamrollers its way over 
people. That we were so angry that day was the Ministry of the Environment’s 
fault. The demonstration was very successful. People later told us they’d been 
really excited about it. There were lots of them. So yes. It was great that Pomer-
ants came outside [his office] and that we got to argue our points. He was obvi-
ously shocked that anyone would talk to a minister the way we did. It was great. 
He deserved it.

The protest had been simmering for several weeks after an initial agreement 
between eco organizations and the authorities concerning the forestry act had 
broken down. Signatures had been collected from cultural figures under a 
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public address to the Parliament (Riigikogu), the Ministry of Justice and the 
President. Vis-à-vis a ‘strange’ silence on the part of the media, the organi-
zations had jointly launched a petition. Although the NGOs’ press releases 
failed to garner a response from the mass media, ‘social media started buzz-
ing about the issue and about collecting the signatures’. Eventually, the peti-
tion amassed more than 7,000 signatures in just two weeks and on the day of 
the demonstration, the Ministry of Environment backed off. The campaign 
was a success that environmentalists were proud of. They achieved real 
results. The Ministry of Environment invited environmental organizations 
back to the table. It adopted the management plan that they supported and 
started working on it. The State Forest Management Centre promised to cre-
ate new protected areas. Logging was halted in those forests.

Based on this experience, Linda-Mari Väli sketches out a sequence of steps 
that would be set in motion if her organization faces institutional obduracy 
again in connection with another simmering controversy. At the time we 
speak, the Estonian Ministry of Defence is developing a bombing range in 
close proximity to a sensitive natural area, breeding ground for rare birds. 
Government bureaucrats are delaying the placement of the area under protec-
tion so that the military could finish the construction of their training site:

So, it’s all unheard of. . . . We need to act quickly, because the Ministry of 
Defence wants to start developing the project soon. . . . First we need to draft an 
appeal, then launch the information campaign. Now we’re waiting for the state 
to react and see if they’re ready to discuss things or not. If they’re not, we’ll 
have to use other methods, which will probably mean gathering signatures and 
staging a demonstration. If those don’t work, we’ll have to use tougher methods. 
Go there and start chaining ourselves to the trees. There’s no other way. (Linda-
Mari Väli, Estonian Forest Aid)

Protest emerges as an element of the capacity for vertical transactions with 
authorities that activists could put into play as a matter of course when 
appeals and discussions take them nowhere. It is not uncommon for NGOs 
in both countries to resort to it when they need to drive a point. In organiz-
ing protest, both horizontal-transactional and participatory capacities prove 
critical. Those are the moments when the patiently constructed infrastructure 
of partnerships, followship and communication channels are fired up so that 
strength in numbers could be demonstrated. The access to these channels and 
the social networks of supporters and partners that can be quickly reached and 
drawn into action make the initiation of protest less demanding for activists as 
they do not need to build collective action frames (Benford and Snow 2000; 
Gamson 1992) from scratch. The fundamental elements of these frames such 
as the concept of a collective ‘we’, the understanding of the problem area 
(diagnostic) and the possible ways to fix it (prognostic) are already in place, 
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thanks to the daily work of NGO communicators described in the previous 
chapter. Activists only need to produce the motivation for acting ‘right now’ 
and to articulate and coordinate the concrete steps to be taken.

As the examples of the two protests show, however, despite being a power-
ful exhibit of collective will, street protest is not necessarily always success-
ful. Massive participation by followers does not automatically translate into 
listening by authorities. At moments like that, the knowledge and skills har-
boured by professionalized NGOs that can draw on the expertise of lawyers 
and specialists such as ecologists, zoologists and urban planners can offer an 
alternative route – launching lawsuits or involving supranational NGOs and 
institutions.

TRANSACTIONS WITH THE MASS MEDIA: REACHING 
BEYOND THE CHOIR

The living networks of followers that generate attention and engagement exist 
in both Bulgaria and Estonia as evidenced by the percentages of respondents 
in our survey who reported having been involved in activities initiated by 
CSOs, such as online posting and sharing, joining Facebook groups, partici-
pating in discussions or offline collective actions. As shown in chapter 4, 17.7 
per cent of the population in Estonia report taking part in such activities at 
least once online or offline (8.2 per cent more than once) in the twelve months 
preceding our survey. In Bulgaria, 14.3 per cent of the population had been 
involved in CSO activities in some of these forms in the same period (6.6 
per cent more than once). The slightly higher following of CSOs in Estonia 
compared to Bulgaria could be attributed to the higher degree of digitization 
of that country, which allows the digital media work by organizations to reach 
more people as well as by the more positive general attitudes towards the 
democratic role of CSOs (see chapters 3 and 4).

As much as these numbers indicate a tangible presence of engaged citizens 
tuned into the causes and activities of various CSOs, a large portion of the 
population in each country remains outside these organizations’ gravity field. 
The best chance for activists to strengthen their participatory capacity, there-
fore, requires tapping into these unengaged 80 plus per cent of citizens. The 
flexibility of digital media, as our data show, has proven to be beneficial for 
reaching people on a personal level and drawing them into the informational 
and emotional orbit of the activist community. On the other hand, when unen-
gaged citizens use digital media exclusively for pursuing private interests 
and projects (see chapter 2), they could remain outside that orbit indefinitely. 
Capturing the attention and response of the unengaged critically depends on 
the ‘old’ channels of the mainstream media. This means that placing their 
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messages into the most popular mainstream news outlets in their respective 
country is as imperative for NGO activists as ever (Cammaerts 2018; Mattoni 
2012; Rucht 2013). For activists, effective transactions with the institution of 
the mass media and with journalists are of critical importance for gaining and 
continuously enhancing citizens’ support.

Getting exposure in the mass media is high on the agenda of NGO activists 
in Bulgaria and Estonia and constitutes essential part of their daily work. The 
press release comes first on their to-do list when a campaign is being started. 
Although they feel they can more freely control their content and experiment 
with different forms of messaging on their ‘own’ social media channels, 
activities targeting mainstream outlets such as writing articles, giving inter-
views, cooperation with journalists and staging events and happenings are 
doggedly pursued.

With a few hesitations, Estonian NGO activists see their dealings with the 
country’s most influential mass media as largely unproblematic as testified by 
Mariliis Haljasorg from the Estonian Fund for Nature:

Relations with the media depend on the topic. They contacted us on the forest 
issue. With other topics we have to be proactive. There are journalists we know 
are interested, who write about such things, talk about such things. Depending 
on the period, the media ask us for information. Sometimes it’s very quiet, and 
then other times people are super-interested in us. Contact is positive though; 
we haven’t gotten any direct criticism from journalists.

The Estonian Human Rights Centre registers its greatest success in attracting 
donations when popular mass media such as the TV programme Pealtnägija 
and the Ekspress newspaper publish its calls: ‘That gave our activities a major 
boost’, the Centre’s director Kari Käsper tells us about a recent experience. 
He and his colleagues feel comfortable working with journalists and can get 
the issues they work on into the national media whenever needed. Estonian 
journalists sense the public’s interest in human rights topics as indicated by 
views and clicks on their online publications and often ask the organization 
for new stories themselves. The level of cooperation differs across the various 
ideological orientations of the country’s news outlets, but the Centre makes 
an effort to reach different audiences and work with different media.

The Estonian Refugee Council is determined to maintain an active pres-
ence in the country’s leading news media, a prominent example of which 
has been their participation in a public debate under the title ‘Help, refugees 
are coming! Myths and challenges’, that tackled one of the hottest issues of 
Estonian society in 2015–2016. Despite the fact that their area of activity is 
highly sensitive and controversial, the Council’s director Eero Janson has no 
complaints: ‘When I write an article, it has never remained unpublished. It 

Digital Media and the Dynamics of Civil Society / Maria Bakardjieva; Stina Bengtsson;  
Göran Bolin and Kjell Engelbrekt / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



152 Chapter 6

always goes straight through’. Journalists call them with questions at least 
once a week and often pick up topics and stories from their Facebook posts. 
Their media publications and calls for donations have been effective for 
attracting the much needed new volunteers and substantive volume of aid has 
been collected as a result of stories appearing in the national press and of TV 
interviews with their leaders. ‘It is a very constructive relationship. . . . I have 
had a personal interaction with some journalists, which is certainly helpful. 
So, if I need to raise a specific topic, I can do it effectively’, Janson explains.

The Feminist group Feministeriium cooperates with mainstream media 
outlets regularly and directly by offering them publications on topics con-
cerning women’s experiences and position in society. ‘And they’re happy to 
take them’, says Nele Laos. Z.I., of Young Green, points out that on occasions 
it has been hard to plant some of their issues in mainstream media, but when 
they do, that gets more people interested in the organization. Learning about 
her organization from the mass media, interested people get in touch with 
her directly. Facebook pages created by her have stirred a lot of news media 
excitement:

It’s happened quite a few times. For example, with the flying squirrel. I created 
that page while I was on my way to a seminar. I took a trolleybus from right here 
and since I’d just heard that the flying squirrel was a threatened species and it 
didn’t have a Facebook page of its own, I created one. So, I was sitting on the 
trolleybus and I made the page using my phone and while I was at the seminar, 
I invited friends to follow it. When I got home, I saw a journalist had written to 
me saying they wanted to do a story on it because a few thousand people had 
followed the page. And they put together a story about it, interviewed me, gath-
ered some materials and wrote an article in [Estonian popular daily newspaper] 
Postimees. And the same thing happened with the GMO-free Estonia page. It 
happened with both of those. . . . It gave us a huge boost. It mobilized loads of 
other journalists, which was helpful.

Estonian environmental activists give us a clear indication that not all and 
not always the problems they raise are readily welcomed into the mainstream 
media. Resistance to their positions that impinge on economic interests and 
political reputations has been occasionally demonstrated by the national news 
outlets, most notably in the case of the December 2016 demonstration against 
the Estonian Forestry Development Plan (as recounted earlier). Their actions 
as watchdogs and critics of powerful figures have made them targets of accu-
sations hurled in the public sphere:

In some ways it’s hard to face criticism. To not take it personally when some-
one abuses environmental organizations, calls your motives into question. That 
happens, and it floors me when someone comes along and says rich people are 
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bankrolling environmental organizations. There are so many things like that 
every day. You just can’t let it get to you. (Mariliis Haljasorg, communication 
expert, Estonian Fund for Nature)

The representatives of human rights NGOs note the inclination of some journal-
ists to emphasize controversy where a balance between views should be sought. 
Their media exposure also carries its risks: ‘Every time we’re covered in the 
media, we come in for a lot of hatred and hostility – especially the women’. 
Feminist writers complain that they are sometimes invited to in-studio debates 
with extreme conservative politicians under the pretension of objectivity. Thus, 
not everything is smooth and sunny in the transactions between the mass media 
and advocacy NGOs in Estonia, but the problems we hear about are just pass-
ing clouds compared to the storm that awaits us in our Bulgarian encounters.

Two terms come up over and over again in the stories told by our Bulgarian 
NGO interviewees when the conversation touches on the mainstream media: 
‘black PR’ and ‘media batons’, a metaphor equating the function of some media 
outlets with that of the police repression tool.2 Like their Estonian colleagues, 
Bulgarian activists cannot but rely on the mass media for generating wider public 
awareness of their issues. Like their Estonian colleagues, they build personal 
and professional relationships with journalists who find their activities important 
and are able to report them competently. Circulating press releases and inviting 
media representatives to events is a common practice here too. The WWF com-
munication team cites examples of successful collaboration between activists and 
reporters:

We had several very successful cases in this that revealed huge embezzlement 
in some forestry farms in different parts of Bulgaria. We saw the bosses of such 
farms driving super-luxury cars . . . bought or rented in breach of the law of the 
public procurement. [We found] companies logging the forest for profit thus 
causing whole villages to go on water rationing regime. This was achieved by 
our colleague who passed information to a journalistic team for further investi-
gation. (Ivan Radev, communications officer, WWF)

Combining the expert knowledge of the activists and the skills of media pro-
fessionals has produced examples of strong investigative journalism. Yet the 
commentary on the Bulgarian mainstream media environment coming from 
NGO activists grows gloomier and sarcastic as our data collection advances 
through the period between 2015 and 2017.

I would say that we are not dealing with media and journalism [in Bulgaria], 
but rather with a different type of enterprises that perform a specific PR service. 
The terms ‘newspaper’, ‘television’, and all else are very misleading. (Vladimir 
Ivanov, communications manager, WWF)
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Bulgarian mainstream media do not live up to their commonly presumed 
function according to our interviewee because of the growing number of 
‘punitive attacks on political opponents, black PR and slander campaigns’ 
directed at environmentalist and other NGOs that criticize commercial 
projects where politically connected corporate actors are involved. News 
outlets – including newspapers, TV stations and Internet sites – controlled by 
particular business groups fiercely defend the interests of corporate and polit-
ical players whose actions are challenged by activists. The painful experience 
of being a target of smear campaigns reverberates through many accounts. 
These attacks are damaging at several levels: first, corporate, but often also 
public media’s self-imposed ‘blindness’, blocks the activists’ messages from 
reaching the national audience; second, negative reporting on their organi-
zations and activities undermines their credibility and influence, instilling 
suspicion and incredulity towards the civic sector in people’s minds; third, 
such reporting leads to disillusionment and burnout among their supporters; 
fourth, but not final, prominent activists are left with damaged reputations 
and constrained action scope.

Even some of the journalists [we have worked with] were subjected to this black 
PR that was directed at us as environmentalist organizations. They fell under the 
same blows; articles with their photos were published saying that they were on 
the ‘green feeding trough’. . . . Which momentarily discredited them in their edi-
torial offices and made the collaboration with them more difficult. (Ivan Radev, 
communication officer, WWF)

Bulgarian activists point out that ‘the enemy’ has adapted very well to the 
digital media environment, profusely propelling such ‘black PR’ through 
numerous online sites, Facebook groups and trolls.

The non-governmental sector is backed into a corner and forced to defend and 
explain itself, to justify the need for its own existence. It was forced into clichés 
like ‘sorosoids’ pandering to foreign interests, unnecessary burden to society. 
(Ivan Radev, communication officer, WWF)

Individual supporters are also personally affected by these attacks. A vol-
unteer who regularly helps the WWF with various projects shares that he has 
recently felt ‘worn-out, tired’, ‘disgusted’ and ‘disenchanted’:

The other thing that surely played a role was this targeted, stubborn, wiry and 
extremely prolonged black PR disparaging these causes and simply, honestly 
speaking, at some point I became dispirited by the mud that is thrown on us. 
It has happened in my conversations with some people, acquaintances . . . , 
for example neighbours or such to tell me ‘Why are you dealing with these 
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scoundrels who plundered millions from Europe, with these vultures . . .?’ And 
you realize that your bubble is surrounded by people who believe such accusa-
tions almost unconditionally. . . . At the moment, for the elderly lady from the 
countryside I am one of those crazy ‘ecologists’, who sabotage [the economy] 
and who flies banners [i.e. posturing]. (Alexander Marinov, environmentalist 
volunteer)

Petya Sheremetova, the communication coordinator for the Bulgarian For 
the Nature coalition cites a long list of instances of ‘black PR’ attacking 
collective members of the coalition as well as individual activists, herself 
included. It is not hard to corroborate her story. The evidence can be found 
in many places across the Bulgarian media landscape. Blatant instances of 
this kind of debasing and ad hominem assaults stare us in the face from the 
national press. A series of six publications in the national daily Trud, which 
appeared in November and December of 2015 under the provocative title 
‘the Green Koza Nostra’3 for example, target a number of NGOs, members 
of the coalition For the Nature and their leaders. The headlines of the articles 
in the series emphasize ideas such as ‘the “ecologists” steal millions from 
Europe and the state’ (Trud 25 November 2015f), ‘green vultures’ (Trud 26 
November 2015a), ‘legal racketeering’ (Trud 30 November 2015b), ‘political 
manipulation’ (Trud 27 November 2015c), ‘sabotage that takes victims’ (Trud 
3 December 2015d). The insinuations peddled through the series boil down to 
several repetitive tropes: money-grabbing allegedly for insignificant projects 
such as the protection of endangered species of birds, plants and wild ani-
mals; being paid by and doing the bidding of foreign donors (such as George 
Soros, Swiss foundations and others) hostile to Bulgarian national interests; 
sabotaging economically beneficial Bulgarian construction projects related 
to tourism, resource extraction and infrastructure; exerting undue influence 
over political and administrative players; and working for the private enrich-
ment and empowerment of intertwined familial and friendly networks. These 
publications are duly reproduced on other online news sites. The same train 
of accusations carries on throughout the whole period of our data collection 
and beyond (Trud 23 February 2016; 30 September 2018).

These articles are not just flickers on an otherwise friendly mass media 
horizon and the news outlet that has published them is not an outlier. 
A comprehensive quantitative study of the ‘antidemocratic propaganda in 
Bulgaria’ (Vatsov 2017) has found that in the period between 2013 and 
2016, the number of publications containing keywords and phrases carrying 
insults and claims stigmatizing civil society – ‘civic protests, human-rights 
and other NGOs and pro-European and pro-liberal politicians/magistrates/
media in Bulgaria’ (Vatsov 2017, 12) – had increased from close to zero to 
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2,000 per month. The study surveyed an electronic archive of publications on 
3,080 sites and blogs in the Bulgarian language, excluding social media and 
electronic forums. It counted the online media articles and blog posts that 
contained one or more selected keywords identified by an exploratory probe. 
These keywords stem from the same vocabulary that supplies the publications 
in Trud daily cited earlier.4 Given the steady rise of this content over a period 
of several years, one could easily understand the feeling of being harassed 
and backed into a corner expressed by volunteer Alexander Marinov and the 
NGO activists we interviewed.

The proverbial corner into which Bulgarian activists see their organizations 
backed, squeezed, shoved or crushed, depending on the expressiveness of 
the speaker, is becoming even tighter because of the growing presence in the 
Bulgarian media landscape of what our interviewees refer to as ‘fake NGOs’, 
in many cases, their own ‘poisonous doubles’. These are NGOs focusing their 
activities on issues championed by environmentalists but with an opposite 
sign.5 They defend and promote the very same projects and decisions that 
environmentalists attempt to question or stop. Their ‘counter-protests’ or anti-
campaigns often receive equal or bigger coverage in the corporate-controlled 
mainstream media, which leaves many unengaged citizens in a state of confu-
sion and mistrust:

What happened was that false copies of the authentic [organizations] started to 
emerge. There is a protest, there is respectively a counter-protest. The authentic 
protest has 5,000 participants; the counter-protest has 50, but the cameras take 
shots so close that they make the two look equally numerous. There is a ‘green 

Figure 6.1. Growth of propaganda discourse on the topic ‘Bulgaria’s Venal Elites: 
Discrediting Civil Society’ (number of publications per month, 2013–2016). Source: 
Reprinted with permission from Vatsov (2017).
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initiative’, and at the same time there is another. And people get confused. They 
cannot figure out in their busy daily life who is who if they do not follow very 
closely. The control over the media in Bulgaria is almost total. I am talking 
about the traditional media channels. This allows this kind of strategy to work. 
(Sasha Bezuhanova, founder of MOVE.BG)6

The institutions too, the coalition For the Nature communication coordinator 
tells us, are perplexed, or act perplexed, when it suits them in the face of such 
clashing demands:

Because the goal of these fake NGOs is exactly that. They ‘confuse’ the institu-
tions because we claim one thing, they claim exactly the opposite; and then the 
institutions, the representatives of different ministries, start wringing their hands 
and say ‘whom should we humor now?’ . . . This is acting, it is a game, a plot. 
(Petya Sheremetova)

The relationship between the Lesbians, Gays, Bisexuals, Transgenders 
and Intersex (LGBTI) activists who organize the annual Pride Parade in 
Bulgaria and the mass media is multilayered and particularly complex. 
‘The media play a very important role for us because the goal of every 
event we organize is to reach the wide public’, says Radoslav Stoyanov, 
one of the parade’s organizers. Outside the parade, the equality of LGBTI 
people and their problems are marginalized topics in the Bulgarian 
mainstream media. As Radoslav further notes, this makes the parade an 
important opportunity for a discussion of these problems to be initiated 
in the national public sphere. Unlike the festive event it has come to be 
in the Western world, the Pride Parade in Bulgaria occurs in the style of 
the 1980s. It resembles a political demonstration. It is the one prominent 
event in which the gay community that otherwise exists in isolation and 
relative anonymity has the chance to grow its collective identity and 
to present itself to the rest of society. Their visibility and the accurate 
understanding of their message critically depend on mainstream media 
coverage. However, after a few years in which reporters saw the parade 
as a novelty and a sensation, later their interest wavered: ‘They ask the 
same superficial questions year after year showing no desire to understand 
the nature of the problems facing the community’, Radoslav Stoyanov 
comments.

The opponents standing against the LGBTI community in Bulgaria are 
many and vociferous. Ultra-nationalist and neo-Nazi groups, on the one hand, 
and different religious denominations with their institutions and congrega-
tions, conservative groups presenting themselves as ‘parental organizations’ 
and guardians of ‘family values’, as well as political parties, have stood 
firmly against the public acceptance of the LGBTI community’s right to hold 
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the Pride Parade. Against this background of ideological tensions, the role of 
the media comes up again:

When Bulgarian mainstream media give us a forum, traditionally it is in a debate 
with our opponents. That is, they almost always, with a few exceptions, put us 
in a position of dispute with our opponents in the television studio. And effec-
tively, the debate always boils down to why there should not be a Pride Parade, 
whether gay people are normal, is being gay an illness or not. . . . So, we can 
never issue positive messages or communicate the concrete problem that we are 
trying to raise in the respective year [as a theme of the Pride Parade]. (Radoslav 
Stoyanov, organizer, Bulgaria Pride)

Radoslav and the members of his group try to break through this information 
fog by keeping their Facebook page alive, publishing educational content on 
their personal pages and throwing efforts into the campaign accompanying 
the Pride Parade every year. However, as Radoslav tells us, they feel that 
instead of making progress, they are ‘losing territory’. This is another way 
of expressing the same sense of being ‘backed into a corner’ that Bulgarian 
environmental activists talk about. Gay people in Bulgaria are forced to adapt 
to a schizophrenic situation where, as a member of the EU, their country has 
formally adopted a series of liberal laws and principles guaranteeing their 
rights, while at the same time the dominant culture fuelled by the kinds of 
media outlets described earlier – Radoslav also refers to them as ‘media 
batons’ – remains hostile and aggressive to them. Digital media, for their part, 
not only quickly reach a limit in how far they can spread the activists’ ‘self-
communication’ (Castells 2009) but introduce additional challenges. Content 
posted on the Facebook page of the Pride Parade has been banned by Face-
book on several occasions because opponents have reported it as violating 
‘the community norms’. When that happens in the middle of the preparation 
for the parade or another event, a key tool the group relies on is sabotaged.

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE TRANSACTION TABLE

The evidence we presented in the previous chapter showed that activists 
in Bulgaria and Estonia make valiant efforts to expand the participatory 
dimension of their work – to reach and mobilize the attention, support and 
action of larger numbers of citizens. Despite the gap in digital media pen-
etration between the two countries, both Estonian and Bulgarian activists 
creatively put digital media in service of that goal. Professional NGOs and 
self-organized citizen groups revel in the opportunities these communication 
tools offer for expanding their embeddedness in the civic grassroots. In this 
chapter we looked for some of the effects of such mobilizations. We followed 
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the trajectory of several initiatives that opted to demonstrate broad public 
backing for the position taken by NGOs on contentious issues and in that 
way to convince state authorities to take them into account in the policymak-
ing process. At that point, significant differences between the two societies 
started to show. From the anecdotes brought forth by our interviewees, it 
appears that, while the authorities in Estonia are not always happy to be 
scrutinized and criticized by NGOs and citizen groups, they are prepared to 
take a second look at policies and processes that trigger strong negative reac-
tion by civil society. Bulgarian authorities, on the other hand, were shown to 
carry on down their chosen path without blinking in the face of street protest 
and citizens’ demands. In Estonia, the crowd of protesters in front of a min-
ister’s office quickly brought the government back to the ‘transaction’ table. 
In Bulgaria, several days of demonstrations across the country achieved no 
effect, and only the lawsuits filed by NGOs managed to put a stop (some say 
a temporary one) to legislation the environmentalists considered potentially 
ruinous to an iconic natural park.

These anecdotes capture in a nutshell a broad series of observations by 
international agencies that put the civil societies in Bulgaria and Estonia in 
very different points on the grading scale when it comes to the sustainability 
of their CSOs. In 2015, when our own study was launched, the CSO Sus-
tainability Index for CEE and Eurasia placed Bulgaria in the diplomatically 
formulated category of ‘sustainability evolving’ with a score of 3.3 on the 
7-point scale (one marking the highest level of sustainability) and Estonia 
in the higher category of ‘sustainability enhanced’ with 2.0 (USAID 2015). 
The USAID report for 2015 points out explicitly the worsening of the legal 
environment of CSOs in Bulgaria where that year registered a particularly 
indicative lawsuit: the Supreme Court of Cassation asked the Constitutional 
Court to interpret the Constitution’s statement that CSOs cannot pursue 
‘political objectives’ or engage in ‘political activity’. The Constitutional 
Court refused the request. However, the very move represented a clear sign 
that high authorities in Bulgaria are keen not to ‘transact’ with civil society 
actors but rather to limit the scope of their advocacy activities (USAID 
2015, 65–66).

Another set of reports, issued in 2015 for Bulgaria and 2017 for Esto-
nia, documents the observations of the Conference of International Non- 
Governmental Organizations (INGOs) of the Council of Europe on the 
conditions for civil participation in the political decision-making process. 
It charts a generally favourable political and cultural environment for such 
participation in Estonia, additionally enhanced by digital platforms created 
by the Estonian state with the explicit objective to allow citizens to deliberate 
and start petitions. In Bulgaria, in contrast, the report portrays a messy tangle 
of consultative processes noted for the non-transparent selection of NGOs 
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that are allowed to participate in them and for the lack of feedback indicating 
whether and how the interventions of civil society actors have been taken into 
consideration.

At the micro level, the tenor of our interviews reflected the way these con-
ditions are experienced by activists. Our Estonian respondents did not rave 
about the celebrated e-Estonia platform, but they admitted that it saved them 
a lot of bureaucracy in preparing proposals and submitting financial reports. 
Only a few mentioned ever using the petition websites rahvaalgatus.ee and 
petitsioon.ee. Nevertheless, they had few complaints about the way they were 
treated by institutions. This may be due to the fact that in Estonian culture it is 
not acceptable to complain too loud. More likely, however, it has something 
to do with the way the relationship between civil society and the state in that 
country is formally codified in the Estonian Civil Society Development Con-
cept, a strategic document initiated by the NENO and adopted by the Parlia-
ment in 2002. Since then, a series of additional agreements – Codes of Good 
Practices on Involvement – have laid out binding ‘Rules for Good Legislative 
Practice and Legislative Drafting’ that regulate the involvement of civil soci-
ety in government legislation and decision-making (see INGOs 2017). Thus, 
the transactions between civic activists and authorities took place within a 
mutually accepted legal framework.

In Bulgaria, on the other hand, the normative ground on which the relation-
ship stood was shaky and the bitterness was palpable:

In the past 15 years, the state has not wanted the non-governmental organiza-
tions to exist and the different authorities in different ways have tried to repress 
the civic structures, something that has become particularly clear in the past 
year. (Toma Belev, Executive Board Chair, Association of Bulgarian Parks)

Reflections of the experiences and observations of Bulgarian and Estonian 
citizens concerning the contribution of CSOs to the policymaking process 
surface in the results of our own survey conducted in the fall of 2015. 
Answering the question whether CSO can influence political decisions, 50 
per cent of Estonians agree partially or fully. The share of Bulgarians who 
hold that view (partially or fully) is 34 per cent, a difference suggesting sig-
nificant divergence between the civic imaginaries and civic cultures of the 
two nations (see chapter 4).

Another one of our survey findings can be seen in a new light against the 
background of what activists told us about their relations with the institution 
of the mass media. In Estonia, 39 per cent of respondents confirmed that 
they knew of and followed the activities of some voluntary associations. 
In Bulgaria, this percentage was 53. Asked whether they support any such 
organization, however, only 25 per cent of those Bulgarians who answered 
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the previous question affirmatively, versus 73 per cent of Estonians, said 
they did. One logical way to explain this puzzling discrepancy is that what 
Bulgarians learn and follow with respect to CSOs is not good. It means that 
the scandalous gossip and accusations against advocacy CSOs peddled by 
certain news outlets in the Bulgarian public sphere is achieving its purpose – 
to undermine people’s trust in civic actors and weaken the positions of these 
actors vis-à-vis political and corporate interests that do not like to be watched 
and questioned.

The problems and distortions in the mainstream media coverage of pro-
test movements and events have been well documented in the media stud-
ies literature (see Cammaerts 2018, for a pertinent overview). Due to their 
structures of ownership, ideological biases and norms of newsworthiness, 
the mainstream media often represent unfairly movements disruptive to the 
established social and political system. Two main so-called paradigms have 
been documented by researchers: the protest paradigm and the public nui-
sance paradigm (Cammaerts 2018; Di Cicco 2010). The protest paradigm, 
derived from analyses of 1960s mainstream media coverage in the United 
States (Gitlin 1980; Chan and Lee 1984), stipulates that the media tend to 
focus on the violent and spectacular aspects of protest portraying protest 
participants as marginal radicals. The public nuisance paradigm, for its part, 
emphasizes the disruption that protest causes to the general public above 
other elements and in that way delegitimizes the actions of protesters and 
erodes public support for them. Both concepts draw attention to the effects 
of journalistic bias when reporting collective action initiated by movement 
activists and unfolding on the public stage. As much as the resulting picture 
may be partial and misleading defying proclaimed standards of journal-
ism objectivity, the two paradigms as sets of practices remain within the 
framework of the classical journalistic role to inform society about ongoing 
events.

In the practices of some Bulgarian media described by the activists we 
interviewed, the code of journalistic coverage is plainly cast aside. A new par-
adigm of media coverage emerges. Using the categories of our study partici-
pants we could call it the ‘baton paradigm’. In the baton paradigm the news 
media go out to attack, harass and destroy activist organizations and indi-
vidual activists in their tracks as a punishment for their positions, monitoring 
activities and criticism levelled at powerful corporate and political projects 
and actors. The baton paradigm introduces reporter practices borrowed from 
the repertoire of the thugs armed with batons who broke down property and 
beat up business competitors during the long reign of Bulgarian gangster 
capitalism. Central to it is the deliberate objective to depict the causes, the 
funding and the motives of activist formations and the individuals involved 
in them as morally corrupt, profiteering and treacherous. The baton paradigm 
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does not organize the coverage of protest; it is designed to preclude protest 
from happening. While the violence this paradigm inflicts on its targets is 
only moral and symbolic, there are known cases in Bulgaria when reporting 
in this paradigm has been related to physical assault against prominent NGO 
figures (Cheresheva 2016). We heard about its less manifest soul-destroying 
effects in the account by environmental volunteer Alexander Marinov quoted 
earlier. The ‘being backed into a corner’ experience of NGO organizers car-
ried its mark. Finally, the peculiar survey results cited in the previous para-
graph are a hint about its reverberation among the general public.

Digital media, promising as they are as advocacy tools and connection-
builders, leave a large majority of citizens unaffected by first-hand activist 
self-representation and messaging (see chapters 3 and 4). Thus, the positions 
and attitudes of these citizens on contentious issues, including the causes 
and motivations of advocacy organizations and groups themselves, continue 
to be shaped by the various modalities of mainstream news. That is where 
we find a glaring disparity between the social and cultural contexts in which 
Estonian and Bulgarian activist organizations operate and between the civic 
imaginaries informing the way they are perceived by the national publics. The 
Estonian media, as detailed in chapter 2, despite their private ownership and 
ideological differences, generally follow the model of a liberal-democratic 
press open to collaboration with civil society. The oligarchic character of the 
Bulgarian corporate media and the gradual takeover of public broadcasting 
by the politically powerful (see chapter 2), on the other hand, spells trouble 
for Bulgarian civil society. In a polity where the institution of the mainstream 
media has deserted its responsibilities to liberal democracy, the capacity of 
activists and civic advocacy organizations to recruit support and mobilize 
broad participation is severely constrained. As a result, public institutions can 
afford to bail out from authentic transactions with CSOs and to ignore protest 
mobilizations without serious repercussions.
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Civil society [was] more a consequence than a primary cause of 1989.

—(Kotkin 2009, xiv)

While the protagonists of illiberal ideas remained on the defensive as com-
munist regimes collapsed in 1989–1991, it is worth recalling that they sur-
faced soon thereafter (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 1994). Two decades 
later, those forces rose to unprecedented prominence at a time when Europe 
was facing acute challenges. Still struggling to revive many business sectors 
after the severe economic recession triggered in 2008–2009, societal anxiet-
ies were accentuated in the mid-2010s as hundreds of thousands of migrants 
entered the continent, mainly via Italy and Greece.

By the summer of 2015, anti-migrant movements had mobilized and sought 
to persuade governments to halt immigration, often arguing that newcomers 
were ‘incompatible’ with European values and ways of life. In the meantime, 
smaller, extremist groups openly espoused violence to deter people from 
crossing EU borders or setting out to cross the Mediterranean Sea in the first 
place. A string of elections throughout Europe strengthened the hand of illib-
eral parties and their sympathizers in the second half of the 2010s, yet those 
political forces rarely gained enough support to control the levers of govern-
ment. In 2020, the coronavirus pandemic further compounded the challenges, 
with consequences that are difficult to forecast at the time of writing. Suffice 
to say that few observers believe that the spread of illiberal ideas and associ-
ated political practices will subside anytime soon.

The main questions pursued in this chapter are the following: How do 
‘uncivil society’ groups utilize media affordances and what is the significance 
of the ongoing shift from traditional to digital, social media? More specifi-
cally, do digital media provide more powerful tools than traditional print and 

Chapter 7

Uncivil Society Digitized: Expanding 
Media Repertoires, Mainstreaming 

Illiberalism
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electronic repertoires by which to gain political influence and alter public 
discourse?

Within the context of media practices of civil society activists at the core 
of this volume, the analysis developed in this chapter briefly accounts for the 
evolving debate on the strength/weakness of civil society in CEE and, second, 
examines the broader manifestations of ethno-nationalist populism – a core 
feature of European illiberalism (Bonikowski 2017) – in post-communist 
media. In a third section, it turns to the narrower field of sustained anti-
minority campaigns by ‘uncivil society’, examining how post-1990 Bulgarian 
and Estonian activists employed their respective traditional media (Hasen-
brink and Domeyer 2016). The fourth and final section analyses anti-refugee 
campaigns and their digital expressions from May 2015 to April 2016 as one 
single ‘episodic mobilization’ (Koinova 2015).

The latter two sections serve to highlight the expansion of digital media 
in particular and how they open up new opportunities for what Tarrow has 
described as ‘grievance politics’ (Tarrow 2011, 146–47). To distract from the 
fact that grievance politics artificially unites constituencies that normally dis-
agree, the relevant actors often resort to ‘bricolage’ (Tarrow 2011, 145–47). 
Tarrow’s use of bricolage, as he reemploys Claude Lévi-Strauss’s classic 
concept from the early 1960s, involves combining ‘accepted and new frames 
to legitimate contention and mobilize accepted frames for new purposes’ 
(Tarrow 2011, 146). The ambiguity and multivalence of symbols and frames, 
therefore, represents an asset rather than a liability to illiberal activists, as 
they are potent instruments by which to tout a political message that has no 
ambition to inform and enlighten, but in part is aimed at doing the reverse. 
Put differently, a bricolage pulls together a variety of frames that are believed 
to resonate sufficiently with the particular constituencies that the actors want 
to influence, with disregard for coherence of the underlying message. Partly 
because of how well audiovisual elements lend themselves to bricolage 
techniques, the expectation based on recent research is that YouTube is a 
particularly potent digital media platform for disseminating illiberal ideas and 
practices (Lewis 2018).

To the focus on grievance politics one can add the ‘elective affinity’ 
between digital/social media and populist features, recently examined by 
Gerbaudo (2018). In Gerbaudo’s view, the aggregation logic of algorithms 
and ‘economy of attention’ of social media, the network effect compounded 
by connecting like-minded online communities multiple times and the ‘mob-
ocratic’ tendency of such media tools jointly produce a political environment 
conducive to populism. As disaffected media users can express themselves 
individually yet form partisan ‘crowds’ online, populist movements are 
propelled forward (Gerbaudo 2018, 750–51). And while groups operating 
in the illiberal spectrum of CSOs increasingly resort to grievance politics 
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and tap into the ‘rebellious narrative’ formerly associated with liberal CSOs 
(Gerbaudo 2018), government authorities are widening their media repertoire 
and emulating the messaging style and content of the former to the point of 
mainstreaming illiberalism (Judis 2016).

THE EVOLVING DEBATE ON CIVIL SOCIETY UNDER 
COMMUNIST RULE

Increasingly over the life of the communist regimes, as the party lost the legiti-
macy and popular enthusiasm that it had generated in its earlier stages, people 
joined organizations because they had to, because they were threatened with 
negative consequences if they did not join or because they improved their career 
chances by joining (Howard 2003, 26–27)

Ever since it was made almost two decades ago, Marc Morjé Howard’s 
observation of the weakness of civil society in CEE has been challenged from 
opposing sides of the argument (Howard 2003). From one side, it has been 
suggested that the gaze of students and scholars based in North America and 
Western Europe, representing countries with deeply entrenched systems of 
democratic governance, is inherently biased towards recognizing CSOs of a 
certain character and form. This particular form is viewed as having arisen 
from a set of unique historical circumstances so as to perform socially useful, 
intermediary functions between the state, the market, and the family (Cohen 
and Arato 1994; Edwards 2011). Religious charities and professional associa-
tions belong to the types of voluntary groups that shaped this particular form 
of organization, which in turn relies on the existence of liberal freedoms and 
most importantly on the freedom of association. Because CSOs for the most 
part were tolerated or even promoted by political and business leaders in 
Western democracies, they were typically subsidized through tax laws yet, by 
the same token, also registered with (and often monitored by) the authorities.

The fact that communist parties from 1945 to 1989 did not tolerate, let 
alone encourage CSOs in CEE does not mean that a ‘societal vacuum’ occu-
pied the space where civic activism percolated in the so-called West. Fol-
lowing the collapse of the Berlin Wall, historians and social scientists have 
instead mapped the history of alternative communal relations in CEE, often 
revolving around apolitical issues at the workplace, in the sphere of sports/
leisure and within close-knit circles of friends and family, all of which existed 
alongside an array of official bodies to various degrees controlled by the 
Communist Party. Also notable was a culture of exchange of favours driven 
by consumer goods deficits in many areas, creating black and grey markets 
(Ledeneva 1998; 2018). On a regular basis, the vast majority of the popula-
tion took an active part in bartering consumer goods to compensate for the 
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failings of the socialist economy, in turn giving rise to a sophisticated culture 
of socio-economic reciprocity in which favours constituted part of the social 
capital of individuals, families and communities. To exclude this culture of 
socio-economic reciprocity from the notion of civil society would be to fail 
to take note of an important dimension of life in CEE under communism, one 
that later contributed to shaping post-communist realities (Ledeneva 2013).

From the other side, however, Howard’s description of civil society as 
‘weak’ may have underestimated the significance of the legacy of illiberal 
practices and ways of thinking in the region (Engelbrekt 1997). Already in 
the 1990s, Kopstein and Hanson pointed out that majority populations had 
an inclination to wholly ignore the concerns of minorities and warned that 
‘uncivil society’ formations might end up dominating the government of cer-
tain post-communist countries. Whereas this possible trajectory was thought 
to apply to post-Soviet Russia rather than to ethnic Estonians neglecting the 
concerns of minority Russians or Bulgarians disrespecting the rights of the 
Turkish and Roma communities, the rise of illiberal political practices were 
by some observers considered feasible for the then aspiring EU member 
states (Kopstein and Hanson 1997, 279–78). A few years later, Kopecký and 
Mudde (2003a) advocated an expansion of civil society research into orga-
nizations that espouse violence as a means of political struggle and/or illib-
eralism as ideology. They also thought it worthwhile to pay serious attention 
to CSOs that ‘simply lack the spirit of civility; that is, public mindedness, a 
sense of obligation towards the whole society and support for liberal values’ 
(Kopecký and Mudde 2003a, 3). Mudde (2007) later went on to examine the 
phenomenon of populism, which many observers believe is closely related to 
illiberalism and uncivil society.

Regardless of whether one believes that the weakness of post-communist 
society was overstated by Howard or that the underlying concept was an ideal 
type only partially conforming to realities in post-communist Europe, the 
centrality of civil society as an arena for social and political contestation has 
not been diminished since the turn of the century (Jacobsson 2015; Vandor 
et al. 2017). On the contrary, the spread of new media practices associated 
with more effective platforms and devices appears to have raised the stakes 
significantly. Whereas the bulk of political contestation used to play out in 
parliaments, political parties, traditional news media, public institutions as 
well as within and among interest and lobby groups – and envelop civil soci-
ety primarily during electoral campaigns – the new digital media have effec-
tively levelled the playing field for the benefit of actors and organizations 
with less resources at their disposal (Castells 2009; Judis 2016).

As we are still in the midst of this ‘digitization’ shift, the long-term 
repercussions on social life and political culture are difficult to assess. But 
an indication of a weak civil society in CEE, relatively speaking, might be 
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that new digital media were slow to develop in terms of ‘citizen-initiated 
campaigning’ that challenge professionalized models of political campaign 
management, similar to what exists in Western democracies (Gibson 2015). 
Instead, we could observe, by the mid-2010s, rapidly evolving patterns of 
media practices, infused with content contesting or rejecting elements of 
liberal democracy and the political institutions – formal or informal ones – 
perceived to uphold it. No longer seeking to generate resources and mobilize 
voter turnout – two components of citizen-initiated campaigning that tradi-
tionally effectuate political change (Gibson 2015; Gibson and Ward 1999) – 
advocates of illiberal ideas often appeared satisfied to build communities and 
create content that establish rival truth claims.

There are also the deliberate misinformation and influence campaigns 
being run out of the Russian Federation and its subordinate agencies and 
support groups, clearly relevant for CEE and especially Bulgaria and Estonia 
due to their geographical and historic-cultural proximity (‘Disinformation 
Digest’ 2016). Following the anti-Ukrainian and anti-EU messaging lever-
aged at vulnerable constituencies from late 2013 and onwards, and especially 
the widely publicized meddling in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, public 
awareness of these activities is today much higher than previously. Even so, it 
is not easy to differentiate legitimate public diplomacy from illicit campaigns 
that have truly subversive objectives due to the increasing sophistication of 
Moscow-driven misinformation efforts (Pomerantsev 2019). It is also chal-
lenging to separate the illiberal ideological message and political goals of the 
Kremlin from that of West European and North American white supremacist 
organizations and groups (Barnes and Goldman 2020).

To be sure, the rise of radical right-wing movements characterized by ‘a 
lack of spirit of civility’ or espousing violence as a means of political struggle 
is simultaneous with a shift from mass to digital (and largely social) media 
in most European societies (Kopecký and Mudde 2003a, 3). Furthermore, it 
is clearly a type of message that resonates more effectively in the post-9/11 
era, where a sense of existential threat was demonstrably evoked among ‘non-
authoritarians’ in the citizenry (Hetherington and Suhay 2011). But if the 
early phases of post-communist transformation temporarily privileged ideas 
and segments of society that sought to eschew a dysfunctional economic 
system and a stagnant ideology, rising anti-Muslim sentiments induced by 
al-Qaeda’s attacks on U.S. economic and political institutions in 2001 cannot 
alone account for the sudden surge in illiberal ideas across North America and 
Europe. As just emphasized, the latter lingered in the political systems of new 
democracies, reflected in the remnants of the former communist parties and 
in the potency of radical right-wing movements.

As we fast forward to the mid-2010s, expressions of ‘uncivil society’ and 
illiberalism suddenly featured all across Europe. This broader phenomenon 
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was especially visible in the post-communist region and, above all, in Poland 
and Hungary. The rise of illiberalism in these two countries was all the more 
striking since it represented a sharp departure from recent history and because 
it rapidly translated into friction with EU institutions.

This trend received a particularly powerful impetus during the intense 
intra-EU debate over the rapid rise in numbers of inbound EU migration in 
2015, as noted by long-time observer of CEE affairs Jacques Rupnik:

The responses of the Visegrád group to the migrant crisis that began in 2015 
have re-opened an East-West divide within the EU over the definition of 
national and European identity. Simultaneously, a regression of democracy in 
Poland and Hungary has brought to power overtly anti-liberal political forces. 
The contrast with the 1990s is indeed startling. (Rupnik 2017)

This turn towards expressions of uncivil society, post-communist ‘culture 
wars’ and preference for majority rule unchecked by the rule of law and 
minority protection mechanisms frequently and visibly took place in, and 
by way of, public arenas featuring a politics of grievance and resentment. 
By the second half of the 2010s, a significant portion of CEE appeared to be 
in the grip of ethno-nationalist populism, with leaders of this movement using 
the image of the immigrant as convenient foil:

By skillfully fusing ethno-nationalism with populist frames, outsider candi-
dates have effectively guided voters toward out-group hostility, by persistently 
blaming minorities and immigrants for contributing to these voters’ acutely 
experienced collective status threat. An ideologically segmented media environ-
ment may have further aided this process by enabling the routine vilification 
of immigrants and minorities and the delegitimization of the political process. 
(Bonikowski 2017, S204–S205)

MANIFESTATIONS OF ETHNO-NATIONALIST 
POPULISM IN CEE

Evidently, the north-east and south-east corners of the CEE were no excep-
tions from the fierce debates revolving around the issue of immigration, 
reaffirming and mobilizing tropes with legacies dating back to the nineteenth 
century. Almost entirely suppressed in the public sphere during the forty plus 
years of communist rule, ethno-nationalist sentiments resurfaced in the late 
1970s and early 1980s (Connor 1984). Along with Romania, Bulgaria was 
one of the few countries in CEE that allowed for certain expressions of patri-
otic pride, to the extent that they did not deviate from other tenets of the ideol-
ogy of the Communist Party. This became coupled to a process of coercively 
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renaming Bulgarian Muslims (Pomaks) and Turkish communities, imposing 
Slavic first and family names (Gruev 2008). In reversing this policy as part 
of dismantling communism, ethno-nationalist fervour was less pronounced 
in Bulgaria during the early 1990s. Due to the long-standing historical bilat-
eral ties with Russia and Czar Alexander II being viewed as ‘liberator’ from 
Ottoman Turkey in the 1870s, most Bulgarians did not feel a need to sharply 
distance themselves from a reemergent Russian state and from its cultural 
influence in the Slavic-Orthodox world (Dechev 2006).

In post-communist Bulgaria, manifestations of ethno-nationalist populism 
were long balanced against a highly favourable view of the EU and the 
country’s membership in the Union, tempering radical messaging by illiberal 
CSOs. There is also no doubt that Bulgaria, as an already consolidated nation 
state (unlike, say, Yugoslavia) and a country in which minority parties and 
interest groups in the era of democratic politics worked to accommodate the 
wishes of the majority, also helped lower the level of friction. Until the 2010s 
and Europe’s so-called migration crisis, arguably, there was a relative truce 
between ethno-nationalists, on the one hand, and advocates of liberal and 
minority opinions, on the other (Rechel 2007, 1212). In the 2017 parliamen-
tary elections, however, the United Patriots coalition suddenly garnered 9.07 
per cent, prompting the centre-right Prime Minister Boyko Borisov to include 
the ethno-nationalist right in his cabinet.

In Estonia, the situation was very different with regard to the large 
neighbour in the east. Soviet Russia was seen as the occupier and an eco-
nomically (and culturally, according to some) backward nation that kept 
Estonians and other Baltic peoples from realizing their true potential. As 
a small nation lacking autonomous political institutions and wherewithal 
in many other respects, Estonia could in the late 1980s do little except 
mobilize social resistance and voice people’s demands for sovereignty 
and an economic system more likely to generate prosperity. An influential 
intellectual subculture already existed in the capital Tallinn and in Tartu, 
the latter hosting an influential university since the seventeenth century 
(Johnston and Snow 1998). A key feature of the pro-democratic wave of 
protests was the collective singing taking place at choir festivals and at 
other ceremonies and social occasions. At the centre of Estonian concep-
tions of political revival was an ethno-nationalist understanding of state-
hood and a desire to establish independent political institutions that would 
draw a sharp distinction from communist society, including the Russian 
language and culture that had served as proverbial vessel of the former 
(Johnston and Arelaid-Tart 2000).

Not unlike Bulgaria, Estonian society experienced a shift towards ethno-
nationalist populism in the 2010s. Until then, ethnic parties in Estonia had 
been unable to reach the 5 per cent hurdle for parliamentary representation, 
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with the mainstream parties largely absorbing the votes of Russian voters 
and that of the ethnic Estonian right-wing electorate (Örnebring 2011, 5). 
For years, the level of tension between the largest and second-largest ethnic 
communities in Estonia was subsiding rather than rising (Aalto 2003). But in 
the aftermath of Russia’s incursions into Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014), 
there was movement in the direction of national self-assertion among ethnic 
Estonians, resonating with broader movements in CEE and beyond. In the 
2019 parliamentary election, the Conservative People’s Party of Estonia 
(EKRE) captured 17.8 per cent, almost trebling results from the previous 
election. Even though EKRE aspires not to be viewed as a fringe party, its 
success might in the coming years alienate Russian-speaking populations in 
border regions (Dougherty and Kaljurand 2015; Pfoser 2017).

What has been taking place in both countries can be described as a prolonged 
period of search for the proper balance between cultivating introspective and 
the extrovert impulses, that is, between exploring and asserting nationhood and 
at the same time opening up to economic and cultural exchange with Europe 
and the world at a much higher level than that experienced under communism. 
In the 1990s, both countries created or reinvigorated a broad range of national 
institutions aimed at safeguarding values and interests while also joining the 
Council of Europe, North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the EU. 
Especially the latter meant incorporating far-reaching legal obligations secur-
ing liberal freedoms for citizens and corporations (Engelbrekt 2009). In fact, 
‘four freedoms’ of movement pertaining to goods, services, capital and indi-
viduals serve as pillars of the EU’s constitutional arrangements.

In any event, in examining specific patterns of public discourse following 
the large influx of non-European migrants in 2015, myopia must be avoided. 
Ethno-nationalist populism has been a strong undercurrent in European poli-
tics for decades, though mainstream parties long put up resistance (Rydgren 
2010). It is undeniable that xenophobia suddenly rose to the top of the 
ethno-nationalist populism agenda and superseded anti-minority narratives 
across the European continent (Kuehn 2018). This prompted an expansion of 
nationalist CSOs and their political activities in many countries, not least in 
CEE (Vander et al. 2017, 16–17). This is compatible with recent research into 
ethno-nationalist populism, where ‘views of immigrants are likely to stem 
from underlying nationalist cleavages in the population, which makes the 
latter more fundamentally important for understanding radical-right policies’ 
(Vander et al. 2017, 16–17). This means that anti-immigrant sentiments are 
deeply enmeshed with ethno-nationalist populism though xenophobia ‘does 
not capture the full extent of meanings attached to the nation by its citizens’ 
(Bonikowski 2017, S196).

The analytical focus of the remainder of this chapter is the post-communist 
period, first, at a time when the surge in ethno-nationalist populism had 
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not yet translated into substantial electoral achievements and, second, the 
late 2010s, as various challenges began piling up in European societies and 
beyond. The empirical analysis of sustained campaigns in both countries 
will be accompanied by contextualizing remarks about anti-minority views 
and ethno-nationalism in Bulgaria and Estonia, which facilitates an in-depth 
interpretation of narratives featured in traditional media. Borrowing a distinc-
tion introduced by Koinova (2015) in diaspora research, this is followed by 
an analysis of the episodic mobilizations of anti-refugee campaigns in digital 
media from May 2015 to April 2016. During those twelve months, the EU 
tried, and failed, to implement a unified, proactive stance concerning immi-
gration, and in the process suffered a blow to its credibility in countries such 
as Bulgaria and Estonia.

ANTI-MINORITY CIVIC ACTIVISM: SUSTAINED 
CAMPAIGNING WITH A NARROW MEDIA REPERTOIRE

To explore the way in which the public discourse in post-communist Bulgaria 
and Estonia altered direction in 2015–2016, a few concepts utilized by Tar-
row (2011) show particular analytical promise. Xenophobic and radical right-
wing narratives often overlap with what Tilly and Tarrow have referred to as 
contentious politics but, more narrowly, as the collective making of claims 
(Tilly and Tarrow 2015, 15–16). In the study of social movements and mean-
ing-making, Tarrow has specified contentious politics and claim- making 
with actors pointing to a grievance, identifying a constituency and naming 
an enemy. Expressing resentment or scapegoating thus involves ‘inscribing 
grievances in frames that identify an injustice, attribute the responsibility 
for it to others, and proposing solutions to it’ (Tarrow 2011, 145–46). Many, 
if not most, instances of social and political mobilizations, in other words, 
ultimately feed of a sense of injustice that may or may not be fully explicit 
at the moment of forming a constituency behind it. Yet it is that perceived 
injustice that constitutes the core of contentious politics and the claims and 
counterclaims of which protest campaigns and social movements thrive. With 
Tilly, Tarrow has in this context defined a campaign as a ‘sustained, orga-
nized, public effort making collective claims on targeted authorities’ (Tilly 
and Tarrow 2015, 119).

Notably, the CEE media landscape was thoroughly reshaped after the 
momentous events of 1989–1991, ending with the dismantling of the Soviet 
Union in the fall of 1991 (see chapter 2 in this volume). Many newspapers 
ceased publication and new were added, as were radio and TV stations, 
though digital content remained limited to a few websites and mailing lists. 
Foreign ownership of electronic and print media – culminating in the late 
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1990s and then slowly receding – does not appear to have substantively 
affected editorial policy with regard to issues revolving around national val-
ues and interests (Štětka 2012). But the rise of a tabloid press in print media 
and increasing competition for corporate advertising in electronic media 
brought along business models that reinforced incentives for ‘fast and loose’ 
reporting on a wide range of issues, not least socially and politically sensitive 
ones involving minority communities. Meanwhile, legal constraints on press 
freedom were largely rejected and editorial policies became permissive in 
this regard.

In Bulgaria, the dismantling of the assimilation policies targeting Pomaks 
and Turks undertaken by the new democratic government in 1990–1991 faced 
opposition in parts of the country. The forced assimilation the Bulgarian 
Communist Party instituted in the mid-1980s had roughly coincided with the 
celebration of the 1,300 years of Bulgarian statehood and thus had managed 
to gain a level of public support under the guise of patriotism (Nedeva Atana-
sova 2004). The formal reversal of these policies in January 1990 triggered 
one of the biggest demonstrations ever held in newly democratic Bulgaria 
which gathered some 100,000 people in central Sofia. The rally protested the 
recognition of the previously denied basic human rights of these minorities 
(Haberman 1990). Moreover, a number of small print publications voicing 
resistance against the reversal of assimilation became platforms of sustained 
anti-minority campaigns in the 1990s.

The launch of the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (MRF) party 
later that year was a particularly sharp thorn in the side of Bulgarian ethno-
nationalists, whose ranks included members of the Communist Party and/or 
the police and security apparatus. When the Constitutional Court eventually 
upheld the legality of the MRF in 1992, with reference to its universalistic 
statutes accepting members from any ethnic or religious background, it was 
a controversial ruling. To members of minority populations and Bulgarian 
Turks in particular, the MRF was long the single trustworthy guarantor of 
their political voice. To ethno-nationalists, it remained an annoyance in part 
because of its anti-nationalist views and in part due to its effectiveness as a 
small, but astute political player. Indeed, the MRF has formed part of more 
coalitions in post-communist Bulgarian political life than any other party.

For most of the 1990s, the MRF constituted the main target of most press 
coverage questioning the political influence of minority Turks in democratic 
Bulgaria. Interestingly, however, anti-Turkish manifestations subsequently 
receded. Some credit the MRF for having contributed to a series of pragmatic 
political solutions over labour and social policies improving the conditions 
of Bulgaria’s ethnic Turks, while others refer to a reinvigorated culture of 
multi-ethnic accommodation (with roots in the Ottoman era), encouraged by 
EU institutions. In recent years there has been a more relaxed atmosphere 
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between neighbouring countries at the level of foreign policy, paving the 
way for increased trade and cultural exchange. An example of the latter is 
the airing of Turkish TV series in mainstream Bulgarian TV channels as of 
2009–2011, providing a window into the contemporary lives of people across 
the border. Even as the current Turkish president has embraced authoritarian 
methods of government in the 2010s, Bulgarians have not stopped interacting 
more frequently with the much larger south-eastern neighbour at the level of 
everyday trade and travel.

Today’s 588,000 ethnic Turks (8.8 per cent of Bulgarian citizens, according 
to the 2011 census) constitute the biggest minority by far. The second-largest 
minority population, which received virtually no attention in media during 
the communist era, is the Roma community consisting of some 325,000 
inhabitants (4.4 per cent of all citizens). Whereas coverage of Bulgarian 
Turkish citizens has become more respectful, the opposite is true about the 
sizeable Roma groups, often living in pockets of densely populated neigh-
bourhoods in large cities or more sparsely in the countryside. With the advent 
of tabloid press to the media landscape in the early 1990s, Roma stereotyping 
became more widespread. Even today, when academic journalism courses 
and organized media training typically involve a sophisticated understanding 
of how best to report on minority issues, many outlets continue to primarily 
cover the Roma in connection to crime, electoral fraud, corruption and politi-
cal scandals. The overall attitude reflected in traditional (and digital) media 
is decidedly negative (Kolev et al. 2013).

Meanwhile in the north-east of CEE, it has already been noted that 
Estonian political independence was born out of a strong desire to create 
a distance towards Soviet Russia, an approach that almost seamlessly was 
carried over to the Russian Federation, first under the government of Boris 
Yeltsin. There followed a long and arduous process during which Estonian 
politicians decided to utilize legal and administrative means to redress histori-
cal injustices. Consecutive Estonian governments worked hard to elaborate 
mechanisms and justifications for reaffirming Estonian nationhood by virtue 
of linguistic, institutional and citizenship requirements for the enjoyment of 
full political rights (Reinikainen 1999).

In the 1990s, Estonia was at times criticized by international institutions 
and human rights groups for not being generous enough to Russian speakers 
born and raised in the Baltic country during communism by undermining 
their citizenship rights and language practices in dealing with government 
authorities (Ruutsoo 2002). The clarity and consistency by which the policy 
has been employed has nevertheless mitigated many objections over time, 
which today mainly originate with Russian government authorities and then 
are disseminated across the border via traditional media. A sign of the relative 
success of Estonia’s approach is that no single political party became a carrier 
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of grievances of Russian speakers for the first twenty years of democratic 
institution-building.

At the same time, a variety of socially vulnerable communities heavily 
affected by the social and economic upheavals in the first ten to fifteen years 
of the post-communist transition started to receive attention in the 2000s. 
Social scientists and mass media played a significant role, but the political 
advocates of the interests of retirees, rural communities and ethnic minorities 
were populist-leaning parties such as Res Publica and Pro Patria. As Estonia 
joined the EU, a range of European agencies began mitigating the plight of 
such groups through a variety of programs. Nevertheless, as has been pointed 
out by observers, ‘minorities themselves were not involved as active partici-
pants, but rather as passive target groups in the process of integration policy 
formation’ (Lauristin and Vihalemm 2009, 17).

The April 2007 ‘Russian riot’ gathering minority Russian speakers in 
defence of a bronze monument devoted to the victory of the Soviet Red 
Army became a watershed moment with regard to how government authori-
ties prioritized and handled minority issues. In conjunction with the street 
protests, a major cyberattack (denial of service) was launched against a range 
of government institutions and private enterprises by what is believed to be a 
combination of Russian intelligence agencies and ‘patriotic hackers’ (Haataja 
2017). While fending off the cyberattack quite successfully, the Estonian 
government had within weeks of the incident elaborated an ‘Integration 
Strategy’ for addressing the situation of minorities, emphasizing the size-
able Russian-speaking population. In the aftermath of the incident, Estonian 
public institutions, CSOs and businesses recalibrated policies towards a more 
proactively inclusive stance. More generally, initiatives such as the Estonian 
Development Fund were geared towards creating new opportunities for entre-
preneurship and levelling the playing field on the labour market (Lauristin 
and Vihalemm 2009, 17–22).

Still, in the 2010s, there has been a revival of ethno-nationalist populism on 
the part of the majority population. In particular, the youth wing of the EKRE, 
Sinine Äratus (or ‘Blue Awakening’), has grown in numbers. The party was 
founded as recently as in 2012. Its leader Ruuben Kaleep emphasizes the 
Estonian path as being that of the ethnos, which he says implies steering away 
from the visions that either Brussels or Moscow may hold for the country. 
To capture this radical notion and to underline its departure from mainstream 
political ideology, Kaleep has entered the opaque term ‘ethnofuturism’ in the 
vocabulary of the party.

There is hardly any overt vilification of the some 324,000 Russians 
(according to the 2013 census corresponding to 25.2 per cent of the Estonian 
population) or other minority groups in Estonian media, let alone in main-
stream outlets. Perhaps the most inclusive single outlet is Estonian public 
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radio’s Channel Four (Raadio 4), with a Russian-speaking staff consistently 
attentive to topics and sensitivities of Russian Estonians. Following the out-
break of war between Russia and Ukraine in 2014, moreover, Estonia’s first 
government-funded Russian-speaking TV channel, ETV+, was launched with 
content that leans heavily towards infotainment.

Still, commercial media exist in parallel Estonian- and Russian-language 
universes, with few efforts to bridge the gap in terms of readership/audience 
or cultivating platforms for dialogue (Kaun 2012). Almost three-quarters of 
Estonia’s Russian speakers watch Russian TV, whereas 45 per cent of them 
also follow Estonian-language media such as the Perviy Baltiyski kanal, 
which rebroadcasts top programmes. According to Dougherty and Kaljurand 
who refer to the lingering, language- and memory-based sense of shared 
nationhood across post-Soviet borders, every day ‘Russian television invites 
Estonia’s Russian speakers to join a virtual “Russian world,” the same men-
tal universe in which many Russian citizens live’ (Dougherty and Kaljurand 
2015, 10).

Those same commentators find that trust in state institutions is consider-
ably lower among Russian-speaking Estonian than among ethnic Estonians, 
and that the level plummeted further due to the 2007 ‘Russian riot’. This is 
particularly valid for the north-eastern Ida-Virumaa Province, comprising 
an enclave near the border with the Russian Federation. At the same time, 
it is pointed out that young people watch less TV in general, and that bilin-
gual Russian Estonians are far more integrated in the national labour force 
than their parents (Dougherty and Kaljurand 2015, 18). Today, an estimated 
91,000 Russian citizens, and 80,000 Russian-speaking permanent residents 
without passports live in Estonia (Dougherty and Kaljurand 2015, 7–8).

To summarize the findings in this section, it can be said that traditional 
media have reflected the tensions between majority and minority populations 
in the era of post-communist, democratic politics. The sometimes uneasy 
relationships have seen occasional flare-ups, but it has also been managed at 
a symbolic level in print and electronic media outlets. There has also been a 
continuous process of mutual accommodation that gradually made it politi-
cally permissible to let taxpayers sponsor the launch of minority-language 
media platforms, despite lingering reticence on the part of the majority 
populations. This suggests a relaxation of ethno-nationalist fervour directed 
towards domestic ethnic minorities in Estonia and Bulgaria.

It is also striking that the narrow media repertoire rarely conveyed the 
views of extremist and violence-prone political formations, especially in 
terms of entirely unmediated, unvarnished messages. References to uncivil 
society groups were for the most part made through the lens of journalism, 
adding context and interpretation. Exceptions to this rule were almost exclu-
sively restricted to sensationalist reporting in the tabloid print press.
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ANTI-REFUGEE CIVIC ACTIVISM: EPISODIC 
MOBILIZATION WITH AN EXPANDED MEDIA 

REPERTOIRE

In the last sections of this chapter an episodic mobilization that took place 
between May 2015 and April 2016 in each country is examined. In the CEE 
the key trigger of a wave of Europe-wide migration-related protests and 
debates was the European Commission’s ‘European Agenda on Migration’, 
unveiled in mid-May 2015 and then enforced partially by some member states 
while largely ignored by others (European Commission 2015a). What we are 
looking for is social and political mobilization of anti-refugee campaigns dur-
ing a relatively short period, as a number of influential EU and member state 
decision makers and institutions tried to establish a continent-wide system of 
dealing with the rising number of migration primarily entering from Europe’s 
south or south-east.1

The debate became especially intense when the EU Commission tabled, on 
27 May 2015, a concrete proposal which called on member states to accept the 
allocation of 40,000 refugees plus resettlement of 20,000 already in Italy and 
Greece alongside an EU Action Plan against refugee smugglers. According to 
the proposal, the twenty-eight member states should accept asylum seekers 
proportionate to their respective economy, unemployment rate and population. 
This calibrated approach envisaged a distribution index that would give popu-
lation size a weight of 40 per cent, economic growth a weight of 40 per cent, 
unemployment 10 per cent and previous engagements with asylum seekers 
similarly 10 per cent (European Union Council 2015). But what unfolded was 
a fierce standoff between the European Commission and certain CEE govern-
ments. The timeline of this political crisis is reflected in box 8.1.

BOX 7.1. TIMELINE OF REFUGEES’ RELOCATION IN  
THE EU. MAY 2015–APRIL 2016

• 25–26 June 2015: European Council endorses Commission proposals 
on migration.

• 20 July 2015: Justice and Home Affairs Council agrees to implement 
the European Agenda on Migration, including relocation of some 
55,000 refugees, 32,000 specifically in Greece and Italy.

• 1–5 September 2015: Thousands of migrants gather at the Budapest 
railway station and demand to be able to continue towards Germany. 
On 5 September, German chancellor Angela Merkel says her country 
will not introduce limits to the number of migrants it will accept.
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• 9 September 2015: European Commission proposes revised, broad-
ened set of measures, especially a relocation mechanism for 120,000 
refugees and process requirements.

• 13 September 2015: Germany introduces temporary controls on its 
border with Austria, as some 13,000 migrants arrive in Munich in a 
single day.

• 22 September 2015: European Council decides to offer interna-
tional protection to 120,000 refugees in Greece and Italy, and yet 
offers member states a partial opt-out if they can cite ‘exceptional 
circumstances’.

• 7 October 2015: EU launches naval ‘Operation Sophia’ in the south-
ern Mediterranean Sea in order to thwart migrant smuggling.

• 5 November 2015: Austria begins building a barrier on its border 
with Slovenia.

• 13 November 2015: Islamic State militants attack civilian targets in 
Paris, whereby they kill 130 people and reignite a debate on the dan-
ger of terrorists entering Europe as migrants.

• 1 January 2016: Several sexual assaults are perpetrated during New 
Year’s celebrations in Germany, triggering debate about the social 
mores of asylum seekers from North African and the Middle East.

• 11 February 2016: Turkish president Recep Erdogan threatens to 
send millions of refugees from Turkey to Europe if the EU does not 
agree to assist financially.

• 2 March 2016: NATO’s Supreme Commander in Europe says the 
Russian and Syrian governments are exploiting mass migration as an 
‘aggressive strategy against Europe’.

• 18 March 2016: An EU-Turkey Statement is adopted which states 
that each irregular migrant arriving in Greece may be sent back to 
Turkey, in exchange for a Syrian refugee allowed to settle in the EU. 
Also, as Turkey steps up measures to stem illegal migration, the EU 
will pay Ankara €3 billion.

• 12 April 2016: Austria starts building a fence and registration centre 
on the border with Italy, threatening shutdown of the Brenner Pass if 
Italy fails to stem the flow of migrants into Austria.

Notably, Eurobarometer statistics picked up a significant shift in attitudes 
to immigration within a single year, from November 2014 to November 2015. 
Especially in CEE, underlying anxieties associated with the migration 
issue were reflected in polls and visible discontent on display in a wave of 
street protests (Vandor et al. 2017, 16–17). Although the share of Bulgarian 
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respondents who said they were ‘very negative to immigration from outside 
the EU’ only rose from 24 to 31 per cent from November 2014 to Novem-
ber 2015, the corresponding figure for Estonian respondents jumped from 
27 to 40 per cent (European Commission 2014; 2015b), with some of these 
groups being quite vocal.

The uptake of digital media of expressions of uncivil society accelerated 
steeply in 2015, coinciding with the rise in immigration to Europe. In Tar-
row’s view, campaigns ‘often grow out of single protest events and take their 
shape around the initial conflict in those events and their organization’ (Tar-
row 2011, 191). It was especially in late 2015 and early 2016 that the number 
of anti-refugee campaign activities increased. This was manifested in vast 
numbers of posts on social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook and, 
to a lesser extent, Twitter and Instagram. In the following account, where 
present tense is used to emphasize the chronological dimension, several illus-
trations from each country will be examined from May 2015 to April 2016.

THE CASE OF BULGARIA: BORDER VIGILANTISM 
IS UNLEASHED

When the migration issue first arises in the EU decision-making in the late 
spring of 2015, the Bulgarian government does not reject the migration quo-
tas set by the European Commission. In fact, Sofia on several occasions seeks 
to secure admission into the Schengen system in exchange for accepting and 
implementing the migration quotas contested by other governments and leg-
islatures (Zhelev and Bird 2015). Based on this preparedness to conform to 
the aspiration of EU leaders to create a functioning and equitable migration 
regime, Bulgarian prime minister Boyko Borisov comes out in support of a 
pan-European arrangement (Nicolov 2015).

In the first eight months of 2015, Bulgarian authorities examine 10,600 
asylum applications (Ayres 2015). Bulgaria has only set up two reception 
centres in Harmanli, in southcentral Bulgaria, and Ovcha Kupel just outside 
Sofia, with a combined maximum capacity of 1,200 refugees. The majority 
of those who arrive in Bulgaria are of Syrian origin, a country with which 
bilateral contacts were quite extensive during the communist period (Dickin-
son 2015). As noted earlier, Bulgaria has an 8.8 per cent Turkish population 
and, roughly speaking, a 10 per cent Muslim minority, a figure which ethno-
nationalists insist must not be augmented through the arrival of new Middle 
Eastern refugees (Nicolov 2015).

Two sets of political actors try to capitalize on the sentiments of a sig-
nificant segment of the Bulgarian population. One set consists of illiberal 
CSOs and another is made up of political parties or entities poised to enter 
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political office. Jockeying for political power in the latter category are above 
all three organizations that in late July 2016 form an alliance to stand in the 
presidential election: Ataka, the National Front for the Salvation of Bulgaria 
(NFSB) and the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO). 
Whereas the chair of IMRO is the coalition’s candidate for president, vice 
chair and member of the European Parliament, Angel Dzhambazki, records 
a series of incendiary video clips, often dressed in a black T-shirt standing 
placed in front of IMRO and national flags, in which he urges ordinary Bul-
garians to assist in preventing refugees from entering Bulgarian territory. In 
other clips Dzhambazki is at the European Parliament, conveying a more 
polished message with similar content, having substituted his black shirt for 
a suit (Dzhambazki 2015). Meanwhile, the leader of the pro-Kremlin Ataka 
party, Volen Siderov – similarly dressed in a black shirt as he addresses Par-
liament – demands fresh parliamentary elections on the basis that the Borisov 
cabinet is failing to properly address a crisis that threatens to alter the demo-
graphic composition of the country (Clubz.bg 2015).

As the number of migrants grows during the summer of 2015, political 
mobilization moves into a higher gear in the early fall. An online forum 
called ‘gorichka.bg’ features an especially fierce debate on migration in late 
October 2015. Offline demonstrations are less frequent but references to 
smaller, local protests can be found on social media networking sites such as 
Facebook or YouTube. For instance, on 11 October 2015, the Militant Union 
Vasil Levski organizes a demonstration in the city of Varna, subsequently 
uploading a YouTube video clip showing a few hundred protesters gathering 
in the city centre (Protest Meeting and Motorcade of Militant Union Vasil 
Levski 2015). The speakers aggressively come out against the governments 
of Bulgaria and the United States and in support of recent anti-immigrant 
demonstrations in Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland. The target of the 
criticism is clearly the EU’s migration quotas announced in May that year.

The drama intensifies at the border a few days later. On 16 October, Bul-
garian National Volunteer Corps (BNO) Shipka tweets in all caps: DANGER! 
MOBILIZATION! LIBERATION! (Twitter is not much used in Bulgaria, 
except for spreading updated Facebook pages and newly uploaded video 
clips, and this tweet provides a link to a YouTube clip subsequently removed 
for violating YouTube publication policy). The call to armed mobilization 
to safeguard Bulgaria’s borders apparently puts the group in conflict with 
state authorities. Four weeks later, BNO Shipka releases a long and crude 
propagandistic video directly attacking Borisov’s government for alleg-
edly cracking down on its members as they are using democratic freedoms 
to express themselves. The rambling video (using a computer-generated 
voice) accuses the cabinet and the prime minister personally of betraying the 
national cause, enriching themselves and being part of a global conspiracy 
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of capitalist-Jewish leaders (Crimina Borisov, Panics over BNO Shipka and 
Militant Union Vasil Levski 2015).

The criticism of the government’s handling of the migrant issue continues. 
In Sofia, a group that calls itself ‘National Resistance’ – animated by the refu-
gee issue and in support of augmenting border guards with volunteers – holds 
several protest marches, one on 21 November (BGNES Agency 2015). In 
December 2015, Bulgarian authorities declare that they have detained a total 
of 29,308 refugees since the beginning of 2015, extending refugee status to 
5,150 individuals (Sofia Globe 2016). This is supposed to demonstrate that 
the Borisov government is conforming to international and European laws 
while also helping Europe to alleviate the burden of additional migrants. 
In that context, a few prominent West European politicians, above all U.K. 
prime minister David Cameron and Bavarian prime minister Horst Seehofer, 
visit Bulgaria to inspect border defences. They acknowledge the critical role 
that Bulgaria can play in stemming the flow of migrants if the border guards 
are suitably trained and equipped and praise the high level of effectiveness of 
the existing operation (Sofia Globe 2016).

In early 2016, the joint paramilitary ambitions of the Vasil Levski 
Defence League (VLDL) and BNO Shipka are on display in another You-
Tube clip, uploaded 14 January, in which they outline how Bulgarians 
must stop illegal migrants and evict those who already have arrived in the 
country (Open Meeting between the Community, BNO Shipka and Militant 
Union Vasil Levski 2016). Most of the clip is virulently ethno-nationalistic 
in tone, listing a wide range of grievances against the backdrop of a Bulgar-
ian flag with an aggressive wolf’s head (the VLDL emblem) at its centre. 
With reference to demographic trends for the majority Bulgarian popula-
tion, the speakers blame ‘the waning of Bulgaria’ on political elites but 
especially the MRF, hedge fund manager and philanthropist George Soros 
and colluding Bulgarian politicians, as well as ‘American imperialism’ and 
‘Western decadence’. Another clip released by BNO Shipka carries photos 
set against heavy-metal (style) music and emotionally charged slogans 
such as ‘people power’, ‘self-sacrifice’, ‘discipline’, ‘endurance’ and ‘con-
viction,’ while showing armed paramilitary troops practicing at shooting 
ranges and in the woods, in uniform (Contemporary Bulgarian National 
Volunteer [Brigade] 2015).

Back in the capital, preparations are by now underway for a display of 
Bulgarian ethno-nationalist pride alongside the new European extreme right, 
apparently emboldened by the migrant crisis. On 13 February 2016, some 
2,000 protesters organize and conduct a march in memory of war hero, fas-
cist sympathizer and minister of war (1935–1938), General Hristo Lukov, in 
defiance of a ban put in place by the Sofia city authorities. As most events 
organized by the extreme right in CEE, this one has been announced on open 
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and closed Facebook pages (Facebook Event 2016). The march has swelled 
its ranks tenfold since the previous year, whereby a sizeable number of par-
ticipants arrive from other European countries (AP 2016). Online posting of 
the relevant video clips, with the torch-lit parade reminiscent of 1930s fas-
cism on full display, are promptly uploaded and reproduced on a variety of 
right-wing sites across Europe.2

Commentators agree that the 2015–2016 European migration crisis helped 
propel the so-called Lukov March to unprecedented prominence, as much 
smaller groups in previous years had gathered in Sofia without much atten-
tion from media and especially from foreign news organizations. It may also 
have impacted Bulgarian domestic policymaking. Two days after the march, 
the Borisov government declares that it will close the external border and 
promptly deport asylum seekers who do not meet the formal criteria for asy-
lum (ITV News 2016).

In mid-April 2016, regular Bulgarian TV channels’ social media pages 
convey how predominantly Afghan migrants crossing the border are being 
hunted, captured and tied down by a vigilante group along the border (Gos-
podari na efira 2016; Vaksberg 2016). By this time, the paramilitary and 
vigilante groups operating along the border manage to attract national, and 
subsequently international, media attention. A nation-wide poll taken a few 
days later suggest that the majority of Bulgarians view this border vigilante 
group favourably, and Prime Minister Borisov is reported to have publicly 
praised the group’s work. Weeks later, however, he reverses course and 
admonishes the group’s activities in order to mitigate criticism coming out of 
Brussels (Andreev 2016).

ESTONIA: XENOPHOBIA WITHOUT XENI

After initially vacillating on whether to take in 326 asylum seekers from 
southern Europe required by the quota specified in mid-May 2015,3 Estonia 
starts pushing back in the next few weeks and months (Mihelson and Tagel 
2015). During the twelve months in question, Estonia proves to be almost as 
fertile ground for anti-refugee messaging as its peer states in CEE. Russian 
outlets are part of Estonia’s media landscape and now help embolden domes-
tic resentment towards the EU’s migration policy. In fact, the Information 
Telegraph Agency of Russia–Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union (ITAR-
TASS) news agency issues an early tweet with regard to Estonia’s ambiva-
lence on the EU migration quota, explicitly referring to ‘African refugees’ 
(ITAR-TASS 2015). This is misleading in that most migrants originate from 
Syria or Afghanistan, so the messaging seems intended to reinforce an image 
of ‘otherness’.
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In late May, activities on digital/social media make Estonian decision 
makers acutely aware that they are confronted with a hot-button issue. On 
24 May, an online petition against the entry of migrants onto Estonian soil is 
initiated online, garnering 5,101 signatures until the end of July (‘Ei immigra-
tionoonile’ 2015). On 29 May, a Facebook page devoted to ‘EI Pagulastele’ 
(No Refugees) is created, and on 18 September, it changes its name to the 
bilingual ‘EI Pagulastele/Estonians against Refugee Quotas’, evidently so 
that the site can begin interacting with English-speaking, non-Estonian visi-
tors (‘Ei Pagulastele/Estonian against Refugee Quotas’ 2018).

Also, in late May 2015, Interior Minister Hanno Pevkun rejects the Euro-
pean Commission’s basis for calculating quotas and insists that the relocation 
scheme not be made mandatory for member states (BNS 2015). Estonian 
decision makers are nevertheless caught unprepared for the media onslaught, 
which began in social media and subsequently disseminated into mainstream 
media channels. Political leaders prove unable to provide citizens with clear 
information about numbers of migrants arriving, precise accommodation 
conditions and other measures. Lacking many such answers, an opinion poll 
carried out in June 2015 shows that 10 per cent more people oppose than sup-
port Estonia accepting refugees on its territory (Valdaru, Asari and Mälksoo 
2017).

The first significant Estonian anti-immigration offline protest, of which a 
video clip is promptly posted online, is reportedly held in Tallinn on 6 June. In 
the forty-six-minute-long video uploaded on the Internet, viewers can count 
up to several hundreds of protesters, converging in a city park and carrying 
banners or Estonian flags (First Anti-Immigration Protests in Estonia 2015). 
The banners accuse the EU of forcing the country to accept quota immigrants 
in accordance with the European Agenda on Migration. Many protesters pro-
ceed through the centre of Tallinn, ending with a chant demonstration in the 
city centre. Four days later, on 10 June, the right-wing EKRE party organizes 
a rally at the Toompea hill near the Estonian parliament building, at which 
leaders urge citizens to take a stand against tax hikes and ‘mass immigration’ 
(‘Meeleavaldus – ei sissärendele’ 2015).

As the government is struggling not to jeopardize its good name with Brus-
sels and major EU leaders while avoiding to alienate Estonian voters, a more 
ambitious, twenty-four-hour anti-refugee event is announced by EKRE and 
the People’s Party of Unity (RÜE) for 14 October. A procession begins in 
front of the German embassy in Tallinn, and subsequently moves to the par-
liament building. One of the speakers is Kristiina Ojuland, a former foreign 
minister and European Parliament member, who tells the crowd that 80 per 
cent of Estonians are opposed to the EU quotas (Wright and Martyn-Hemphill 
2015). Somewhere between 1,000 and 3,000 protesters may have turned up 
for the event. A video uploaded later shows a night-time demonstration with 
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perhaps a hundred protesters (virtually all men) carrying torches through the 
centre of Tallinn (Estonian Anti-Immigration Protest 2015). As in previous 
clips there are protesters who carry Estonian flags, whereas the soundtrack 
accompanying the moving pictures features a male bass singer and a male 
choir (presumably alluding to singing as an activity building national unity).

It is clear that EKRE at this point has decided to exploit the migration issue 
and the EU’s response to raise its profile with the Estonian public. (EKRE 
only garnered 8.1 per cent in the 1 March 2015 parliamentary election and 
was thus roundly defeated by the five other parties that made it into Parlia-
ment, the Riikigoku). In mid-December, there is evidence of at least one more 
rally – organized or co-sponsored by EKRE – in the same vein. This time the 
event is held outside the capital, gathering citizens opposed to Estonia accept-
ing immigrants under the EU quota schema affirmed by all EU ministers of 
justice and home affairs. The December video is prominently reflected in 
Russia Today (RT) English-language broadcasts (Estonia: Anti-Refugee Rally 
Protesters in Haapsalu 2015).

While Estonian parliamentarians compete to propose caveats in a bill pro-
viding protection to foreigners, the politics of protest lingers in early 2016. 
In February, there are reports that the Finnish-based Soldiers of Odin, with 
branches in Sweden and Norway, is planning protest activities in Estonia. At 
the time of the February rally, some 5,300 individuals are reported to have 
joined the Soldiers of Odin Estonian Facebook group (Värk 2016). A large 
rally on 24 February is reported by the Russian outlet Sputnik, saying the 
group ‘takes over the Estonian capital,’ along with RT posting YouTube 
clips of the event (Russia Today 2016; Sputnik 2016). The clips do not show 
Soldiers of Odin banners or symbols but people marching under Estonian 
national flags or banners saying: ‘We are Estonians’.

This makes perfect sense, in that 24 February is Estonia’s Independence 
Day, indicating that Sputnik uses footage from the previous day and deliber-
ately tries to mischaracterize the event. According to contemporary newspa-
per reports, the 24 February gathered around a thousand participants, and the 
majority partook precisely in order to celebrate National Independence Day. 
A week later, Prime Minister Taavi Roivas rejects another attempt by the 
Soldiers of Odin to claim credit in connection to its presence at demonstra-
tions, namely that they provide additional security to the cities of Estonia. On 
Twitter, Roivas declares: ‘Self-proclaimed patrol gangs do not increase the 
Estonian people’s sense of security in any way, rather the opposite’ (Laizans 
and Dagenborg 2016). By now EKRE has absorbed much of the moderate 
anti-refugee sentiments – it reportedly garners more Facebook ‘likes’ than 
any other Estonian party in 2016 (Wierenga 2018).

In online communities, illiberal and anti-EU criticism remains visible in 
the spring of 2016. But for most Estonians the credibility crisis does not 
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appear to extend beyond 2016, as borders are closed to asylum seekers by the 
end of that year and popular anxieties also subside. For one, by mid-2017, a 
large portion of the accepted refugees had already moved on to other coun-
tries, citing low benefits (€130/month) and problems in finding housing and 
occupation in Estonia (Antonenko 2017). Between June 2015 and eighteen 
months later, the share of Estonians who declare in polls that they support the 
country taking in refugees grows from 32 to 56 per cent (Valdaru, Asari and 
Mälksoo 2017).

FINAL REFLECTIONS

The media repertoires of uncivil society groups in Bulgaria and Estonia do 
not differ substantively from those of regular CSOs but may include ‘stealth 
techniques’ (such as deceptive and made-up stories) as well as reaching out 
to or accepting support from questionable partners with a different agenda, 
including external political actors. The media repertoire utilized by advocates 
and sympathizers of anti-minority campaigns dating back to the mid-1990s 
relied on traditional media and often targeted political decision makers. By 
contrast, more recent anti-refugee campaigns encompassed YouTube, Face-
book and Twitter, where news, gossip and information about protest events 
could be disseminated rapidly. In terms of content, civic activists using digital 
media eclectically combined new, creative themes with old, well-established 
ones in a bricolage of symbols and frames aimed at speaking to diverse con-
stituencies and legitimate social grievances mixed in with ethno-nationalist 
rhetoric. That content, in turn, was expected to spill into media coverage by 
newspapers, radio and TV.

It would seem that ethno-nationalist campaigns, known to rely on 
identity- related, emotionally charged elements, lend themselves excep-
tionally well for episodic mobilizations. The anti-refugee campaigns of 
the mid-2010s also accomplished wide dissemination of illiberal ideas by 
virtually drowning out sceptical and critical voices, as well as alternative 
narratives. In the context of post-communist Europe at large, it may be 
useful to recall how Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, who long has 
excelled at grievance politics, arguably ‘broke the back’ of EU attempts 
to impose the relocation scheme against the opposition by several reticent 
CEE leaders. In October 2016, Orbán organized a national referendum in 
which merely 40 per cent of the Hungarian electorate participated, but at 
which he was given a 95 per cent level of endorsement for his opposition 
to the European Agenda on Migration. Riding the wave of CEE unease 
with refugees, arguably, Orbán and his domestic supporters saw to that 
illiberalism had the last word.
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Exactly what role the 2015–2016 anti-refugee campaign played in Bul-
garia is more difficult to determine. But after the 2017 electoral success of 
the United Patriots coalition, which catapulted the NFSB, the IMRO and 
Ataka into government alongside the centre-right Citizens for European 
Development of Bulgaria (GERB) Party under Prime Minister Borisov, 
ethno-nationalist populism became more pervasive across the full range of 
print, electronic mainstream and social media. To a significant extent and 
in partial contrast to Estonia, illiberal ideas have subsequently seeped into 
policymaking in a variety of fields and presumably affect how minorities feel 
about their country.

Notably, in Estonia net immigration was higher than emigration in 2015, 
for the first time in twenty-five years (Seney and Baldwin Hess 2018). That 
being said, only a tenth of all immigrants originated in non-EU or non-Soviet 
countries and half were returning nationals (Seney and Baldwin Hess 2018). 
More specifically, under the EU scheme, the number of quota refugees allot-
ted to Estonia was roughly 200, with less than half of that number eventually 
staying in the country. According to some commentators, the underlying fears 
of segments of the public are less about a handful of Middle East refugees 
and more related to the legacy of the Soviet Union, which allowed a large 
influx of Russians and other migrant communities during the communist 
period (Miller Llana 2015; Wright and Martyn-Hemphill 2015). Estonia, in 
other words, appears not only easily sensitized on issues of immigration but 
also more trusting of its government authorities and less susceptible to Orban-
style illiberalism.

Expressions of uncivil society certainly existed prior to the so-called Euro-
pean migrant crisis, yet gained more media visibility and political resonance 
in both countries during the twelve-month-long episodic mobilization exam-
ined here. Although the long-term repercussions cannot be predicted with 
a high level of confidence, we have seen how liberal CSOs not only faced 
competition but also that illiberal ideas were disseminated and mainstreamed 
to an extent not experienced before. Some of the smaller protests of extreme 
anti-minority groups clearly gained higher visibility through digital media. It 
is also the case that digital media sites can be revisited by those who want to 
keep stirring the pot of ethno-nationalist fervour, and that those who actually 
participated may use Facebook pages and video clips to reinvigorate their 
own sentiments of grievance and resentment.

In other words, digital media can be utilized to amplify, embellish and 
prolong the effects of relatively limited campaigns by civic activists. They 
multiply the message effectively by way of bricolage techniques that typi-
cally conceal that the purported connections between new and old frames 
are largely artificial. Few media consumers have the time and patience 
to sift through massive troves of digital communication for affirming or 
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disconfirming evidence, let alone to deconstruct the narrative itself. And so, 
the incoherence of the underlying message is rarely discerned.

Ultimately, we can say a few things about how uncivil society groups 
utilize their media repertoire after it expanded to include digital platforms. It 
seems digital tools emboldened many uncivil society groups and made them 
more agile and eclectic in their communication strategies directed at the pub-
lic. In terms of the evolution of new communication skills associated with 
technological shifts in general, this was to be expected. From the standpoint 
of democracy, however, there is the more serious problem in that bricolage 
techniques powered by digital media and employed by advocates of illiberal 
ideas and practices – whether CSOs, political parties or government offi-
cials – obscure the actual causes promoted by advocates of illiberal ideas and 
practices. In order to mitigate the latter challenge, the only effective remedy 
may be the emergence of a new generation of media consumers, sufficiently 
competent not to be distracted by digitized bricolage techniques and perhaps 
also capable of deploying counterstrategies.
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Our choice to look at the dynamics of civil society in two new European democ-
racies through the prism of the adoption and appropriation of digital media by 
engaged citizens gave us a felicitous entry point that allowed our investigation 
to go beyond the dominant institutional and economic approaches characteriz-
ing the literature in that area. Our focal research question prompted us to move 
past the ‘organizational density’ and ‘economic relevance’ of CSOs (see Meyer 
et al. 2017, 13) and the number of members registered in them when we sought 
to assess the strength (or weakness) of that social realm in the two countries we 
studied. Asking in what way media get drawn into the pulsations of civic life in 
these countries, we were compelled to find out what the actors populating that 
social sphere did with them and how different kinds of media were integrated 
into the practices of activism and consequently into the interactions and collec-
tive actions taking place there. That led to the next logical questions of who the 
people involved in activism – mediated or not – were, how they compared to 
the rest of the population and what kinds of meanings and actions digital media 
facilitated or prompted on their part.

Pursuing these kinds of answers, we travelled into the daily life of civil 
society and closely examined not only its organizational but also its cultural 
fabric. Accounting for concrete acts of civic engagement and the social 
imaginaries underlying them, we were able to identify and compare various 
patterns of civic culture within and between the two countries we studied. In 
short, we managed to go a long way towards bringing culture back into the 
concept of civil society that has been subjected to structural reductionism 
in a long and eminent scholarly tradition. Our approach enabled us to study 
how digital media impacted the dynamics of civic engagement, not looking at 
them as technologically driven change agents but as cultural tools enwrapped 
in individual and collective meaning-making processes and situated practices.

Conclusion
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Our choice to trace the appropriation trajectories of digital media across 
civil society instead of their place in particular protest campaigns, for its part, 
gave us a longer and more extensive view on the various trials, innovations and 
balancing acts that shaped the movement of these media through the complex 
channels of civic action – of making connections between citizens, keeping 
groups and organizations together, proselytizing civic causes and building 
public support. Protest being only a relatively brief outburst of civic energy, 
we sought to establish the numerous other ways in which digital media added 
value to existing practices of civic participation and made new pursuits think-
able and possible in the course of the daily work of activists. Moving our atten-
tion beyond manifest activism, on the other hand, opened our eyes to the broad 
spectrum of acts of citizenship spanning offline and online spaces that give civil 
society a vibrancy and flesh out democratic engagement.

The outcome of our endeavours is a multilayered picture of a series of civic 
cultures characterized by their specific imaginaries, practices, associational 
networks, spaces and mediations. Purposefully throwing these cultures with 
their similarities, differences and interactions into high relief, we argue, adds 
depth to the understanding of civil society. It brings out the human thoughts, 
actions and relationships that enliven this realm as opposed to construing it as a 
tangle of legal norms, bureaucratic documents, flows of funding, formal reports 
and accountancy ledgers. Certainly, the landscapes constituted by legal norms, 
funding sources, policies and procedures, and importantly, by communication 
technologies and media represent the structural background against which citi-
zens congregate, deliberate, organize, act or remain passive. Engaged citizens 
and their collectives navigate these landscapes in their daily pursuits and the 
strength or weakness of civic cultures and communities critically depend on 
them. Yet, the changing features of these landscapes constantly create new 
opportunities, new openings as well as new impediments and traps. We saw 
digital media as one such dynamic element and made it pivotal to our inquiry.

In what critical points, then, did we find digital media intertwined with the 
imaginaries and actions of citizens engaged in one way or the other with the 
ongoing affairs of their polis? Here, we map our main observations and dis-
cuss the enabling aspects of digital media use as well as the potential pitfalls 
associated with it.

OVERCOMING NGO-IZATION: CONSTRUCTING 
PUBLICS THROUGH DIGITAL ADVOCACY

Digital media and the novel opportunities to generate and disseminate content 
have been enthusiastically taken up by NGOs of various scale and resource 
allocation. Without articulating it in the language of the NGO-ization critique 
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(Jacobsson and Saxonberg 2013; Lang 2012) explicitly, professional activists 
working as NGO communicators saw in social media in particular a new and 
coveted chance to have their own tribune from which to do self-representa-
tion, to build relationships with supporters and to address institutions publicly 
on topical issues. At their hands, Facebook pages superseded web sites in 
becoming small-scale in-house-run alternative media that reacted to changes 
in policies, administrative decisions and other social and political develop-
ments dynamically and directly. These activists went very consciously after 
the goal of cultivating their own publics, their support base in the citizenry 
that they worked to keep interested, engaged and occasionally mobilized 
in pursuit of their causes. A key affordance found in digital media by NGO 
activists has been the one of constant presence. Without being overly loud 
and hyperactive all the time, these organizational actors have mobilized social 
media platforms to keep an open and warm communication channel with 
their followers. Different platforms and applications have been concerted in 
a polymedia fashion to finely attune the emitted messages to the different lev-
els of interest and commitment of citizens – to both the rhythms of personal 
daily lives and the pulsations of public events. Moreover, supporters have 
been offered various possibilities for creative expression and contribution to 
NGO-led campaigns.

We found the resonance of these efforts in the answers to our survey ques-
tions concerning different kinds of acts of engagement. A substantive portion 
of people engaging with NGO causes in both countries reported performing 
activities via digital media such as joining online discussion groups, signing 
electronic petitions and searching and sharing information. These activities 
were explicitly associated with NGO agendas to a greater degree in Estonia 
where Internet connectivity and digital devices showed wider penetration and 
had become an essential element of the action repertoire of both CSOs and 
individual citizens. At the same time, our survey results registered a signifi-
cant volume of acts of civic engagement occurring outside of the social sector 
populated and managed by NGOs. This suggested comparable degree of civic 
self-organization taking place informally, at least at the initial stages, and 
often in the form of short-term spontaneous bursts. Notably, large percentage 
of these acts was also conducted through digital means.

Our survey and interview data were not sufficient to pass a confident 
judgement on the issue, but we picked up signals indicating that there is a risk 
of what we call hyper-mediatization. The fervour to be present and active on 
many different digital platforms at the same time could lead NGOs to overdo-
ing digital advocacy at the expense of boots-on-the-ground and building local 
chapters. Especially with organizations where resources are short, digital 
outreach, although effective in its own way, could take away valuable time 
and attention from face-to-face interaction with supporters.
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SELF-ORGANIZED CITIZEN GROUPS: DIGITAL 
EMPOWERMENT OF THE GRASSROOTS

Spontaneously emerging grassroots groups drawn together around particular 
causes showed a fascinating symbiosis with digital media. As much as some 
of these collectives had roots in neighbourhood proximity, common passion or 
community of practice, a predominant portion of their identity construction and 
action framing occurred in digital environments. Whether it was the initial mutual 
‘finding’ of others with the same concern, dedication and determination to do 
something about an issue, or the subsequent hard work on legal and administra-
tive research, reporting and coordinating action, digital media were appropriated 
and attuned in subtle ways. They set up the group’s virtual home in public space, 
helped distribute and coordinate practical tasks, assembled collective knowledge 
bases and calibrated communication flows according to member’s level of com-
mitment and responsibility. This allowed those groups to maintain and success-
fully operate several different levels of activist formations nested inside each 
other like Matryoshka dolls – the core group whose members spent countless 
hours of work on the issues at hand and the outer shells that facilitated, supported, 
gave a hand or moral encouragement to the collective pursuits.

Self-organized citizen groups exhibited different degrees of formalization as 
per the legal registration regimes of the two countries. It is not known whether 
their existence and following get counted into the various measurements of the 
strength of the civil society sector from an economic and organizational sus-
tainability perspective. Yet these groups and their progressively consolidating 
practical repertoires and growing presence as an element of the civic imaginary 
were, in our view, one of the most encouraging developments on the ground in 
both countries. Notably, such informal or semi-formal groups were well con-
nected with professional NGOs acting in the broader area of their interest. Ben-
efits seemed to flow down these ties in both directions: NGOs supplied groups 
with expert knowledge and organizational know-how, while informal groups 
brought clusters of engaged followers into the orbit of the elite NGOs. The 
infrastructure of these connections was set in interlocking networks of mutual 
social media following, content syndication and mailing list subscription. This 
model of lateral cooperation increased the capacity of both types of actors to 
advocate and mobilize as well as to effectively negotiate with authorities.

THE ENGAGEMENT RAINBOW: CIVIC AND DIGITAL 
IMAGINARIES

Our decision to conceptualize citizenship, and specifically civic engagement, 
as a spectrum of various performative acts – from easily recognizable forms 
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of activism to more modest ‘doings’ involving attention, position-taking and 
communication on social issues and public concerns – made it possible to 
map civil society in a non-binary fashion as an uneven terrain with peaks and 
valleys respectively populated with people variously moved to respond and 
act on matters of common interest in their capacity as citizens. The rough 
profiles we sketched of those belonging to our construed ideal types of the 
Regulars, the Occasionals and the Unengaged helped us distinguish interlock-
ing and yet distinct civic subcultures. Adding these cultural dimensions to the 
understanding of civil society gave us a way to penetrate behind the surface 
of formal organizational facades and catch the pulse of more complex pro-
cesses going on within the civic body. Along with self-identified and manifest 
activist circles dedicating significant amount of time and effort to public 
causes, we found a sizeable number of citizens paying attention to public mat-
ters and responding to them in small gestures more or less regularly – about 
one-third of the surveyed population in both Bulgaria and Estonia. We identi-
fied common demographic features and specific imaginaries characterizing 
these categories of citizens. A cluster of attitudes that we termed the civic 
imaginary showed strong association with the likelihood of people getting 
involved in acts of citizenship. Also notable among our observations on these 
categories of citizens were the ways and degrees in which they used digital 
media. Without a doubt, the access to connectivity and devices and the well-
established regular use of digital media were closely associated with higher 
frequency of civic engagement. This is not to say that digital communication 
triggered or caused this engagement, but it certainly meshed with the prac-
tices of participation – facilitated the existing ones and opened new possibili-
ties for people to get involved.

Unlike critics who worry about or dismiss digital engagement as superfi-
cial and fleeting, we propose that it should be thought about as sensitizing 
and priming. It takes down the barriers between CSOs and ordinary citizens 
and between citizens themselves allowing them to chip in as little or as much 
as they are capable and willing towards common causes. Regular participants 
in civic activities in both countries, we found, in their majority combined 
offline and online means of engagement. More members of our category of 
the Occasionals tended towards digital forms of engagement, compared to 
the regular participants, suggesting that these forms may come handy to those 
with lower levels of interest and commitment to civic matters. At the same 
time, an interesting aspect of participation in highly digitized Estonia was that 
many women engaged online-only. Online-only modes of engagement were 
also preferred by younger people compared to the older age groups. These 
distributions lead us to believe that the possibilities for engaging online that 
digital media open up bring into the ferment of civil society categories of 
people that otherwise would have remained excluded due to different barriers 
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from lack of time to culturally instilled apathy. That said, the tendency 
towards hyper-mediatization among individual citizens that we noticed par-
ticularly in Estonia should be carefully monitored and kept in check as it can 
overshadow offline engagement.

Offline engagement, for its part, was more broadly practiced by those with 
lower income, older people and women in digitally less advanced Bulgaria. 
Thus, we call for further careful assessment of the significance of online 
modes of civic engagement for different categories of citizens and for civil 
society in general in different social contexts to replace the sweeping dis-
missal, or the opposite – exaggeration – of their value.

THE LANDSCAPE PERSPECTIVE AND THE SOURCES OF 
THE BATON PARADIGM

We started out our inquiry with a clear conviction that structural formations of 
various kinds will be setting the conditions for digital media uptake by civil 
society actors from organizations to individual citizens and for the resulting 
dynamics in civic culture and civil society. Indeed, both our survey findings 
and our in-depth interviews inevitably drew implicit or explicit links to some 
prominent elements of the media and political landscapes within which citi-
zens’ actions unfolded. The legal regime for NGO formation and the political 
will shown by the authorities for entering honest and respectful transactions 
with them certainly mattered for the outcome of civic campaigns and the 
health and confidence of civic organizations. As media scholars, however, 
what stood out most prominently for us was the decisive role of the configu-
ration of the media landscape.

The degree of penetration of digital technologies into the daily life of 
individuals and the operation of institutions in the societies we studied were 
markedly different (tables 3.2 and 3.3) with Estonia having a significant lead. 
Along with that, the way these technologies were culturally understood gave 
distinct directions to Bulgarians’ and Estonians’ embedding of digital media 
in social practice. Digitization having been a political priority and major 
government-spearheaded undertaking in Estonia had led to the establishment 
of spaces, platforms and habits that highlighted the public significance of 
digital networks. Hence, civil society actors felt it a natural extension of their 
activity to reach out to citizens via digital, especially social media platforms. 
Judging by the followership registered in our data (table 4.2 and chapter 4), it 
worked. In Bulgaria, our survey showed that Internet media were understood 
and employed predominantly as spaces for sociable interactions and private 
pursuits. Like their Estonian colleagues, Bulgarian activists were keen to 
seek support among broader circles of the public via digital advocacy. Their 
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efforts, however, reached a limit sooner due to the significant cultural differ-
ences and technological divides between citizens who tended to get engaged 
(the regular and occasional participants in our taxonomy) and those who 
remained indifferent to civic causes.

For both Estonian and Bulgarian activists, advocacy work continued to rely 
on access to and fair representation in the mass media, but for Bulgarians it 
was critical. This was the point where we encountered the most striking con-
trast between the dynamics of the civil societies of the two nations. In a media 
system dominated by oligarch owners and diagnosed with low degree of jour-
nalistic freedom, Bulgarian civil society actors faced not simply barriers but 
symbolic violence that we summarized in the notion of the baton paradigm. 
Comparing these observations to previous conceptualization of mass media 
coverage of protest captured in the notion of the ‘protest paradigm’ (Chan and 
Lee 1984; Gitlin 1980), it struck us that the media in Bulgaria did not wait 
for citizen protest to happen in order to present it in a skewed way emphasiz-
ing violence, inconvenience and radicalism. Whole media cartels, including 
print, broadcasting and online organizations and sites, worked aggressively 
and proactively to undermine the credibility and legitimacy of NGOs and 
individual activists that took critical positions to actions by the government 
or powerful corporations. Moreover, through strategies of creating fake 
NGOs under their own control, corporate and administrative operators sowed 
confusion and mistrust concerning the authenticity and the objectives of civil 
society actors among the public. Digital social and news media were part of 
that enterprise as well. Individual activists and collectives were monitored 
and trolled online and fabricated stories about their alleged corruption were 
spread across Internet sites and social media networks. The consequences 
of the baton paradigm were reflected in the drastically lower levels of trust 
and support for CSOs captured in our Bulgarian survey compared to those 
in Estonia (table 4.11). This lack of confidence was the highest among unen-
gaged citizens in Bulgaria, deepening the cultural rift between that group and 
those who engaged and limiting the potential reach of advocacy messages 
and mobilization.

Estonia presented a very different media landscape with relatively healthy 
relationship between mass media organizations and civil society activists. 
Along with a higher degree of digitization of all areas of social life, Estonians 
demonstrated a well-established cultural understanding of digital media as 
an environment for productive pursuits of economic, cultural and political 
nature. The gaps between the civic subcultures marked by active participa-
tion and those yet impervious to it were much less significant and potentially 
bridgeable. Estonian NGOs and self-organized groups employed digital 
media with confidence, imagination and optimism and did not feel pushed in 
a corner the way their Bulgarian counterparts did. In addition, existing formal 
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arrangements between civil society and public institutions laid a solid path for 
effective transactions and collaboration between the two sectors. The contrast 
between Bulgaria and Estonia in that respect reinforced the critical impor-
tance of looking for the changes in civic life brought about by digital media 
without losing sight of the topography of the digital and political landscape.

THE ILLIBERAL BRICOLAGE: UNCIVIL SOCIETY AND 
ITS DIGITIZATION

We saw examples of what authors such as Kopecký and Mudde (2003b) have 
termed ‘uncivil society’ lurking from various corners of the social field our 
activist interviewees charted in their accounts. Whether it referred to ‘fake 
NGOs’, allegedly created to advocate for the interests of corporations and 
politicians or to conservative organizations claiming to defend the traditional 
family while challenging same-sex marriage or the organization of a Pride 
Parade, our journey through the real life of civil society in the two countries 
forced us to confront the fact that citizens form associations and pursue 
advocacy in the name of conflicting ideas and values. In recent years, a new 
terminology has become pertinent in thinking about the nature of such actors. 
American political analyst Fareed Zakaria first coined the term ‘illiberal 
democracy’ in 1997. This notion gained new life specifically in the context of 
Eastern European politics with countries like Hungary and Poland overturn-
ing basic tenets of liberalism and replacing them with flagrant ‘nationalism, 
religion, social conservatism, state capitalism and government domination 
of the media’ (Zakaria 2014). For Eastern European democracies, a pivotal 
moment that saw a frenzy of activity by illiberal groups was the Syrian 
refugee crisis on 2015–2016, when across the region grassroots groups and 
movements mobilized to deny refugees access to their respective countries.

Our analysis of the way in which ethno-nationalist activists in Bulgaria and 
Estonia made use of YouTube to mobilize resistance against the EU refugee 
settlement policy during the peak of this controversy casts light on a brief but 
telling episode of illiberal mobilization. In this instance, the affordances of 
digital media for amplifying ‘grievance politics’ and assembling and dissemi-
nating a ‘bricolage’ of ‘accepted and new frames to legitimate contention’ and 
‘mobilize accepted frames for new purposes’ (Tarrow 2011, 146) were readily 
embraced by illiberal actors. Further enhanced by politically motivated play-
ers and populist news outlets, this illiberal bricolage demonstrated its ability 
to travel far and wide across the public sphere and to produce real influence 
and political consequences.

Put in a broader perspective, these observations suggest that the ability 
of digital media to flexibly accommodate various ideologies and to lend 
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themselves to the strategies of variously motivated actors can easily precipi-
tate turbulence in the civic sphere, create rifts, bring antagonisms to boil and 
make it close to impossible to legitimate any claim as an authentic expression 
of citizens’ voice and will. Civil society becomes a battlefield of ideas and 
values in which the power to wage digital advocacy through superior skill, 
experience, resources or artifice allows actors to achieve hegemony over 
public opinion and common sense and influence politics. These dynamics, 
although they reflect the cultural diversity in civil society, could ultimately 
diminish the sway of the civic sphere on political and administrative institu-
tions and undermine its capacity to serve as a watchdog and corrective to 
state power.

THE END OF WEAKNESS AS WE KNOW IT?

Starting this inquiry, we wanted to find out whether and how digital media 
contribute to the retooling and strengthening of civil society under the spe-
cific historical conditions of evolving democracy in Eastern Europe. These 
conditions being different in various points of the region, we chose to exam-
ine in parallel two countries exhibiting a number of similarities as well as a 
clear divergence in their paths of digitalization and economic development.

The highlights of our comparative analysis summarized earlier prompt 
us to step cautiously when offering concluding generalizations. The direct 
answer to our main research question ‘Do digital media contribute to a con-
structive retooling of citizenship in these new European democracies?’ is a 
resounding yes. Digital media, as we demonstrated, help weave capillary 
networks of communication that help embed NGOs in the civic grassroots 
and allow a diverse ensemble of civic formations to cooperate and construct 
shared collective action frames. They pull individual citizens of various 
degrees of interest and commitment into the gravity field of civic causes and 
collectives. They give these citizens the chance to contribute in ways attuned 
to their personal capacities and concerns. Taken together, these developments 
at the levels of the imaginary as well as of grounded practice boost the vital-
ity of participatory civic cultures. Does this mean that the much-discussed 
weakness of post-communist civil society has been overcome? Or is it time 
to ask a different question? We hope we have shown in this book that what 
needs to be overcome in the first place are the limited notions of weakness 
and strength so that the full scope of performative citizenship with its tools, 
twists and contexts can be adequately conceptualized and explored.
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In order to fulfil the scope of the project to identify the influence of new 
digital media on civic activities and participation in Bulgaria and Estonia, 
we conducted a comparative survey study in the two countries during the 
autumn of 2015. The aim of the survey study was to construct generalizable 
knowledge about the following areas:

• access to new digital technologies and media;
• media and Internet usage, social media usage and leisure activities;
• attitudes towards CSOs;
• usage of new digital media as informational sources on political issues;
• usage of new digital media as an instrument for participation in civil activi-

ties; and
• participation in civil society activities.

The two quantitative representative survey studies among adult populations in the 
two countries (eighteen-plus years old) have been conducted by two national inde-
pendent research companies: Alpha Research in Bulgaria (https://alpharesearch.
bg/?lang=en) and Tuuru Uringute in Estonia (https://turu-uuringute.eu/en/). The 
fieldwork was conducted between 13 November and 4 December 2015 in Bulgaria 
and from 22 October to 6 November 2015 in Estonia. The total number of partici-
pants in each country was 1,024 in Bulgaria and 1,000 in Estonia.

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE STRUCTURE

The sampling methodology used was stratified quota sampling based on 
the structure of the adult populations by age, gender, education and type of 

Appendix A

Quantitative Methodology
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settlement. The interviews were conducted as face-to-face interviews in the 
respondents’ homes. The social and demographic profiles of the respondents 
in the two countries are provided in the tables A.1 and A.2.

In Estonia, the face-to-face survey interviews were conducted in either Esto-
nian or Russian, depending on the respondent’s preference. The social and demo-
graphic profile of the Estonian respondents is provided in the table A.2.

Table A.1. Respondents’ social and demographic profile in Bulgaria (%).

Gender Male 48
Female 52

Age groups (years) 18–30 19
31–40 16
41–50 18
51–60 18
61+ 30

Education Primary 25
Secondary/Vocational 52
University degree 12
Postgraduate (master’s or PhD degree) 11

Urban/Rural Capital (Sofia) 20
Big city/regional centre 35
Small town 19
Village/countryside 26

Note: The total number of participants is 1,024.

Table A.2. Respondents’ social and demographic profile in Estonia (%).

Gender Unweighted Weighted
Male 44.3 45.7
Female 55.7 54.3

Age groups (years) Unweighted Weighted
18–24 8.1 10.4
25–34 16.7 17.6
35–49 25.9 24.9
50–64 29.5 24.5
65–74 13.4 11.7
75+ 6.4 10.9

Education Unweighted Weighted
Primary 8.7 9.4
Secondary/Vocational 59.7 59.4
University, postgraduate 30.6 21.2

Main language Unweighted Weighted
Estonian 72.6 67.9
Other 27.4 32.1

(Continued)
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Region Unweighted Weighted
Tallinn 32.0 31.7
North-Estonia 15.1 16.0
North-East-Estonia 11.3 11.7
West-Estonia 11.0 11.3
Middle-Estonia 7.0 7.3
South-Estonia 23.6 22.0

Urban/Rural Unweighted Weighted
Urban 69.2 69.1
Rural 30.8 30.9

Note: The total number of participants is 1,000.

In Bulgaria, the sample represents the adult population of Bulgaria, which 
totals 6,177,660 people (National Statistical Institute, 2011). A two-staged 
stratified sample with probability proportional to the size of the location was 
elaborated. The sample includes both urban and rural areas and it is based 
on two stratification criteria: region and type of location. At the first stage, 
the sample was distributed proportionally on the size of the target population 
in each stratum different from zero. At a second stage, a quota sample was 
elaborated using the data from the National Census. The respondents were 
selected using quota with their age, gender and education. The sample was 
representative of the adult population in Bulgaria. The maximum sampling 
error did not exceed ±3.10 per cent in polling 1,024 persons, at confidence 
interval 95 per cent and percentage answer 50 per cent. The sample size cal-
culator and margin of error table (see table A.3) provide calculations about 
the sample error limitations at a certain confidence level and percentage 
answer, as well as the required sample size.

In Estonia, the sample was formed according to the proportional model of 
the general sample. This model is based on areas and settlement size (num-
ber of residents), which are used for selecting 100 source addresses (sample 
points). Within each area, the source address is selected randomly from the 
address list of the Population Register (see https://www.siseministeerium.ee/
en/population-register).

At each address in the sample, the interview was performed with the house-
hold’s youngest male member in the age range eighteen and above who was 
present at home; if no men were at home, the interview was performed with 
the youngest woman. This method grants additional possibility for participat-
ing in the sample to the categories of respondents who are at home less often 
(younger people, males) and adjusts the sample to correspond to the popula-
tion’s actual gender and age composition.

Use of the proportional model of the general sample ensures the represen-
tativeness of the sample; in other words, it allows making generalizations 

Table A.2. (Continued)
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about the whole same-age population of Estonia. The maximum sampling 
error does not exceed ±3.10 per cent in polling 1,000 persons; the error may 
be bigger for smaller subgroups.

Tables A.3 and A.4 provide sample error limitations at 95 per cent confi-
dence level in assessing the proportion.

A summary of the results of the polling (number of addresses visited, rea-
sons for not carrying out the interview) is presented in tables A.5 and A.6.

Table A.3. Sampling error limitations for Bulgaria.

Sample  
size

Margin of error +/-%/Percentage answer

50% 45% 40% 35% 30% 25% 20% 15% 10% 5% 3% 2%

100 9.80 9.75 9.60 9.35 8.98 8.49 7.84 7.00 5.88 4.27 3.34 2.74
150 8.00 7.96 7.84 7.63 7.33 6.93 6.40 5.71 4.80 3.49 2.73 2.24
200 6.93 6.89 6.79 6.61 6.35 6.00 5.54 4.95 4.16 3.02 2.36 1.94
250 6.20 6.17 6.07 5.91 5.68 5.37 4.96 4.43 3.72 2.70 2.11 1.74
300 5.66 5.63 5.54 5.40 5.19 4.90 4.53 4.04 3.39 2.47 1.93 1.58
350 5.24 5.21 5.13 5.00 4.80 4.54 4.19 3.74 3.14 2.28 1.79 1.47
400 4.90 4.88 4.80 4.67 4.49 4.24 3.92 3.50 2.94 2.14 1.67 1.37
450 4.62 4.60 4.53 4.41 4.23 4.00 3.70 3.30 2.77 2.01 1.58 1.29
500 4.38 4.36 4.29 4.18 4.02 3.80 3.51 3.13 2.63 1.91 1.50 1.23
550 4.18 4.16 4.09 3.99 3.83 3.62 3.34 2.98 2.51 1.82 1.43 1.17
600 4.00 3.98 3.92 3.82 3.67 3.46 3.20 2.86 2.40 1.74 1.36 1.12
650 3.84 3.82 3.77 3.67 3.52 3.33 3.08 2.75 2.31 1.68 1.31 1.08
700 3.70 3.69 3.63 3.53 3.39 3.21 2.96 2.65 2.22 1.61 1.26 1.04
750 3.58 3.56 3.51 3.41 3.28 3.10 2.86 2.56 2.15 1.56 1.22 1.00
800 3.46 3.45 3.39 3.31 3.18 3.00 2.77 2.47 2.08 1.51 1.18 0.97
850 3.36 3.34 3.29 3.21 3.08 2.91 2.69 2.40 2.02 1.47 1.15 0.94
900 3.27 3.25 3.20 3.12 2.99 2.83 2.61 2.33 1.96 1.42 1.11 0.91
950 3.18 3.16 3.12 3.03 2.91 2.75 2.54 2.27 1.91 1.39 1.08 0.89

1000 3.10 3.08 3.04 2.96 2.84 2.68 2.48 2.21 1.86 1.35 1.06 0.87
1050 3.02 3.01 2.96 2.89 2.77 2.62 2.42 2.16 1.81 1.32 1.03 0.85
1100 2.95 2.94 2.90 2.82 2.71 2.56 2.36 2.11 1.77 1.29 1.01 0.83

Note: Prepared by Alpha Research on behalf of the authors. Confidence level: 95 per cent.

Table A.4. Sampling error limitations for Estonia.

Sample 
size

Percentage of answers

50% 45% 40% 35% 30% 25% 20% 15% 10% 5% 3% 2%

10 30.99 30.83 30.36 29.56 28.40 26.84 24.79 22.13 18.59 13.51 10.57 8.68
20 21.91 21.80 21.47 20.90 20.08 18.98 17.53 15.65 13.15 9.55 7.48 6.14
30 17.89 17.80 17.53 17.07 16.40 15.49 14.31 12.78 10.74 7.80 6.10 5.01
40 15.49 15.42 15.18 14.78 14.20 13.42 12.40 11.07 9.30 6.75 5.29 4.34
50 13.86 13.79 13.58 13.22 12.70 12.00 11.09 9.90 8.32 6.04 4.73 3.88
60 12.65 12.59 12.40 12.07 11.60 10.96 10.12 9.03 7.59 5.51 4.32 3.54

(Continued)
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Sample 
size

Percentage of answers

50% 45% 40% 35% 30% 25% 20% 15% 10% 5% 3% 2%

70 11.71 11.65 11.48 11.17 10.73 10.14 9.37 8.36 7.03 5.11 4.00 3.28
80 10.96 10.90 10.73 10.45 10.04 9.49 8.77 7.82 6.57 4.78 3.74 3.07
90 10.33 10.28 10.12 9.85 9.47 8.95 8.26 7.38 6.20 4.50 3.52 2.89

100 9.80 9.75 9.60 9.35 8.90 8.49 7.84 7.00 5.88 4.27 3.34 2.74
110 9.34 9.30 9.15 8.91 8.56 8.09 7.47 6.67 5.61 4.07 3.19 2.62
120 8.95 8.90 8.76 8.53 8.20 7.75 7.16 6.39 5.37 3.90 3.05 2.50
130 8.59 8.55 8.42 8.20 7.88 7.44 6.88 6.14 5.16 3.75 2.93 2.41
150 8.00 7.96 7.84 7.63 7.33 6.93 6.40 5.71 4.80 3.49 2.73 2.24
200 6.93 6.89 6.79 6.61 6.35 6.00 5.54 4.95 4.16 3.02 2.36 1.94
300 5.66 5.63 5.54 5.40 5.18 4.90 4.53 4.04 3.39 2.47 1.93 1.58
500 4.38 4.36 4.29 4.18 4.02 3.79 3.51 3.13 2.63 1.91 1.49 1.23
750 3.58 3.56 3.50 3.41 3.28 3.10 2.86 2.55 2.15 1.56 1.22 1.00

1000 3.10 3.08 3.03 2.95 2.84 2.68 2.48 2.21 1.86 1.35 1.06 0.87
1500 2.53 2.52 2.48 2.41 2.32 2.19 2.02 1.81 1.52 1.10 0.86 0.71

Source: Prepared by Tuuru Uringute in Estonia (https://turu-uuringute.eu/en/).

Table A.5. Polling process record for Bulgaria.

Reasons for not carrying out the interview Total

There are no persons in the family that fit the quota 123
Nobody is at home 214
The person that fits the quota is not at home 35
Contact was denied 89
The person who fits the quota refused the interview 46
Other reasons for not performing the interview 13
Summary
Total visits 1,544
Correctly filled in questionnaires 1,024

Table A.6. Polling process record for Estonia.

Reasons for not carrying out the interview Total

There are no target group persons in the family 315
Nobody is at home 2,322
Target group person is not at home 71
Contact was denied 661
Target group person refused from giving the interview 467
Other reasons for not performing the interview 43
Not a dwelling or address inaccessible 285
Summary
Total addresses 5,164
Repeated visits 754
Correctly filled in questionnaires 1,000

Table A.4. (Continued)
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SURVEY INTRO

This survey pursues two main goals: (1) to measure the degree of penetration 
of digital media in Estonian/Bulgarian society and (2) to find out whether 
Estonian/Bulgarian citizens use these media to become informed about and to 
influence public affairs and political developments. The survey also includes 
questions concerning the popularity of mainstream media such as newspa-
pers, radio and TV and attitudes to political institutions and CSOs.

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to provide your 
gender, age, education, occupation and place of residence, as well as your 
political or civic affiliations.

Your participation in the survey is voluntary and you may refuse to par-
ticipate altogether. You are encouraged to ask the interviewer any questions 
you have concerning the survey before you decide whether to participate. You 
may refuse to answer any individual question for whatever reason without 
giving explanations. You may withdraw from the study at any time during the 
interview. Once the interview is completed, you can no longer withdraw the 
information you have provided, and it will be used in the study.

The data you provide will be kept strictly confidential. Your name and 
other identifying information will be stored separately from your answers to 
the survey questions. Your answers to the survey questions will be analysed 
in aggregate and will not be traceable back to you.

Your agreement to proceed with answering the survey questions will be 
considered as equivalent to giving informed consent for participation in the 
survey.

Thank you very much for agreeing to participate.

Appendix B

Survey Questionnaire
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THEME 1: MEDIA USE

1. How often do you use any of the following media?

Never

Less than 
once/
week

One 
or two 
times/
week

More 
than two 

times/
week

Every 
day

Daily press     
Radio     
TV     
Magazines     
Internet in general     
Blogs     
Facebook     
Twitter _________________     
Other social media platform. Which one?     

2. In what language/s do you use media? (Multiple answers possible)

Estonia:
 Estonian  Russian  Finnish  English  Other

Bulgaria:
 Bulgarian  Turkish  English  Russian   Other (Please 

indicate 
which one)

3. From which of these sources do you typically get news and information on 
important public and political issues? Please tick up to three options.

 TV news/current affairs shows
 Radio newscasts
 Newspapers
 News portals on the Internet
 Political blogs
 Online forums/communities
 Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook)
 Twitter
 Other, which? ____________________
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4. Please, list up to three of your most trusted sources of information on 
public affairs and political issues in the following categories:

Print media:

(1) ________________ (2) ________________ (3) ________________

Radio programmes/shows:

(1) ________________ (2) ________________ (3) ________________

TV programme/shows:

(1) ________________ (2) ________________ (3) ________________

Internet sites/platforms:

(1) ________________ (2) ________________ (3) ________________

THEME 2: ACCESS TO AND USE OF DIGITAL 
TECHNOLOGY

5. Do you have the following devices or daily access to them?

Yes No

Home computer  
Mobile phone  
Smartphone (iPhone, etc.)  
Laptop  
Tablet (iPad, etc.)  
eReader  

6. Where do you have access to the Internet? (Multiple answers possible)

 I do not use the Internet  At home  At work/school  At cafés

 Everywhere (mobile)  Public library  Other public place

QUESTIONS 7–12, ONLY FOR THOSE WHO USE THE 
INTERNET (Q6≠1).

7. Which of the following statements best describe your Internet access?

 My Internet connection is slow and limited to specific places
  I have the means to access Internet everywhere, but bad infrastructure 

prevents me
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 My Internet connection is good but limited to specific places
 I have good access to the Internet, always and everywhere
 Can’t say

8. How much time do you spend on the Internet on an ordinary day?

 0 min  1–30 min  31–90 min  1.5–3 hours 
 more than 3 hours  Can’t say

9. How often do you use the Internet for any of the following activities?

Never

Less  
than once/ 

week

One or  
two times/ 

week

More than  
two times/ 

week
Every  
day

Can’t  
say

Searching for 
information on 
specific topics

     

Reading content for 
work or study

     

Reading political 
content

     

Reading content for 
entertainment

     

Reading user-
generated 
content on social 
networking sites

     

Do banking or 
get financial 
information

     

Posting on discussion 
sites

     

Writing in your own 
blog

     

Writing in your social 
media profile

     

Tweeting      
Emailing people      
Commenting on other 

people’s social 
media posts and 
tweets

     

Instant messaging 
(chat)

     

Video chatting      
Making phone calls 

(such as via Skype)
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10. What social networking site do you use the most? Up to two answers 
possible.

 Facebook  Twitter  Instagram  Google+  VKontakte  

 Odnoklassniki  LiveJournal  Tumblr  LinkedIn  Pinterest

 Other (Which one/s?) _____________  Do not use social networks

QUESTIONS 11 AND 12, ONLY FOR THOSE WHO USE 
SOCIAL NETWORKS (Q10≠12).

11. About how many total ‘friends’ do you have on the social networking 
site(s) you use most often?

 Less than 5  5–20  20–50  50–100  100–300 
 Over 300

12. On a typical day, about how much time do you spend on online social 
networking?

 0 min  1–30 min  31–90 min  1,5–3 hours  
 More than 3 hours

ALL RESPONDENTS WILL ANSWER AGAIN.

13. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Fully  
disagree

Partly  
disagree

Partly  
agree

Fully  
agree

Don’t  
know

Thanks to the Internet, everyone can freely 
voice their opinion

    

Thanks to the Internet, one can connect 
with people who share one’s interests 
and views

    

Thanks to the Internet, one can connect 
with people with interests and views 
different from one’s own

    

It is good that people can be anonymous 
on the Internet

    

Thanks to the Internet, ordinary citizens 
can have an influence on politicians and 
the government

    

People without access to Internet are in a 
disadvantaged position

    

(Continued)
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Fully  
disagree

Partly  
disagree

Partly  
agree

Fully  
agree

Don’t  
know

Using the Internet offers no real advantages     
Using the Internet is a waste of time     
Social networking sites are the most useful 

feature of the Internet
    

THEME 3: MEDIA USE FOR CIVIC ENGAGEMENT/
PARTICIPATION IN PUBLIC AFFAIRS AND/OR 

POLITICAL ISSUES

QUESTIONS 14 AND 15, ONLY FOR THOSE WHO USE 
THE INTERNET (Q6≠1).

14. Have you used digital media to learn more about public affairs and/or 
political issues or to participate in discussions or activities concerning 
such issues in any of the following ways:

Never

At least  
once in  
the past  

year

At least  
once in  
the past  

three  
months

At least  
once in  
the past  
month

More  
than once  
a month

Don’t  
know

Searched for information 
on public affairs and/or 
political issues

     

Commented on a news 
article

     

Contributed to online 
forum(s)

     

Written on your own blog      
Commented on someone 

else’s blog
     

Posted anything on a 
social network site (e.g. 
Facebook/VKontakte)

     

Joined a Facebook group      
Shared someone else’s 

post on a social 
network site (e.g. 
Facebook/VKontakte)

     

Commented on someone 
else’s post on a social 
networking site (e.g. 
Facebook/VKontakte)

     

(Continued)
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Never

At least  
once in  
the past  

year

At least  
once in  
the past  

three  
months

At least  
once in  
the past  
month

More  
than once  
a month

Don’t  
know

Emailed people      
Posted anything on 

Twitter
     

Retweeted someone 
else’s tweet

     

Sent an SMS      

15. Who do you follow on social networking media (Facebook, VKontakte, 
Twitter, etc.)?

 Friends, family and colleagues
 Political parties/Politicians
 Celebrities/artists
 Commercial organizations/businesses
 NGOs
 Sports associations
 Activists/Activist groups
 Don’t use social networks

EVERYONE WILL ANSWER AGAIN

16. Have you done any of the following in relation to public affairs and/or 
political issues during the past year?

  Attended a public hearing, town hall 
meeting or city council meeting

 Called in to a TV or radio show

 Spoken to a public official in person   Written a letter or email to a news 
organization

  Called or sent a letter to an elected 
public official

  Been involved in the activities of political 
action groups, political clubs or party 
committees

 Attended a political rally   Participated in group meetings that took 
any LOCAL action for social or political 
reform

 Voted in parliamentary election   Haven’t done nothing
 Voted in local election
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17. Have you done the following in relation to public affairs and/or political 
issues in the past twelve months?

Never Once

More  
than  
once

Signed a petition online   
Signed a petition offline   
Started an online group in a social media network   
Joined an online group   
Donated money   
Raised funds   
Taken part in offline citizen mobilization, e.g. protest, etc.   
Organized offline mobilization, e.g. protest, etc.   

Note: Mobilization includes protests, meetings, demonstrations, marches, flash mobs and the like

18. If you answered once or more than once to any activity to the previous 
question, how did you learn about these events? Tick the ones that apply:

 Facebook
 Twitter
 SMS
 Email
 Mailing list
 Newspapers
 TV
 Radio
 Face-to-face contacts
 Other, what? ____________________
 Don’t remember, can’t say

THEME 4: ATTITUDES TOWARDS CSOS AND PUBLIC 
INSTITUTIONS

19. Do you know of and follow the activities of any voluntary/CSO 
organizations?

[Definition to share with respondent: By voluntary/CSOs we mean dif-
ferent types of organizations that perform activities in the public benefit 
with no economic goals, not pursuing profit and are not connected to/
or dependent on any political and administrative institutions. Examples 
of such organizations include foundations; associations; professional 
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organizations and organizations engaging in sports, culture, charity, 
advocating for different causes or performing other activities useful for 
society.]

Yes  No  → Go Q22

If ‘YES’

20. Do you support one or several voluntary organization/CSO?

Yes  No  → Go Q22

If Q20 = YES

 If yes, what kind of organization/CSO do you support?

 Sports
 Art and culture
 Charity
 Hobby
 Environmental
 Human rights
 Advocacy
 Political
 Professional
 Labour organization
 Other, what? ____________________

If Q20 = NO

21. What kind of voluntary organizations/CSO do you know?

 Sports
 Art and culture
 Charity
 Hobby
 Environmental
 Human rights
 Advocacy
 Political
 Professional
 Labour organization
 Other, what? ____________________
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22. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Fully  
disagree

Partly  
disagree

Partly  
agree

Fully  
agree

Don’t  
know

The activities of CSOs are useful 
and important to our society

    

CSOs strengthen democracy     
CSO only cause problems in 

society
    

CSOs defend the interests of 
ordinary people

    

CSOs can influence political 
decisions

    

CSOs serve the interests of those  
in power

    

CSOs serve foreign interests     
CSOs allow ordinary people to 

influence political decisions
    

CSOs are competent and 
independent

    

Only a few CSOs truly serve the 
interest of the public

    

23. How would you classify the following statements?

Fully  
disagree

Partly  
disagree

Partly  
agree

Fully  
agree

Don’t  
know

I have confidence in the 
Parliament

    

In my country, there is a 
political party that I can trust 
to represent my positions and 
interests

    

People like me can sometimes 
influence national 
government

    

People like me can sometimes 
influence local government

    

I trust the news I get from 
newspapers, radio and TV 
stations

    

I trust the news I get from 
the Internet sites of news 
organizations

    

I trust the news I get from 
alternative media online, 
such as blogs and citizen 
journalism
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THEME 5: DEGREE OF ORGANIZED MEMBERSHIP IN 
POLITICAL/CIVIC/CULTURAL ORGANIZATIONS (CSO) 

AND KNOWLEDGE OF SUCH ORGANIZATIONS

24. During the past twelve months have you ever taken part in ONLINE 
activities or events organized by CSOs (e.g. discussions, petitions, infor-
mation campaigns and fundraising)?

 Yes  No

If yes, how often?

 Once  More than once

25. During the past twelve months, have you ever taken part in OFFLINE 
events or activities organized by CSOs (e.g. marches, demonstrations, 
blockades, festivals, petitions, information campaigns and fundraising)?

 Yes  No

If yes, how often?

Once  More than once

26. Are you a member of any kind of CSO (voluntary) as previously listed 
(question 21)? (E.g. sports, art, charity, hobby, environmental, human 
rights, advocacy, political, professional and labour)

 Yes  No

If yes, which one/s? List those of which you are a member:

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

THEME 6: SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

27. In what year were you born?

Answer: 19_________

28. What is your gender?

 Female  Male
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29. What is your highest level of education at the moment (if still in educa-
tion, state the one you are engaged in now)?

 Primary  Secondary/Vocational (high school)

 University degree  Postgraduate degree (master’s or PhD studies)

30. What is your main occupation today?

 Student  Employed  Self-employed/freelancer

 Employed, but on extended leave Unemployed Retired Homemaker

31. If you are employed, do you work full-time or part-time?

 I am not employed  Full-time  Part-time

32. What is your profession? / 32B. What was your main profession/if retired 
or unemployed/ 32C. What profession do you study/if student?

I am a: _________________________

33. What is your personal monthly income (after income tax)? [Bulgarian 
incomes in leva]

 Up to €200/Up to 100 leva*  €651–€800

 €201–€300/101–200 leva  Over €800/Over 500 leva

 €301–€400/201–300 leva  Don’t have personal income

 €401–€500/301–400 leva  Don’t wish to disclose

 €501–€650/401–500 leva  Don’t know

34. What is the TOTAL monthly net income of your household (after 
income tax)?

 Up to €300/Up to 250 leva  €1,301–€2,000

 €301–€400/201–500 leva  Over €2,000/Over 1,001 leva

 €401–€500/501–750 leva  My household has no income*

 €501–€800/751–1,000 leva  Don’t wish to disclose

 €801–€1,300  Don’t know

Note: *Option given only in Bulgaria.
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35. What is the average monthly net income per one household member 
(after income tax)?

 Up to €200/Up to 100 leva  €650–€800

 €201–€300/101–200 leva  Over €800/Over 500 leva

 €301–€400/201–300 leva  My household members have no income*

 €401–€500/301–400 leva  Don’t wish to disclose

 €501–€650/401–500 leva  Don’t know

Note: *Option given only in Bulgaria.

36. Where were you born?

 In Estonia/Bulgaria

 Elsewhere _______________________

If Q36 = Elsewhere

37. In which year did you move to Estonia/Bulgaria?

 Before 1991
 In the 1990s
 2000–2010
 In the past five years

38. In what type of settlement do you live?

 Capital  Big city/regional centre  Small town

 Village/countryside

39. How long have you lived in this settlement where you live at the moment?

 All my life  More than 10 years  3–10 years

 Less than 3 years

40. Which political party do you support?

Estonia:
 Eesti Keskerakond
 Eesti Reformierakond
 Erakond Isamaa ja Res Publica Liit
 Sotsiaaldemokraatlik Erakond
 Eesti Konservatiivne Rahvaerakond
 Eesti Vabaerakond
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 Eesti Iseseisvuspartei
 Eesti Vabaduspartei – Põllumeeste Kogu
 Eestimaa Ühendatud Vasakpartei
 Erakond Eesti Kristlikud Demokraadid
 Erakond Eestimaa Rohelised
 I prefer not to disclose my party sympathies
 No, I do not support any party
 Don’t know

Bulgaria:
 ABR (Alternative for Bulgarian Revival)
 Attack
 Bulgaria without Censorship /BBC/
 Bulgarian Socialist Party
 GERB
 MRF
 Patriotic Front
 Reformer Block
 Other
 I don’t wish to answer
 I do not support any political party

41. What language do you mainly speak at home?

Estonia:
 Estonian
 Russian
 Other, which one? _______________________

Bulgaria:
 Bulgarian
 Turkish
 Other, which one? _______________________

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR ANSWERS!
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I. ORGANIZATION

1. Characteristics of the organization the interviewee belongs to: Subject 
area; scope of action; size; main issues; forms of action.

2. Degree of institutionalization – please tell us about the time and form 
of the organization’s official registration, if any, office facilities, staff; 
sources of financing and access to resources.

3. Media use by organization:

3.1 Digital/social media strategy – Does their organization (NGO, com-
munity group, other civic group) have an explicit strategy for using 
social media to advance their cause; how effective is that strategy; 
please give examples.

3.2 Internal communication – which media are used, for what purposes 
and why; what are their benefits and limitations for:

a. Interconnecting members/participants.
b. Mobilizing for action.
c. Connecting to allies.

3.3 External – which media are used, for what purposes and why; what 
are their benefits and limitations for:

a. Attracting supporters.
b. Disseminating message/voice in the wider public sphere – for 

example in mainstream media.
c. Mobilizing for action – organizing and executing events.
d. Reaching out to institutions and politicians (ask about the use of 

government-supported digital participation sites and systems).

Appendix C

Interview Guide
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4. Digital/social media practice – how is media work conducted/managed?

a. Who does it? Do you have a person in charge? Skill set?
b. How are content decisions made: what to post?
c. Periodicity/rhythm: how often?
d. Openness – Are users allowed to post; is there a moderation mechanism 

in place; are unwanted posts removed . . .?
e. Audience/participation measurement – How do you count hits, likes, 

shares; how much is satisfactory, and does it translate into other forms 
of support and participation.

f. Limitations and challenges – Have you experienced problems, disap-
pointments, gaffs; what limitations of digital/social media have you 
found or established.

g. Relation between online and offline practice – Does online communi-
cation lead to offline participation; how do online and offline activities 
intersect.

II. INDIVIDUAL – ACTIVISTS, LEADERS, 
PARTICIPANTS, CITIZENS

1. Background as activist/leader or participant: Why did the subject consider 
the organization or the political or civic issue to be important to engage 
with; how is this cause or issue personally meaningful to him or her.

2. Previous experience – Did he or she have any past background or involve-
ment with this or other issues; how did his or her involvement start.

3. Experience with digital and social media – Was he or she already actively 
using social media (blogs, social networking sites, content-sharing sites, 
collaboration sites, etc.) before he or she got involved with the organiza-
tion or issue and for what purposes; what previous experience with digital/
social media did he or she find useful.

4. Preferred digital and social media: Which ones, why.
5. Social and cultural capital: Education, occupation, etc.
6. Social networks: Followers, friends, offline connections with people and 

institutions – How are they managed and drawn upon for activist purposes.
7. Participation in offline activities – How often; in what form; how success-

ful; what relation to digital/social media.
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Notes

CHAPTER 1

1. The great battle among the different factions in the French Revolution, for 
example, turned on the question: ‘What was the correct institutional expression for 
the sovereignty of the nation’? (Taylor 2002, 31) The only solution to the turmoil in 
French society in the aftermath of the Revolution would be ‘the evolution of forms 
that would come to be generally recognized as the obviously appropriate realization 
of the new principle of legitimacy’ (Taylor 2002, 33).

CHAPTER 2

1. All the figures and graphics were created by the authors based on their data, 
except where indicated otherwise.

2. Data on personal trust come from Ortiz-Ospina and Roser (2016).
3. Lügenpresse is a German concept with ‘a long and ugly history’ (The Economist 

2016), dating back to 1848 but mainly connected to the Nazi party in Germany, that 
used it for news media that were critical to their politics. Many have pointed out the 
similar tropes among contemporary politicians such as Donald Trump in the United 
States, and how this specific type of rhetoric has been picked up by far-right and neo-
Nazi parties internationally (The Economist 2016).

CHAPTER 4

1. Throughout this book, the adjective “civic” is used in the intellectual tradition 
of the Prague Spring to denote by citizens, in the capacity as citizens and concerning 
issues and affairs held in common by the community of citizens (see Mastnak 2005, 
338). In some places, citizen or citizens’ is used as an adjective in the same sense.
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2. This is also in keeping with the approach taken in the 2008–2010 phase of the 
Civil Society Index (Mati, Silva and Tracy 2010).

3. Note that in Estonia, the Parliament is obligated by law to discuss issues that 
have been raised in petitions run on a designated online platform (https://rahvaalga-
tus.ee/) and signed by more than 1,000 people.

4. Our survey did not include questions concerning via what devices TV and radio 
were received.

5. In response to a question about whether you have confidence in Parliament 
posed in the 2010–2014 World Values Survey (WVS), most West European countries 
rate in the 30 to 60 per cent range (Spain 33.5 per cent; Sweden, 57.3 per cent). Yet 
Poland, Romania and Slovenia are in the 6 to 15 per cent range, lower than Bulgaria. 
The data are not fully comparable though, because questions and response alterna-
tives are phrased differently. On World Values Survey (WVS) data and methodology, 
see Inglehart et al. (2014).

CHAPTER 5

1. Note that formal membership in CSOs is not a requirement for inclusion in 
this category as people may meet the earlier criteria without formally holding a 
membership.

2. The first interviews in Bulgaria were conducted in the fall of 2015 and the last 
ones in the fall of 2017. In Estonia, the interviews were conducted in 2016–2017. All 
quotes derived from interviews reflect states of affairs and interviewees’ views held 
within that time frame.

3. Some interviewees gave us permission to use their real names while others pre-
ferred pseudonyms. The pseudonyms we are using appear as initials. Interviewees’ 
job titles and organizational affiliations are those held during the period 2015–2017.

4. A prominent Bulgarian example of such an occasion is the protests against the 
amendments of the Forest Act in 2012 that forced the government to withdraw the 
proposed changes. The country also saw mass mobilizations in reaction to energy price 
hikes in 2013 that brought down the government of the centre-right GERB Party. Another 
protest that started later the same year forced the resignation of the coalition government 
of Plamen Oresharski. In Estonia, a protest by environmentalists in 2016 made the gov-
ernment reconsider its forestry policy and legislation (to be discussed in the next chapter).

5. See http://forthenature.org/.
6. All quoted phrases are from interviews with activists.

CHAPTER 6

1. Some interviewees gave us permission to use their real names while others pre-
ferred pseudonyms. The pseudonyms we are using consist of a initials. Interviewees’ 
job titles and organizational affiliations are those held during the period between 2015 
and 2017.
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2. The baton was also the tool of choice of Bulgarian criminal gangs acting under 
the guise of ‘insurers’ during the transition period, most notably during the 1990s. 
These gangs terrorized emerging businesses and business competitors of their king-
pins through extortion and racketeering (see Center for the Study of Democracy 
2015). Thus, in Bulgarian colloquial language, the notion signifies violence over 
business, political and ideological adversaries.

3. Referring to the Sicilian mafia (see Trud 23 November 2015e).
4. Sorosoid* OR grant-spongers OR ‘grant-driven analysts’ OR protester* OR 

liberast* OR tolerast* OR Eurogay* OR ‘psycho-right’ OR ‘servants of foreign 
interests’ OR ‘foreign agents’ OR ‘servants of America’ OR ‘political puppets’ OR 
‘servile politicians’ OR ‘political Lilliputians’ OR ‘Euro-Atlantic lackeys’ OR ‘grant-
gobblers’ OR kinless* OR ‘paid experts’ ОR ‘bought protests’ OR ‘bought media’ 
OR ‘venal analysts’ OR ‘experts of the transition’ OR ‘liberal clichés’ OR ‘liberal 
dogmatists’ OR ‘multi-culti’ OR ‘American stooges’ OR ‘Euro-Atlantic fascists’ OR 
‘liberal fascists’ OR ‘the Soros circle’ OR ‘the Capital circle’ OR freeloaders* OR 
‘professional protesters’ OR politcorrect* OR ‘self-styled human-rights activists’, etc. 
(see Vatsov 2017, 12)

5. An article published by the alternative investigative journalism site Bivol 
casts light on these developments listing several ‘counter-environmentalist’ NGOs: 
Coalition for Sustainable Development, National Association ‘Bulgarian Black 
Seaside’ and Nature for the People. The article exposes the specific commercial and 
administrative actors backing these organizations. Organizations of this type, the jour-
nalists write, can be recognized by their shared feature – ‘instead of defending nature, 
they champion the so called “investors,” which clearly shows where their motivation 
comes from’ (Bivol 2015).

6. See chapter 4, for the controversial attitudes expressed by Bulgarian survey 
respondents vis-à-vis civil society organizations.

CHAPTER 7

1. YouTube video clips of events and activities by uncivil society organizations 
were identified through a combination of search terms involving migration, EU, quo-
tas, and the countries concerned. The video clips were then subjected to an analysis 
primarily of actors and utterances, though some attention paid to visual content – 
imagery, location, staging, type of action – featured. Impact assessments were not 
made but in several cases it could be established that traditional print/electronic media 
made references to the clips in regular reporting.

2. Since 2015, the Bulgarian National Union ‘Edelweiss’, which organizes the 
march, has established a merchandising division, offering printed T-shirts, insignia 
and pamphlets (most prominently: ‘They Called Them Fascists’) on the website: 
lukovmarsh.info.

3. A paradox is that Estonia has one of the most liberal visa regimes in the world. 
Whereas refugees are mainly accepted from Russia and Ukraine in recent years, 
there is visa freedom with more than sixty countries, and visitors can remain three 
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months out of every six-month period. More than 6,000 foreigners came to live in 
Estonia in 2016, and at one point, immigration authorities curbed the flow by begin-
ning to refuse residence permits for work and business. Application procedures 
for residence permits have been streamlined with a view of attracting qualified 
workers, not least engineers, IT specialists and other categories of technical staff 
(Johanson 2017).
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